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Chapter 1
The Idea of Self-Rule
Self-determination America’s belief 
in self-government got its start 
more than two hundred years ago 
during a time when colonists in the 
thirteen colonies became frustrated 
that they had no say in British 
government policies that were affecting their liberties. 

This idea was further developed by 
Thomas Jefferson when he wrote the 
Declaration of Independence. And 
these ideas were fought for during 
the American Revolution. These 
revolutionary ideas were then set down 
in the Constitution of the United States.

2

The Big Question

What does self-
government mean, 
and why was it such a 
revolutionary idea?

Vocabulary

self-determination, 
n. the ability of the 
people in a country 
to decide their own 
government

liberty, n. freedom



American colonists believed that unfair taxes were being forced 
on them by the British government.
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One of the ideas Jefferson wrote about is that “all men are created 

equal.” Of course, Jefferson didn’t mean that every person has 

equal abilities. He certainly didn’t mean 

that all people can run equally fast, or jump 

equally high, or that each person is as good 

in math or science or music as every other 

person. No, what Jefferson meant is that 

each person is born with the same rights  

as any other. 

Jefferson wrote that some of these rights are unalienable. That 

means that no one—not a king or anyone else—can take them 

away. He wrote that these unalienable rights include “life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness.”

In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson stated the relationship between 
government and the people clearly. The British government and the king did not agree!

Vocabulary

right, n. a legal 
promise

unalienable, adj. 
unable to be taken 
away or denied
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Thomas Jefferson didn’t make up these ideas the day he sat down 

to write the Declaration of Independence. He had been thinking 

about them for a long time. So had many other Americans. These 

ideas were truly revolutionary. They would forever change the 

way people thought about their government—not just American 

people but people all over the world. 

After writing those things, Jefferson stated three important ideas 

about government:

•	 The main purpose of government—the reason we have 

government in the first place—is to protect the rights of the people. 

•	 If a government fails to protect those rights, or even worse, 

takes them away, the people have the right to get rid of that 

government and create another one. Wasn’t that what the 

American Revolution was about?

•	 Governments get “their just powers from 

the consent of the governed.” In other 

words, the power of government comes 

from the people themselves—they 

are “the governed.” It is the people who decide what powers 

their government should have. If the people do not give their 

consent for the government to have this or that power, then 

the government does not have it. This idea is based on what 

is known as social contract theory. The people enter into 

a contract, or agreement, to give power to government. If 

government misuses that power, the contract is broken and the 

power returns to the people. They can change the contract or 

enter into a new one. 

Vocabulary

consent, n. approval 
or agreement
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Now, that is a powerful idea! It is one of the most important ideas 

in all of human history.

Limited Government

The idea of limited government was the idea that people should 

have the right to limit, or restrict, the power of their government. 

In 1776, when Jefferson wrote the Declaration, this was not a 

brand new idea. A few people in Europe had written books 

about it. A few nations, including England, had even taken steps 

toward limited government. For the most part, however, the idea 

had not been put into practice. Kings, conquerors, and tyrants 

of all kinds had been ruling governments for hundreds of years 

without asking ordinary people for their consent. Some rulers 

even claimed they got their power from God. These were called 

divine right rulers. The needs and wants of ordinary people 

simply were not important to these rulers.

But in the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson made 

clear that the people do count. 

After 1776, Americans had a chance to take the idea of limited 

government to a whole new level. The Declaration of Independence 

listed all the things the king and his Parliament had done wrong.  As 

a result, the contract was broken and the American colonies were no 

longer a part of Great Britain. Each colony became an independent 

state, and each state had to create a new government for itself.

What followed was truly amazing. In every state, ordinary 

people discussed and debated what that new government 
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should be like. How much power should the people give these 

governments? What is the best way to protect the rights of the 

people? Which of the old British ways should be preserved? 

How long should our representatives in government serve? How 

should they be chosen? Should our state have a governor? And 

if so, how long should he serve? What power should the courts 

have? How should the new government be formed, and who 

should participate in that work?

Back and forth the discussions went. Americans exchanged their 

ideas in newspapers. They debated them in the taverns and in 

each other’s homes. The old colonial assemblies held special 

meetings to discuss what to do next. 

The Declaration of Independence declared the colonies’ separation from Britain and their 
establishment as “free and independent states.”
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Americans had many ideas about government. Sometimes, they agreed. Other times, 
they did not.

James Madison, whom you will meet 

later, wrote, “It is the first instance, [since] 

the creation of the world . . . that free 

inhabitants have been seen deliberating 

on a form of government.” He was right. 

The world had never seen anything like it.

Vocabulary

deliberate, v. to 
think about and 
discuss issues before 
reaching a decision
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Americans were well aware that they were doing something that 

had never been done before. They knew that they were engaged 

in a “great experiment.” Many of them didn’t expect to get 

everything right the first time. But that was all right. The important 

thing was to start. If needed, they could make changes later. After 

all, they were “the people.”



Chapter 2
New Constitutions  
for the States
New Plan of Government 
Americans set about making 
constitutions for their new state 
governments. A constitution is 
an overall plan of government, 
something like an outline. It declares what powers the 
government will have and will not have. 

10

The Big Question

What is a republic or 
a republican form of 
government? 



Each state put its constitution in writing.

11
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It says what the different parts of the government will be. It 

assigns duties and responsibilities to each part. It says that this 

part of the government will make the laws, and that part of the 

government will see that they are carried out, and this third part 

will decide arguments about what a certain law means, and so on. 

So you see, a constitution is like a law. But it is higher than ordinary 

laws. It’s a kind of fundamental law, and ordinary laws must fit in 

with it—they must “get along with” the fundamental law—or they 

don’t count. 

You might think of a constitution as the framework of a house 

and ordinary laws as the furniture. The outside walls, the roof, 

and the inside walls give you the basic form of the house. That’s 

your constitution. You then put in your furniture—those are your 

ordinary laws. 

From time to time you may need to change the furniture. Maybe 

your family’s needs have changed (like needing a bed instead of a 

crib). Maybe the furniture is broken and needs to be replaced. You 

can do that. 

The one thing you can’t do, though, is bring in furniture that is 

too big for the room. It has to fit inside the room, or you can’t 

use it. 

You get the idea. Like the basic form of the house, the constitution 

sets limits on what you can put inside. As long as a law—like 

the furniture—fits inside the constitution, the law is OK. If it 

doesn’t follow the constitution, then the law is unconstitutional. 

That means the law is no longer a law that has to be obeyed. 
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Does that mean that once you have the basic form, the 

constitution, you can’t change it? No, it doesn’t. You can change it, 

just as you can build an addition on a house or move around some 

inside walls. But that’s a much harder job than changing furniture. 

It’s not a job you do easily or often. 

“Rights of Englishmen”—and More

In each of the thirteen states, the first decision made about the 

new constitution was to put it in writing. That made it a firm 

contract between the people and the new government. It was 

how the people—“the governed”—gave their consent. It was 

like the people saying, “These are the things we agree that the 

government may do. And these are the things it may not do.” 

There’s that idea of limited government. 

Actually, it was quite easy for the writers of the constitutions to 

list what the new state governments could not do. The British 

king and Parliament had practically written the list for them. The 

governments could not search a person’s home without good 

reason. They could not put a person in jail without a good reason, 

either. And they could not keep him or her 

in jail without a trial. They could also not 

take away a person’s right to trial by jury. 

Finally, they could not stop people from 

assembling peaceably, and they could 

not take away the people’s right to ask or 

even demand that their government do 

something they wanted done. 

Vocabulary

“trial by jury,” 
(phrase) a case of 
law decided by 
a group of one’s 
fellow citizens

assemble, v. to 
gather together
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Do all these sound familiar? They should. They are those “rights 

of Englishmen” that colonists were fighting a war over at that 

very time. The idea of those rights developed in England over 

many years, starting in 1215 with a document called Magna Carta, 

limiting the power of the monarch. 

Many of these new constitutions added still more rights. One was 

freedom of speech. That means that people in those states were 

free to speak their mind and criticize the government without 

fear of being arrested. To give you an idea of how revolutionary 

an idea that was, there was no other country in the world at that 

time where the right of free speech was guaranteed. Even today, 

The British Parliament had long debated people’s rights and had moved to limit the rights 
of monarchs. It had also voted to impose new taxes in the colonies. 
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nearly two hundred and fifty years later, the great majority of the 

world’s people still do not completely enjoy that right.

It was a lot harder to say what powers the new state governments 

would have than which ones they should not have. Americans had 

just gotten rid of a too-powerful government. They certainly didn’t 

want to create another. 

At the same time, though, Americans were practical people. They 

knew it made no sense to assign the government a job and then 

not give it the power to do it well. For example, if they wanted 

their government to provide schools or build roads, they had to 

give it the ability to pay for schools and roads. In other words, they 

had to give the government the power to collect taxes.

For guidance, Americans turned to their own colonial experience. 

Each colony had its own assembly, or law-making body. Each had 

a governor, too. But while the assemblies were elected by the 

colonists, most governors were appointed by the king. 

Colonists understood that the governor was the king’s man, not 

theirs. When the governor appointed people to office, he chose 

men the king wanted him to appoint. When he decided whether 

to support an act of the assembly, he checked with the king’s 

advisers first. So colonists depended on their elected assembly, 

not the governor, to look after them and protect them. 

Now that they were independent, they continued to rely on the 

assembly and to distrust the governor. They gave their assemblies, 

now called legislatures, most of the power in government. The 

legislatures made the laws. They created the courts and appointed 
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the judges. They appointed most of the officials in each state, even 

those who worked for the governor. 

What power did the governor have? Not much. In most states he 

couldn’t even veto, or disapprove, laws passed by the legislature. 

Mostly, the governor was a figurehead. That means he had a title 

but not much else. 

At the same time, Americans wanted to be sure the legislatures 

didn’t misuse their power. So in most states, representatives 

were elected to the legislature one year at a time. That way, 

voters could keep a close eye on their 

representative. If they weren’t pleased 

with his performance, they could replace 

him promptly. Most governors also had 

only one-year terms. 

During colonial times, Virginia’s House of Burgesses passed laws that affected Virginians. 

Vocabulary

term, n. the length 
of time for which 
an elected official 
serves
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None of these state constitutions used the word democracy. That’s 

because they didn’t really create a completely democratic form of 

government. In a true democracy, the people govern directly. Each 

person can vote on every matter, every proposed law.

Now, you can get everyone in a village together in one place to 

discuss issues and vote. You may even be able to get everyone in a 

small town together. But you can see how it would be impossible 

to do that in a large area like a state. 

Here is what you can do, however. You can arrange for people to 

elect representatives to govern for them. Of course, that’s exactly 

what Americans had been doing for more than a hundred years while 

they were still British colonists. When people elect representatives 

to govern them, that is called representative democracy, as opposed 

to direct democracy. The resulting government is called a republic. 

And that’s what each state constitution provided for: a republican 

form of government. (As you’ll see a bit later, that’s our nation’s form 

of government, too. So when you say the Pledge of Allegiance to the 

flag of the United States of America, you say, “and to the republic for 

which it stands.”)

Freedom of Religion

One year after the Declaration of 

Independence, all but one American state 

had a brand new written constitution. 

Each of these documents had provisions 

protecting individual freedoms. In addition,  

many of the state legislatures passed  

Vocabulary

republic, n. a 
government in 
which people elect 
representatives to 
rule for them

provision, n. a 
condition that is 
included in an 
agreement or law
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laws guaranteeing specific key freedoms. Nearly every state,  

for example, passed a law to protect religious freedom.

The most famous of these laws was Virginia’s Statute for 

Religious Freedom. Can you guess who wrote it? Thomas 

Jefferson! The statute said that the state government could not 

interfere in any way with the religious beliefs of its citizens. As 

Jefferson said later, “It does me no injury for my neighbor to say 

there are twenty gods or no god. It neither picks my pocket, nor 

breaks my leg.” Because it does no one any injury, and, because 

the right to religious freedom was unalienable, the state should 

not concern itself with a person’s religious beliefs. Today, we 

call this idea the separation of church and state. It means that the 

government—the state—has no power to establish an official 

When people say the Pledge of Allegiance to the United States flag, they are also pledging 
allegiance, or loyalty, to the United States government.
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state religion. A related basic right is 

called freedom of conscience. This means 

that government cannot tell people what 

church they should belong to or what 

they should believe. These are some of the 

most important freedoms we have.

Also, many Americans realized that slavery contradicted their belief  

that all humans were equal and had unalienable rights. As a result, 

five northern states passed laws to end slavery immediately. Other 

states would gradually free their 

slaves. No Southern state was 

willing to do that, but several 

did make it easier for slave 

owners to free their enslaved 

workers, if they wished to.  

Some did. 

So state constitution-making 

was very successful. As it 

turns out, it was much more 

successful than the first try at 

national constitution-making. Thomas Jefferson

Vocabulary

conscience, n. a 
sense or belief a 
person has that a 
certain action is right 
or wrong



Chapter 3
The Articles of 
Confederation
Meeting in Philadelphia The Second  
Continental Congress was the meeting  
of delegates from all the colonies. It 
took place in Philadelphia in 1775.  
Those delegates had been called 

together to decide what to do 
about the latest acts of the British 
government against the colonists’ 
liberties.

20

The Big Question

Why did the lack of a 
central government 
prove to be a problem?

Vocabulary

delegate, n. 
representative



The Second Continental Congress first met in Philadelphia in May 1775, just weeks after 
the Battles of Lexington and Concord and the start of the American Revolution.

21
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If anybody had told those delegates they would still be meeting 

two years later, few of them would have believed it. But in 

1777, there they were. And now, they weren’t just discussing 

protests against Parliament. They were in charge of a war for 

independence. And they would continue meeting for four more 

years, still running that war. 

The Second Continental Congress was doing something else as well. 

It was trying to agree on a government for the new United States 

of America. Most members of the Congress agreed that the new 

nation needed some kind of a central government—a government 

for the whole nation. Every time they began to consider what kind 

of government, though, they ran into a problem. That problem was 

the fear of a central government with too much power.

In 1777, the Congress voted to approve 

a plan for a new central government. 

The plan was called the Articles of 

Confederation, and it was sent to the 

states for approval. After being debated in 

each state, it finally went into effect four years later, in 1781, when 

Maryland became the last state to approve it. 

The Articles of Confederation were very different from the 

constitutions the states had adopted for themselves. Like the 

state constitutions, the Articles created a law-making body, 

which was called Congress. That’s where the similarities ended. 

The people didn’t elect the members of Congress, the way 

they elected their state legislatures. Members of Congress were 

appointed by the states.

Vocabulary

confederation, n. 
a group of states 
joined together by a 
formal agreement
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In fact, the people of the United States had no direct connection 

with this new central government at all. You see, the new 

government didn’t represent the people; it represented the states, 

and the states had established their own political independence. 

You’ll see the importance of that difference in a little while. 

There was another important difference between the Articles of 

Confederation and the state constitutions. State constitutions 

gave their legislatures power to do a great many things. The 

Articles, though, gave Congress power to do very, very few 

things. These were some of the main powers: Congress could 

declare war and make peace. (You could hardly have one state 

Some Powers of the Central Government Under 

the Articles of Confederation:

•	 Declare war and make peace

•	 Create an army and a navy

•	 Send representatives to foreign countries

•	 Borrow money

•	 Establish a system of weights and measures

•	 Establish post offices

•	 Print money

The Articles of Confederation provided for a weak central government with few powers.
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making peace while the others continued 

to fight against Great Britain!)

The Congress could make treaties and 

alliances with other nations. It could settle 

arguments between the states about their 

boundaries—about where one state’s land 

ended and another’s began. It could borrow 

money, set up a postal service, and create a 

currency, or money system. 

That was about it. To make sure the Congress didn’t try to do more 

than it was supposed to, the Articles of Confederation added this: 

Unless the Articles specifically gave a power to the new Congress, 

Congress did not have it. 

Too Little Power

How did the Articles of Confederation work out in practice? 

Unfortunately, not very well. There were many reasons why. For 

one thing, each state, whether large or small, had only one vote in 

Congress. That meant that little Rhode Island, with a population 

of 68,000, had the same vote as Virginia, which had more than ten 

times as many people. Some of the larger states became frustrated 

and felt this voting arrangement was unfair. 

Another problem was that Congress was always broke. During the 

war the Continental Congress had borrowed from other countries 

and from individual Americans to buy supplies and pay the army. 

With the war over, it was time to start paying the money back. 

Vocabulary

treaty, n. a formal 
agreement between 
two or more groups, 
especially countries

alliance, n. a 
partnership of 
different countries, 
organizations, or 
people who agree to 
work together
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Right now you are probably thinking, “Why didn’t Congress just 

pass some laws to collect taxes?” The reason is that the Articles 

of Confederation did not allow Congress to tax. Only the state 

governments could do that. There was that problem about a 

strong central government again. 

Then how was Congress supposed to get money? All it  

could do was tell the states how much was needed and then  

ask each one to contribute its fair share. If they did, fine. If they 

didn’t, then the central government had no power to make  

them contribute. Not surprisingly, perhaps, most didn’t. For every 

$100 Congress asked for, the states contributed just $5. You can’t 

pay off many debts that way. 

Even when it became clear that the central government had to 

have at least some power to raise money, there was not much that 

could be done about it. That’s because of another weakness of the 

Articles of Confederation: to amend, or change, this constitution, 

all thirteen states had to give their agreement. Twice, those who 

favored the idea tried to amend the Articles to allow Congress to 

tax. Each time, twelve states said yes, but one state refused. The 

amendment failed. 

While the Articles of Confederation gave Congress the power to 

declare war, Congress had no power to raise an army. It could ask 

each state to contribute its fair share of men, but again, it was 

up to each state to decide whether it would do so. This was a 

big problem when farmers revolted in Massachusetts in 1786 in 

Shays’s Rebellion. 
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There were other problems, too. The government of the United 

States of America had no one at its head. After their experience 

with a king, Americans decided against giving power to any single 

person. Each year, Congress elected one of its members to be 

president of the Congress, but that wasn’t the same thing as being 

the head of the whole government. It was just a nice title with no 

real power. 

Shays’s Rebellion was an armed revolt against what were considered to be unfair taxes  
and harsh economic conditions. The governor had to organize a military group to stop  
the rebels. 
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With such a weak central government, states often did whatever 

they wanted, even though they weren’t supposed to. For 

example, the Articles of Confederation said that Congress had 

the right to raise a navy, but nine states went ahead and had 

navies of their own. 

The central government seemed so unimportant that state 

legislatures took their time electing delegates to Congress. The 

delegates took even more time getting to its meetings. Some 

didn’t even bother. 

Americans had been understandably afraid of creating a central 

government with too much power. But after six years under the 

Articles of Confederation, many people believed they had created 

one with not enough.



Chapter 4
Planning a  
New Constitution
Northwest Ordinance About the 
last thing you’d expect is that such 
a weak Congress would pass one 
of the most important laws in all 
of American history. But that’s just 
what it did in 1787. 

This 1787 law is known as the Northwest 

Ordinance. At that time, the United States 

owned a huge triangle of land in the 

northwest. It was bordered by the Ohio River, 

the Mississippi River, and the Great Lakes. Right after the United 

States became independent, settlers began to pour into this territory. 

In those days, the usual thing for a country to do was to turn such an 

area into colonies for its own benefit. That’s what Great Britain did. 

It’s what France and Spain did. It’s what the Netherlands and Portugal 

and other European countries did. 
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The Big Question

Why did James 
Madison and 
Alexander Hamilton 
think a stronger 
central government 
was needed? 

Vocabulary

ordinance, n. a law 
or government rule 
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Notice which states eventually 
would be carved out of the 
Northwest Territory.
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It’s not what the United States did, though. First, Congress 

guaranteed everyone who settled in this vast territory the same 

rights that people in the thirteen states had—such as trial by jury 

and freedom of religion. Then, Congress divided the territory 

into smaller ones. When a certain number of people settled in a 

territory, then it could become a state. Not a colony of a mother 

country, mind you, but a full-fledged state, equal to all the other 

states. From that time on, that was the plan used to create nearly 

all the other states in today’s United States.

There was one more very important part of the Northwest 

Ordinance. Earlier you read that five Northern states had taken 

steps to end slavery. People in other states, too, were coming 

to believe that slavery was 

wrong, especially as the 

Declaration of Independence 

said that “all men are created 

equal.”  Some of these 

people were slaveholders 

themselves. 

Congress could not do 

anything about slavery in 

the states where it already 

existed. But Congress did 

want to make clear how it 

felt about slavery. Therefore, 

the Northwest Ordinance 

Arthur St. Clair, a leader during the Revolution, 
was appointed the first governor of the 
Northwest Territory.
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prohibited slavery anywhere in the Northwest Territory. That 

was an important thing to say at the time to advance liberty 

and equality for everyone. It would become even more 

important later. 

A Need for Power

Passing one law, however—even a law as important as the 

Northwest Ordinance—didn’t change the fact that the Articles of 

Confederation were not working very well. A growing number of 

people began to feel that Congress needed more power, more 

authority, to be effective. Many, though, wanted to keep the 

Articles of Confederation. They thought that an amendment here 

or there would be enough to do the trick. 

Not James Madison. Madison was from a well-to-do Virginia 

family. He had spent most of his life studying government 

and politics. People said that Madison 

knew everything there was to know 

about governing. When he was still in his 

twenties, he helped write the new Virginia 

constitution. 

Now in his mid-thirties, Madison served as one of Virginia’s 

delegates to Congress. There, he witnessed firsthand the problems 

of the struggling young nation. After a few years, Madison decided 

that no amount of fixing could make the Articles of Confederation 

work well. There was only one thing to do: scrap the Articles and 

start over. 

Vocabulary

politics, n. the 
activities of 
leaders running a 
government
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Alexander Hamilton reached the same conclusion. Hamilton’s 

childhood had been far different from Madison’s. He had grown 

up in the West Indies. Hamilton’s father was a British merchant 

who lived very comfortably but who took no responsibility for his 

son. Hamilton’s mother died when he was only eleven. 

Several years later, Alexander was working as a store clerk when a 

hurricane swept across his island. He wrote a letter describing the 

hurricane damage. It was printed in the local newspaper. Several 

wealthy island plantation owners were impressed by Hamilton’s 

letter. They decided to pay for Alexander to attend King’s College 

in New York. 

A strong believer in the Patriot cause, Hamilton joined General 

Washington’s army soon after the fighting started. In a short time, 

he became one of Washington’s closest aides. Now, as one of 

New York’s delegates to Congress, he too saw how weak the new 

government was under the Articles of Confederation.

Like Madison and Hamilton, George Washington felt that the 

central government had to have more power. In 1787, he wrote to  

These men all agreed that the Articles did not give the national government enough power. 
(From left to right, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and George Washington)
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a friend, “To be fearful of giving Congress . . . [enough] authority 

for national purposes appears to me . . . madness. What then is 

to be done? Things cannot go on [this way] forever.” Washington 

feared that people might become so frustrated with the 

government that they might even start believing the country 

would be better off with a king!

In 1786, Madison, Hamilton, and several others persuaded 

Congress to call for a special convention of all the states in 

Philadelphia in May 1787. The invitations to the convention 

went out as news was spreading about Shays’s Rebellion in 

Massachusetts. That news helped to convince the states that the 

convention was necessary. They decided to participate, and they 

selected very experienced delegates to attend. 

The purpose of this convention, Congress said, was to recommend 

changes for improving the Articles of Confederation. But for 

Hamilton and Madison, the real purpose of the convention was 

not to improve the Articles of Confederation but to replace them 

with an entirely new constitution.

What should that new constitution look like? For more than a 

year, Madison had been pondering that question. He pored over 

books on the history of ancient Greece and Rome. He studied the 

writings of important thinkers on government and politics. He 

took notes. He thought. Then he read still more books, took more 

notes, and thought some more.

It was clear to Madison that a new central government must have 

more power than the old one had. Still, he had to wrestle with 

a big question: How do you create a government with enough 
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power to act but not so much power that it threatens the people’s 

liberties? As he studied and thought, his ideas for a plan of such a 

government gradually began to take shape. 

One thing Madison had already figured out: no central 

government could be successful if it had to depend on the states 

for everything it needed. It had to be able to raise its own money 

and enlist its own soldiers. It should not have to ask the states if 

they would please contribute. That was the great weakness of the 

Articles of the Confederation. 

Meanwhile, as the starting date of the Philadelphia convention 

drew near, newspapers all over America were filled with stories 

about what they were calling the “Grand Convention of the States.” 

To us it has become known as the Constitutional Convention.

Many of the ideas in the new constitution came from James Madison.
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Readers of those newspapers fully understood that whatever 

happened in Philadelphia—or didn’t happen, if the delegates 

could not agree—would have a great effect upon the future of 

their country.

And not just their own country. One newspaper said, “The Grand 

Convention of the States will settle forever the fate of republican 

government.” What that meant was this: European governments 

did not expect the 

United States to last. 

They believed that 

ordinary people could 

never govern themselves. 

If the Constitutional 

Convention failed to 

create a republican 

government that 

worked, then the 

European governments 

could say, “See, we told 

you so.” And it would 

be a long, long time 

before anyone else in 

the world would be 

willing to try a republican 

government again.

Delegates came to the Pennsylvania State House 
(now called Independence Hall) to try to save the 
government of the new nation.



Chapter 5
Waiting in Philadelphia
A Late Start The Constitutional 
Convention was scheduled to 
start on May 14, 1787. When James 
Madison arrived in Philadelphia on 
May 3, he figured he was eleven 
days early. As it turned out, he was 
actually twenty-two days early. 
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The Big Question

What does the author 
mean by “they had 
come to try to give 
that young nation a 
more secure future”?



As delegates arrived, the sun came out. The people of Philadelphia were excited 
to see the delegates arriving.

37
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That’s because the convention could not begin until delegates 

from at least seven states were present. On the morning of Sunday, 

May 13—the day before the convention was to start—Madison 

was still the only one from out of state to show up in Philadelphia.

No one was especially concerned though. In those days, meetings 

of this sort rarely started on time. Delegates had to come from 

afar, on horseback or by coach. In the best of weather, the roads 

were not very good. And the weather in the spring of 1787 was 

anything but the best. Heavy rains had turned the roads to 

puddles and mud. That Sunday, May 13, though, the weather was 

dry and, in the afternoon, the sun came out.

Philadelphians eagerly awaited the arrival of the most famous 

American of all, George Washington. Crowds lined the streets to 

cheer the hero. Men who had served in the American Revolution 

came out in their old uniforms to greet their commander. 

Washington’s presence alone was enough to create a feeling of 

hope and optimism about the Constitutional Convention.

During the following days, more delegates arrived in Philadelphia. 

Madison used the time well. As his fellow delegates from Virginia 

arrived, he met with them. Together, they came up with a plan 

of government to present to the convention. Meanwhile, all the 

delegates got to know each other and discuss the important work 

that lay ahead. In the evenings, Philadelphia’s leading families 

treated the delegates to entertainment.

It was clear that the states had taken this call for a convention 

seriously. Their delegates were some of the ablest men in America. 

The best-known of them, next to Washington, was also the 
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George Washington was a national hero. His presence inspired confidence in the 
convention.

oldest. That was Ben Franklin, the man who had used a kite and 

a key to show the world that lightning was electricity. Franklin 

was Philadelphia’s leading citizen. He improved life in the city 

in countless ways. He had founded the first lending library and 
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helped to start a university. He had also invented numerous items 

that made life easier for Americans. If anyone could be described 

as practical, it was Ben Franklin. People counted on his good sense 

to help the convention succeed. 

Franklin was now in his eighties and not in good health. He could 

no longer walk even the two hundred yards from his house to 

the convention’s meeting place. But practical Ben was prepared 

for everything. He had brought back a sedan chair from France. 

This chair rested on two long poles and had a cover on top to 

protect the rider from rain or sun. Four men, two on each pole, 

lifted the chair and its passenger, taking him from place to place. 

Philadelphians were quite used to seeing four men—in fact, 

Philadelphians liked to greet Benjamin Franklin as he traveled from place to place in his 
sedan chair. 
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four prisoners from the local jail hired by Ben Franklin—carrying 

their world-famous citizen around town in this manner. 

Several famous Americans were not present 

for the convention. Thomas Jefferson and 

John Adams would have loved to be there. 

However, they were serving their country 

in Europe. Jefferson was our ambassador 

to France. Adams was our ambassador to 

Great Britain. 

Also absent were Patrick Henry of Virginia, and Sam Adams and 

John Hancock of Massachusetts. People remembered Patrick 

Henry for his stirring speeches in support of the Patriot cause.  

One of his most famous speeches—made before the Revolution—

was the one in which he said, “I am a Virginian no more, but an 

American.”

Well, that was then. By the 1780s, Patrick Henry had decided 

that maybe he was mainly a Virginian after all—that is, his love 

for his home state was at least as great as his love for the United 

States. He opposed strengthening the central government, and 

he correctly guessed that that’s what the leaders at Philadelphia 

were up to. Although Virginia chose him as a delegate to the 

convention, Henry refused to attend, because, he later said,  

“I smelt a rat.” 

The Work Begins

Finally, enough delegates arrived for the convention to begin. 

On Monday, May 25, delegates walked from their hotels and 

Vocabulary

ambassador, n. a  
person who is an  
official representative  
of his or her 
government in 
another country
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boardinghouses to the handsome Pennsylvania State House. 

The city was already awake and moving. The clatter of horses’ 

hooves and the rattle of the iron wagon wheels traveling over the 

cobblestone streets was earsplitting. (As a favor to the delegates, 

the city government later spread gravel over the cobblestones to 

reduce the noise.)

The delegates entered the State House and gathered in the 

east chamber, a large room about forty feet by forty feet, with 

The delegates had much to discuss. It would not be easy to unite everyone. 
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high windows on two sides. In recent years, the room had 

become known as the Independence Room. It was here that 

the Declaration of Independence had been signed eleven 

years earlier.

A number of delegates to the Constitutional Convention had 

signed that Declaration. Looking around the room now, they saw 

familiar sights—the tables, each covered with a green cloth; the 

inkwells and quill pens set on each, ready for use. In this room, 

they had helped give birth to a new nation. Now they had come 

here once more, this time to try to give that young nation a more 

secure future.

At about 11:00 a.m. the guard closed the doors, and the delegates 

took their seats. It was time to get to work.



Chapter 6
Some Major Decisions
A Need for Secrecy Right at the 
start the delegates made two 
important decisions. The first was 
choosing George Washington as 
chairman of the convention. That 
was an easy decision. Washington 
was everyone’s first choice.

The second decision was to keep all discussions secret. That way, each 

person could express his ideas freely. He could even change his mind 

about an issue without having to face public disapproval. The delegates 

would not have to worry about newspapers or citizens looking over 

their shoulders and criticizing this or that proposal. Instead, the 

convention would present its final plan to the people and say, this is the 

result of our best efforts. Now it is for you, the people, to say yes or no.

Such secrecy meant not only closed doors but closed windows. The 

summer of 1787 was Philadelphia’s hottest in nearly forty years. With not 

a breath of fresh air entering the hot and sticky room, delegates sweltered 

in the miserable heat. Mosquitoes bit right through the delegates’ 

clothing, and big bluebottle flies danced around their heads. It was a 

wonder the uncomfortable delegates could concentrate on their work.
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The Big Question

What was the Virginia 
Plan, and why might 
some delegates have 
objected to it?



George Washington was elected chairman, or leader, of the convention.

45
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If the meetings were so secret, how do we know what was said there? 
We owe that to several delegates who took notes, especially James 
Madison. Madison chose a seat at the very front, where he could 
plainly hear every delegate. “I was not absent a single day,” Madison  
wrote later. “Nor more than a . . . fraction of any hour in any day. ” Using 
his own system of abbreviations and symbols, he wrote down in a 
private journal nearly everything that went on in the secret meetings.

We know from Madison’s notes that he himself addressed the 
convention no fewer than 161 times! Clearly, the quiet, soft-spoken 
James Madison had a lot to say. But then, no one had thought 
more about constitution-making than he had.

With the decision about secrecy made, the delegates turned to 
the business that brought them to Philadelphia. That business 
was to decide the kind of central government the United States of 

America should have.

The Virginia Plan 

Edmund Randolph of Virginia asked to speak first. As governor 
of the state, Randolph headed the Virginia delegation. It was his 
job to present the ideas that Madison and the others had been 
working on. These ideas came to be called the Virginia Plan.

The Virginia delegation, Randolph told the convention, would offer 
some proposals shortly. But first, he said, it might be useful to talk 
generally about the things a central government should be able to do. 

A central government, said Randolph, should provide for the 
common defense. That means it should be able to protect the 
American people against foreign enemies.

The delegates listened thoughtfully. No argument there.
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Powers the Central Government Should Have

•	 Protect the people against enemies

•	 Protect the liberties of its citizens

•	 Control trade between the states

•	 Provide for the good of all the people

•	 Raise money through some form of taxation

It should protect the liberties of the American people, continued 
Randolph.

The delegates continued to listen. No argument there, either.

It should be able to make laws about trade between the states, 
so that the states would not be taxing each other’s citizens.

Again, the delegates agreed, no argument about that.

It should provide for the general welfare of the people. That 
meant doing things for the good of the people and not just the 
people of one state or another.

Once again, no disagreement from anyone.

But, Randolph continued, under the Articles of Confederation, 
the central government could not do these things. To do them, a 
government would need the power to raise an army without having 
to beg the states for soldiers. It would need the power to collect its 
own taxes, without having to beg the states for money. And it would 
need many more powers besides. Randolph then described what the 

new government might look like. You’ll be reading about that shortly.

These are a few ideas that the delegates debated.
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By the end of that 

day, a few delegates 

were becoming 

uncomfortable. Yes, 

yes, they said, the 

Virginians are probably 

right. But where was 

Randolph’s argument 

leading? Randolph did 

not let them wonder 

long. The next day 

he spoke again. The 

Virginia delegation, he 

said, believed that the 

central government 

must be able to deal 

directly with the people, instead of depending on the kindness 

of the state governments. In certain areas it must have powers 

higher than those of the states. In those areas, the central 

government must have supreme powers.

A Strong Central Government?

But wait—wasn’t the whole idea of the Articles of Confederation 

that the states had supreme power? Yes, it was. Now, here was 

Governor Randolph saying that we needed a national government 

that would be supreme over the states in some areas.

That last statement of Randolph’s was met by a long silence. 

Remember, Congress had called this convention to revise the 

Edmund Jennings Randolph spoke first at the 
Constitutional Convention. He presented Virginia’s 
plan for a change in the government.
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Articles of Confederation, not to throw them out. Now, in the very 

first week of the convention, the Virginia delegation was asking 

the convention to do just that.

When discussion finally began, it was long and sometimes heated. 

After a time, the delegates put aside this difficult issue to discuss 

other parts of the Virginia Plan. But the issue had been raised, and 

it remained in the minds of all. 

On June 15, William Paterson of New Jersey introduced an 

alternative to the Virginia Plan. His plan, which became known 

as the New Jersey Plan, or small state plan, called for adding 

amendments to the Articles instead of replacing them. The next 

day Edmund Randolph argued that amending the Articles would 

not fix its problems. The delegates did not meet the next day, 

Sunday. On Monday, when they met again, Alexander Hamilton 

gave a long speech calling for an even more powerful national 

government than the Virginia Plan did. 

On June 19, after a long speech by Madison, the convention made 

the big decision to write a new constitution that would create a 

new, stronger central government for the United States of America. 

They would not attempt to amend the Articles of Confederation. 



Chapter 7
Checks, Balances,  
and Compromises
The Federal System No one wanted 
the central government to have 
all the power and leave the states 
none. What the delegates created 
was something in between, with 
powers divided between the central 
government and the states. 

This is called a federal system. The aim 

of a federal system is to give each level of 

government—the national level and the state 

level—the jobs each can do best. Sound easy? 

It’s not. Getting the right balance between 

the two is very hard to do. Just think about 

what was happening under the Articles of 

Confederation. The Articles let the states keep 

too much power and gave too little power to 
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The Big Question

What were the main 
challenges that had 
to be overcome in 
order to create a 
new constitution?

Vocabulary

federal, adj. relating 
to a system of 
government in 
which the national 
government 
shares power with 
other levels of 
government, such 
as states; it can also 
refer to national 
government



Delegates at the convention designed a new plan of government 
for the United States.
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the central government. The result was a central government that 

didn’t work well at all.

As if finding one balance was not hard enough, this convention 

had to find two. The second was the balance that James Madison 

had been wrestling with for more than a year. Do you remember 

it? It was this: How do you create a central government with 

enough power to act but not so much power that it threatens 

the people’s liberties? That question nagged at the delegates all 

through the convention. Many delegates were afraid of creating 

a too-strong central government that would abuse its power. 

You can see what deep scars their experience with the king and 

Parliament had left on Americans.

Separation of Powers

The Virginia Plan offered an answer to that problem. It proposed 

to separate the new national government into three equal 

branches: legislative, executive, and judicial. Each branch would 

have its own separate duties and powers. This idea is known as the 

separation of powers.

The separation of powers is part of our Constitution today. 

Here is how power is separated among the three branches of 

government:

•	 The legislative branch is Congress. 

Congress is a legislature, or group of 

people, who make the laws for the 

country. Its members are called legislators. 

Vocabulary

legislative, adj. 
having the power to 
make laws



53

•	 The executive branch is headed by 

the President of the United States. The 

president sees that the laws are carried 

out and is responsible for running the 

government. The president also deals 

with other countries and serves as 

commander in chief of the armed forces.

•	 The judicial branch, or judiciary (it comes  

from the same word as “judge”), is made up of the Supreme 

Court and other federal, or national, courts. These courts 

decide cases involving the Constitution and the laws that 

Congress passes.

The new government would be divided into three branches equal in power.

The Constitution

Separation of Powers

The Congress
• Passes laws • Carries out the laws of Congress

• Suggests new laws
• Settles arguments
   about the law

The President The Supreme Court

We the People of the United
States, in Order to form a more
perfect Union, establish Justice,

insure domestic  Tranquility,
provide for the common

defence, promote the general
Welfare, and secure the

Blessings of Liberty to ourselves
and our Posterity, do ordain

and establish this Constitution
for the United States

of America.

Vocabulary

executive, adj. 
having the power 
to carry out and 
enforce laws

judicial, adj. having 
the power to decide 
questions of law
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Checks and Balances

Now, each of these branches has a lot of power. But none is 

completely free to do what it pleases. That’s because each branch 

can check, which means stop, the others. Each branch “checks and 

balances” the other two.

For example, Congress can pass any law it wants, but the president 

has the right to veto, or disapprove it. Congress has the ability to 

override, or reject, a presidential veto. The president can make a 

treaty with another country, but the treaty only goes into effect if 

the Senate approves it. The president is commander in chief of the 

armed forces, but only Congress can declare war.

Do you see why this is called a system of checks and balances? Power 

is spread out and balanced among the three separate branches. Each 

branch has the ability to check, or stop, the other two. 

Compromises

For the first month, the Constitutional Convention made great 

progress. However, every delegate knew there were several issues 

certain to cause trouble. If those could not be solved, the whole 

convention would end in failure.

The first of these was the issue of representation in Congress. 

Before that question could be resolved, the delegates had to 

agree on whether there would be one house of Congress or two. 

The Virginia Plan called for two houses; the New Jersey Plan, one.  

The delegates agreed on two. Then they disagreed about 

how many representatives—that is, how many votes—each 
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state would have in both houses. Do you remember how the 

Articles of Confederation answered that question? The Articles 

said, “one state, one vote”—that is, each state had one vote, 

no matter how big the state or how many people lived in it. Of 

course, the big states didn’t like that. So now the Virginia Plan 

proposed that representation be based on population. In other 

words, the more people a state had, the more votes it would 

have. The New Jersey Plan wanted to retain the Articles’ one 

vote per state.

It wasn’t surprising that Virginia favored representation based on 

population. Virginia, after all, was the largest state. And it wasn’t 

surprising that small states like Delaware and New Jersey wanted 

to keep the one state, one vote rule. They said the Virginia Plan 

would give the large states too many votes in Congress.

The argument between big states and small states grew more and 

more heated. Each side said that its own proposal was the only 

fair one. Each side said it would never agree to the other side’s 

proposal. For a time, it looked like this would be the rock on which 

the Constitutional Convention would crash.

Then Roger Sherman, a delegate from Connecticut, came forward 

with a solution. Why not base the membership of one house of 

Congress on population? That one would be called the House of 

Representatives. In the other house, each state, whether big or 

small, would have an equal vote. That house would be called the 

Senate. That way, both the large states and the small ones would 

each get something.
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Roger Sherman of Connecticut presented a plan that shared legislative power between 
large and small states.
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Sherman had proposed a compromise. 

In a compromise, each side gives up 

something it wants in order to reach 

an agreement. Delegates on both sides 

realized they would need a compromise 

to end the argument. Roger Sherman’s 

solution seemed like a reasonable one. 

Angry words flew back and forth for a few more weeks, but 

Sherman’s idea was finally accepted. This came to be called the 

Great Compromise. The delegates had managed to solve one 

tough issue. Now they faced another, maybe even tougher one—

the issue of slavery. It was not a question of getting rid of slavery. 

Northern states did want to get rid of it, but they knew several 

Southern states would walk out of the convention if they tried. 

So they didn’t try.

Instead, the convention tried to deal with the question, 

Should states be allowed to count enslaved workers as a part 

of their population? If enslaved workers were included in a 

state’s population, then that state would have more votes in 

Congress. (Remember, the larger a state’s population, the more 

representatives it could send to the House of Representatives.)

The Northern states argued that enslaved workers shouldn’t be 

counted as people. After all, said these states, you Southerners 

claim that enslaved workers are just property. How can you 

count property as part of your population? But Southern states 

insisted that enslaved workers should be counted as people. 

Vocabulary

compromise, n. 
when each side in a 
disagreement gives 
up some of what 
they want to reach 
an agreement 
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Once again, a compromise saved the day. It was agreed that in 

figuring the number of representatives each state would have 

in the House of Representatives, five enslaved workers would 

count as three persons. This became known as the Three-Fifths 

Compromise. 

There was one more compromise between Northern and 

Southern states about slavery. Northern states wanted to end 

the slave trade and stop any more enslaved workers from being 

brought into the country. But Georgia and South Carolina 

threatened to walk out if the convention insisted on stopping  

the slave trade. In the end, the two sides compromised.  

Enslaved workers could be imported for another twenty years, 

but after that, Congress could prohibit bringing in any more. 

(Twenty years later, Congress did just that.)

Making these compromises on slavery was not a proud moment 

for the Constitutional Convention. Yet all the delegates knew that 

without them, there would be no new constitution and no new, 

stronger central government. Slavery would have to continue in 

the new nation, even though many were against it.
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The slave trade continued despite the fact that many people were against it.



Chapter 8
The Convention 
Completes Its Work
Questions Remain With those 
compromises, the convention moved 
steadily forward to complete its 
work. Several important questions 
remained. Here are some of them, 
along with the answers the delegates decided upon.
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The Big Question

What steps were put 
in place to ratify the 
Constitution?



So many difficult decisions about America’s future were discussed and 
decided upon in Philadelphia between May and September 1787. 
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•	 What should the term of office be for a member of the House of 

Representatives? 

	 Answer: Two years

•	 What should the term of office be for a member of the Senate?

	 Answer: Six years

•	 How many senators should each state have?

	 Answer: Two

•	 How many presidents should there be? Yes, that’s right—how 

many presidents at one time? For a while, the delegates considered 

dividing the powers of the president among three people. They 

feared giving all that power (again!) to just one person. 

	 Answer: One president, with a term of four years

Once the outstanding questions had been answered, the 

convention had to decide on a way for the new Constitution to be 

amended.

You’ll remember that amending a constitution should be harder 

than passing an ordinary law. At the same time, it shouldn’t 

be impossible. That was one of the problems of the Articles of 

Confederation, which required all thirteen states to agree on 

an amendment. The Constitutional Convention’s answer was to 

require two-thirds of each house of Congress and three-fourths of 

all the states to approve an amendment before it could become a 

part of the Constitution.

Two more questions had to do with ratifying the Constitution.  

To ratify means to approve or accept. Everyone agreed that before 
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the new Constitution could go into effect, it had to be ratified by 

the states. But by how many states? And who would speak for 

each state? Here again, the Articles of Confederation provided 

an example of what not to do. The Articles had let the state 

legislatures decide for each state and had required all thirteen 

of them to give their approval. It had taken four years to get all 

thirteen states to ratify!

The delegates to the Constitutional Convention said: We can’t 

let that happen again. This is also too important to let the state 

legislatures decide, as though the Constitution were just another 

law. Plus, the delegates were concerned that the state legislatures 

might oppose ratification for fear the new government would 

take power from them. So this is what the convention decided: 

Each state would call a special ratifying convention. That way the 

people would have a direct say in deciding whether to approve 

the new Constitution. This was social contract theory in action. 

Ratifying the Constitution would not be a simple task.

The Rati�cation Process

Constitutional
Convention

State
Conventions

Approval by 9
of 13 states
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The people would choose the members of these conventions as 

representatives of the people. The ratifying conventions’ only job 

would be to decide whether to approve the new Constitution. 

When nine of them approved, the new Constitution would go 

into effect.

Supreme Law of the Land

Here was another very important question for the delegates: 

What happens if part of a state’s constitution disagrees with the 

Constitution the convention created? Or if a state passes a law 

that disagrees with it? Is that OK? The delegates quickly saw that 

it certainly would not be OK. If that were to be allowed, each state 

could go its own way and ignore the new Constitution altogether. 

You would not have a real nation at all.

The convention took care of that problem by including these 

words in the Constitution: “This Constitution, and the laws of 

the United States . . . shall be the supreme law of the land; . . . 

anything in the Constitution or laws of any State to the contrary 

notwithstanding.” This means that whenever a state law or 

a state constitution says one thing, and the U.S. Constitution 

or Congress says another, then what the U.S. Constitution or 

Congress says goes.

Should There Be a Bill of Rights?

One important question remained: Should the new Constitution 

include a bill of rights? A bill of rights would list the rights of 

citizens and make it clear that the new national government 
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could not interfere with them. This list would include such rights 

as freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of religion, 

and the right to trial by jury.

Some delegates thought the new Constitution should list 

these rights. Most, though, felt that the state constitutions 

already guaranteed them. Therefore, there was no need to 

repeat them. They also believed that the limits placed on the 

new government prevented it from violating individual rights. 

There was another potential problem. If they wrote the rights 

down, some might be left out and not protected. In the end the 

delegates decided not to include a bill of rights. As you’ll soon 

see, that was a mistake. 

How Many Presidents?

One reason the delegates 

finally decided to have a 

single president was that 

they all knew who the 

first one would be. It was 

a person they knew they 

could trust. It was a person 

they knew would not 

abuse his power. They had 

trusted him to lead their 

armies in war. They had 

chosen him as chairman of 

this convention. You know 

who he was.
Everyone agreed that George Washington would 
become the nation’s first president.
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Success at Last!

The Constitutional Convention neared the end of its work. 

A committee was appointed to put all of the convention’s 

agreements into language that would be right for a constitution. 

On September 12, the delegates assembled to hear the proposed 

Constitution read aloud. “We, the People of the United States,” 

a committee member began. What words those were! Not, “We 

the States.” Not, “We the People of the states of New York and 

Pennsylvania and Georgia.” No. “We, the People of the United States.” 

Then, the delegates heard the purposes and principles of the new 

national government: 

We, the People of the United States, in order to form a 

more perfect union [to have a better government than 

we had under the Articles of Confederation], establish 

justice, insure domestic tranquility [to keep peace 

within the country], provide for the common defense, 

promote the general welfare, and 

secure the blessings of liberty to 

ourselves and our posterity, do 

ordain and establish this Constitution 

for the United States of America.

As they listened, the delegates marveled at what they had 

achieved during those four months in Philadelphia. It was, George 

Washington later said, “little short of a miracle.”

There were a few more days of discussion and small changes. Then 

on September 17—nearly four months after the Constitutional 

Vocabulary

posterity, n. 
descendants, or 
future generations
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Convention opened—the final document was ready to be signed. 

The time for secrecy was over. Windows were opened once more. 

A cool breeze flowed through the room.

Forty-two delegates assembled in the Independence Room. Three 

of them had already decided not to support the new Constitution. 

One of them was Edmund Randolph, who had presented the 

Virginia Plan to the convention. The other thirty-nine, one by one, 

stepped to the front of the room where the document was ready 

to be signed. Alexander Hamilton, who had been away from the 

convention, returned to sign for New York.

None of the thirty-nine agreed with everything in the document, 

but they agreed the debates had been conducted fairly. None of 

them believed that it was perfect. However, many of them shared 

Franklin’s belief when he said he was surprised that the system 

they had created came as close to perfection as it did. They all 

believed the Constitution was a great improvement over the 

Articles of Confederation. 

As they signed the Constitution, Franklin, unable to rise from his 

chair, spoke to the delegates one last time. At the start of the 

convention, said Franklin, he had noticed a carving of a sun with 

sunbeams on the back of the chairman’s chair.

I have often . . . looked at that [sun] . . . without being 

able to tell whether it was rising or setting. But now at 

length I have the happiness to know that it is a rising 

and not a setting sun.



Chapter 9
The States Ratify
The Final Test Now came the final 
test. Would the people approve 
what the Constitutional Convention 
had created? It was time to find 
out. Within days of the convention, 
newspapers throughout the country 
printed the entire Constitution.

All Americans, no matter where they lived, were given the opportunity 

to read every line of the document. They discussed it, analyzed it, and 

argued about it.

It had been amazing enough to have delegates come together to write 

a new Constitution. It was even more amazing to see people—“We the 

People”—having a say about their own futures and the future of their 

country.

It quickly became clear that some Americans wanted the Constitution 

very much, while others didn’t want it at all. Those who wanted 

to approve it came to be called Federalists. Those who opposed it 

became known as Anti-Federalists.
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The Big Question

Why was it considered 
essential to have a Bill 
of Rights added to 
the U.S. Constitution?



It had taken many months of hard work, but the delegates were able to 
sign a new Constitution for the United States. Now all Americans were 
given a chance to read this historic document.
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Both sides used the newspapers to present their cases to the 

public. Anti-Federalists had three main arguments. First, they 

said that the Constitutional Convention was only supposed to 

recommend changes to the Articles of Confederation. What 

business did the delegates have throwing out the Articles? They 

had gone way beyond what they were supposed to do.

Second, Anti-Federalists argued that the convention had created a 

much too powerful central government. Had they learned nothing 

from all those years of strong central government in Great Britain?

And third, they complained that the convention had failed to include 

a bill of rights in the Constitution. The Anti-Federalists warned that the 

national government was a direct threat to the liberties of the people. 

State constitutions had provisions protecting people’s rights from 

the state governments. The national Constitution needed provisions 

protecting people’s rights from the new national government.

The plan of the Anti-Federalists was delay. They tried to get the 

states to put off calling a ratifying convention. They also tried to get 

the states and the Congress to call for another national convention 

to fix the problems of this Constitution first. There would be plenty 

of time, they said, to have ratifying conventions after that.

The Federalists wanted to get the Constitution ratified quickly 

in states where there was strong support and to put off votes in 

states where there was strong opposition. They hoped support 

for the Constitution would grow as the early states ratified 

it.  Among the leading supporters on the Federalist side were 

Alexander Hamilton and James Madison. Those two, plus John 

Jay from New York, wrote eighty-five separate newspaper articles 
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in which they discussed every part, practically every sentence, 

of the new Constitution. They explained to the American people 

why each part was important. They explained how the new 

government would work. They also explained why the Articles of 

Confederation needed to be replaced. The essays became known 

as the Federalist Papers. 

The Struggle for Ratification

You’ll remember that each state was to hold a special ratifying 

convention. It would take a yes vote in nine states to put the new 

Constitution into effect.

The Federalist Papers set out to explain the ideas behind the creation of the  
U.S. Constitution. 
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Delaware held the first convention, and it voted yes. Pennsylvania 

and New Jersey soon followed. That made the score, three for yes, 

zero for no. Yes votes in Georgia and Connecticut in January 1788 

made it five.

Federalists were pleased by this good start. But they knew that the 

hardest battles lay ahead. One of those battles was sure to take 

place in Massachusetts, where the Anti-Federalists were very strong.

In the Massachusetts ratifying convention, Anti-Federalists fiercely 

attacked the new Constitution. Here’s how one delegate expressed 

his fear and distrust of it:

We [fought against] Great Britain—some said for 

a three-penny [tax] on tea; but it was not that. It 

was because they claimed a right to tax us and 

bind us in all cases whatever. And does not this 

Constitution do the same? Does it not take away 

all we have—all our property? Does it not lay 

[impose] all taxes?

Other opponents jumped on the absence of a bill of rights in the 

new Constitution. Without a bill of rights, they said, the liberties of 

the people would not be safe.

For a time the Anti-Federalist strategy seemed to work. Then 

the Federalists hit upon a neat strategy of their own. Instead of 
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trying to explain why no bill of rights was needed, they decided 

to compromise with the Anti-Federalists. If you join us in ratifying 

the Constitution, they said, we promise to support a bill of 

rights. This offer won over enough Anti-Federalists to swing the 

Massachusetts ratifying convention in favor of the Constitution. 

Six down, three to go, said the Federalists. Then Maryland voted 

yes in April, and South Carolina voted yes in May, making eight 

states in favor of the new Constitution. Eight—just one more 

to go. New Hampshire was the next state to have a ratifying 

convention. If New Hampshire said yes, the Constitution would 

go into effect.

The only problem was that two of the biggest and most important 

states, Virginia and New York, were not among the nine. Without 

at least one of those two states, the new nation would be very, 

very shaky.

So even when New Hampshire voted yes in June, supporters of  

the Constitution could not breathe easily. Their eyes turned to  

Virginia. There the battle between Federalists and Anti-Federalists  

raged for nearly a month. Patrick Henry was among the leading  

Anti-Federalists. He could still win over listeners with his fiery  

speeches. James Madison was among the leading Federalists.  

He could win over listeners with his calm and brilliant explanation  

of the Constitution.

And there was Governor Edmund Randolph. Remember him—the 

man who proposed the Virginia Plan but then refused to sign the 

Constitution? Randolph had changed his mind once again and was 

now in favor of the Constitution.
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As in Massachusetts and several other states, Anti-Federalists in 

Virginia pointed to the absence of a bill of rights. Patrick Henry led 

the charge. Without a bill of rights, roared Henry, our liberty, the 

“greatest of all earthly blessings,” is in danger.

The Federalists, however, had an answer, just as they had in 

Massachusetts. Vote for the Constitution now, they told the Anti-

Federalists, and we will work with you to add a bill of rights to 

the Constitution.

No, said the Anti-Federalists. First, call a new constitutional 

convention and add a bill of rights. Then we’ll vote. Amend first, 

said the Anti-Federalists. Amend later, said the Federalists.

On the day of the vote, Madison promised that once the 

Constitution took effect, he personally would lead the fight to 

amend it with a bill of rights. That seemed to do the trick. By a 

narrow margin, Virginia voted yes. 

The Bill of Rights

Madison was true to his word. He was elected to the House of 

Representatives in the new government, and he set to work putting 

together a bill of rights. He introduced his proposed amendments 

in June 1789. After debate in the House and the Senate, most of 

them were adopted and sent to the states for their approval.  

(Remember, amending the Constitution requires a two-thirds 

majority in each house of Congress and then approval by 

three-fourths of the states.) In 1791, ten of these amendments were 

ratified by the states and added to the Constitution. These first ten 

amendments are known as the Bill of Rights.
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The Bill of Rights outlines the rights of the people. 

The Bill of Rights says to the national government: These are the 

basic rights of the people. You cannot take them away. One of 

those amendments says that Congress may not make any law that 

interferes with your freedom of speech or freedom of religion.  
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It can’t take away the press’s freedom to print what it wishes. It 

can’t prevent people from assembling peaceably or from asking the 

government to do something about their complaints.

Another of those first ten amendments protects you against 

the government illegally entering and searching your house. 

(Sound familiar? It should. Many of these are the same “rights 

of Englishmen” over which the Revolutionary War was fought.) 

Four other amendments make sure that people accused of a 

crime get a fair trial. 

Taken together, those first ten amendments to the Constitution 

are the most important protector of our liberties that we have. 

They support the principle of limited government. 

But we have gotten ahead of our story. After Virginia approved 

the Constitution, it was clear that the struggle for ratification 

had been won. Meanwhile, in New York, that state’s ratifying 

convention was meeting. At the start the Anti-Federalists had a 

three-to-one advantage over the Federalists. Alexander Hamilton, 

who had represented New York at the Constitutional Convention, 

was very worried. However, as soon as Virginia’s convention voted 

yes, a messenger raced to New York with the news. He arrived 

there in early July. The news he brought had an almost immediate 

effect. With Virginia voting yes, New York realized that the new 

Constitution would definitely go into effect. They decided it would 

not be wise to be left out of the new nation. By the end of July, 

New York voted yes but by only three votes.
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Two states, North Carolina and Rhode Island, were still holding  

out. But they could wait. The Constitution drawn up that 

summer in Philadelphia was now, officially, the Constitution  

of the United States. 

It was time for the nation to celebrate. And did it ever, with 

bonfires, ringing church bells, and parades in cities and towns 

throughout the land.

No celebration was grander than the one in the nation’s largest city, 

Philadelphia. There, the citizens chose to celebrate their nation’s new 

beginning on Independence Day, the Fourth of July. At dawn, church 

bells and booming cannons from the ship Rising Sun in the harbor 

announced the start of the celebration. Later that morning, a mile-

and-a-half-long parade set off through the city. Floats, marching 

bands, and ordinary citizens offered their welcome to their nation’s 

new beginning. Following that, came an afternoon of speeches and 

picnicking. Nearly half 

the entire population of 

Philadelphia turned out 

for this huge party. At 

the end of the day, one 

leading citizen of the 

city said, “Now it is done. 

Now we are a nation.”

Indeed we were.
Independence Day, July 4, is celebrated throughout the 
United States each year. 



Chapter 10
Our Constitution Today
Still Going Strong If the Americans 
who wrote the Constitution came 
back today, would they recognize 
the country they helped create? 
You can probably list a hundred 
things that would be totally strange 
to them. If that’s all they saw, they 
wouldn’t recognize America at all.

What would they say about airplanes? About cars and trucks whizzing 

along highways? About tall office buildings in crowded cities? About 

cell phones, telephones, television, computers?

But what if those same Americans heard today’s citizens debate who to 

vote for, or argue against the school board’s new plan in a public meeting, 

or discuss the news they’d heard on TV or read in the newspaper? That 

would be a different story. Choosing our own representatives, meeting 

publicly to have a say about laws we will live under, exercising our rights 

to free speech and free press—surely those visitors from the 1780s would 

find these quite familiar. Chances are, they would smile, congratulate each 

other, and say, “The Constitution we wrote more than two hundred years 

ago is alive and well in twenty-first century America.”
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The Big Question

What are some 
of the reasons for 
the success of the 
Constitution and its 
survival for more than 
two hundred years?



Today’s America looks very different from the America of the 1790s.
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Why has this Constitution lasted so long? The short answer is 

that for two-hundred-plus years, the Constitution has served the 

American people well. How, exactly, has it done this?

Not Too Much, Not Too Little

One of the great features of the U.S. Constitution is that it doesn’t 

try to say or do too much. Do you remember how a well-made 

constitution is like the framework of a house? How ordinary laws 

are like the furniture that fits inside?

The people who wrote our Constitution, however, never confused 

the house with the furniture. They didn’t try to write rules for every 

small detail of government. They set down the main framework of 

government, and that’s all.

Why is that important? What’s wrong with a constitution that spells 

out little details of government? What’s wrong is that nobody, no 

matter how wise, can possibly guess what life will be like many 

years in the future. Remember that a good written constitution 

should not be too easy to change. If you load up your constitution 

today with a lot of rules that may make no sense tomorrow, your 

constitution is not going to work well for very long.

Here’s an example: How many people should each member of the 

House of Representatives represent? The Constitution says that  

each member has to represent at least thirty thousand people.  

It could be more, though. How many more? The Constitution  

doesn’t say. It lets each future generation decide for itself. A good  

thing, too. Suppose the Constitution had said, “each member  

of the House shall represent exactly thirty thousand people.”  
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Within the Capitol building, the Senate and the House of Representatives discuss 
important issues. 
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With our population today there would be more than nine thousand 

members sitting in the House of Representatives—that is, if they 

could find seats!

So one reason the Constitution has lasted all this time is that it 

does not try to do more than a constitution should. In fact, after 

tacking on the Bill of Rights—the first ten amendments—in 1791, 

we Americans have amended our Constitution only seventeen 

more times.

Four Guiding Principles

The Constitution has served the American people well for so long 

for another reason: It is built on four strong guiding principles. The 

first of these guiding principles is the one that Thomas Jefferson 

stated in the Declaration of Independence: Governments get “their 

just powers from the consent of the governed.”

Do you remember what that means? To put it simply, it means 

that “we the people” rule. We rule by choosing the people who 

represent us in government. We do this on the national level. We 

do it on the state level. 

We do it in the towns 

and cities in which we 

live. If we like the job 

our representatives have 

done, we can reelect 

them. If we don’t like it, 

we can choose others to 

represent us.
It is important to vote. By voting, people help shape  
the laws and expectations of their country. 
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The second guiding principle is limited 

government. The Constitution lists many 

things the national government may do. It 

can collect taxes and borrow money. It can 

control trade between the United States 

and other countries. It can make laws 

about immigration and citizenship. It can coin and print money, 

run a postal service, and create new courts. It can create an army 

and a navy, and it can declare war and make peace. Those are a 

lot of powers, to be sure.

But the Constitution also states many things the national 

government may not do. Most important, the Constitution 

prevents the government from interfering with the freedoms and 

liberties of the people. The Bill of Rights spells out still other limits 

on the federal government. The principle of limited government is 

what guarantees our freedoms and guards against the possibility 

of government becoming too powerful.

The third guiding principle built into our Constitution is the separation  

of powers. The responsibility for government in the United States is 

split among three branches of government. They are the legislative 

branch, the executive branch, and the judicial branch.

The legislative branch, or Congress, make the laws. The executive 

branch, headed by the president, carries out the laws. The 

judicial branch handles challenges to those laws and can decide 

whether they are permitted by the Constitution. If not, the law is 

“unconstitutional.” The Supreme Court can also find actions by  

Vocabulary

immigration, n. 
the act of moving 
from one country 
to another country 
to live
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the president to be unconstitutional. 

Congress can impeach and remove the 

president or individual judges.

With the powers of government separated 

in this way, no one branch of government 

can do whatever it wants. No one branch can ride roughshod  

over the other two. Each branch is checked and balanced by the 

other two.

The fourth guiding principle is federalism. As you have learned, 

federalism is the system of dividing the powers of government 

between the national government and the state governments. 

But the trick to making a federal system work well is to give each 

level of government the jobs it does best. The writers of our 

Constitution did a brilliant job of dividing up powers the right way.

The Venn diagram lists some of the powers the Constitution 

grants to the national government and some of the powers that 

Federalism

   Powers of the National 
  Government

•  Admit new states
•  Declare war and 

  make peace
 •  Create a military
 •  Control trade between
  states and with other 
   countries
 •  Print and coin money

•  Make laws for 
   citizenship

Some Powers of 
State Governments

•  Conduct elections
•  Set qualifications for 
   voting
•  Control trade within 
    the state
•  Set up local governments
•  Make laws for marriage 

   and divorce
•  Set up public schools

Some Shared 
Powers
•  Collect taxes
•  Borrow money
•  Set up court systems
•  Make laws to 
   provide for public 
   health, safety, 
   and welfare

Vocabulary

impeach, v. to 
bring formal 
charges against a 
government official
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remain with the states. On that same diagram, you’ll see an area 

where the powers overlap. These powers are shared, meaning 

that both the national government and the states have these 

powers. The power to tax, for instance. The national government 

needs this power to pay for our armed forces and many other 

things. But the state governments also need this power to pay for 

building roads and running schools.

So now you know many of the reasons why our Constitution has 

lasted more than two hundred years. There is, however, one other 

reason for the success of the U.S. Constitution. It is American 

people. We have respected the Constitution, and we have taken 

care to preserve it. And in return, the Constitution has taken care 

of us.



A
alliance, n. a partnership of different 

countries, organizations, or people who 
agree to work together  (24)

ambassador, n. a person who is an official 
representative of his or her government in 
another country  (41)

assemble, v. to gather together  (13)

C
compromise, n. when each side in a 

disagreement gives up some of what they 
want to reach an agreement  (57)

confederation, n. a group of states joined 
together by a formal agreement  (22)

conscience, n. a sense or belief a person has 
that a certain action is right or wrong  (19)

consent, n. approval or agreement  (5)

D
delegate, n. representative  (20)

deliberate, v. to think about and discuss 
issues before reaching a decision  (8)

E
executive, adj. having the power to carry out 

and enforce laws  (53)

F
federal, adj. relating to a system of government 

in which the national government shares 
power with other levels of government, 
such as states; it can also refer to national 
government  (50)

I
immigration, n. the act of moving from one 

country to another country to live  (83)

impeach, v. to bring formal charges against a 
government official  (84)

J
judicial, adj. having the power to decide 

questions of law  (53)

L
legislative, adj. having the power to make 

laws  (52)

liberty, n. freedom  (2)

O
ordinance, n. a law or government rule  (28)

P
politics, n. the activities of leaders running  

a government  (31)

posterity,  n. descendants, or future 
generations  (66)

provision, n. a condition that is included in an 
agreement or law  (17)

R
republic, n. a government in which people 

elect representatives to rule for them  (17)

right, n. a legal promise  (4)

S
self-determination, n. the ability of the 

people in a country to decide their own 
government  (2)

T
term, n. the length of time for which an 

elected official serves  (16)

treaty, n. a formal agreement between two or 
more groups, especially countries  (24)

“trial by jury,” (phrase) �a case of law decided 
by a group of one’s fellow citizens  (13)

U
unalienable, adj. unable to be taken away or 

denied  (4)

Glossary
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