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CHAPTER

5 The Making of the
Constitution

(1787-1791)

1 A Sense of Crisis

Section Focus

Key Terms Shays’ Rebellion m anarchy
m nationalist m Constitutional Convention

Main Idea Believing that national govern-
ment and even liberty itself were in crisis,
political leaders assembled in Philadelphia
in 1787 to strengthen and restructure the
national government.
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1786
1787

Shays’ Rebellion begins

Constitutional Convention
meets

1787
1788
1791

Great Compromise approved
Constitution ratified

Bill of Rights amends
Constitution

Objectives As you read, look for answers to
these questions:

1. Why did farmers in Massachusetts rebel
against the authorities?

2. Why did some Americans of the mid-
1780s want revisions in their government?
3. What were the men like who gathered to
restructure the national government?

The embattled farmer, with musket or pitchfork in
hand, ready to fight for liberty—this has become a
popular image of the American Revolution. The
embattled farmer of 1776 helped overturn British
rule. Ten years later, however, embattled farmers
were again a threat. This time they were challeng-
ing the Confederation.

During the Revolution, the meaning of liberty
was clear. Liberty was freedom from the British.
It was also the right to form a government that
the American people controlled. With both peace
and republican government in place, however,
Americans learned that liberty was no longer so

easy to define.

SHAaYs’ REBELLION :
By the mid-1780s Americans faced two crucial

questions. What was liberty? How could liberty be
preserved for future generations? The answers to
these questions would take form in the Constitu-

tion of the United States.
The Massachusetts legislature had voted in 1781

to outlaw paper money because it was worth so

little. Henceforth all debts were to be paid in hard

currency. This law hurt farmers because farming

brought in little hard currency with which to pay

taxes or other debts. The legislature also passed
laws, such as taxing young livestock, that further
burdened farmers. When payment was demanded,
many farmers lost their land and even ended up in
prison. In one Massachusetts county, for instance,
almost a third of the male residents could not pay
their debts. In another county, 80 percent of the
men in jail were there as debtors.

Was this liberty? the debt-ridden farmers asked.
Was this why they had fought a revolution? In the
fall of 1786, mobs of Massachusetts farmers began
to march on the courts to stop the sale of farms
for nonpayment of debts. This movement, more a
group of scattered protests than a full-scale revolt,
became known as Shays’ Rebellion (Daniel
Shays, one of the leaders of the movement, had
served with distinction during the war but now

was in debt.)
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The movement had little focus. One of Daniel | A €aLL ForR A CONVENTION

: e P
Shays’ men had urged on a rebellious mob of | Meanwhile dtélegates i!‘t)ﬂ.l V%rgpnu and _Mar.\'la r;g
farmers by saying: had met to discuss questions about NavVigation m {a
: Chesapeake Bay and the Potomac Rivey. Pleags 4
My boys, you are going to fight for liberty. with how they were able to reach an agr%m; d :

If you wish to know what liberty is, I will Mt

the delegates thought it would be helpful if all ‘L‘n;
states met to discuss disputes over COMMepgq
Such a convention was to be held at Am"dlm'ﬂs:
Maryland, in September 1786. :
When the convention met, though, delegateg
For many citizens such words were a preserip- | from only five states sh.owed up. Two of the dele.
tion for anarchy Anarchy is the complete disor- | gates, Alexander Hamﬂt()'n.from New York and
der that can result from having no government or | James Madison from Virginia, persuaded the oy,
laws. Anarchy, many feared, was one step from | ers that little could be done w_lth 80 few States
tyranny. John Locke once said, “Wherever law present. The Annapolis Convention tben endorseq
| ends, tyranny begins.” a report written by Hamilton that pointed out tpe
defects of the Articles of Confederation. The Con-
federation could not negotiate trade treaties, the

tell you. It is for every man to do what he
pleases, to make other people do as you
please to have them, and to keep folks
from serving the devil.

. “ SR
| Wherever law ends, tyranny begins”

|
|
|
|‘ State leaders in Boston announced that the
: ' rebels must obey the majority, even if it was
wrong. The only way to change the wrong, Boston
J said, was to elect new representatives. That arch-
{l rebel Sam Adams was so upset that he called the
new rebels bandits. He went on to urge the execu-
i tion of their leaders. Meanwhile, the prosperous
| towns and merchants raised funds to send the
state militia after the rebels.
i The movement reached a climax early in 1787.
. Shays and several hundred followers set out to
| seize the federal arsenal at Springfield. Chal-
| lenged by the state militia, however, the rebels

f fled. Some 150 rebels were captured, while others,

including Shays, escaped over the state line.
! When spring came, the voters elected a new state
H i government that pledged to change the heavy-
! handed laws against debtors. For governor they | :
o | chose John Hancock, who then pardoned the lead. | Dissatisfaction with

the Articles of Confed-
ers of the revolt. eration (shown here)

*f' Shays’ Rebellion, however, sent a shock wave | joq nationalists like James
| through the country. For one thing, the national | Madison and A:Ie:ander
' i itua- | Hamilton to call for a
" gpvernment had been too weak to a(;t in t‘he situa S S ey
{ B tion. For another, pockets of seething discontent CONSTITUTIONAL HERITAGE
i | existed in every state. Many feared more such Why did Hamilton argue that
revolts. the Articles were defective?
I - -
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The movement had little focus. One of Daniel

Shays’ men had urged on a rebellious mob of
farmers by saying:

My boys, you are going to fight for liberty.
If you wish to know what liberty is, I will
tell you. It is for every man to do what he
pleases, to make other people do as you

please to have them, and to keep folks
from serving the devil.

For many citizens such words were g prescrip-
tion for anarchy Anarchy is the complete disor-
der that can regult from having no government or
laws. Anarchy, many feared, was one step from

tyranny. John Locke once said, “Wherever law
ends, tyranny begins.”

ever law ends, tyranny begins.”

State leaders in Boston announced that the
rebels must obey the majority, even if it was
wrong. The only way to change the wrong, Boston
said, was to elect new representatives. That arch-
rebel Sam Adams was so upset that he called the
new rebels bandits. He went on to urge th
tion of their leaders. Meanwhile, the prosperous
towns and merchants raised funds to send the
state militia after the rebels,

The movement reached 1 climax early in 1787.
Shays and several hundred followers set out to
eize the federal arsenal at Springfield. Chal-
enged by the state militia, however, the rebels
led. Some 150 rebels were captured, while others,
ncluding Shays, escaped over the state line,
When spring came, the voters elected a new state
Jovernment that pledged to change the heavy-
1anded laws against debtors. For governor they
hose John Hancock, who then pardoned the lead-
rs of the revolt.

Shays’ Rebellion, however, sent a shock wave
hrough the country. For one thing, the national
overnment had been too weak to act in the situa-
ion. For another, pockets of seething discontent

xisted in every state. Many feared more such
evolts.

€ execu-

Dissatisfaction with
the Articles of Confed.
eration (shown here)
led nationalists like James
Madison and Alexander
Hamilton to call for 5
Constitutional Conventigp,
AL

Why did Hamilton argye that
the Articles were defectiye?

A CaLL ror A CONVENTION

Meanwhile delegates from Virginiy 54
had met to discuss questions about Navigatiy,
Chesapeake Bay and the Potomac River. Pleason
with how they were able to reach gy agreon, ;fd
the delegates thought it v_vould be helpfy] it all tht’
states met to discuss disputes ovep ea mere:
Such a convention was to be held st An“apoljs'
Maryland, in September 1786. )

When the convention met, though, gq
from only five states showed up. Two of ¢},
gates, Alexander Hamilton from New Yy anq
James Madison from Virginia, persuaded the oth.
ers that little could be done with so fey Stateg
present. The Annapolis Convention thep endorseq
a report written by Hamilton that pointe( out the
defects of the Articles of Confederation, The Con.
federation could not negotiate trade treaties; the
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report said. It could not

. pay it
resolve disputes betwee Y 1ts debts. It could not,

n the states. Nop could it
fects, the report called for

) consider wa,
en the Union. Those interesteq ¥S to strength.

. in st .
the Union were called nationalists, rengthening

It was about this time that new ’
bellion swept through the states. SU(;fti? htalllyesn f}?
nationalists had wanted 2 stronger governm i
for reasons of commerce and taxation. With Shaen’
Rebellion they saw that 5 stronger govemmgr?t

was also necessary to keep order, Fr
. From Mo
Vernon, George Washington wrote: o

No morn ever dawned more favourable
than ours did—and no day was ever more
clouded than the present! . . . Without
some alteration in our political creed, the
superstructure we have been seven years
raising at the expense of much blood and
treasure, must fall. We are fast verging to
anarchy & confusion.

Responding to the national feeling that some-
thing be done, Congress called for the states to
send delegates to a convention. They would meet,
Congress said, “for the sole and express purpose
of revising the Articles of Confederation.” The
convention would begin the second Monday in
May 1787 in Philadelphia.

Tre CONVENTION DELEGATES

Twelve states responded to the call to send dele-
gates to Philadelphia, to attend what we call the
Constitutional Convention. Only Rhode Island,
which was torn by a paper-money dispute, de-
clined to participate. .

The 55 delegates who attended the Convention
were among the most educated and most experl-
enced men in America. About half were lawyers.
Others included successful planters, merchant.s,
and physicians. Three-fourths of them had sat in
the Continental Congress. Many had been mem-
bers of their state legislatures and had helped
draft their state constitutions.

For all their experience, the delegatees “v;ZI'i 3a
ou oup. Although the average ag ;
iloslzg;avge uI:‘lder the age of 40. (quay, the averaii
age of Congress is 51.) It was mainly the young

-

nmairilo\ri:fhé)ntoa?kfon the chal.lenge of putting the new

.1rnE1er footing. Edmund Randolph,
governor of Virginia, was 33. Charles Pinckney of
South Carolina was 29, James Madison was 36,
Alexander Hamilton was 30.

The two most eminent men in America attended
the Convention. They were Benjamin Franklin,
81, and George Washington, 55. Some famous
¥eaders were missing. John Adams was represent-
Ing the nation in London, and Thomas Jefferson
was in Paris. Patrick Henry refused to come, re-
portedly saying he “smelt a rat.” Henry was sus-
picious of what the nationalists were up to and
wanted no part of it.

The Convention delegates shared certain funda-
mental goals and values. They certainly agreed
with the Declaration of Independence, which
stated that government must ensure the people’s
natural rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness. The Convention delegates also agreed
that these natural rights could not exist without
government. Government, therefore, was neces-
sary to liberty.

The delegates believed that governments derive
their just powers from the consent of the gov-
erned. Yet they knew that people in government
might use their power to serve their own ends
rather than the needs of the common people. They
were also mindful that the people had no monop-
oly on either truth or virtue.

In 1776, in the flush of republican excitement,
many delegates had believed that a successful re-
public depended on a virtuous people. By 1787,
events had changed their minds. As George Wash-
ington said, “We have, probably, had too good an
opinion of human nature in forming our confedera-
tion.” And, as Madison would write, “If men were
angels, no government would be necessary. If an-
gels were to govern men, neither external
nor internal controls on government would be

necessary.”

(13
If men were angels, no government

would be necessary.”
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Hamilton, James Wilson, Madison, and Franklin appear from
left to right in this mural of the Constitutional Convention,
CONSTITUTIONAL HERITAGE According to the delegates, from

where do governments derive their authority?

Thus, as the delegates began to wrestle with the
issues of power and liberty, they did so assuming
that people are by nature selfish. It was an im-
mense challenge. The delegates had to try to de-
vise a republic that would preserve liberty and yet
not depend for success on the virtue of people.

THE CONVENTION AsSEmBLES

On May 25, 1787, in the midst of a driving rain, 30
delegates from 7 states made their way to the
Pennsylvania State House, now called Indepen-
dence Hall. The rest would trickle in over the fol-
lowing weeks.

The first order of business was electing a presi-
dent of the Convention. Robert Morris of Pennsyl-
vania nominated George Washington, who was
elected. As Washington rose to make his accep-
tance speech, many in the group must have looked
around the room and remembered other times of
crisis. It was in this room a dozen years before
that Washington had been named commander-in-
chief of the Continental Army. In the same room
the Declaration of Independence had been signed.
Now the nation faced another crisis.

Washington was not overly hopeful. “It is too
probable that no plan we propose will be adopteq,”
he said. “Perhaps another dreadful conflict

“The event is in the hand of G
—George Washing

is to be sustained.” Nevertheless, he ypge, the
Convention “to raise a standard to which the Wise
and the honest can repair [rally around],” He gy,
cluded, “The event is in the hand of Go.”

Having chosen the president and other office,.s’
the Convention then decided on the ryleg that
would govern its meetings. Members vote ¢, con-
duct all deliberations in secret. To help ensure .
crecy, the windows were nailed shut throughoy
the Convention. The resulting heat proved g tery.
ble hardship when summer hit full force.

The delegates also decided that votes were not
binding. In other words, a majority could vote for
something, but then, as a result of later discus-
sions, go back and reconsider the vote. This would
happen often throughout the Convention.

Each day the Convention met, James Madison
sat at a desk in front of the president’s chair. Us.
ing his own shorthand system, he recorded every-
thing that was said. Madison’s notes allowed later
generations to penetrate the closed windows and
the secrecy of the Convention. We thus know
something of the passions, the debates, and the : 1

compromises that went intq the making of the .
Constitution. '

e SECT I 0N REview

1
1. Key Terms Shays’ Rebellion, anarchy, national |
: 1

ist, Constitutiona] Convention
2. PeorLe Danjel Shays,
James Madison, George Wy,

3. ComMPREHENSION What is
constitutiona] convention?

4.t¢:on:n=u:us:ou In what Ways were the dele-
gates to the Convention similar in outlook and

Alexander Hamilton,
shington

Sues led to the call for a ]
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