Chapter 9

Ideas and Beliefs

The American Revolution gradually grew and did not create sudden change like the French and Russian revolutions. People went on with normal life; some places didn’t even know the revolution was occurring.

Less Conservative America


Many Loyalists were expelled from America after the revolution. Therefore, America became less conservative and gave way to Patriots. Examples: A group of Continental Army officers in 1783 formed an exclusive military order called the Society of the Cincinnati and were renounced for being aristocratic; Most states reduced (usually didn’t eliminate) property-requirement for voting; growth of trade organizations for artisans and laborers; several states removed laws of primogeniture.

Separation of Church and State


Anglican church lost power, was re-formed as the Protestant Episcopal church and was everywhere disestablished. Struggle was bitterest and prolonged in Virginia, where in 1786 Thomas Jefferson and others passed the Virginia Statue for Religious Freedom.

Slavery


In 1775, Quakers in Philadelphia founded the world’s first antislavery society. In 1774, Continental Congress called for complete abolition of the slave trade (not slavery), to which most states responded positively. Several northern states abolished slavery completely or gradually. Even Virginia, which had a lot of slaves, freed some slaves. However, laws grew against interracial marriage. The abolition movement was forming. Slavery wasn’t completely abolished for fear of dividing the fragile nation (which did happen a century later).

Women’s Rights


 Some women disguised as men served in the military. In 1776, New Jersey’s new constitution temporarily gave women’s suffrage. Abigail Adams, wife of John Adams, teasingly threatened a rebellion. Women still did women’s work.


Idea of “civic virtue” states that democracy depends on the unselfish commitment of each citizen to the public good. Women took care of children, developed their morals and citizenship. This brought the idea of “republican motherhood” that women were responsible to develop good citizens.
New State Constitutions


In 1776, the Continental Congress called for states to make new constitutions, which basically meant summoning themselves into being new states. New constitutions were supposed to rest power on the people. Connecticut and Rhode Island used their slightly changed colonial charters. Other states made completely new constitutions. 

Massachusetts Constitution


Massachusetts did something important: it had a special convention draft the state constitution then submit it to the people for approval. It was approved in 1780 and couldn’t be changed unless another special constitutional convention was called. This procedure was later adopted by the United States constitution.

Similarities


Similarities between state constitutions later allowed for the creation of a federal constitution. All were written documents that represented fundamental and nontransient laws. Most had bills of rights specifying specific liberties. Most required annual election of legislatures who stayed in touch with the will of the people. All had weak executive and judicial branches compared to today, to prevent another despot like Britain, and a strongest most democratic legislative branch.

Representing the Little People


Democratic elements of new legislatures seen by presence of members from poorer western districts that recently got the vote (Remember: property-requirement for voting decreased). The movement of state capitals from the rich east to the poorer west proved their influence. 

Economy

Former Loyalist Land


States seized control of crown and Loyalist land and cut them up into small farms. Roger Morris had his estate in New York cut up into 250 parcels. The revolution wasn’t as bad as in France partly because Americans had cheap land available to them. Economic democracy preceded political democracy.

Economic Independence


Most imports from England were cut off, forcing Yankees to make their own goods. Brandywine Creek in Philadelphia had numerous mills. However, America was still overwhelmingly soil workers.


The Navigation Laws maintained that colonies of England must trade with England only. This meant America could no longer sell goods in England. This disrupted commerce until new outlets were found. No Navigation Laws for America meant they could trade with nations other than England. Americans went to the Baltic and China seas, and in 1784 the Empress of China carried highly prized ginseng (which helped against impotence) to East Asian markets. 


Extravagant profits as high as 300% brought runaway inflation. The average American was worse off financially after the war than before. 


Economic and social atmosphere was unhealthy. New rich people replaced old rich people(?). People didn’t like taxes, laws or private property. 

Step Toward Unity


It’s hard to set up a new government, and even harder to set up a new type of government. It was even harder with Americans wanting “natural rights” and not liking people with authority. America was a name rather than a nation, little more than color on a map.


War gave Americans a common cause, didn’t have that anymore.


Hard times were at a low in 1786, when Britain flooded America with their cheap surpluses, creating competition with American markets. (Remember: British had previously cut off supplies to America.)


America still had a common governmental structure and state constitutions were very similar. Also had good political leaders like George Washington, James Madison, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and Alexander Hamilton.

Creating a Confederation (Articles of Confederation)


During the revolution, the Second Continental Congress had no constitutional authority, only had some control over military and foreign policy. Individual states coined money, raised armies and navies, and controlled tariffs. Virginia even had a separate treaty of 1778 with France. 


Shortly before declaring independence in 1776, the Congress appointed a committee to create a written constitution, which became the Articles of Confederation. It was translated to French in 1777 after the battle at Saratoga, and given to the states for ratification, but wasn’t ratified until 1781 before the battle of Yorktown because Maryland was stubborn and ratification required unanimous approval. 


The main source of disagreement, and hence the delay for ratification, was western lands. Six colonies, including Pennsylvania and Maryland (the stubborn one), had no holdings west of the Allegheny Mountains, while seven, notably New York and Virginia, had enormous amounts of western land. The six argued that the seven wouldn’t have the land if the six didn’t help fight for it. The six wanted the seven to sell it and use the money to pay for debts, while the six would heavily tax themselves to help. 


Maryland finally agreed to the Articles of Confederation on March 1, 1781 after New York gave up it’s western claims and Virginia seemed prepared to do so. Congress pledged to sell western lands and make them into new states equal to the original thirteen. This was the pledge of the later Northwest Ordinance of 1787. States that gave away their land had to remain in the union or else the giveaway was a waste to them. Westward moving pioneers purchased farms from the federal government, and local influence was weakening. 

The Articles of Confederation


The Articles of Confederation provided for a loose confederation of thirteen independent states that could deal with foreign affairs, and that had no executive branch for fear of another George III. The judicial branch was left to the sovereign states. 

Flaws

Small states with little population received one vote, just like large states with much larger populations. All bills dealing with a subject with specified importance required 2/3 vote. All amendments required a practically impossible unanimous vote, which was unworkable. 


The Congress was designed to be weak because Americans feared taxation and laws like those under Britain. 


Congress had no power to regulate commerce, which meant states could establish different navigation and tariff laws.


Congress couldn’t enforce collection of taxes. It had taxes for every state and asked that they be paid voluntarily. One-fourth of the request was a lucky amount to receive.


The national government could advise, recommend, and request, but couldn’t command, coerce, or enforce. It couldn’t reach individual citizens of an independent state. In 1783 a group of mutinous Pennsylvanian soldiers demanded pay, Congress asked the state for protection, were forced to move in disgrace to Princeton College in New Jersey when no help came. 

Importance

The Articles of Confederation were still a landmark in government and were heaven compared to British systems, which were hell. Thomas Jefferson called it the best government “existing or that ever did exist”. However the nation needed a better one, a federation rather than a confederation. 


The Articles were a stepping-stone to the present Constitution. They outlined the general powers of the Constitution, such as dealing with foreign affairs and a postal system, kept the idea of union alive until a Constitution could be made. Americans would have never gone from the Association of 1777 to the Constitution without stepping-stones like the Articles. 

Landmarks in Land Laws (two)


Although the Congress wasn’t very effective, it succeeded in dealing with the land called the Old Northwest (part of the land ceded by states for sale and payment of national debt). 

Land Ordinance of 1785

The Land Ordinance of 1785 stated that the Old Northwest would be sold to pay for debt. The land would be surveyed to prevent confusion and divided into townships 6 square miles big, which would themselves be split into 36 1-square-mile pieces with the 16th piece going for schools. This organization would contrast deeply with the chaos of land south of the Ohio River. 

Northwest Ordinance of 1787

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 chose how the Old Northwest would be governed (like Britain had to deal with the governing of its colonies). The solution was a compromise with two stages. First, a piece of land would be under the federal government for two stages. Second, after it has at least 60,000 inhabitants, it becomes an equal state (as promised when states ceded land in 1781). Also, incredibly, the ordinance forbade slavery in the Old Northwest, a huge step. 


Congress handled the Old Northwest very well. If the new territories were treated like colonies, there might have been another revolution like America vs. Britain, except this time West vs. East. The United States later used these same principles for other frontier areas. 

Foreign Relations

England

England didn’t send a minister to America for eight years, joking that it would need thirteen if it did. England wouldn’t make a commercial treaty of undo the Navigation Laws. Lord Sheffield argued in widely sold pamphlets that England would win America’s trade regardless. England shut off their wealthy West Indies to America, which smuggled regardless.


British agents were active north of America on the border with English Canada for several reasons. They collaborated with the Allen brothers of Vermont and sought to annex the area(?). They maintained trading posts on US soil for profitable trade with Indians. They remained because of America’s failure to fulfill peace treaty promise regarding Loyalists and debt. They mainly wanted to have relations with Indians and protect Canada from Americans. 



Some Americans demand control of British imports (Remember: England flooded America with its surpluses creating competition.) But Congress wasn’t powerful enough to control commerce, and states wouldn’t adopt a uniform policy. Some “easy states” lowered tariffs to attract an unfair share of trade.

Spain
Spain: was an enemy of England, is an enemy of America, controlled the mouth of the Mississippi, cut off the vital Mississippi to Americans (Tennessee and Kentucky) almost forcing strangulation, claimed area north of the Gulf including Florida (which England gave to America in 1783), held an important fort at Natchez on disputed soil, schemed with Indians (that fought with America for land in George and North Carolina) to keep Americans west of the Alleghenies, schemed with England and Indians to prevent America from having effective control over half of its total territory

France

America’s French ally just defeated the British superpower and was feeling cocky, so it demanded repayment of money loaned to America during the war and restricted trade with the West Indies and other places.

Other

Britain purchased protection from pirates for America when it was loyal, no longer did. Pirates of North African states, including the Dey of Algiers, ravaged American commerce and enslaved sailors. Some had forged British papers; otherwise America was too poor and weak.


John Jay, secretary for foreign affairs, hoped these weaknesses would convince America to fix itself. 

Fear of Anarchy

Interest was growing and credit was evaporating. Some states were not paying any taxes, complaining of “King Congress”, quarreling over boundaries, battling each other (minor), levying duties on each other’s goods, printing depreciated currency, passing laws against their currency. 

Shays’s Rebellion

In 1789, Captain Daniel Shays led a group of impoverished backcountry farmers in Massachusetts, many who were Revolutionary War veterans and who were losing their farms through mortgage foreclosures and tax delinquencies, to demand cheap money, lighter tax, and a suspension of mortgage foreclosures. Hundreds attempted to enforce these demands with muskets.


Massachusetts responded by raising a small army under General Lincoln supported partly by wealthy citizens. The Shaysites were stopped at Springfield after three were killed and one wounded. Daniel Shays was condemned to death but later pardoned

Fear After Shays’s Rebellion

People feared the Revolution had caused a monster of “mobocracy”. George Washington cried, “Good God!” while some demanded a new king pick up from George III.


Conservatives exaggerated the problem (seeking a greater response to it, and therefore more protection of their wealth and status) and wanted a strong central government to replace the Articles of Confederation. The poorer people feared anarchy less (many were debtors who feared a stronger central government would make them pay their debt).


The people who wanted a new government couldn’t agree on states’ rights. It’s a good thing that a completely new constitution was adopted rather than the Articles patched up.

Things Looking Better


Nearly half the states didn’t have worthless currency, while others were improving. Congress was about to control commerce with an amendment. If things were really that bad, there wouldn’t be nearly as much opposition to a new constitution as there was. 

Meeting

Annapolis


Problems with commerce became so alarming in 1786 that Virginia called a convention in Annapolis, Maryland. Nine states appointed delegates, only five were represented. With such a small response, nothing could be done. But Alexander Hamilton asked Congress to have a convention meet in Philadelphia the next year, to not only deal with commerce, but with the Articles of Confederation as well. 

Philadelphia

Congress didn’t want to kill itself, but it finally agreed to call for a convention to repair the Articles after six states anxiously appointed delegates before being sure of a convention.


Twelve states then sent delegates (all but independent minded Rhode Island), who were elected by state legislatures, whose members were elected by property-owners. The delegates were not selfish and looked to help the nation rather than their own interests.  


Fifty-five delegates from the twelve states met at Philadelphia on May 25, 1787 in a small facility. Sessions were secret and protected by guards. Jefferson praised the participants by calling them “demigods”. Most were lawyers who had helped write their state constitutions.

Present People

George Washington was unanimously elected chairman, known as the “Sword of the Revolution”.


Benjamin Franklin (81) was the elder urban statesman. 


James Madison (36) was a student of government, was “the Father of the Constitution”.


Alexander Hamilton (32) advocated a super-powerful central government, gave the most eloquent speech that only he seemed to support.

Absent People

The leaders of 1776 were absent. Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Thomas Paine were in Europe. Samuel Adams and John Hancock were not elected in Massachusetts. Patrick Henry was chosen in Virginia but declined after “smelling a rat”. Their absence was perhaps good; the country needed leaders who want reform. 

The Delegates

The fifty-five delegates were conservative wealthy men and not a single was from the poorer debtor group. The average age was forty-two. They were nationalists, more interested in creating a strong Republic than preserving and creating democracy.


In a way, the Dey of Algiers (pirates of North America), Lord Sheffield of Britain (said America would trade with England regardless), and Daniel Shays (led a revolt) were founding fathers of America because they caused Americans to take action and create a strong constitution. 


The delegates wanted to stop “mobocracy” and control democracy.

Results


The delegates decided to discard the Articles of Confederation and create a new constitution against orders from Congress. This really meant overthrowing the government peacefully. The sovereign states would lose their sovereignty. These were all a “bundle of compromises”. 

State Representation in the Legislative Branch

Virginia, the most populous state, proposed the “large-state plan” which would create both legislative houses of the nation based on population, giving larger states an advantage. New Jersey, a small state, proposed the “small-state plan” which would give equal representation regardless of size or population, as in the Articles of Confederation (one vote per state). Small states feared being overpowered by the larger states. This debate threatened the convention with failure. 

The “Great Compromise” was finally agreed upon and solved the problem. It created two houses, one working on the large-state plan (House of Representatives) and another on the small-state plan (Senate). Each state, regardless of size and population, received two Senators, and according to size and population, received an appropriate number of Representatives. Every tax bill would originate in the House of Representatives, where large states, which had more taxpayers, have more of an influence. 

Executive Branch


 Unlike the state governments, the nation government would have an executive branch. Partly inspired by Massachusetts (where an elected governor suppressed Shays’s Rebellion), the Constitution created a president that would be military commander in chief, have wide powers of appointment in domestic offices, and would have veto power over legislation. 

Election Process

The president would be elected by an Electoral College rather than directly. According to one Virginian delegate, having the people choose a president was like having a blind person choose colors.

Slave Representation

People asked whether slaves should count as people when giving representatives in the House. The South (more slaves) wanted more representatives and approved, the North (less slaves) didn’t want less proportional representation and disapproved, arguing that if slaves count, horses should too. The solution was the “three-fifths compromise” that counted slaves as three-fifths of a person. 

Slave Trade

Most states wanted to end the slave trade, but South Carolina and George relied on it for their crops. The compromise was that the slave trade could continue until 1807, at which time it would end. This followed through properly. 

Approval and Conservatism


Most delegates generally agreed on the basics. Economically they all demanded sound money and the protection of private property. Politically they wanted a stronger government with three branches and checks and balances. They all were against and feared manhood-suffrage democracy.


After Daniel Shays’s rebellion, officials still feared mobs and erected safeguards and barriers.


Different positions held different terms of office. Federal judges were appointed for life. The president was indirectly elected by the Electoral College. Senators were indirectly chosen by state legislatures. Only the House of Representatives had members chosen directly. 


The Constitution was based on the two principles of republicanism- 1.) legitimate government must be based on the consent of the governed, and 2.) the powers of the government should be limited (as by a constitution). 


After seventeen weeks, 42/55 members remained to sign the Constitution, but three refused to do so and left, therefore leaving 39/55. The remainder met at the City Tavern to celebrate. No member was 100% happy with the Constitution, but everyone had to compromise.

Federalists vs. Antifederalists


Just because the Constitution was written doesn’t mean it was in effect. The Articles of Confederation were still the law, and they said that amendments required unanimous state approval. Rhode Island would surely disapprove of the new Constitution. The delegates therefore decided that if nine states approved the Constitution, they would follow it while those that disapproved would continue with the Articles. This was extraordinary and revolutionary. 


The American public was shocked to receive a new document rather than a patched up Articles of Confederation. Many saw the loss of their state’s sovereignty. A debate between federalists (those supporting the Constitution) and antifederalists (those against the Constitution) began. 

Who’s who?

The antifederalists were the poorer, less-educated people living in the backcountry who held most of the debt and feared a strong central government would force them to pay it. Federalists were cultured and educated people living near the sea and who were mostly related to the Loyalist group of the Revolution days. Many Loyalists supported the Constitution.


Antifederalists sensed a trap and didn’t like the Constitution that they believed was antidemocratic, eliminated state sovereignty, and jeopardized the freedom of the individual by the absence of a bill of rights. They disliked it because it had congressional representatives rather than annual elections, a federal strong hold at the District of Columbia, a standing army, no reference to God, and ratification by two-thirds vote. 

Start of Ratification


Special elections were held in states to elect members of ratifying conventions. Members were elected based on being federalist or antifederalist.


Four small states quickly ratified. Pennsylvania became the first large state to ratify, but had to forcibly seat two antifederalists to complete the process. 

Massachusetts

Massachusetts was the second most populous state. The Boston ratifying convention at first was mostly antifederalist and had antifederalist Shaysites and Samuel Adams, the “Engineer of the Revolution” who distrusted change. They ratifying convention considered creating a whole new constitutional convention, but that would be nearly impossible. It was either the new Constitution or the Articles, nothing else. The convention feared the absence of a Bill of Rights, but finally approved the constitution 187 to 168 after federalists promised the creation of a Bill of Rights after ratification.

Nine States Approve

So now we have the 4 little states, along with Pennsylvania and Massachusetts. The Constitution needed 9 votes. Finally, three more states approved, the last of which was New Hampshire. This made 9, leaving out Virginia, New York, North Carolina, and Rhode Island. The Constitution was officially ratified on June 21, 1788. Francis Hopkinson celebrated in the song “The New Roof”.
Full Ratification

Virginia

Virginia was the most populous state and had a lot of antifederalists. Patrick Henry wanted to see the death of liberty. George Washington, James Madison, and John Marshall helped the federalists. The Constitution would be approved regardless of Virginia’s vote since 9 states already approved. Virginia couldn’t survive well independently and finally ratified 89 to 79.

New York

New York also had a lot of anti-federalists, partly because it was the only state that had manhood-suffrage to elect its ratifying convention. Alexander Hamilton wanted a stronger central government but was federalist anyway. He joined John Jay and James Madison in writing federalist articles in newspapers. These famous commentaries on the Constitution are today sold as The Federalist. New York realized it couldn’t prosper apart from the Union and ratified 30 to 27. However, it approved 32 amendments and asked for a convention to modify the Constitution.

North Carolina and Rhode Island

North Carolina’s ratifying convention adjourned without taking a vote. Rhode Island didn’t even have a ratifying convention. They would consider only after the government existed for several months. After disturbances in New York and Pennsylvania, these “otherwise-minded” states approved.

Conclusion


The minority won again. The radicals in America overthrew the British, and now they overthrew the Articles of Confederation. Only about ¼ of the nations white males voted for ratifying conventions. If all had voted, the Constitution would have lost, because the poorer people were more antifederalist (Remember: they didn’t want to pay debt). The Constitution still conserved popular, democratic government and the ideas of the Revolution.

