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The Massachusetts Ratification Convention – A Role Play 
 
This unit will go review the Constitution and Ratification Process, and will go beyond 
this by having the students role play the Massachusetts Ratification Convention.   
 
It has always been a goal of mine as I teach the Constitution for my students to take a 
stand on whether they would have supported ratification.  This lesson will take this goal 
one step further by having them act out the process, rather than merely writing about it.   
 
In addition, this lesson will lead the students to understand the importance of our state in 
the ratification process, and just how contentious that convention was.  This is an aspect I 
have not taught in the past. 
 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks: History and Social Science: 
 
USI.6 Explain the reasons for the adoption of the Articles of Confederation in 1781, including 
why its drafters created a weak central government; analyze the shortcomings of the national 
government under the Articles; and describe the crucial events (e.g., Shays’s rebellion) leading to 
the Constitutional Convention. (H, C) 
 
USI.7 Explain the roles of various founders at the Constitutional Convention. Describe the major 
debates that occurred at the Convention and the “Great Compromise” that was reached. (H, C) 
 
USI.8 Describe the debate over the ratification of the Constitution between Federalists and Anti-
Federalists and explain the key ideas contained in the Federalist Papers on federalism, factions, 
checks and balances, and the importance of an independent judiciary. (H, C) 
 
USI.9 Explain the reasons for the passage of the Bill of Rights. (H, C) 
 
USG.2.1 Trace the colonial, revolutionary, and founding-era experiences and events that led to 
the writing, ratification, and implementation of the United States Constitution (1787) and Bill of 
Rights (1791). 
 
USG.2.2 Analyze and interpret central ideas on government, individual rights, and the common 
good in founding documents of the United States. 
 
USG.2.3 Identify and explain elements of the social contract and natural rights theories in United 
States founding-era documents. 
 
USG.2.4 Define and provide examples of foundational ideas of American government, including 
popular sovereignty, constitutionalism, republicanism, federalism, and individual rights, which 
are embedded in founding-era documents.  
 
USG.2.5 Explain how a shared American civic identity is embodied in founding-era documents 
and in core documents of subsequent periods of United States history.  
 
USG.2.6 Define and provide examples of fundamental principles and values of American 
political and civic life, including liberty, the common good, justice, equality, tolerance, law and 



order, rights of individuals, diversity, civic unity, patriotism, constitutionalism, popular 
sovereignty, and representative democracy. 
 
USG.2.7 Identify and explain historical and contemporary efforts to narrow discrepancies 
between foundational ideas and values of American democracy and realities of American political 
and civic life.  
 
USG.2.8 Evaluate, take, and defend positions on issues concerning foundational ideas or values 
in tension or conflict.  
 
USG.2.9 Compare and contrast ideas on government of the Federalists and the Anti-Federalists 
during their debates on ratification of the U.S. Constitution (1787–1788).  
 
Objectives for Students: 

 
1. To learn about the Constitution 
2. To understand the arguments of the Federalists and Antifederalists 
3. To learn about the ratification process 
4. To appreciate the pivotal role of the Massachusetts Convention 
5. To know the key figures, progression, and outcome of the convention 
6. To learn one delegate’s views 
7. To advocate for that position before the class, and debate with others 
8. To form an opinion about whether the Constitution should have been ratified 

 
Background: 
 
See attached PowerPoint presentation. Section 2 
 
Procedure: (Steps 1-4 were previously incorporated into the curriculum 

1. Learn about the drafting of the Constitution  
a. Homework Assignment: Read Magruder, Chapter 2 and complete the 

corresponding term sheet. 
2. Read the Constitution  

a. Classwork Assignment: Complete the Constitution Worksheet  
3. Read Federalist 10, 51 

a. Homework Assignment: Complete the Question sheets 
b. Review notes and discussion in class 

4. Read the Address and Reasons of Dissent of the Minority of the Pennsylvania 
Convention to their Constituents 

a. Homework Assignment:  Complete the Question sheet 
b. Review in class 

5. [AP only] Read Brown, Shay’s Rebellion and The Ratification of the Federal 
Constitution in Massachusetts 

a. Homework assignment:  Complete the Question Sheet 
6. Review the Constitutional process and ratification process prior to the 

Massachusetts Convention 
a. Class PowerPoint 



7. Role Play:  The Massachusetts Ratification Convention 
a. Role:  Each Student (or pair) is assigned a document/delegate 

i. Read and take notes on the speech 
ii. Paraphrase and prepare to present 

b. Discussion of the Articles of the Constitution 
i. I,2 - House Terms (Documents 1,2) 

ii. I,3 - Senate Terms (Documents 3,4) 
iii. I,8 – Powers of Congress (Documents 5,6) 
iv. I,9 – Slave Trade Clause (Documents 7,8) 
v. III – Judicial Power (Documents 10,11) 

vi. Religious Test/Slavery (Documents 16,17) 
vii. Need for strong government after Shays Rebellion (Document 9) 

c. Consideration of Amendments – the Conciliatory Proposition (Document 
12) 

i. Support (Documents 13,14,18) 
ii. Oppose (Document 15) 

d. Conversion of a few Antifederalist (Document 19) 
e. Hancock’s Summation (Document 20) 
f. Final Vote/Document (Document 21) 

8. Essay – As a delegate at the Massachusetts Ratification Convention, how would 
you have voted?  Would you have wanted amendments? Conditional or 
suggested?  What reasons would you have cited had you spoken before the 
convention?  Cite specific clauses in the Constitution to support your argument.  
You may set up the essay as a speech to be delivered at the end of the convention 
before the vote. 

 
Primary Source Readings for the Role Play: 
 
See attached.  Section 3. 
 
Except where noted from Parson’s Notes, these are taken from Elliot’s Debates. 
 
Background Readings: 
 
See attached.  Section 4. 
 
Elbridge Gerry’s Objections  
 
James Madison letter to Thomas Jefferson, 19 February 1788 
 
Gordon Lloyd, “Introduction to the Massachusetts Ratification Convention” 
 
Gordon Lloyd, “Massachusetts Ratification Convention: Day-by-Day Summary” 
 
Orin Grant Libby, “The Geographical Distribution of the Vote of the Thirteen States on 
the Federal Constitution, 1787-8” 
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Document 1 – Opposed – Two year terms in the House 
 
[January 14, 1788]  Dr. JOHN TAYLOR, DOUGLAS, WORCESTER CO. Mr. 
President, I am opposed to biennial, and am in favor of annual elections. Annual 
elections have been the practice of this state ever since its settlement, and no objection to 
such a mode of electing has ever been made. It has, indeed, sir, been considered as the 
safeguard of the liberties of the people; and the annihilation of it, the avenue through 
which tyranny will enter. By the Articles of Confederation, annual elections are provided 
for, though we have additional securities in a right to recall any or all of our members 
from Congress, and a provision for rotation. In the proposed Constitution, there is no 
provision for rotation; we have no right by it to recall our delegates. In answer to the 
observations, that, by frequency of elections, good men will be excluded, I answer, if 
they behave well, it is probable they will be continued; but if they behave ill, how shall 
we remedy the evil? It is possible that rulers may be appointed who may wish to root out 
the liberties of the people. Is it not, Mr. President, better, if such a case should occur, that 
at a short period they should politically die, than that they should be proceeded against by 
impeachment? These considerations, and others, said the doctor, make me in favor of 
annual elections; and the further we deviate therefrom, the greater is the evil. 
 



Document 2 – Support – Two year terms in the House 
 
[January 15] Judge FRANCIS DANA, CHARLESTOWN?, SUFFOLK, CO. Mr. 
President, the feeble state of my health will not permit me to enter so largely into the 
debates of this house, as I should be otherwise inclined to do. The intention of my rising, 
at present, is to express my perfect acquiescence in the sentiments advanced by the 
honorable gentleman from Newburyport, [Mr. King,] in favor of the expediency of 
biennial elections of our federal representatives. From my own experience, I think them 
preferable to annual elections. I have, sit, seen gentlemen in Congress, and delegates 
from this state too, sitting in that honorable body, without a voice; without power to open 
their mouths, or lift up their hands, when matters of the highest importance to their state 
have been under consideration. I have seen members in Congress, for the space of three 
months, without power, sir, waiting for evidence of their reelection. Besides, sir, that the 
more frequent elections are, the oftener states will be exposed to be deprived of their 
voice and influence in national councils. I think annual elections are too short for so 
extensive an empire. They keep the members always travelling about; and I am of 
opinion that elections for two years are in no way subversive of the liberties of the 
people. I, sir, am one of the people, thank God! and am happy in having an opportunity of 
expressing my personal satisfaction of such elections. For these and a variety of other 
reasons, Mr. D. suggested that he thought this state ought to be the first to adopt this 
method of elections. 
 
 



Document 3 – Opposed – Senate terms 
 
[January 19]Col. WILLIAM JONES, (of Bristol, Maine) objected to the length of time. If 
men continue in office four or six years, they would forget their dependence on the 
people, and be loath to leave their places. Men elevated so high in power, they would fall 
heavy when they came down. 
[Parsons Notes] Mr. JONES, of Bristol, objects to length of time for which the Senate are 
chosen. Is for their being chosen annually. If they behave well, they may be rechosen, 
otherwise they ought not. Senators will now carry their families with them to the seat of 
government, and forget their own States. We had not yet asked advice of God about it. 
Should have had a fast before. He moved for one in the house; he was not seconded. We 
have hurried too much, and the election of delegates to this Convention, was too soon. 
We first must adore God. 
 



Document 4 – Support – Senate Terms 
 
[January 19]Mr. FISHER AMES, DEDHAM, NORFOLK CO. observed, that an 
objection was made against the Constitution, because the senators are to be chosen for six 
years . It has been said, that they will be removed too far from the control of the people, 
and that, to keep them in proper dependence, they should be chosen annually.  The state 
governments are essential parts of the system, and the defence of this article is drawn 
from its tendency to their preservation. The senators represent the sovereignty of the 
states ; in the other house, individuals are represented. The Senate may not originate bills. 
It need not be said that they are principally to direct the affairs of wars and treaties. They 
are in the quality of ambassadors of the states, and it will not be denied that some 
permanency in their office is necessary to a discharge of their duty. Now, if they were 
chosen yearly, how could they perform their trust? If they would he brought by that 
means more immediately under the influence of the people, then they will represent the 
state legislatures less, and become the representatives of individuals. This belongs to the 
other house. The absurdity of this, and its repugnancy to the federal principles of the 
Constitution, will appear more fully, by supposing that they are to be chosen by the 
people at large. If there is any force in the objection to this article, this would be proper. 
But whom, in that case, would they represent?—Not the legislatures of the states, but the 
people. This would totally obliterate the federal features of the Constitution. What would 
become of the state governments, and on whom would devolve the duty of defending 
them against the encroachments of the federal government? A consolidation of the states 
would ensue, which, it is conceded, would subvert the new Constitution, and against 
which this very article, so much condemned, is our best security. Too much provision 
cannot be made against a consolidation. The state governments represent the wishes, and 
feelings, and local interests, of the people. They are the safeguard and ornament of the 
Constitution; they will protract the period of our liberties; they will afford a shelter 
against the abuse of power, and will be the natural avengers of our violated rights. 
 
 



Document 5 – Support – Powers of Congress 
 
[January 23]Col. JOSEPH VARNUM, DRACUT?, in answer to an inquiry, why a bill of 
rights was not annexed to this Constitution, said, that, by the constitution of 
Massachusetts, the legislature have a right to make all laws not repugnant to the 
Constitution. Now, said he, if there is such a clause in the Constitution under 
consideration, then there would be a necessity for a bill of rights, In the section under 
debate, Congress have an expressed power to levy taxes, &c., and to pass laws to carry 
their requisitions into execution: this, he said, was express, and required no bill of rights. 
After stating the difference between delegated power and the grant of all power, except in 
certain cases, the colonel proceeded to controvert the idea that this Constitution went to a 
consolidation of the Union. He said it was only a consolidation of strength, and that it 
was apparent Congress had no right to alter the internal relations of a state. The design in 
amending the Confederation, he said, was to remedy its defects. It was the interest of the 
whole to confederate against a foreign enemy, and each was bound to exert its utmost 
ability to oppose that enemy; but it had been done at our expense in a great measure, and 
there was no way to provide for a remedy, because Congress had not the power to call 
forth the resources of every state, nor to coerce delinquent states. But under the proposed 
government, those states which will not comply with equal requisitions, will be coerced; 
and this, he said, is a glorious provision. In the late war, said the colonel, the states of 
New Hampshire and Massachusetts, for two or three years, had in the field half the 
Continental army under General Washington. Who paid those troops? The states which 
raised them were called on to pay them. How, unless Congress have a power to levy 
taxes, can they make the states pay their proportion? In order that this and some other 
states may not again be obliged to pay eight or ten times their proportion of the public 
exigencies, he said, this power is highly necessary to be delegated to the federal head. He 
showed the necessity of Congress being enabled to prepare against the attacks of a 
foreign enemy; and he called upon the gentleman from Andover, (Mr. Symmes,) or any 
other gentleman, to produce an instance where any government, consisting of three 
branches, elected by the people, and having checks on each other, as this has, abused the 
power delegated to them. 
 



Document 6 – Oppose – Powers of Congress  
 
[January 23]Gen. SAMUEL THOMPSON, TOPSHAM, MAINE. Sir, the question is, 
whether Congress shall have power. Some say that, if this section was left out, the whole 
would fall to the ground. I think so too, as it is all of a piece. We are now fixing a 
national consolidation. This section, I look upon it, is big with mischiefs. Congress will 
have power to keep standing armies, The great Mr. Pitt says, standing armies are 
dangerous—keep your militia in order—we don't want standing armies. A gentleman 
said, We are a rich state: I say so too. Then why shall we not wait five or six months, and 
see what our sister states do? We are able to stand our ground against a foreign power; 
they cannot starve us out; they cannot bring their ships on the land; we are a nation of 
healthy and strong men; our land is fertile, and we are increasing in numbers. It is said we 
owe money: no matter if we do; our safety lies in not paying it—pay only the interest. 
Don't let us go too fast. Shall not Massachusetts be a mediator? It is my wish she may be 
one of the four dissenting states; then we shall be on our old ground, and shall not act 
unconstitutionally. Some people cry, It will be a great charge; but it will be a greater 
charge, and be more dangerous, to make a new one. Let us amend the old Confederation. 
Why not give Congress power only to regulate trade? Some say, that those we owe will 
fill upon us; but it is no such thing: the balance of power in the old countries will not 
permit it; the other nations will protect us. Besides, we are a brave and happy people. Let 
us be cautious how we divide the states. By uniting we stand, by dividing we fall, We are 
in our childhood yet: don't let us grow too fast, lest we grow out of shape. I have proved 
that we are a respectable people, in possession of liberty, property, and virtue, and none 
in a better situation to defend themselves. Why all this racket? Gentlemen say we are 
undone if we cannot stop up the Thames; but, Mr. President, nations will mind their own 
interest, and not ours. Great Britain has found out the secret to pick the subjects' pockets, 
without their knowing of it: that is the very thing Congress is after. Gentlemen say this 
section is as clear as the sun, and that all power is retained which is not given. But where 
is the bill of rights which shall check the power of this Congress; which shall say, Thus 
far shall ye come, and no farther. The safety of the people depends on a bill of rights. If 
we build on a sandy foundation, is it likely we shall stand? I apply to the feelings of the 
Convention. There are some parts of this Constitution which I cannot digest; and, sir, 
shall we swallow a large bone for the sake of a little meat? Some say, Swallow the whole 
now, and pick out the bone afterwards. But I say, Let us pick off the meat, and throw the 
bone away. 



Document 7 – Oppose - slavery 

[January 25]Mr. JAMES NEAL (from Kittery, Maine) went over the ground of objection 
to this section, on the idea that the slave trade was allowed to be continued for twenty 
years. His profession, he said, obliged him to bear witness against any thing that should 
favor the making merchandise of the bodies of men, and, unless his objection was 
removed, he could not put his hand to the Constitution. Other gentlemen said, in addition 
to this idea, that there was not even a proposition that the negroes ever shall be free; and 
Gen. SAMUEL THOMPSON exclaimed, Mr. President, shall it be said that, after we 
have established our own independence and freedom, we make slaves of others? O! 
Washington, what a name has he had! How he has immortalized himself! But he holds 
those in slavery who have as good a right to be free as he has. He is still for self; and, in 
my opinion, his character has sunk fifty per cent. 



Document 8 – Support - slavery 

[January 25]On the other side, gentlemen said [by Parsons, apparently Rev. ISAAC 
BACKUS, MIDDLEBOROUGH, PLYMOUTH CO.], that the step taken in this article 
towards the abolition of slavery was one of the beauties of the Constitution. They 
observed, that in the Confederation there was no provision whatever for its being 
abolished; but this Constitution provides that Congress may, after twenty years, totally 
annihilate the slave trade; and that, as all the states, except two, have passed laws to this 
effect, it might reasonably be expected that it would then be done. In the interim, all the 
states were at liberty to prohibit it.  
[January 18]Mr. THOMAS DAWES Jr., BOSTON, said, He thought, however, that 
gentlemen would do well to connect the passage in dispute with another article in the 
Constitution, that permits Congress, in the year 1808, wholly to prohibit the importation 
of slaves, and in the mean time to impose a duty of ten dollars a head on such blacks as 
should be imported before that period. Besides, by the new Constitution, every particular 
state is left to its own option totally to prohibit the introduction of slaves into its own 
territories. What could the Convention do more? The members of the Southern States, 
like ourselves, have their prejudices. It would not do to abolish slavery, by an act of 
Congress, in a moment, and so destroy what our southern brethren consider as property. 
But we may say, that, although slavery is not smitten by an apoplexy, yet it has received a 
mortal wound, and will die of a consumption. 
 



Document 9 – Support – Due to Shay’s Rebellion 
 
[January 25] Hon. Mr. JONATHAN SMITH, LANESBOROUGH, BERKSHIRE CO. 
Mr. President, I am a plain man, and get my living by the plough. I am not used to speak 
in public, but I beg your leave to say a few words to my brother ploughjoggers in this 
house. I have lived in a part of the country where I have known the worth of good 
government by the want of it. There was a black cloud that rose in the east last winter, 
and spread over the west. [Here Mr. Widgery interrupted. Mr. President, I wish to know 
what the gentleman means by the east.] I mean, sir, the county of Bristol; the cloud rose 
there, and burst upon us, and produced a dreadful effect. It brought on a state of anarchy, 
and that led to tyranny. I say, it brought anarchy. People that used to live peaceably, and 
were before good neighbors, got distracted, and took up arms against government. [Here 
Mr. Kingsley called to order, and asked, what had the history of last winter to do with the 
Constitution. Several gentlemen, and among the rest the Hon. Mr. Adams, said the 
gentleman was in order—let him go on in his own way.] I am going, Mr. President, to 
show you, my brother farmers, what were the effects of anarchy, that you may see the 
reasons why I wish for good government. People, I say, took up arms; and then, if you 
went to speak to them, you had the musket of death presented to your breast. They would 
rob you of your property; threaten to burn your houses; oblige you to be on your guard 
night and day; alarms spread from town to town; families were broken up; the tender 
mother would cry, "O, my son is among them! What shall I do for my child!" Some were 
taken captive, children taken out of their schools, and carried away. Then we should hear 
of an action, and the poor prisoners were set in the front, to be killed by their own friends. 
How dreadful, how distressing was this! Our distress was so great that we should have 
been glad to snatch at any thing that looked like a government. Had any person, that was 
able to protect us, come and set up his standard, we should all have flocked to it, even if it 
had been a monarch; and that monarch might have proved a tyrant;—so that you see that 
anarchy leads to tyranny, and better have one tyrant than so many at once. 

Now, Mr. President, when I saw this Constitution, I found that it was a cure for these 
disorders. It was just such a thing as we wanted. I got a copy of it, and read it over and 
over. I had been a member of the Convention to form our own state constitution, and had 
learnt something of the checks and balances of power, and I found them all here. I did not 
go to any lawyer, to ask his opinion; we have no lawyer in our town, and we do well 
enough without. I formed my own opinion, and was pleased with this Constitution. My 
honorable old daddy there [pointing to Mr. Singletary] won't think that I expect to be a 
Congress-man, and swallow up the liberties of the people. I never had any post, nor do I 
want one. But I don't think the worse of the Constitution because lawyers, and men of 
learning, and moneyed men, are fond of it. I don't suspect that they want to get into 
Congress and abuse their power. I am not of such a jealous make. They that are honest 
men themselves are not apt to suspect other people. I don't know why our constituents 
have not a good right to be as jealous of us as we seem to be of the Congress; and I think 
those gentlemen, who are so very suspicious that as soon as a man gets into power he 
turns rogue, had better look at home. 

We are, by this Constitution, allowed to send ten members to Congress. Have we not 
more than that number fit to go? I dare say, if we pick out ten, we shall have another ten 



left, and I hope ten times ten; and will not these be a check upon those that go? Will they 
go to Congress, and abuse their power, and do mischief, when they know they must 
return and look the other ten in the face, and be called to account for their conduct? Some 
gentlemen think that our liberty and property are not safe in the hands of moneyed men, 
and men of learning? I am not of that mind. 

Brother farmers, let us suppose a case, now: Suppose you had a farm of 50 acres, and 
your title was disputed, and there was a farm of 5000 acres joined to you, that belonged 
to a man of learning, and his title was involved in the same difficulty; would you not be 
glad to have him for your friend, rather than to stand alone in the dispute? Well, the case 
is the same. These lawyers, these moneyed men, these men of learning, are all embarked 
in the same cause with us, and we must all swim or sink together; and Shall we throw the 
Constitution overboard because it does not please us alike? Suppose two or three of you 
had been at the pains to break up a piece of rough land, and sow it with wheat; would you 
let it lie waste because you could not agree what sort of a fence to make? Would it not be 
better to put up a fence that did not please every one's fancy, rather than not fence it at all, 
or keep disputing about it until the wild beasts came in and devoured it? Some gentlemen 
say, Don't be in a hurry; take time to consider, and don't take a leap in the dark. I say, 
Take things in time; gather fruit when it is ripe. There is a time to sow and a time to reap; 
we sowed our seed when we sent men to the federal Convention; now is the harvest, now 
is the time to reap the fruit of our labor; and if we won't do it now, I am afraid we never 
shall have another opportunity. 
 



Document 10 – Oppose – Judicial Power 
 
[January 30]Mr. ABRAHAM HOLMES, ROCHESTER, PLYMOUTH CO. Mr. 
President, I rise to make some remarks on the paragraph under consideration, which 
treats of the judiciary power. 

It is a maxim universally admitted, that the safety of the subject consists in having a right 
to a trial as free and impartial as the lot of humanity will admit of. Does the Constitution 
make provision for such a trial? I think not . . .  

The mode of trial is altogether indetermined; whether the criminal is to be allowed the 
benefit of counsel; whether he is to be allowed to meet his accuser face to face; whether 
he is to be allowed to confront the witnesses, and have the advantage of cross-
examination, we are not yet told. . . .  

What gives an additional glare of horror to these gloomy circumstances is the 
consideration, that Congress have to ascertain, point out, and determine, what kind of 
punishments shall be inflicted on persons convicted of crimes. They are nowhere 
restrained from inventing the most cruel and unheard-of punishments, and annexing them 
to crimes; and there is no constitutional check on them, but that racks and gibbets may be 
amongst the most mild instruments of their discipline. 

There is nothing to prevent Congress from passing laws which shall compel a man, who 
is accused or suspected of a crime, to furnish evidence against himself, and even from 
establishing laws which shall order the court to take the charge exhibited against a man 
for truth, unless he can furnish evidence of his innocence. 

I do not pretend to say Congress will do this; but, sir, I undertake to say that Congress 
(according to the powers proposed to be given them by the Constitution) may do it; and if 
they do not, it will be owing entirely—I repeat it, it will be owing entirely—to the 
goodness of the men, and not in the least degree owing to the goodness of the 
Constitution. 



Document 11 – Support – Judicial Power 
 
[January 30] Mr. CHRISTOPHER GORE, BOSTON, observed, in reply to Mr. Holmes, 
that it had been the uniform conduct of those in opposition to the proposed form of 
government, to determine, in every case where it was possible that the administrators 
thereof could do wrong, that they would do so, although it were demonstrable that such 
wrong would be against their own honor and interest, and productive of no advantage to 
themselves. On this principle alone have they determined that the trial by jury would be 
taken away in civil cases; when it had been clearly shown, that no words could be 
adopted, apt to the situation and customs of each state in this particular. Jurors are 
differently chosen in different states, and in point of qualification the laws of the several 
states are very diverse; not less so in the causes and disputes which are entitled to trial by 
jury. What is the result of this? That the laws of Congress may and will be conformable 
to the local laws in this particular, although the Constitution could not make a universal 
rule equally applying to the customs and statutes of the different states. Very few 
governments (certainly not this) can be interested in depriving the people of trial by jury, 
in questions of meum et tuum. In criminal cases alone are they interested to have the trial 
under their own control; and, in such cases, the Constitution expressly stipulates for trial 
by jury; but then, says the gentleman from Rochester, (Mr. Holmes,) to the safety of life 
it is indispensably necessary the trial of crimes should be in the vicinity; and the vicinity 
is construed to mean county; this is very incorrect, and gentlemen will see the 
impropriety, by referring themselves to the different local divisions and districts of the 
several states. But further, said the gentleman, the idea that the jury coming from the 
neighborhood, and knowing the character and circumstances of the party in trial, is 
promotive of justice, on reflection will appear not founded in truth. If the jury judge from 
any other circumstances but what are part of the cause in question, they are not impartial. 
The great object is to determine on the real merits of the cause, uninfluenced by any 
personal considerations; if, therefore, the jury could be perfectly ignorant of the person in 
trial, a just decision would be more probable. From such motives did the wise Athenians 
so constitute the famed Areopagus, that, when in judgment, this court should sit at 
midnight, and in total darkness, that the decision might be on the thing, and not on the 
person. Further, said the gentleman, it has been said, because the Constitution does not 
expressly provide for an indictment by grand jury in criminal cases, therefore some 
officer under this government will be authorized to file informations, and bring any man 
to jeopardy of his life, and indictment by grand jury will be disused. If gentlemen who 
pretend such fears will look into the constitution of Massachusetts, they will see that no 
provision is therein made for an indictment by grand jury, or to oppose, the danger of an 
attorney-general filing informations; yet no difficulty or danger has arisen to the people 
of this commonwealth from this defect, if gentlemen please to call it so, If gentlemen 
would be candid, and not consider that, wherever Congress may possibly abuse power, 
they certainly will, there would be no difficulty in the minds of any in adopting the 
proposed Constitution. 



Document 12 – Hancock’s “Conciliatory Proposition” 
 
[January 31]In the afternoon session, President John Hancock said that he had frequent 
conversations with those who opposed the Constitution and arrived at a proposition 
aimed "to remove the doubts and quiet the apprehensions of gentlemen." He proposed 
that: 
 As it is the opinion of this Convention, that certain amendments and alterations 

in the said Constitution would remove the fears and quiet the 
apprehensions of many of the good people of the commonwealth, and 
more effectually guard against an undue administration of the federal 
government, the Convention do therefore recommend that the following 
alterations and provisions be introduced into the said Constitution: 

 First. That it be explicitly declared, that all powers not expressly 
delegated by the aforesaid Constitution are reserved to the several 
states, to be by them exercised. 

 Secondly. That there shall be one representative to every thirty thousand 
persons, according to the census mentioned in the Constitution, 
until the whole number of representatives amounts to two hundred. 

 Thirdly. That Congress do not exercise the powers vested in them by the 
4th section of the 1st article, but in cases where a state shall 
neglect or refuse to make the regulations therein mentioned, or 
shall make regulations subversive of the rights of the people to a 
free and equal representation in Congress, agreeably to the 
Constitution. 

 Fourthly. That Congress do not lay direct taxes, but when the moneys 
arising from the impost and excise are insufficient for the public 
exigencies, nor then, until Congress shall have first made a 
requisition upon the states, to assess, levy, and pay their respective 
proportion of such requisitions, agreeably to the census fixed in 
the said Constitution, in such way and manner as the legislatures 
of the states shall think best, and, in such case, if any state shall 
neglect or refuse to pay its proportion, pursuant to such 
requisition, then Congress may assess and levy such state's 
proportion, together with interest thereon, at the rate of six per 
cent. per annum, from the time of payment prescribed in such 
requisitions. 

 Fifthly. That Congress erect no company with exclusive advantages of 
commerce. 

 Sixthly. That no person shall be tried for any crime, by which he may 
incur an infamous punishment, or loss of life, until he be first 
indicted by a grand jury, except in such cases as may arise in the 
government and regulation of the land and naval forces. 

 Seventhly. The Supreme Judicial Federal Court shall have no 
jurisdiction of causes between citizens of different states, unless the 
matter in dispute, whether it concern the realty or personality, be 
of the value of three thousand dollars at the least; nor shall the 



federal judicial powers extend to any action between citizens of 
different states, where the matter in dispute, whether it concern the 
realty or personality, is not of the value of fifteen hundred dollars 
at the least. 

 Eighthly. In civil actions between citizens of different states, every issue 
of fact, arising in actions at common law, shall be tried by a jury, 
if the parties, or either of them, request it. 

 Ninthly. Congress shall at no time consent that any person holding an 
office of trust or profit, under the United States, shall accept of a 
title of nobility, or any other title or office, from any king, prince, 
or foreign state. 

 



Document 13 – Support “Conciliatory Proposition” 
 
[January 31]Hon. Mr. SAMUEL ADAMS, BOSTON. Mr President—I feel myself happy 
in contemplating the idea, that many benefits will result from your Excellency's 
conciliatory proposition, to this commonwealth and to the United States; and I think it 
ought to precede the motion made by the gentleman from Newbury-Port and to be at this 
time considered by the Convention. I have said, that I have had my doubts of this 
Constitution—I could not digest every part of it, as readily as some gentlemen; but this, 
sir is my misfortune, not my fault. Other gentlemen have had their doubts, but, in my 
opinion the proposition submitted, will have a tendency to remove such doubts, and to 
conciliate the minds of the convention, and the people without doors. This subject, sir is 
of the greatest magnitude, and has employed the attention of every rational man in the 
United States: but the minds of the people are not so well agreed on it as all of us could 
wish. A proposal, of this sort, coming from Massachusetts, from her importance, will 
have its weight. Four or five states have considered and ratified the constitution as it 
stands; but we know there is a diversity of opinion even in these states, and one of them 
is greatly agitated. If this Convention should particularize the amendments necessary to 
be proposed, it appears to me it must have weight in other States where Conventions have 
not yet met. I have observed the sentiments of gentlemen on the subject, as far as 
Virginia; and I have found that the objections were similar in the news papers, and in 
some of the Conventions—Considering these circumstances, it appears to me that such a 
measure will have the most salutary effect throughout the union—It is of the greatest 
importance, that America should still be united in sentiment. I think I have not been 
heretofore unmindful of the advantage of such an union. It is essential that the people 
should be united in the federal government, to withstand the common enemy and to 
preserve their valuable rights and liberties. We find in the great State of Pennsylvania, 
one third of the Convention are opposed to it: (should there then be large minorities in the 
several states, I should fear the consequences of such disunion.) 
 



Document 14 – Support from the former Governor 
 
[February 1]Mr. JAMES BOWDOIN (of Dorchester) observed, that he could not but 
express his hearty approbation of the propositions made by his excellency, as they would 
have a tendency to relieve the fears, and quiet the apprehensions, of some very 
respectable and worthy gentlemen, who had expressed their doubts whether some 
explanation of certain clauses in the Constitution, and some additional reflections on 
Congress, similar to those proposed by his excellency, were not necessary. But, he said, 
as the propositions were incorporated with the great and important question, whether this 
Convention will adopt and ratify the Constitution, he conceived himself in order, and 
would, with the permission of the Convention, make a few general observations upon the 
subject, which were as follows:— 
 
. . . . 
 
The manner in which the states have suffered, for the want of a general regulation of 
trade, is so notorious, that little need be said upon the subject, to prove that the continent 
has been exhausted of its wealth, for the want of it; and, if the evil, from the not 
regulating it, is not speedily remedied, by placing the necessary powers in the hands of 
Congress, the liberties of the people, or the independence of the states, will be 
irretrievably lost. The people feeling the inconvenience of systems of government that, 
instead of relieving, increase their perplexities; instead of regulating trade upon principle; 
instead of improving the natural advantages of our country, and opening new sources of 
wealth, our lands have sunk in their value, our trade has languished, our credit has been 
daily reducing, and our resources are almost annihilated,—can we expect, in such a state, 
that the people will long continue their allegiance to systems of government, whether 
arising from the weakness of their administration, or the insufficiency of their principles, 
which entail on them so many calamities? I presume not. The well-being of trade depends 
on a proper regulation of it; on the success of trade depends wealth; on wealth, the value 
of lands; the strength, the welfare, and happiness of a country, upon the numbers, the 
ease, and independence of its yeomanry. For the want of this have our taxes most 
oppressively fallen upon the most useful of all our citizens—our husbandmen; while 
trade, for the want of its being confined to proper objects, has served rather to ruin than to 
enrich those that have carried it on. 

Shall we, then, let causeless jealousies arise, arid distract our councils? shall we let partial 
views and local prejudices influence our decisions? or shall we, with a becoming 
wisdom, determine to adopt the federal Constitution proposed, and thereby confirm the 
liberty, the safety, and the welfare of our country? 
 



Document 15 – Oppose – too powerful 
 
[February 1]Mr. SAMUEL NAS(S)ON, SANFORD, MAINE. Mr. President, I feel 
myself happy that your excellency has been placed, by the free suffrage of your fellow-
citizens, at the head of this government. I also feel myself happy that your excellency has 
been placed in the chair of this honorable Convention; and I feel a confidence that the 
proposition submitted to our consideration yesterday, by your excellency, has for its 
object the good of your country. But, sir, as I have not had an opportunity leisurely to 
consider it, I shall pass it over, and take a short view of the Constitution at large, which is 
under consideration; though my abilities, sir, will nor permit me to do justice to my 
feelings or to my constituents. Great Britain, sir, first attempted to enslave us, by 
declaring her laws supreme, and that she had a right to bind us in all cases whatever. 
What, sir, roused the Americans to shake off the yoke preparing for them? It was this 
measure, the power to do which we are now about giving to Congress. And here, sir, I 
beg the indulgence of this honorable body to permit me to make a short apostrophe to 
Liberty. O Liberty! thou greatest good! thou fairest property! with thee I wish to live—
with thee I wish to die! Pardon me if I drop a tear on the peril to which she is exposed: I 
cannot, sir, see this-brightest of jewels tarnished—a jewel worth ten thousand worlds; and 
shall we part with it so soon? O no. Gentlemen ask "Can it be supposed that a 
Constitution so pregnant with danger could come from the hands of those who framed 
it?" Indeed, sir, I am suspicious of my own judgment, when I contemplate this idea—
when I see the list of illustrious names annexed to it; but, sir, my duty to my constituents 
obliges me to oppose the measure they recommended, as obnoxious to their liberty and 
safety. 

When, sir, we dissolved the political bands which connected us with Great Britain, we 
were in a state of nature. We then formed and adopted the Confederation, which must be 
considered as a sacred instrument. This confederates us under one head, as sovereign and 
independent states. Now, sir, if we give Congress power to dissolve that Confederation, 
to what can we trust? If a nation consent thus to treat their most solemn compacts, who 
will ever trust them? Let us, sir, begin with this Constitution, and see what it is. And first, 
"We, the people of the United States, do," &c. If this, sir, does not go to an annihilation 
of the state governments, and to a perfect consolidation of the whole Union, I do not 
know what does. What! shall we consent to this? Can ten, twenty, or a hundred persons in 
this state, who have taken the oath of allegiance to it, dispense with this oath? Gentlemen 
may talk as they please of dispensing, in certain cases, with oaths; but, sir, with me they 
are sacred things. We are under oath: we have sworn that Massachusetts is a sovereign 
and independent state. How, then, can we vote for this Constitution, that destroys that 
sovereignty? 
 



Document 16 – Oppose  - slavery, no religious test 
 
[February 4]Major THOMAS LUSK, WEST STOCKBRIDGE, BERKSHIRE CO. 
concurred in the idea already thrown out in the debate, that, although the insertion of the 
amendments in the Constitution was devoutly wished, yet he did not see any reason to 
suppose they ever would be adopted. Turning from the subject of amendments, the major 
entered largely into the consideration of the 9th section, and, in the most pathetic and 
feeling manner, described the miseries of the poor natives of Africa, who are kidnapped 
and sold for slaves. With the brightest colors he painted their happiness and ease on their 
native shores, and contrasted them with their wretched, miserable, and unhappy 
condition, in a state of slavery. From this subject he passed to the article dispensing with 
the qualification of a religious test, and concluded by saying, that he shuddered at the 
idea that Roman Catholics, Papists, and Pagans might be introduced into office, and that 
Popery and the Inquisition may be established in America. 
 



Document 17 – Support – no religious test, slavery 
 
[February 4]Rev. ISAAC BACKUS, MIDDLEBOROUGH, PLYMOUTH CO. Mr. 
President, I have said very little in this honorable Convention; but I now beg leave to 
offer a few thoughts upon some points in the Constitution proposed to us, and I shall 
begin with the exclusion of any religious test. Many appear to be much concerned about 
it; but nothing is more evident, both in reason and the Holy Scriptures, than that religion 
is ever a matter between God and individuals; and, therefore, no man or men can impose 
any religious test, without invading the essential prerogatives of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Ministers first assumed this power under the Christian name; and then Constantine 
approved of the practice, when he adopted the profession of Christianity, as an engine of 
state policy. And let the history of all nations be searched from that day to this, and it will 
appear that the imposing of religious tests hath been the greatest engine of tyranny in the 
world. And I rejoice to see so many gentlemen, who are now giving in their rights of 
conscience in this great and important matter. Some serious minds discover a concern 
lest, if all religious tests should be excluded, the Congress would hereafter establish 
Popery, or some other tyrannical way of worship. But it is most certain that no such way 
of worship can be established without any religious test. 

Much, sir, hath been said about the importation of slaves into this country. I believe that, 
according to my capacity, no man abhors that wicked practice more than I do; I would 
gladly make use of all lawful means towards the abolishing of slavery in all parts of the 
land. But let us consider where we are, and what we are doing. In the Articles of 
Confederation, no provision was made to hinder the importation of slaves into any of 
these states; but a door is now open hereafter to do it, and each state is at liberty now to 
abolish slavery as soon as they please.  
 



Document 18 – Support -  Strategy 
 
[February 4]Dr. CHARLES JARVIS, BOSTON. Mr. President, the objections which 
gentlemen have made to the form of ratification which has been submitted by your 
excellency, have arisen either from a doubt of our having a right to propose alterations, or 
from the supposed improbability that any amendments recommended by this assembly 
will ever become a part of the federal system. If we have no right, sir, to propose 
alterations, there remains nothing further to be attempted, but to take the final question, 
independent of the propositions for amendment. But I hope the mere assertion of any one 
is not to operate as an argument in this assembly; and we are not yet waiting, for evidence 
to prove this very singular position, which has been so often repeated. If we have a right, 
sir, to receive or reject the Constitution, surely we have an equal authority to determine in 
what way this right shall be exercised. It is a maxim, I believe, universally admitted, that, 
in every instance, the manner in which every power is to be exerted, must be in its nature 
discretionary with that body to which this power is delegated. If this principle be just, sir, 
the ground which has been taken to oppose your excellency's proposals, by disputing the 
right of recommending alterations, must be necessarily relinquished. But gentlemen say, 
that they find nothing about amendments in the commission under which they are acting, 
and they conceive it neither agreeable to the resolution of the legislature, nor to the sense 
of their constituents, that such a scheme should be adopted. Let us inquire, then, sir, 
under what authority we are acting, and to what tribunal we are amenable. Is it, then, sir, 
from the late federal Convention that we derive that authority? Is it from Congress, or is 
it even from the legislature itself? It is from neither, sir. We are convened in right of the 
people, as their immediate representatives, to execute the most important trust which it is 
possible to receive; we are accountable, in its execution, to God only, and our own 
consciences. When gentlemen assert, then, that we have no right to recommend 
alterations, they must have ideas strangely derogatory to the influence and authority of 
our constituents, whom we have the honor of representing. But should it be thought there 
was even a part of the people who conceived we were thus restricted as to the forms of 
our proceedings, we are still to recollect that their aggregate sense, on this point, can only 
be determined by the voices of the majority in this Convention. The arguments of those 
gentlemen who oppose any propositions of amendments, amount simply to this, sir,—that 
the whole people of Massachusetts, assembled by their delegates, on the most solemn and 
interesting occasion, are not at liberty to resolve in what form this trust shall be executed. 
When we reflect seriously and coolly on this point, I think, sir, we shall doubt no longer. 
 



Document 19 – Antifederalist Converted 
 
[February 5]Mr. NATHANIEL BARRELL, YORK, MAINE, Awed in the presence of 
this august assembly; conscious of my inability to express my mind fully on this 
important occasion; and sensible how little I must appear in the eyes of those giants in 
rhetoric, who have exhibited such a pompous display of declamation; without any of 
those talents calculated to draw attention; without the pleasing eloquence of Cicero, or 
the blaze of Demosthenian oratory,—I rise, sir, to discharge my duty to my constituents, 
who, I know, expect something more from me than merely a silent vote. With no 
pretensions to talents above the simple language adapted to the line of my calling,—the 
plain husbandman,—I hope the gentlemen who compose this honorable body will fully 
understand me when I attempt to speak my mind of the federal Constitution as it now 
stands. I wish, sir, to give my voice for its amendment before it can be salutary for our 
acceptance; because, sir, notwithstanding the Wilsonian oratory, and all the learned 
arguments I have seen written, notwithstanding the many labored speeches I have heard 
in its defence, and after, the best investigation I am able to give this subjects,—I fear it is 
pregnant with baneful effects, although I may not live to feel them. 

Because, sir, as it now stands, Congress will be vested with more extensive powers than 
ever Great Britain exercised over us; too great, in my opinion, to intrust with any class of 
men, let their talents or virtues be ever so conspicuous, even though composed of such 
exalted, amiable characters as the great Washington; for, while we consider them as men 
of like passions, the same spontaneous, inherent thirst for power with ourselves, great and 
good as they may be, when they enter upon this all-important charge, what security can 
we have that they will continue so? And, were we sure they would continue the faithful 
guardians of our liberties, and prevent any infringement on the privileges of the people, 
what assurance can we have that such men will always hold the reins of government—
that their successors will be such? History tells us Rome was happy under Augustus, 
though wretched under Nero, who could have no greater power than Augustus; and yet 
this same Nero, when young in government, could Shed tears on signing a death-warrant, 
though afterwards he became so callous to the tender feelings of humanity as to behold, 
with pleasure, Rome in flames. 

Because, sir, I think that six years is too long a term for any set of men to be at the helm 
of government; for in that time they may get so firmly rooted, and their influence be so 
great, as to continue themselves for life. 

Because, sir, I am not certain we are able to support the additional expense of such a 
government. 

Because, sir, I think a Continental collector will not be so likely to do us justice in 
collecting the taxes, as collectors of our own. 

Because, sir, I think a frame of government on which all laws are founded, should be so 
simple and explicit, that the most illiterate may understand it; whereas this appears to me 
so obscure and ambiguous, that the most capacious mind cannot fully comprehend it. 



Because, sir, the duties of excise and impost, and to be taxed besides, appear too great a 
sacrifice; and when we have given them up, what shall we have to pay our debts, but a 
dry tax? 

Because, sir, I do not think this will produce the efficient government we are in pursuit 
of. 

Because, sir, they fix their own salaries, without allowing any control. 

And because, sir, I think such a government may be disagreeable men with the high 
notions of liberty we Americans have. 

And, sir, I could wish this Constitution had not been, in some parts of the continent, 
hurried on, like the driving of Jehu, very furiously; for such important transactions should 
be without force, and with cool deliberation. These, sir, were my objections, and those of 
my constituents, as they occur to my memory; some of which have been removed, in the 
course of the debates, by the ingenious reasonings of the speakers. I wish I could say the 
whole were. But, after all, there are some yet remaining on my mind, enough to convince 
me, excellent as this system is, in some respects it needs alterations; therefore I think it 
becomes us, as wise men, as the faithful guardians of the people's rights, and as we wish 
well to posterity, to propose such amendments as will secure to us and ours that liberty 
without which life is a burden. 

Thus, sir, have I ventured to deliver my sentiments, in which are involved those of my 
constituents, on this important subject; cautiously avoiding every thing like metaphysical 
reasoning, lest I should invade the prerogative of those respectable gentlemen of the law, 
who have so copiously displayed their talents on the occasion. But, sir, although you may 
perceive, by what I have said, that this is not, in my view, the most perfect system I could 
wish, yet, as I am possessed with an assurance that the proposed amendments will take 
place; as I dread the fatal effects of anarchy; as I am convinced the Confederation is 
essentially deficient, and that it will be more difficult to amend that than to reform this; 
and as I think this Constitution, with all its imperfections, is excellent, compared with 
that, and that it is the best constitution we can now obtain;—as the greatest good I can do 
my country at present, I could wish for an adjournment, that I might have an opportunity 
to lay it before my constituents, with the arguments which have been used in the debates, 
which have eased my mind, and I trust would have the effect on theirs so as heartily to 
join me in ratifying the same, But, sir, if I cannot be indulged on this desirable object, I 
am almost tempted to risk their displeasure, and adopt it without their consent. 
 



Document 20 – Hancock’s concluding remarks 
 
[February 6]JOHN HANCOCK, the PRESIDENT, rose, and addressed the honorable 
Convention as follows:— 

Gentlemen, being now called upon to bring the subject under debate to a decision, by 
bringing forward the question, I beg your indulgence to close the business with a few 
words. I am happy that my health has been so far restored, that I am rendered able to 
meet my fellow-citizens as represented in this Convention. I should have considered it as 
one of the most distressing misfortunes of my life to be deprived of giving my aid and 
support to a system which, if amended (as I feel assured it will be) according to your 
proposals, cannot fail to give the people of the United States a greater degree of political 
freedom, and eventually as much national dignity, as falls to the lot of any nation on 
earth. I have not, since I had the honor to be in this place, said much on the important 
subject before us. All the ideas appertaining to the system, as well those which are 
against as for it, have been debated upon with so much learning and ability, that the 
subject is quite exhausted. 

But you will permit me, gentlemen, to close the whole with one or two general 
observations. This I request, not expecting to throw any new light on the subject, but 
because it may possibly prevent uneasiness and discordance from taking place amongst 
us and amongst our constituents. 

That a general system of government is indispensably necessary to save our country from 
ruin, is agreed upon all sides. That the one now to be decided upon has its defects, all 
agree; but when we consider the variety of interests, and the different habits of the men it 
is intended for, it would be very singular to have an entire union of sentiment respecting 
it. Were the people of the United States to delegate the powers proposed to be given, to 
men who were not dependent on them frequently for elections—to men whose interest, 
either from rank or title, would differ from that of their fellow-citizens in common—the 
task of delegating authority would be vastly more difficult; but, as the matter now stands, 
the powers reserved by the people render them secure, and, until they themselves become 
corrupt, they will always have upright and able rulers. I give my assent to the 
Constitution, in full confidence that the amendments proposed will soon become a part of 
the system. These amendments being in no wise local, but calculated to give security and 
ease alike to all the states, I think that all will agree to them. 

Suffer me to add, that, let the question be decided as it may, there can be no triumph on 
the one side or chagrin on the other. Should there be a great division, every good man, 
every man who loves his country, will be so far from exhibiting extraordinary marks of 
joy, that he will sincerely lament the want of unanimity, and strenuously endeavor to 
cultivate a spirit of conciliation, both in Convention and at home. The people of this 
commonwealth are a people of great light—of great intelligence in public business. They 
know that we have none of us an interest separate from theirs; that it must be our 
happiness to conduce to theirs; and that we must all rise or fall together. They will never, 
therefore, forsake the first principle of society—that of being governed by the voice of 
the majority; and should it be that the proposed form of government should be rejected, 



they will zealously attempt another. Should it, by the vote now to be taken, be ratified, 
they will quietly acquiesce, and, where they see a want of perfection in it, endeavor, in a 
constitutional way, to have it amended. 

The question now before you is such as no nation on earth, without the limits of America, 
has ever had the privilege of deciding upon. As the Supreme Ruler of the universe has 
seen fit to bestow upon us this glorious opportunity, let us decide upon it; appealing to 
him for the rectitude of our intentions, and in humble confidence that he will yet continue 
to bless and save our country. 

The question being put, whether this Convention will accept of the report of the 
committee, as follows,— 



Document 21 – The Final Document 

COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS. 
In Convention of the Delegates of the People of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 

1788. 

The Convention, having impartially discussed and fully considered the Constitution for 
the United States of America, reported to Congress by the Convention of delegates from 
the United States of America, and submitted to us by a resolution of the General Court of 
the said commonwealth, passed the twenty-fifth day of October last past; and 
acknowledging, with grateful hearts, the goodness of the Supreme Ruler of the universe 
in affording the people of the United States, in the course of his providence, an 
opportunity, deliberately and peaceably, without fraud or surprise, of entering into an 
explicit and solemn compact with each other, by assenting to and ratifying anew 
Constitution, 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 themselves and their posterity, DO, in the name and in behalf of the 
people of the commonwealth of Massachusetts, assent to and ratify the said Constitution 
for the United States of America. 

And, as it is the opinion of this Convention, that certain amendments and alterations in 
the said Constitution would remove the fears and quiet the apprehensions of many of the 
good people of the commonwealth, and more effectually guard against an undue 
administration of the federal government, the Convention do therefore recommend that 
the following alterations and provisions be introduced into the said Constitution:— 

First. That it be explicitly declared, that all powers not expressly delegated by the 
aforesaid Constitution are reserved to the several states, to be by them exercised. 

Secondly. That there shall be one representative to every thirty thousand persons, 
according to the census mentioned in the Constitution, until the whole number of 
representatives amounts to two hundred. 

Thirdly. That Congress do not exercise the powers vested in them by the 4th section of 
the 1st article, but in cases where a state shall neglect or refuse to make the regulations 
therein mentioned, or shall make regulations subversive of the rights of the people to a 
free and equal representation in Congress, agreeably to the Constitution. 

Fourthly. That Congress do not lay direct taxes, but when the moneys arising from the 
impost and excise are insufficient for the public exigencies, nor then, until Congress shall 
have first made a requisition upon the states, to assess, levy, and pay their respective 
proportion of such requisitions, agreeably to the census fixed in the said Constitution, in 
such way and manner as the legislatures of the states shall think best, and, in such case, if 
any state shall neglect or refuse to pay its proportion, pursuant to such requisition, then 
Congress may assess and levy such state's proportion, together with interest thereon, at 
the rate of six per cent. per annum, from the time of payment prescribed in such 
requisitions. 



Fifthly. That Congress erect no company with exclusive advantages of commerce. 

Sixthly. That no person shall be tried for any crime, by which he may incur an infamous 
punishment, or loss of life, until he be first indicted by a grand jury, except in such cases 
as may arise in the government and regulation of the land and naval forces. 

Seventhly. The Supreme Judicial Federal Court shall have no jurisdiction of causes 
between citizens of different states, unless the matter in dispute, whether it concern the 
realty or personality, be of the value of three thousand dollars at the least; nor shall the 
federal judicial powers extend to any action between citizens of different states, where 
the matter in dispute, whether it concern the realty or personality, is not of the value of 
fifteen hundred dollars at the least. 

Eighthly. In civil actions between citizens of different states, every issue of fact, arising 
in actions at common law, shall be tried by a jury, if the parties, or either of them, request 
it. 

Ninthly. Congress shall at no time consent that any person holding an office of trust or 
profit, under the United States, shall accept of a title of nobility, or any other title or 
office, from any king, prince, or foreign state. 

And the Convention do, in the name and in the behalf of the people of this 
commonwealth, enjoin it upon their representatives in Congress, at all times, until the 
alterations and provisions aforesaid have been considered, agreeably to the 5th article of 
the said Constitution, to exert all their influence, and use all reasonable and legal 
methods, to obtain a ratification of the said alterations and provisions, in such manner as 
is provided in the said article. 

And, that the United States, in Congress assembled, may have due notice of the assent 
and ratification of the said Constitution by this Convention. 

 



Background Readings: 
 
Elbridge Gerry’s Objections (The only member of the Massachusetts delegation to 
Philadelphia not to sign the proposed Constitution) 
 
October 18, 1787 
 
Elbridge Gerry to James Warren 
 
I expected e’er this to have been in Massachusetts but am detained here longer than I 
expected—I inclose some papers on the subject of the Constitution to be reprinted if you 
think it convenient. I know not who the authors are of the anonymous pieces & it is a 
Matter of no consequence to the public, the Sentiments are in many respects just. My 
opinion with respect to the proposed constiution, is, that if adopted it will lay the 
foundation of a Government of force & fraud, that the people will bleed with taxes at 
every pore, & that the existence of their liberties will soon be terminated. The wealth of 
the Continent will be collected in pennsylvania, where the Seat of the federal 
Government is proposed to be, & those who will use the greatest address in obtaining an 
acceptance of this despotic System, will hereafter scourge the people for their folly in 
adopting it. 
 
I shall submit on my return, or by Letter, if I should not leave this City in a few Days, my 
Resons to the legislature for dissenting from the Convention, & shall write them by post a 
short Letter to this effect— 
 
P.S. As the object of the Supporters of the Constitution, is to carry it thro by Surprize, it 
is hoped that the Legislature of Massachuesetts will not propose a Convention till the 
next Session, & thus give to the people an opportunity to consider of the Constiution 
before they are called on to adopt it—Colo R H Lee informs me, the Judges, all the Bar, 
& some many of the principle Gentlemen of Virginia are high against this System— 
 
Elbridge Gerry to the General Court, New York, 18 October 
 
Gentlemen 
 
I have the honor to inclose, pursuant to my Commission, the constitution proposed by the 
federal Convention. 
 
To this system I gave my dessent, & shall submit my objections to the honorable 
Legislature. 
 
It was painful for me, on a subject of such national importance, to differ from the 
respectable Members who signed the constiution:but conceiving as I did, that the liberties 
of America were not secured by the system, it was my duty to oppose it— 
 



My principal objections to the plan, are that there is no adequate provision for a 
representation of the People—that they have no security for the right of election—that 
some of the powers of the Legislature are ambiguous, & others indefinite & dangerous—
that the executive is blended with & will have an undue influence over the legislature—
that the Judicial department will be oppressive—that treaties of the highest importance 
may be formed by the president with the advice of two thirds of a quorum of the 
Senate—& that the System is without the Security of a Bill of rights, these are objections 
which are not local, but apply equally to all the States— 
 
As the Convention was called for "the sole & express purpose of revising the articles of 
confederation, & reporting to Congress & the several Legislatures such alterations & 
provisions as shall render the federal constiution adequate to the exigencies of 
Government, & the preservation of the union," I did not conceive that these powers 
extended to the formation of the plan proposed, but the Convention being of a different 
opinion, I acquiesced in it, being fully convinced that to preserve the union, an efficient 
Government was indispensibly necessary; & that it would be difficult to make proper 
amendments to the articles of confederation. 
 
The Constitution proposed has few, if any federal features, but is rather a system of 
national government: nevertheless, in many respects I think it has great merit, & by 
proper amendments, may be adapted to the "exigencies of Government" & preservation 
of Liberty. 
 
The question on this plan involves others of the highest importance 1st Whether there 
shall be a dissolution of the federal Government? 2dly Whether the several State 
Governments shall be so altered, as in effect to be dissolved? And 3dly Whether in lieu of 
the federal & state Governments, the national constiution now proposed shall be 
substituted without amendment? Never perhaps were a people called on to decide a 
question of greater magnitude—should the Citizens of America adopt the plan as it now 
stands, their liberties may be lost: or should they reject it altogether Anarchy may ensue. 
It is evident therefore that they should not be presipitate in their decissions; that the 
subject should be well understood, lest they should refuse to support the Government, 
after having hastily accepted it. 
 
If those who are in favour of the Constiution, as well as those who are against it, should 
preserve moderation, their discussions may afford much information & finally direct to 
any happy issue. 
 
It may be urged by some, that an implicit confidence should be placed in the Convention: 
but however respectable the members may be who signed the constiution, it must be 
admitted, that a free people are the proper Guardians of their rights & liberties—that the 
greatest men may err—& that their errors are sometimes, of the greatest magnitude. 
 
Others may suppose, that the constitution may be safely adopted, because therein 
provision is made to amend it: but cannot this object be better attained before a 



ratification than after it? And should a free people, adopt a form of Government, under 
conviction that it wants amendment? 
 
And some may conceive, that if the Plan is not accepted by the people they will not unite 
in another: but surely whilst they have the power to amend, they are not under the 
necessity of rejecting it. 
 
I have been detained here longer than I expected, but shall leave this place in a day or two 
for Massachusetts to support that which shall be finally adopted, sincerely hoping it will 
secure the Liberty & happiness of America. 
 
I have the Honor to be Gentlemen with the highest respect for the honorable Legislature 
& yourselves, you most obedt & very hum servt E Gerry 
 
http://www.teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=1752 
 



James Madison letter to Thomas Jefferson, 19 February 1788 
 
New York, February 19th, 1788. 
 
DEAR SIR, The public here continues to be much agitated by the proposed federal 
Constitution, and to be attentive to little else. At the date of my last, Delaware, 
Pennsylvania, and New Jersey, had adopted it. It has been since adopted by Connecticut, 
Georgia, and Massachusetts. In the first, the minority consisted of 40 against 127. In 
Georgia, the adoption was unanimous. In Massachusetts, the conflict was tedious and the 
event extremely doubtful. On the final question the vote stood 187 against 168, a majority 
of 19 only being in favor of the Constitution. 
 
The prevailing party comprized, however, all the men of abilities, of property, and of 
influence. In the opposite multitude there was not a single character capable of uniting 
their wills or directing their measures. It was made up, partly of deputies from the 
province of Maine, who apprehended difficulties from the new Government to their 
scheme of separation, partly of men who had espoused the disaffection of Shay's, and 
partly of ignorant and jealous men, who had been taught, or had fancied, that the 
Convention at Philadelphia had entered into a conspiracy against the liberties of the 
people at large, in order to erect an aristocracy for the rich, the well born, and the men of 
Education. They had no plan whatever. They looked no farther than to put a negative on 
the Constitution and return home. The amendments, as recommended by the Convention, 
were, as I am well informed, not so much calculated for the minority in the Convention, 
on whom they had little effect, as for the people of the State. You will find the 
amendments in the newspapers which are sent from the office of foreign affairs. It 
appears, from a variety of circumstances, that disappointment had produced no asperity in 
the minority, and that they will probably not only acquiesce in the event, but endeavour 
to reconcile their constituents to it. This was the public declaration of several who were 
called the leaders of the party. 
 
The minority of Connecticut behaved with equal moderation. That of Pennsylvania has 
been extremely intemperate, and continues to use a very bold and menacing language. 
Had the decision in Massachusetts been adverse to the Constitution, it is not improbable 
that some very violent measures would have followed in that State. The cause of the 
inflammation, however, is much more in their State factions than in the system proposed 
by the Convention. New Hampshire is now deliberating on the Constitution. It is 
generally understood that an adoption is a matter of certainty. South Carolina and 
Maryland have fixed on April or May for their Conventions. The former, it is currently 
said, will be one of the ratifying States. Mr. Chase, and a few others, will raise a 
considerable opposition in the latter. But the weight of personal influence is on the side of 
the Constitution, and the present expectation is, that the opposition will be outnumbered 
by a great majority. This State is much divided in its sentiments. Its Convention is to be 
held in June. The decision of Massachusetts will give the turn in favor of the 
Constitution, unless an idea should prevail, or the fact should appear, that the voice of the 
State is opposed to the result of its Convention. North Carolina has put off her 
Convention till July. The State is much divided, it is said. 



 
The temper of Virginia, as far as I can learn, has undergone but little change of late. At 
first, there was an enthusiasm for the Constitution. The tide next took a sudden and strong 
turn in the opposite direction. The influence and exertions of Mr. Henry and Col. Mason, 
and some others, will account for this. Subsequent information again represented the 
Constitution as regaining, in some degree, its lost ground. The people at large have been 
uniformly said to be more friendly to the Constitution than the Assembly. But it is 
probable that the dispersion of the latter will have a considerable influence on the 
opinions of the former. The previous adoption of nine States must have a very persuasive 
effect on the minds of the opposition, though I am told that a very bold language is held 
by Mr. Henry and some of his partizans. Great stress is laid on the self-sufficiency of that 
State, and the prospect of external props is alluded to. 
 
Congress have done no business of consequence yet, nor is it probable that much more of 
any sort will precede the event of the great question before the public. 
 
The Assembly of Virginia have passed the district Bill, of which I formerly gave you an 
account. There are 18 districts, with 4 new Judges, Mr. Gabriel Jones, Richard Parker, S* 
George Tucker, and Jo 8 . Prentis. They have reduced much the taxes, and provided some 
indulgences for debtors. The question of British debts underwent great vicissitudes. It 
was, after long discussion, resolved by a majority of 30, against the utmost exertions of 
Mr. Henry, that they should be paid as soon as the other States should have complied 
with the Treaty. A few days afterwards he carried his point by a majority of 50, that Great 
Britain should first comply. 
 
Adieu. Y'rs affect'. 
 
P. S. Mr. St. John has given me a very interesting description of a " System of Nature," 
lately published at Paris. Will you add it for me ? 
 
Source: Letters and other writings of James Madison. Vol. I. 1769-1793. Philadelphia, J. 
B. Lippencott & Co, 1865, digitized by archive.org 
 
http://www.familytales.org/dbDisplay.php?id=ltr_mad1598&city=new%20york 
 



Introduction to the Massachusetts Ratification Convention 
by Gordon Lloyd 

 
The Massachusetts Ratifying Convention met in Boston from January 9, 1788 to 
February 5, 1788 to discuss "the adoption of the federal Constitution." 370 delegates had 
been elected on October 25, 1787, and when the final vote was taken on February 3, 355 
registered their vote. 

In attendance from the Philadelphia Convention were Caleb Strong, Rufus King, and 
Nathaniel Gorham. They were joined by Fisher Ames, James Bowdoin, Francis Dana, 
and Theophilus Parsons in defending and explaining the Constitution. The fourth 
Philadelphia Convention delegate, Elbridge Gerry—who declined to sign the Constitution 
on September 17, 1787—was not in attendance. Within the first week of the Convention, 
however, "a motion was made and passed, that the Hon. Elbridge Gerry be requested to 
take a seat in the Convention, to answer any questions of fact, from time to time, that the 
Convention may ask, respecting the passing of the Constitution." Gerry agreed to the 
invitation the very next day. But Gerry never makes it to the floor of the convention and 
after January 19, he disappears from view. Absent Gerry, people with less prestige and 
experience led the opposition. 

Unlike the Virginia Convention, the Preamble did not attract the initial attention of the 
delegates. Instead, after settling housekeeping matters during the latter part of the first 
week, they launched right into a discussion of Article I, Section 2 which deals with the 
electoral provisions of the House of Representatives. "Where annual elections end, 
tyranny begins," was deemed by traditional Republicans to be "one of the first securities 
of popular liberty." And so the first two days of serious debate focused on whether or not 
the two-year term provision in Section 2 was consistent with "popular liberty." The 
delegates focused most of their attention on this section and Article I, Section 4 over the 
second week, the first full week of deliberations. On Monday, January 21, the start of the 
third week, they turned their attention to Article 1, Section 8, namely, the powers of 
Congress clause and concluded on Saturday, January 26 with a discussion of Section 9. 
So this much is known: the powers of Congress article received six days of coverage. 
During the first four days of the fourth week—Monday, January 28 to Thursday, January 
31—the delegates covered the remainder of the Constitution although there is no record 
of any discussion of Article IV! 

Near the end of the morning session on Thursday, January 31, The Recorder declares "the 
conversation on the Constitution, being ended, Mr. Parsons moved, that this Convention 
do assent to, and ratify, this Constitution." 

Some of the most interesting discussion at the convention takes place over the last week. 
There was an attempt by previously quiet Samuel Adams and John Hancock (he didn't 
attend until January 30 because of gout and had not announced his stance on the 
Constitution) to accommodate the opposition by suggesting that amendment proposals be 
annexed to the ratification. But in the name of what authority can a ratification 
convention propose amendments? And what is the difference between proposing 
recommendation amendments and conditional amendments? Proponents of the 



Constitution urged the former and hoped that the Massachusetts Compromise—ratify 
now, amend later—proposed by Hancock and supported by Adams and Ames would 
become the model for the remainder of the ratification campaign across the country. 

There is some disagreement about what the likely vote in favor and against was going 
into the convention, but it was at least even and may have been tilted toward the 
Antifederalists. Some Massachusetts Antifederalists even suggested that they had a 
majority of "forty or more." (For a through examination of the competing accounts, see 
Appendix B in Orin Grant Libby’s The Geographical Distribution of the Vote.) 

Who Changed Their Mind? 

What is clear is that the Massachusetts Compromise secured the victory for the 
proponents of the Constitution because roughly ten delegates changed their mind to 
secure ratification by a 187-168 vote. Rev. Isaac Bachus, Nathaniel Barrell, William 
Symmes Jr. and Charles Turner, the leader of the Antifederalists, were four of those 
delegates. Jackson Turner Main lists the following as "known or suspected": Samuel 
Adams, Dr. Jarvis, John Winthrop, Samuel Hopkins, William Symmes Jr., John Sprague, 
Charles Turner, Nathaniel Barrell of York, Isaac Snow, Samuel Curtis, James Nichols, 
James Williams, Captain Samuel Grant, Dr. Thomas Rice, and David Sylvester. 

It would be remiss not to note that after the vote was taken, no fewer than eight of the 
delegates who voted to reject the Constitution—including vociferous opponents Samuel 
Nason, Benjamin Randall, John Taylor, and William Widgery of the independent Maine 
movement—promised to work with their constituents to support the Constitution. And 
Gerry? "Crest-fallen but acquiesces." 
http://www.teachingamericanhistory.org/ratification/massachusetts.html 
 



Massachusetts Ratification Convention 
Day-by-Day Summary 

by Gordon Lloyd 
Wednesday, January 9 - Saturday, January 12, 1788 

 The appointment of convention committees and officers. 
 Discussion of contested elections. 
 Decision to locate the convention "in the representatives' chamber." 
 [The delegates complained that the State House facilities were overcrowded. On 

January 17, the convention moved to the Long Lane Congregational Church.] 

Monday, January 14, 1788 

 The delegates agreed to discuss each paragraph of the proposed Constitution before 
"any vote is taken expressive of the sense of the Convention, upon the whole or 
any part thereof." (Before proceeding with a section-by-section consideration, the 
Convention agreed to invite Elbridge Gerry to attend from time to time to answer 
questions "respecting the passing of the Constitution.") 

 Article I, Section 1: a "short conversation" on bicameralism took place. 
 Article I, Section 2 
 A "lengthy debate" took place on the electoral provisions of the House of 

Representatives. At times, however, the delegates wandered from the 
specific clause under consideration. 

 Mr. Sedgwick argued that two-year elections were consistent with liberty. But 
Dr. Taylor opposed biennial elections in favor of annual elections as well 
as rotation and recall. Mr. Sprague and Mr. Dawson approved of the 
section as it stood. Mr. White, however, opposed biennial elections in 
favor of more frequent elections. 

Tuesday, January 15, 1788 

 Article I, Section 2, continued 
 The delegates resumed their consideration of this section with the 

understanding that pertinent digressions into other parts of the 
Constitution were acceptable. 

 Mr. Strong supported the section. Two-year terms, he said, was "a general 
concession" between those who wanted three years and those who wished 
to retain the custom of annual elections. Mr. Ames also supported biennial 
elections not as a mere compromise measure, but as "an essential security 
to liberty." He stated the liberty principle thus: "the term of election must 
be so long, that the representative may understand the interests of the 
people, and yet so limited, that his fidelity may be secured upon their 
approbation." A two-year term satisfies the liberty principle. Mr. Bowdoin 
supported two-year terms for federal representatives as distinct from state 
representatives. General Heath, Mr. Gore, Mr. King, Mr. Gorham, and 
Judge Dana agreed. (Mr. Gerry accepted the invitation to attend the 
deliberations.) 

Wednesday, January 16, 1788 



 Article I, Section 4—the time, place, and manner clause—was the focus of attention. 
 Mr. Strong supported this section on behalf of the preservation of the union: 

"there must be a general power to regulate general elections" in case 
certain states become negligent in sending representatives to the general 
government. Mr. Bishop, Col. Jones, and the Rev. Mr. Perley (who wished 
that Elbridge Gerry was in the room) feared it gave an "unlimited" power 
to Congress and thus opened the door to abuse. Mr. Cabot supported the 
section on behalf of the equal representation of the people: it ensured that 
the House—representing the people of America—would be able to check 
the Senate—representing the various states. Mr. Parsons, Mr. J.C. Jones, 
and Dr. Jarvis agreed with Cabot. 

Thursday, January 17, 1788 

 Article I, Section 4—the time, place, and manner clause—received further attention. 
 Mr. Turner opposed the clause: "I do not wish to give Congress a power which 

they can abuse…. I think it is a genuine power for Congress to perpetuate 
themselves." Rev. Mr. West supported the section: it is not enough to say 
it is possible that Congress will abuse the power; the real test is it probable 
that Congress will do so? "May we not rationally conclude, that the 
persons we shall choose to administer it will be, in general, good men?" 
Gen. Thompson was surprised to hear a clergyman brush aside the obvious 
fallibility of human nature! 

 Article I, Section 2 occupied the attention of the delegates in the afternoon 
session. 

 The delegates returned to this section in order to debate the wisdom of not 
having "some qualification of property in a representative." Mr. King 
noted that the qualification was proposed in the Philadelphia Convention 
but was contested by the delegates from Massachusetts. He found that 
property was not an adequate index of abilities. 

 They then turned to a discussion of "the three-fifths of all other persons clause." 
Mr. King noted there has been "much misconception of this section. It is a 
principle of this Constitution, that representation and taxation should go 
hand in hand" Who are the three-fifths of other persons? "These persons 
are the slaves. By this rule are representation and taxation to be 
apportioned. And it was adopted, because it was the language of all 
America." 

Friday, January 18, 1788 

 Article I, Section 2 on taxation and representation continued. 

 Mr. Dawes was the only person to speak during the morning session. He "was 
very sorry to hear so many objections raised," and reminded the delegates 
that the three-fifths clause pertained "only to the rule of apportioning 
taxes." If delegates wanted to talk about the issue of "natural justice," then 
they should look to Article I, Section 9 which permits Congress to prohibit 
the slave trade after 1808 and permits each state "to prohibit the 
introduction of slaves into its own territories. What could the Convention 



do more?" He concluded "we may say, that, though slavery is not smitten 
by an apoplexy, yet it has received a mortal wound, and will die of a 
consumption." 

 Judge Dana, Messrs. King, Gore, Parsons, Widgery, Fuller, and Jones discussed 
the merits of providing Congress with the power of direct taxation. The 
session ended with a vote on Mr. Fuller's motion to ask Gerry for his 
opinion on what he saw as unequal treatment of Georgia and 
Massachusetts in terms of taxation and representation. According to the 
recorder: "a long and desultory debate ensued on the manner in which the 
answer should be given: it was at last voted that Mr. G reduce his answer 
to writing." 

Saturday, January 19, 1788 

 Article I, Section 2 was still on the table. But Mr. Singletary and Gen. Brooks began 
with a digression on whether or not sufficient attention had been paid to securing 
representatives of good character and then keeping them good when in office. Mr. 
Gerry's response was then read: "Georgia had increased in its numbers by 
emigration; and… would be soon entitled to the proportion assigned her." 

 Article I, Section 3. 
 Mr. Ames supported the six-year terms for Senators as well as their election by 

state legislatures. The latter, in particular, is important for the preservation 
of the federal features of the republic and thus an obstacle to the 
consolidation of the states. 

 In the afternoon session, Col. Jones and Dr. Taylor opposed the six-year terms 
for Senators as too long: they "will forget their duty to their constituents." 
Mr. King, however, supported the six-year Senate terms: "their duration is 
not too long for a right discharge of their duty." Mr. Strong said that the 
construction of the Senate was difficult and that Mr. Gerry was a member 
of the committee that recommended six years. 

 "Mr. Gerry rose, and informed the president that he was then preparing a letter 
on the subject in debate; and would set the matter in its true light; and 
which he wished to communicate. This occasioned considerable 
conversation, which lasted until the Convention adjourned." 

Monday, January 21, 1788 

 Article I, Section 4 
 Mr. Ames considered the time, place, and manner clause to be sufficiently 

discussed and clearly warranted. Judge Dana initially thought this section 
to be dangerous. But, "I have altered my opinion." Mr. Cooley and Dr. 
Taylor thought this section dangerous to liberty. Mr. King thought the 
section proper. 

 [Toward the end of the morning session, much consternation was caused by the 
publication in the January 21, 1788 issue of the Boston Gazette of a piece 
by the Antifederalist author Centinel who warned that delegates who 
opposed ratification were being bribed by wealthy out-of-state supporters 
of the Constitution. This Boston-based Centinel is not to be confused with 
the better known Centinel from Pennsylvania who wrote some of the most 



coherent and influential Antifederalist essays.] 

 Article I, Section 5 and Section 6 concerning the keeping of journals and payment of 
representatives occupied the attention of the delegates during the early portions of 
the afternoon session. 

 Article I, Section 8 "containing the powers of Congress" received the most attention 
during the afternoon session. 

 Mr. King announced that "this is a very important clause" because it gives the 
power of the purse—the authority to lay and collect taxes—to Congress. 
Mr. Dawes supported the interstate and international commerce clause. 
Mr. Singletary opposed the section: "no more power could be given to a 
despot, than to give up the purse-strings of the people." Gen. Thompson 
"abhors" the section and urges an adjournment "to see what our sister 
states will do." Maj. Kingsley opposed the section because the 
Constitution had abandoned annual elections, rotation in office, and the 
power to recall. 

Tuesday, January 22, 1788 

 Article I, Section 8 occupied the attention of the delegates throughout the day. 
 Judge Sumner supported the section: "why should we alarm ourselves with 

imaginary evils?" Mr. Gore also supported the section: the power to lay 
and collect taxes is "indispensably necessary to our peace and dignity." 
Mr. Phillips, Mr. Gorham, Mr. Bowdoin, and Mr. Jones supported the 
section. On the other hand, Dr. Willard quoted "ancient history" to 
demonstrate how power corrupted the best of men and Mr. Randall and 
Mr. Symmes "feared a consolidation" and an abuse of delegated power. 

 A "long letter from the Hon. Mr. Gerry" was read and a "commotion" occurred 
on the floor. 

Wednesday, January 23, 1788 

 Article I, Section 8 occupied the attention of the delegates for the entire day. 
 Mr. Pierce feared that Congress would use the power of direct taxation in time 

of peace as well as war. He was also concerned that the six-year term in 
the Senate was too long. Col. Thompson denied that the philosophy 
undergirding the Constitution is that "all power is retained which is not 
given," thus the argument that there is no need for a Bill of Rights is a 
dangerous one. 

 Col. Varnum denied that a Bill of Rights was needed: Congress could only 
exercise expressed powers. Similarly, Mr. Choate denied that there would 
be a consolidation of the union. According to Mr. Bowdoin, in a speech 
covering eight pages of Elliot's Debates, investing "great power in 
Congress… is a most cogent reason for accepting the Constitution." 
Remember the inadequacies of the Articles of Confederation. Moreover, 
there are sufficient checks and precautions to restrain the abuse of power. 
Finally, "with regard to rights, the whole Constitution is a declaration of 
rights." He invited the delegates to adopt the Constitution and thus add the 
Massachusetts pillar to "the temple of American liberty." 



 Mr. Parsons, in a speech covering six pages of Elliot's Debates, concluded the 
morning session with an overall defense of the structural and power 
components of Article I. In the afternoon session, a motion by Mr. Nason 
to replace a paragraph by paragraph consideration of the Constitution with 
an "at large" framework "met with warm opposition." 

Thursday, January 24, 1788 

 Nason reintroduced his motion to consider the whole rather than the parts on a 
paragraph-by-paragraph basis. Its defeat "created a momentary agitation in the 
Convention, which, however, after a short conversation, subsided." 

 Article I, Section 8 occupied the attention of the delegates for the rest of the day. 
 Mr. Sedgwick supported the section: "every possible provision against an abuse 

of power was made." Mr. Dawes supported the raising and supporting of 
standing armies by Congress. 

 The afternoon session began with a discussion of the ten-mile square clause. 
The conversation degenerated. 

 According to the Recorder: "several other gentlemen spoke, in a desultory 
conversation, on various parts of the Constitution; in which several articles 
from the constitution of this state, and the Confederation, were read; many 
questions asked the honorable gentlemen who framed the Constitution, to 
which answers apparently satisfactory were given." 

Friday, January 25, 1788 

 Article I, Section 8 officially occupied the attention of the delegates during the 
morning session, and the early part of the afternoon session, but the conversation 
digressed, from time to time, into the meaning of the Revolution and to other 
clauses of the Constitution. 

 Mr. Singletary objected to the powers of Congress; the danger of the power to 
tax reminded him of the abuses under the former British Leviathan 
government. Mr. Smith supported the section as part of his defense of the 
Constitution as a bulwark against anarchy. "Some gentlemen think," he 
said, "that our liberty and property are not safe in the hands of moneyed 
men, and men of learning. I am not of that mind." 

 During the first part of the afternoon session, Mr. Widgery remarked: "Enough 
has, I think, been said on the 8th section." 

 Article I, Section 9 was considered during the last part of the afternoon session. 
 The delegates focused on the 1808 slave trade clause. The debate was between 

those who thought the Philadelphia Convention had provided for the 
continuation of the slave trade for another twenty years and those who 
considered "the step taken in this article towards the abolition of slavery 
was one of the beauties of the Constitution." 

Saturday, January 26, 1788 

 Article I, Section 9 
 "Both sides deprecated the slave trade in the most pointed terms." Mr. Adams 

"rejoiced that a door was now to be opened for the annihilation of this 
odious, abhorrent practice, in a certain time." 



 Mr. Adams defended the power to suspend writ of habeas corpus, but only "in 
cases of rebellion or invasion." 

Monday, January 28 and Tuesday, January 29, 1788 

 Article II and Article III 
 According to the Recorder, every section "was objected to by those who were 

opposed to the Constitution; and the objections were obviated by 
gentlemen in favor of it. We do not think it essential to go into a minute 
detail of the conversation; as, in the speeches on the grand question, the 
field is again gone over. We can only say that, with the utmost attention, 
every objection, however trifling, was answered, and that the unremitted 
endeavors of gentlemen who advocated the Constitution, to convince those 
who were in error, were not without effect. The main objections to the 
judiciary power are contained in the following speech delivered on 
Wednesday." 

Wednesday, January 30, 1788 

 Article III 
 Mr. Holmes argued that the Constitution failed to protect the right to a fair trial 

by jury and other rights of the accused from a Congress inclined to act like 
the Spanish Inquisition. Mr. Gore responded: "it had been the uniform 
conduct of those in opposition to the proposed form of government, to 
determine, in every case where it was possible that the administrators 
thereof could do wrong, that they would do so, although it were 
demonstrable that such a wrong would be against their own honor and 
interest, and productive of no advantage to themselves." 

 Mr. Dawes "did not see that the right of trial by jury was taken away by the 
article." He then asked one of the most important and frequently raised 
questions of the ratification struggle: "Why is not the Constitution as 
explicit in securing the right of trial in civil as in criminal cases? The 
answer is, because it was out of the power of the Convention." 

 The remarks of Gen. Heath are illuminating. He had "lost several important 
opportunities," to be illuminated by the discussions due to "indisposition 
and absence." But it was the slave trade clause that deeply concerned him. 
"Two questions naturally arise: [1] If we ratify the Constitution, do we do 
anything by our act to hold the blacks in slavery? Or [2] shall we become 
the partakers of other men's sins. I think neither of them…the federal 
Convention went as far as they could." 

 Article V 
 Mr. King praised the amendment process: "produce an instance, in any other 

national constitution, where the people had so fair an opportunity to 
correct any abuse which might take place in the future administration of 
the government under it." Dr. Jarvis concurs and adds: "it is clearly more 
difficult for twelve states to agree to another convention, than for nine to 
unite in favor of amendments, so it is certainly better to receive the present 
Constitution, in the hope of it being amended, than it would be to reject it 
altogether, with, perhaps, the vain expectation of obtaining another more 



agreeable than the present." 
Thursday, January 31, 1788 

 Article VI 
 The Recorder frames the question under consideration thus: Is the no religious 

qualifications for office test "a departure from the principles of our 
forefathers?" Does it underscore an inattention to the possible corruption 
of morals? Or should it be applauded for its liberality as opposed to the 
impropriety "of the requisition of a test, as practiced in Great Britain and 
elsewhere?" 

 Rev. Shute supported the restriction on religious tests: "In this great and 
extensive empire, there is, and will be, a great variety of sentiments in 
religion." Col. Jones, however, believed "that the rulers ought to believe in 
God or Christ." 

 Article VII 
 The Recorder declares "the conversation on the Constitution, being ended, Mr. 

Parsons moved, that this Convention do assent to, and ratify, this 
Constitution." 

 Before "the grand question being put," Gen. William Heath from Roxbury floats the 
draft idea of what we shall call "The Massachusetts Compromise": ratify now, 
and amend later. "Every exertion should be made," he said, to secure unanimity 
within the convention and across the land. Concerning the opponents, "is there not 
a way in which their minds may be relieved from embarrassment? I think there 
is." He suggests 1) the delegates ratify of the Constitution and 2) "instruct our first 
members in Congress to exert their endeavors to have such checks and guards 
provided as appear to be necessary in some of the paragraphs of the Constitution," 
and 3) request "the concurrence" of sister states. 

 President Hancock said he would introduce a motion in the afternoon session that 
attempted to "remove the objections of some gentlemen." 

 In the afternoon session, Hancock said that he had frequent conversations with those 
who opposed the Constitution and arrived at a proposition aimed "to remove the 
doubts and quiet the apprehensions of gentlemen." He proposed that: 

 As it is the opinion of this Convention, that certain amendments and alterations 
in the said Constitution would remove the fears and quiet the 
apprehensions of many of the good people of the commonwealth, and 
more effectually guard against an undue administration of the federal 
government, the Convention do therefore recommend that the following 
alterations and provisions be introduced into the said Constitution: 

 First. That it be explicitly declared, that all powers not expressly 
delegated by the aforesaid Constitution are reserved to the several 
states, to be by them exercised. 

 Secondly. That there shall be one representative to every thirty thousand 
persons, according to the census mentioned in the Constitution, 
until the whole number of representatives amounts to two hundred. 

 Thirdly. That Congress do not exercise the powers vested in them by the 
4th section of the 1st article, but in cases where a state shall 
neglect or refuse to make the regulations therein mentioned, or 



shall make regulations subversive of the rights of the people to a 
free and equal representation in Congress, agreeably to the 
Constitution. 

 Fourthly. That Congress do not lay direct taxes, but when the moneys 
arising from the impost and excise are insufficient for the public 
exigencies, nor then, until Congress shall have first made a 
requisition upon the states, to assess, levy, and pay their respective 
proportion of such requisitions, agreeably to the census fixed in 
the said Constitution, in such way and manner as the legislatures 
of the states shall think best, and, in such case, if any state shall 
neglect or refuse to pay its proportion, pursuant to such 
requisition, then Congress may assess and levy such state's 
proportion, together with interest thereon, at the rate of six per 
cent. per annum, from the time of payment prescribed in such 
requisitions. 

 Fifthly. That Congress erect no company with exclusive advantages of 
commerce. 

 Sixthly. That no person shall be tried for any crime, by which he may 
incur an infamous punishment, or loss of life, until he be first 
indicted by a grand jury, except in such cases as may arise in the 
government and regulation of the land and naval forces. 

 Seventhly. The Supreme Judicial Federal Court shall have no 
jurisdiction of causes between citizens of different states, unless the 
matter in dispute, whether it concern the realty or personality, be 
of the value of three thousand dollars at the least; nor shall the 
federal judicial powers extend to any action between citizens of 
different states, where the matter in dispute, whether it concern the 
realty or personality, is not of the value of fifteen hundred dollars 
at the least. 

 Eighthly. In civil actions between citizens of different states, every issue 
of fact, arising in actions at common law, shall be tried by a jury, 
if the parties, or either of them, request it. 

 Ninthly. Congress shall at no time consent that any person holding an 
office of trust or profit, under the United States, shall accept of a 
title of nobility, or any other title or office, from any king, prince, 
or foreign state. 

 Mr. Adams: "A proposal of this sort, coming from Massachusetts, from its importance, 
will have its weight" in having "a salutary effect throughout the Union. It is of the 
greatest importance that America should still be united in sentiment." Adams 
moved, and it was seconded, to consider recommended amendments in contrast to 
no amendments at all or conditional amendments. He was disturbed by the dissent 
in Pennsylvania and hoped that the measure would "have great weight in other 
states, where Conventions have not yet met." 

Friday, February 1, 1788 

 Hancock's Recommended Amendments still under consideration. 
 Mr. Bowdoin expressed "his hearty approbation of the amendments." He then 



launched on a reflective commentary that takes up five pages of Elliot's 
Debates, on the necessity of union based on the works of Montesquieu. 

 Conversation regarding the propriety of amendments and whether they should 
be recommended or conditional continued. 

 Mr. Adams supports the amendment proposal. The First, Adams says, "appears 
to my mind, to be a summary of a bill of right, which gentlemen are 
anxious to obtain. It removes a doubt which many have entertained 
respecting the matter, and gives assurance that, if any law made by the 
federal government shall be extended beyond the power granted by the 
proposed Constitution, and inconsistent with the constitution of this state, 
it will be an error, and adjudged by the courts of law to be void." 

 Mr. Nason opposed the proposed amendments because he opposed the 
Constitution itself. The "we the people" clause in the Preamble of the 
Constitution goes "to an annihilation of the state governments, and to a 
perfect consolidation of the whole Union." He proceeded, over the next 
four pages of Elliot's Debates, to list the familiar list of Antifederalist 
objections found in the pamphlet literature. 

 Judge Sumner supported the amendments. Mr. Widgery thought them 
impossible to enforce. 

 Judge Dana, in the afternoon session, "advocated the proposition submitted by 
his excellency, the president." 

 According to the Recorder: "Several gentlemen said a few words each, on the 
proposition of amendments, which it was acceded to, by gentlemen 
opposed to the Constitution, was good, but that it was not probable it 
would be interwoven in the Constitution. Gentlemen on the other side said 
there was a great probability that it would, from its nature, be also 
recommended by the several conventions which have not yet convened." 

Saturday, February 2, 1788 

 Hancock's Recommended Amendments still under consideration. 
 Mr. Strong supported the amendments; it was "his firm belief that, if it was 

recommended by the Convention, it would be inserted in the 
Constitution." 

 Several delegates expressed their opinion on amendments. 
 A committee, consisting of two from each county, was created to consider the 

amendments. 
Monday, February 4, 1788 

 Hancock's Recommended Amendments still under consideration. 
 Mr. Thatcher, in a speech on the powers of government that covers six pages in 

Elliot's Debates, supported the Constitution. "A continent, wide and 
extended, may be happy or wretched, according to our judgment." 

 Major Lusk wondered about the authority of the convention to propose 
amendments and, anyway, he doubted that "the insertion of amendments" 
would occur in the First Congress. He took the opportunity to criticize 1) 
Article I, Section 9 for not going far enough to alleviate slavery and 2) the 
no religious test clause of Article VI. "Popery and the Inquisition may be 



established in America." 
 Rev. Mr. Backus supported the lack of a religious test as a way of avoiding the 

establishment of any religion. As for the slave trade clause, it is an 
improvement over the Articles that made no provision whatsoever and 
now a door has been opened. 

 Dr. Jarvis believed the convention derived the authority to propose amendments 
from the people themselves, whose "aggregate sense, on this point, can 
only be determined by the voices of the majority of this Convention." 
Moreover, amendments were possible and likely to be accepted in the first 
Congress and this way of proceeding does not impact the five states that 
have already adopted the Constitution. "The remaining seven states will 
have our example before them; and there is a high probability that they… 
will take our conduct as a precedent." 

Tuesday, February 5, 1788 

 Mr. Ames, in a speech that covered five pages of Elliot's Debates, noted that "the 
nature of the debate is totally shifted, and the inquiry is now not what the 
Constitution is, but what degree of probability there is that the amendments will 
hereafter be incorporated into it." It is said that the Convention has "no right to 
propose amendments. This is the fullest representation of the people ever known, 
and if we may not declare their opinion, and upon a point for which we have been 
elected, how shall it ever be known?" He supports ratification with recommended 
amendments over against rejection of the plan or acceptance subject to 
conditional amendments. 

 Mr. Barrell, a "plain husbandman," believed that the Constitution bestowed on 
Congress "more extensive powers than ever Great Britain exercised over us." He 
requested an adjournment that he might consult with his constituents. [This 
request was denied in the afternoon session.] 

 "Gentlemen spoke in a desultory conversation on the amendments." 
Wednesday, February 6, 1788 

 Mr. Stillman, in a speech that covers seven pages of Elliot's Debates, called for 
ratification for the sake of the Union. He cites Edmund Randolph's October 10, 
1787 letter to the Virginia House of Delegates: despite his objections, "if, after 
our best efforts for amendments, they cannot be obtained, I scruple not to 
declare…that I will, as an individual citizen, accept the Constitution." 

 Mr. Turner introduced the afternoon session. "A constitution preferable to the 
Confederation must be obtained, and obtained soon, or we shall be an undone 
people." He adds that "without the prevalence of Christian piety and morals, the 
best republican constitution can never save us from slavery and ruin." 

 Mr. Symmes, given the possibility of subsequent amendment: "I recall my former 
opposition, such as it was, to the Constitution." 

 John Hancock, President of the Convention, gave closing remarks: "the question before 
you is such as no nation on earth, without the limits of America, has ever had the 
privilege of deciding upon." 

 The Ratification of the Constitution with the provided amendments is read. Yeas, 
187. Nays, 168 



 After the vote, Mr. White, Mr. Widgery, Mr. Whitney, Mr. Cooley, and Dr. Taylor—
all had voted to oppose ratification—declared their support for the new 
Constitution. 

Thursday, February 7, 1788 

 Major Nason, Mr. Randal, and Major Swain—all had voted to oppose ratification—
declared their support for the new Constitution. 
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Chapter I. 
State Areas of Opposition and Support 

Proceeding to take up each state in detail, I shall next point out the Federal and Anti-Federal 
areas in each, discuss the significance of the vote, and offer evidence to show the natural 
coherence, and the economic and social basis, of the distribution revealed in the map. 
 

Massachusetts. 
Turning to the map for the Massachusetts vote we can see that the state may be divided into 
three sections, the east-ern, the middle, and the western. The middle section has for its 
eastern boundary an irregular line extending from about the northeast corner of Rhode 
Island to the point in t he northern boundary of Massachusetts where the Merrimac river 
enters the state, and for its western boundary the tier of towns along the eastern side of the 
Connecticut river. The other sections lie respectively to the east and west of it. The vote of 
these sections on the ratification of the Constitution is as follows: 

 

 

Eastern section. Yeas, 73 per cent. Nays, 27 per cent. 
Middle section. Yeas, 14 per cent. Nays, 86 per cent. 
Western 
section. Yeas, 42 per cent. Nays, 58 per cent. 
Such striking differences as these indicate clearly that there is something fundamental lying 
back of the vote. Each of these sections is an economic and social unit, the first representing 
the coast region, the second the interior, and the third the Connecticut valley and border 
districts of the state. In the eastern section the interests were commercial; there was the 
wealth, the influence, the urban population of the state. This section had been longest settled 
and was consequently the most thickly populated. Within this section lay two areas of 
opposition, the interior regions of the eastern section, one in Essex and Middlesex counties, 
south of the Merrimac river, the other in Bristol, Suffolk, and Plymouth counties, adjoining 
Rhode Island. The middle section of Massachusetts represented the interior agricultural 
interests of the state—the small farmers. From this section came a large part of the Shays 
faction in 1786.16 

The Connecticut valley or western district may be sub-divided into the northern, most 
interior and predominantly Anti-Federal section, and the southern section, nearest the coast 



and predominantly Federal, with the trading towns of the Connecticut river in its 
southeastern part. 

A few quotations from contemporary correspondence will show the drift of the parties in 
Massachusetts. 

Extract of a letter of Henry Knox to Washington, Feb. 10, 1788: 

"It is a singular circumstance that in Massachusetts the property, the ability, and the virtue of 
the state are almost solely in favor of the Constitution. Opposed to it are the late insurgents 
and all those who abetted their designs, constituting four-fifths of the opposition."17 

Extract of a letter from Madison to Washington, Feb. 3, 1788, quoting a letter received from 
Boston from a member of the convention there : 

"Never was there an assembly in this state in possession of greater ability and information 
than the present convention, yet I am in doubt whether they will approve the constitution. 
There are, unhappily, three parties opposed to it. First: All men who are in favor of paper 
money and tender laws. Those are more or less in every part of the state. Second: All the 
late insurgents and their abettors. In the three great western counties they are very 
numerous. We have in the convention eighteen or twenty who were actually in Shays' 
army."18 

An extract of a letter of Henry Knox to Washington. Jan. 14, 1788, gives the following 
classification of parties in the state: "The first is the commercial part of the state to which are 
added all the men of considerable property, the clergy, the lawyers, including the judges of 
all the courts, and all the neighborhood of all the great towns.…The third party are the 
insurgents, or their favorers, the great majority of whom are for an annihilation of debts, 
public and private, and therefore they will not approve of the constitution."19 

In the province of Maine the larger part of the Anti-Federal vote was inland, while the 
Federal towns were mostly along the coast. The vote of Maine was complicated by the new 
issue of separation from Massachusetts, which had begun to agitate the people of this 
province. Many votes were cast against the Federal Constitution on account of its being 
favored by the ruling classes of Massachusetts who were supposed to be opposed to 
separation from Maine.20 
 

Chapter II. 
The Interstate and National Groupings of the Vote 

on the Federal Constitution, 1878-8 
Turning now from the economic and social groupings within the state to the interstate 
groupings, we find that they not only cross state lines but are arranged with reference to 
physical geography into great social and economic units. In New England the eastern belt 
of the Federal area extends along the coast with hardly a break from Maine to New York, 
Rhode Island being the only considerable interruption in its continuity. The Connecticut 
valley was another Federal region and was the decisive one for the Constitution in New 
Hampshire and Massachusetts, and was very important in Connecticut. This coast area 
and this river valley were the oldest and consequently the richest and most commercial 
regions of New England, and their combined influence was able to secure the adoption of 
the Constitution there. 



The grouping of the opposition areas in New England is also very significant. It will be 
seen that from about Lake Winnipiseogee southward through New Hampshire, 
Massachusetts and Rhode Island, the Anti-Federal area extends with hardly a break, and it 
also reaches into northern Connecticut, and west of the Connecticut river and south of the 
Merrimac in Massachusetts, forming the great interior region of New England, the part 
most remote from commercial centers, with interests consequently predominantly 
agricultural. This was the debtor and paper money region and one peculiarly sensitive to 
taxation. It included factious Rhode Island, the Shays region in Massachusetts and the 
center of a similar movement in New Hampshire. The coincidence of opposition areas will 
be noted also in eastern New Hampshire and southwestern Maine, and in northwestern 
Connecticut and southwestern Massachusetts. 

. . . .  

To sum up, the Constitution was carried in the original thirteen states by the influence of 
those classes, along the great highways of commerce, the sea-coast, the Connecticut river, 
the Shenandoah valley and the Ohio river; and in proportion as the material interests 
along these arteries of intercourse were advanced and strengthened, the Constitution was 
most readily received and most heartily supported. In other words, the areas of 
intercourse and wealth carried the constitution. It was these sections that Hamilton rallied 
to support his far-seeing financial policy for continued national development. And it was in 
the interior and agricultural sections of the country that Jefferson found material for a 
party to oppose his great rival. 

As these commercial lines multiplied in number and importance the national idea became 
more and more dominant. But the initial conflict was fought out in the period of 
ratification. 
 

Chapter III. 
Relation of the Paper Money and Debt Factions to the 

Ratification of the Constitution 
One of the fundamental reasons for calling the Constitutional Convention of 1787 was a 
desire to provide for the public necessities a revenue adequate to the exigencies of the 
Union. Various attempts of the old congress to secure amendments to the Articles of 
Confederation having this end in view had been fruitless, on account of what Madison 
mentions as a reason for the refusal of Rhode Island to attend the convention at 
Philadelphia, namely: "An obdurate adherence to an advantage which her position gave 
her of taxing her neighbors through their consumption of imported supplies."95 
Obviously, a relinquishment of this source of state revenue and a diversion of it to the uses 
of the Union meant for these states the imposition of internal taxes to make good the 
resulting deficiency. Such a proposition would be opposed by those regions which were 
averse to taxation in general. The deeply-rooted antipathy to systematic taxation felt by 
interior agricultural regions has been well shown by Professor Sumner in his biography 
of Alexander Hamilton. In his introduction to the debates in the convention, Madison says: 
"In the internal administration of the states, a violation of contracts had become familiar, 
in the form of depreciated paper made a legal tender, of property substituted for money, of 
installment laws,. and of the occlusions of the courts of justice, although evident that all 
such interferences affected the rights of other states, relative to creditors, as well as 
citizens within the state. Among the defects which had been severely felt, was want of a 
uniformity in cases requiring it, as laws of naturalization and bankruptcy, a coercive 
authority operating on individuals, and a guaranty of the internal tranquility of the 
states."96 



In a letter of Madison to Edmund Randolph of Virginia, April 8, 1787, occurs the 
following: "Let it (the Federal government) have a negative, in all cases whatsoever, on the 
legislative acts of the states, as the king of Great Britain heretofore had. This I conceive to 
be essential, and the least possible abridgment of the state sovereignties. Without such a 
defensive power, every positive power that can be given on paper will he unavailing. It will 
also give internal stability to the states. There has been no moment, since the peace, at 
which the Federal assent would have been given to paper money."97 

At the outset of the Convention, Governor Randolph is reported as follows: "In speaking of 
the defects of the Confederation, he professed a high respect for its authors, and 
considered them as having done all that patriots could do, in the then infancy of the science 
of constitutions and of confederacies; when the inefficiency of requisitions was unknown—
no commercial discord had arisen among any states—no rebellion had appeared in 
Massachusetts—foreign debts had not become urgent—the havoc of paper money had not 
been foreseen—treaties had not been violated; and perhaps nothing better could be 
obtained, from the jealousy of the states with regard to their sovereignty."98 

Such statements as these reveal the presence of a debtor party, whose opposition to the 
new constitution was to be expected, a party favoring paper money and stay and tender 
laws, and opposing added taxation. If the commercial classes were in favor of a 
constitution that promoted national credit, commercial intercourse, and the rights of the 
creditor, it is just as certain that one of the most important factors with which the historian 
of the period has to reckon was the existence of an opposition party which found its 
interests endangered by such constitutional provisions, as the clause forbidding the states 
to issue bills of credit or to make anything but gold and silver a tender for debts, and the 
clause forbidding the violation of the obligation of contracts. On the surface of the debates 
in the Constitutional Convention and in the ratification conventions of the various states, 
these issues do not appear so clearly as do controversies concerning the danger of the 
extension of the taxing power and respecting general abstract principles of liberty and 
state sovereignty. Nevertheless they were issues up for settlement, and the people felt 
themselves vitally concerned in the matter Seven of the states had issued paper money 
between 1785 and 1786, and there was a paper money party in every one of the thirteen 
states at the time of the ratification of the Constitution. This party demanded not only paper 
money, but also stay and tender and debt laws of such a character as would, if enacted, 
defraud the creditor of his dues. The same spirit made itself felt in the resistance 
encountered in many of the state legislatures to passing the necessary legislation to give 
effect to the British treaty of 1783, especially as relates to the securing of British debts. And 
it was to be expected, that, wherever this party was found, there would be a center of 
opposition to the Constitution; since its ratification meant an end to paper-money issues 
and a strict enforcement of debts. 

It is proposed, in. this chapter, to examine the evidence in each of the states as to the 
character and location of this paper money party and to ascertain whether or not it 
corresponds to the party of opposition to the Federal Constitution. 
 

Massachusetts. 
In 1785 Massachusetts had voted not to issue paper money, but the distress among the 
farmers of Western Massachusetts, and the debtors generally in the state, kept the matter 
constantly before the people. The outcome was the well known Shays' rebellion. The 
relation of this insurrection to the adoption of the new constitution and the attitude of the 
followers of Shays on the question of ratification is well shown in the following extract of a 
letter from Henry Knox to Washington, February 10, 1783: "The Constitution has labored 
in Massachusetts exceedingly more than was expected. The opposition has not arisen from 



a consideration of the merits or demerits of the thing itself, as a political machine, but from 
a deadly principle levelled at the existence of all government whatever. The principle of 
insurgency expanded, deriving fresh strength and life from the impunity with which the 
rebellion of last year was suffered to escape. It is a singular circumstance that in 
Massachusetts, the property, the ability and the virtue of the state are almost solely in favor 
of the Constitution. Opposed to it are the late insurgents and all those who abetted their 
designs, constituting four fifths of the opposition."108 Again, Oliver Ellsworth, of 
Connecticut, addressing himself to Gerry said : "In Massachusetts the opposition began 
with you, and from motives most pitifully selfish and despicable, you addressed yourself to 
the feelings of the Shays' faction, and that faction will be your only support."109 

Among the most characteristic features of the agitation in Western Massachusetts were the 
county conventions of Middlesex, Worcester, and Hampshire counties. In Middle-sex 
county (containing 41 towns in 1790) a convention was held at Concord, August 23, 1786; 
there were present delegates from a majority of the towns.110 In Worcester county 
(containing 50 towns in 1790) a convention was held at Paxton, October 6, 1786, in which 
41 towns were represented.111 In Hampshire county (containing 61 towns in 1790) a 
convention was held at Hatfield, August 22-25, 1786, in which 50 towns were 
represented.112 

In these three counties there were, then, (out of a total of 152 towns in 1790), in county 
conventions in 1786 delegates from over 112 of these towns. In 1788 the total vote of the 
delegates from these counties in the state convention upon the question of ratification was 
44 for, and 101 against it. 

The character of the resolutions adopted by these county conventions is significant. They 
may be classed as follows: First, those aimed at the Constitution, asking for amendment; 
second, those expressing dissatisfaction with the administration of the state, the salaries 
paid, etc. ; third, those asking that the government issue paper money. The following from 
the resolutions of the Hampshire county convention is typical for this last class: "Voted, 
That this convention recommend to the several towns in this county that they instruct their 
representatives to use their influence in the next general court to have emitted a bank of 
paper money, subject to a depreciation, making it a tender in all payments, equal to silver 
and gold, to be issued in order to call in the commonwealth's securities."113 

The following extract from the charge given to the grand jury of the county of Middlesex, 
sums up the whole effect of the county conventions in Massachusetts: "These conventions 
have done more than the supreme legislature have a right to do—more than they dare do.. 
The whole legislature dare not attack a single article of the constitution. And that man who 
attempts it does the greatest injury in his power to his fellow citizens.…Emboldened by all 
this, and under full countenance of county conventions, as they imagined, being actually 
encouraged by some of their members, a lawless set of men involved in debt, began the 
treasonable insurrection in the upper part of Hampshire, in arms, to oppose and pull 
down all courts of justice. For you find it a fact that in every county which has been visited 
with county conventions, open rebellion and outrages have actually taken place, and in no 
other."114 

From the foregoing it may be safely concluded that in Massachusetts the Shays movement 
was favored by the paper money party; and, in fact, they were but phases of the same 
difficulty. Upon this supposition I have made a comparison of results obtained by placing 
in one class all towns that favored paper money or supported the Shays movement, and in 
the other those towns opposed to the issue of paper money or that did not support 



Shays.115 Of the towns favoring paper money or supporting Shays in 1786, 2 were 
Federal and 21 Anti Federal in 1788. Of those opposing paper money and not supporting 
Shays in 1786, 20 were in 1788 Federal and 8 Anti-Federal. 

One more fact is worth noting. On the third reading of the bill before the general court, 
giving effect to the British treaty of 1783, there were 18 votes cast in the negative.116 Of 
these, 13 came from towns Anti-Federal in 1788, and 4 from Federal towns. 

This evidence is certainly conclusive proof that in Massachusetts the Anti-Federal 
stronghold in 1788 was the Shays stronghold in 1786, as well as the center of the paper 
money and debt agitation and the rallying ground for the county conventions. With all 
these facts in mind, the estimate of Knox that four-fifths of the Anti-Federal party were 
connected directly or indirectly with the Shays movement, seems not very far from the 
truth. 
 

Chapter IV. 
Instructions to Delegates 

It is proposed in this chapter to offer evidence as to how close the feeling of responsibility 
actually came to the delegates of the state conventions of 1787-8, as well as how completely 
the passions, prejudices, and grievances of each section found expression in the voice of its 
delegates, or in their votes. 

Especially in New England was the responsibility of the delegate to his constituents most 
demonstrable. Here, no doubt, it was a result of the numerous and clearly-marked local 
units, each with its own problems of self government, and its representation in the state 
legislature. The smaller number of voters, and the ease with which the town meeting could 
be called, brought the constituents and representative so close that responsibility for action 
was easily developed, and became one of the best understood and most frequently used 
methods of securing local interests on any or all questions. 

In the following evidence it will be shown, not that instruction of delegates was complete 
for any state or section, but that there is sufficient proof of a general correspondence 
between the sentiment of the constituency and the vote of the delegate at the state convention 
to warrant the conclusion, that the votes of these representatives registered the public 
sentiment in each state on the question of ratifying the Federal Constitution. 
 

Massachusetts. 
The case of New Hampshire is evidently typical for the rest of New England, for the central 
institution, the town meeting, is common to all; and the proof adduced in the case of this 
state strengthens and supports whatever proof is to be found for the other states along this 
line. 

Upon the question of instructions in Massachusetts, four classes of towns may be 
distinguished: I. 

Those towns in which there is found to have been a direct vote on the question of 
ratification: Andover, Essex county (History of Andover, pp. 68-69); Newbury, Essex 
county (History of Newbury, p. 261); Sandwich, Barnstable county (History of Cape Cod, 
ii., Annals of Sandwich, p. 135; New York Journal and Register, January 25, 1788). II. 

Those towns in which there is found to have been a direct vote on giving the delegates 



instructions: Amherst, Hampshire county (History of Hadley, p. 426; Connecticut Gazette, 
February 25, 1788); Fitchburg, Worcester county (History of Fitchburg, p. 90); 
Lancaster, Worcester county (History of Lancaster, p. 322) ; Milford, Worcester county 
History of Milford, p. 92); Sutton, Worcester county (History of Sutton, 1704-1876, p. 
128; Massachusetts Centinel, May 24, 1788). III. 

Those towns whose attitude upon the Federal Constitution is given by some contemporary 
authority or by local histories: Belcherton, Hampshire county (Massachusetts Centinel, 
May 24, 1788); Cambridge, Middlesex county (Pennsylvania Packet, January 8, 1788); 
Douglass, Worcester county (Connecticut Gazette, February 25, 1788); Easton, Bristol 
county (History of Easton, p. 624); Gloucester, Es-sex county (History of Gloucester, 
Cape Ann, pp. 471-2); Great Barrington, Berkshire county (History of Great Bar-rington, 
pp. 317-8) ; Hardwick, Worcester county (History of Hardwick, p. 118) ; Hopkinton, 
Middlesex county (Massachusetts Centinel, May 24, 1788) ; Lancaster, Worcester county 
(History of Lancaster, p. 322) ; Norton, Bristol county (Connecticut Gazette, February 25, 
1788); Petersham, Worcester county (Massachusetts Centinel, May 24, 1788); Sterling, 
Worcester county (Worcester Magazine and Historical Journal, ii., p. 45); Stockbridge, 
Berkshire county (Pennsylvania Packet, December 24, 1787); Woburn, Middlesex county 
(History of Woburn, p. 384); Worcester, Worcester county (Massachusetts Centinel, May 
24, 1788). IV. 

Those towns in which evidence is found of the assertion by the town of the right of 
instruction or of an intention of instructing the delegates to the state convention : Braintree, 
Suffolk county (Braintree Town Records, 1640-1793, p. 577); Dunstable, Middlesex county 
(Elliot's Debates, ii., p. 96); Great Barrington, Berkshire county (History of Great 
Barrington, pp. 317-8) ; Northampton, Hampshire county (Pennsylvania Packet, 
December 10, 1787); Sharon, Suffolk county (Elliot's Debates, ii., p. 40); Stoughton, 
Suffolk county (History of Canton, p. 433). 

Summing up the results, we see that in 18 towns there are records that show the attitude of 
the town on the question of ratification, and in each one the vote of the delegate 
corresponds to it; also, that in 11 towns there is evidence either of direct instructions or of 
the assertion of the right or intention of instructing the delegates. It is to be further noted 
that every county of importance but Ply-mouth is represented in these lists. In Andover, 
Essex county, the vote of the town on the question of ratification was 115 for and 124 
against it. In the convention, one of the three delegates voted for the Constitution, thus 
representing the Federal part of this closely-divided town. 

The general conclusions above stated are further strengthened by the following: "Extract 
of a letter from a gentleman in Boston, dated. January 30, to his friends in this city [New 
York]: 'Some of the delegates, who were instructed by the towns they represented to vote 
against it at all events, have returned home and informed their constituents that so much 
light had been thrown upon the subject that they could not, as honest men, hold up their 
hands in opposition to the Constitution. The towns have sent them back and directed them 
to vote as they thought best"'"169 

"This direct interference of the people with the state legislature, by means of instructions to 
their representatives having been long discontinued, it is rather a subject of curiosity, in 
reading them now, to see how many of the general topics that would be likely to come 
under the notice of the legislature, were embraced within their scope. If representatives 
held themselves bound by their instructions, there was hardly a subject of interest that 
could arise, upon which they were not ready to act at once. This was literally the 



government of the people. The town was as prompt in acting upon subjects affecting the 
whole nation as upon those of local interest alone."170 

In the province of Maine, the evidence on the instruction of delegates is as follows: I. 

Those towns voting directly on the Constitution were Brunswick, Cumberland county 

href = "#171">171 (History of Brunswick, Topsham, and Harpswell, p. 132) ; Topsham, 
Lincoln county (Ibid., p. 187). III. 

Those towns either instructing their delegates or asserting the right of instructing them by 
town vote were: Harpswell, Cumberland county (History of Brunswick, Topsham and 
Harpswell, p. 171) ; Fryeburg, York county (Centennial Celebration of the Settlement of 
Fryeburg, p. 32) ; Wells, York county (History of Wells and Kennebunk, p. 540), IV. 

Those towns in which evidence was found as to the attitude of the town on the Constitution 
were: New Gloucester, Cumberland county (Connecticut Gazette, February 25, 1788); 
Wells, York county (History of Wells and Kennebunk, p. 540). 

In all of the cases just cited where the opinion of the town is clearly known, the vote of the 
delegate in the convention corresponds with it. In but a single case, the only instance which 
I can find in New England, does the delegate violate the express wishes of his constituents. 
This is in the case of Barrell of York, York county.172 Such instances are sufficiently rare 
to be treated as exceptions among the mass of evidence of an opposite nature. Yet full 
credit must be given to all such conflicting testimony, as it has its place in the makeup of a 
complete view of the conditions of the time. 

The following quotation from a contemporary newspaper illustrates the general fact of 
instructions in Maine: "Several Anti-Federalist characters from the eastern parts of 
Massachusetts passed through this town yesterday on their way to join the convention to 
be holden at Boston this week for the purpose of ratifying or rejecting the new constitution; 
they appeared to be 'heavy laden' with their instructions of opposition: but we hope our 
federal brethren will be prepared for them."173 
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