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ABSTRACT 

 
 

While it is often thought that the Constitution was a document meant to embody and protect the 

principles fought for in the Revolution, upon closer inspection, it is clear that the Constitution 

constituted an effort on the part conservative party to temper the sudden widespread political 

participation that resulted from the Revolution. By examining the political and economic motives 

of both the radicals and conservatives of the 1760s through the 1780s, it is evident that the 

advocates of the Revolutionary movement and those who created the Constitution held opposing 

views on the roles of government and the people. The Constitution was by no means a 

democratically-motivated attempt to protect ideals achieved in the Revolution but was, in fact, an 

effort to reduce individual political power and protect the economic interests of certain 

individuals and groups. 

 



 
 

1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 The common perception of the American Revolutionary period between 1760 and the late 

1780s is that of a simple colonial people who attempted to gain redress from the British 

government for oppressive measures instituted against them. With the ultimate rejection of their 

petitions, colonists determined to protect the rights of man, as defined by philosophers like John 

Locke, and united to defy the British Empire in a political revolution. After defeating their 

oppressor, Americans created the Articles of Confederation, which were weak and threatened to 

destroy to the Great American Experiment. Almost a decade later, the leaders of the Revolution 

reassembled to create a governing document that safeguarded the principles and values of their 

Revolution and created the famous Constitution of the United States of America. This series of 

events tends to be the prevalent description of the winning of American Independence, but it 

stands to be corrected. 

 In fact, the Revolution was mainly supported by radical colonists who represented around 

40 percent of the population and included men like George Mason and Samuel Adams. Radicals 

led and supported the Revolutionary movement and many, even as far back as the 1760s, 

believed separation from Britain to be the only option. Most radicals came from lower class 

backgrounds and never ascended the ranks of the American elite; however, wealthy Americans 

like James Madison adopted a more conservative perspective and advocated for a lasting 

relationship with the British government. After the Revolution, radicals like Patrick Henry were 

able to maintain their position of power and used it to create the Articles of Confederation, which 

they felt truly embodied the political and economic principles of the Revolution. Ten years later, 

radicals tentatively supported (but came to oppose) the Philadelphia Convention where 
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conservatives like Madison and George Washington created a document “to insulate critical 

government powers from popular control” and centralize power in a national government instead 

of with the states – a notion that many rural Americans opposed.1 The Constitution, in fact, 

worked to invalidate much for which the Revolution was fought. In the last 228 years, the exact 

details of relationship between the Revolution and Constitution have become confused as people 

assume that the latter was a direct result and culmination of the principles of the former. This 

study questions that assumption and seeks to explore the extent to which the Constitution upheld 

the principles and ideals of the American Revolution. 

                                                
1 Terry Bouton, Taming Democracy: “The People,” the Founders, and the Troubled Ending of the American 
Revolution, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 171. 
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THE HISTORICAL PREDISPOSITION OF THE COLONISTS 

 
 
The Influence of the European Enlightenment in the Revolutionizing of the Colonists 

 The American Revolution took place toward the close of the intellectual period known as 

the Enlightenment, which spanned the 17th and 18th centuries. Philosophers like John Locke, 

Montesquieu, Voltaire, and Rousseau published a host of essays on the rights of man and his 

relationship to government. Prominent colonial thinkers and writers relied heavily on these 

Enlightenment men to support their grievances against the English government. Americans saw 

“their own provincial virtues … challenged by the corruption at the center of power, by the threat 

of tyranny, and by a constitution gone wrong.”2 Radical colonists – like “Franklin, Adams, 

Jefferson – cited the classical texts and fought for the legal recognition of natural rights” and 

used the arguments of Locke, Beccaria, Vattel, and more as experts to add credibility to radicals’ 

accusations of the British Empire.3 The writings of Enlightenment philosophers not only 

provided revolutionaries with justification for resisting English policies; they also inspired 

colonists to continue in their opposition. The knowledge imparted upon radicals by 

Enlightenment thinking encouraged colonists to believe anything was possible: “revolutionary 

leaders were faced with the awesome task of creating their own world.”4 With the influence of 

the Enlightenment period so fresh and prominent within colonial culture, revolutionaries relied 

on this thinking to aid their ideas, plans, and the development of the Revolutionary War. 

 

 

                                                
2 Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, (Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1967), 27. 
3 Bailyn, The Ideological Origins, 27.  
4 Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 191.  
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Colonial Inheritance and Protection of Liberty 

 Since the founding of the British colony across the Atlantic Ocean, American colonists 

considered themselves subjects of the Crown and, thus, Englishmen; although, they also held a 

separate identity as American colonists. Men residing within the British Empire shared a unique 

history, culture, and ideal of liberty, had a reputation of being unruly and stubborn, and were 

“known throughout the Western world for their insubordination, their insolence, their stubborn 

unwillingness to be governed.”5 These obstinate individuals exposed an English sense of 

entitlement to self-government and rejection of authoritarian governing styles learned from the 

development of political thinking during the Enlightenment. Despite being thousands of miles 

away, the colonists believed they too shared in this “unique inheritance of liberty” and had, 

through the centuries, protected themselves from usurpers of power6 as Locke claimed was 

justified when he said, “opposition may be made to the illegal Acts of any inferior Officer.”7 

Even “the once skeptical Montesquieu” recognized England as “the freest country that exists in 

the world”8 in part due to the ferocity with which Englishmen everywhere protected their rights. 

Learned from influential historical events such as the Glorious Revolution and the signing of the 

Magna Carta (both of which took steps to ensure the protection of liberty), British sensitivity to 

the threat of tyranny helped them avoided surrendering to despotic rule. The colonists, as 

Englishmen, shared in this almost obsessive protection of their liberties. Englishmen on either 

side of the Atlantic believed that “liberty was not the interest and concern of all, governors and 

governed alike, but only of the governed.”9 Those who ruled and thus held power only cared to 

                                                
5 Wood, Radicalism, 12.  
6 Bailyn Bernard, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1967), 66. 
7 Pauline Maier, From Resistance to Revolution: Colonial Radicals and the Development of American Opposition to 
Britain, 1765-1776, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1991), 40. 
8 Bernard Bailyn, The Origins of American Politics, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1968), 19. 
9 Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 59. 
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consolidate that power and did not serve liberty; therefore, the duty to ensure protection of 

liberty from the abuse of power laid with the people through the style of self-governance 

established in the emancipatory philosophy of the Enlightenment. The English carried out this 

duty when they overthrew Charles I (late 1640s) and James II (1688) who had individually 

transformed from rulers to usurpers through their abuse of their power. These kings had already 

‘“unkinged’ themselves before the people rose against them”; in other words, the people, 

pursuant to their Enlightenment duties, rebelled against “a usurper who tried to exercise an 

authority he no longer held.”10 Because the Crown assumed too much power, it evolved into a 

tyrannical form of government that the people had to overthrow. Englishmen carried this ideal of 

government by the people across the Atlantic Ocean as they colonized the Americas. Radical 

colonists’ long-held belief in self-government and their duties as men solidified and encouraged 

them to rebel against the English government as they felt a governmental infringement upon their 

rights and duty to participate in their own governance. In fact, colonists believed that “the duty of 

free men was to protect” their liberty because “threats to free government … lurked 

everywhere.”11 When colonists felt governmental lust for power eroding their liberty, they took 

steps toward resistance, as they believed any free man should.  

 Along with English history, culture, and their ideal of liberty, colonists’ willingness to 

take an oppositional and resistance-orientated stance on political matters prepared them for 

revolution against the British Empire. 

 

 

 

                                                
10 Maier, Resistance, 40. 
11 Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 56. 



 
 

6 

The Significance of Colonial Oppositional Politics  

 Oppositional politics, “the amalgam known as the ‘country’ interest, in contrast to the 

‘court’ interest of the administration and its supporters,”12 slowly came into fruition in the 

eighteenth century. In England, the concept formed gradually partly due to the vision of the King 

as a man who “would do no wrong,” and any opposition to the King was “improper, 

unconstitutional, and … seditious.”13  Although Englishmen at times (such as in the Glorious 

Revolution in 1688) exercised their right to overthrow an unlawful king, the general political 

feeling diminished oppositional politics. However, by the 1760s, all Englishmen were 

accustomed to some form of oppositional thinking, which played an important role in British 

politics and public life and ultimately “shaped the political awareness of eighteenth-century 

Americans;”14 it “became the ordinary presumption of informed Americans.”15 Many colonists’ 

default mindset was that of defiance to the administration, and this propelled the colonists down 

the road of resistance as oppositional thought fed the revolution. Radical colonists “devoured” 

this thought process, and it filled colonial legislatures with opposition and conflict.16 In the 

colonial system of internal governance (where colonists ruled themselves through colonial 

legislatures, mostly in accordance with acts passed by Parliament), “there was bitter, persistent 

strife.”17 The colonies felt this tendency toward opposition and conflict throughout, but they 

embraced it as a way to safeguard liberty against perceived usurpers who might infringe on the 

rights of individuals. Colonial legislatures protected liberty through the close and personal 

representation that middle class colonists insisted upon, which resulted in providing them with 

                                                
12 Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 36. 
13 Ibid., 36. 
14 Ibid., 38-39. 
15 Ibid., 39. 
16 Bailyn, The Ideological Origins, 43. 
17 Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 63. 
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“extraordinary local autonomy”18 where individuals were highly involved in making 

consequential decisions instead of being a step removed from the political process. The ability of 

individuals to locally impact legislatures led to the strife found throughout the colonies. 

Ultimately, the ingrained tendency to resist government and its acts, aided by the oppositionally-

minded colonial assemblies, primed the colonists for the final altercation between England and 

her colonies. Their strong urge to protect liberty and their disposition to think oppositionally led, 

especially radical, colonists down the road of rebellion, but these were not the only two 

characteristics that predisposed colonists for a major revolution. People at this time believed 

strongly in conspiracies as a natural way of explaining phenomena, which enabled radical 

colonists to read deeper into Parliamentary policies.  

 
The Impact of the Conspiratorial Assumptions of the Colonists 

 Along with the typical oppositional viewpoint, colonists believed strongly in the presence 

of conspiracies and used that concept to explain varying circumstances of their day to day life.  

They attributed phenomena to the actions of individuals on a local level instead recognizing a 

larger political, economic, or social influence.  As Gordon Wood explained in The Radicalism of 

the American Revolution, “specific identifiable individuals did things and were personally 

accountable for what happened. If the price of bread rose suddenly, then a particular baker or 

merchant could be blamed … The political and social world still seemed small and intimate 

enough to hold particular men morally responsible for all that occurred within it.”19 This 

assumption of individual accountability enabled colonists to blame misfortune and 

inconvenience on acts of Parliament that could be perceived to purposefully inflict harm on the 

                                                
18 Jack P. Greene, “Revolutions in the Americas: The American Revolution,” American Historical Review, (2000): 
95.  
19 Wood, Radicalism, 61. 
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colonists. The colonists’ conspiratorial mindset encouraged them to believe particular men were 

scheming to oppress them, and “suspicions existed as early as June 1765” that even the British 

government was the victim of an enemy’s plot, most likely “England’s perennial foes, the 

French.”20 The conspiratorial mode of thinking was not unusual for the 18th century, however, as 

“conspiracy was taken for granted as a normal means by which rulers were deposed.”21 

Believing in “dark, malevolent plots and plotters” was a typical way of explaining the world for 

both English- and non English-speaking people.22 As English rule became more and more 

oppressive, the colonial tendency to assume intentional plotting blossomed in 1763 and 

encouraged them to perceive something more than “merely mistaken, or even evil, policies 

violating the principles upon which freedom rested.”23 As British subjects who shared in both the 

liberties and conspiratorial thinking accompanying such a position, radical colonists found 

“evidence of nothing less than a deliberate assault launched surreptitiously by plotters against 

liberty both in England and in America.”24 The extent to which colonists attributed phenomena 

to conspirators deterred them from discerning any plausibility besides that a specific plotter was 

threatening their liberty. They sensed danger, not only to themselves as colonists, but to the 

entire system of English freedom. After 1763 and the infamous Stamp Act,25 colonists realized 

that this threat to liberty was not an oversight by Parliament or the King, as they originally 

believed, but a “deliberate assault”  against the liberty so cherished by all under English rule.26  

These three fundamental aspects of the colonial inheritance – their ideal of liberty, oppositional 

thinking, and conspiratorial mindset – prepared them for a revolution different from any other for 

                                                
20 Maier, From Resistance, 104. 
21 Wood, Idea of America, 90. 
22 Ibid., 88. 
23 Baily, Ideological Origins, 95. 
24 Ibid., 95. 
25 Ibid., 94. 
26 Ibid., 94. 
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it lacked the typical severe political, economic, and social conditions found in most societies 

prior to a major revolution. Even though the colonists’ building history of protecting liberty, 

opposing government, and perceiving intentional acts by malicious individuals, which provided 

them with the necessary attitude for rebel, predisposed them for revolution, without specific 

complaints, both political and economic, such a conflict was unlikely. Although these factors are 

difficult to separate, an understanding of the colonists’ fundamental political grievances is 

necessary before explicating the impact of that atmosphere on the economic state of the colonies. 



 
 

10 

 
POLITICAL INJUSTICES AGAINST THE COLONIES AND THEIR INSTIGATION 

OF REBELLION 
 
 

Historical Implications of English Political Structure in the Colonies 
 
 Englishmen in the 18th century, including colonists, understood that liberty was never 

fully secure; the events leading to the Glorious Revolution taught them this. Out of this 17th 

century fight to preserve liberty, Englishmen found that such preservation of liberty relied on 

“maintaining the balance in government of the basic socio-constitutional elements of society: 

king, lords, and commons.”27 In the Glorious Revolution of 1688, Parliament felt King James II 

presumed too much power over the legislature, which disrupted the balance of power and 

necessitated the removal of James. As a result of this revolution, England attempted to rein in the 

power of the King and forced him to “govern according to the statutes of Parliament and not to 

veto acts of Parliament.”28 The Glorious Revolution allowed the people, via their representatives 

in Parliament, to prevail over the king – a triumph of liberty over power. As Englishmen, 

American colonists remembered their ancestors’ fight to protect liberty against usurpations of 

power, and they embodied a similar spirit by applying the lessons of their past to their political 

and economic disputes with the British government in the 1760s and 1770s. While it seemed that 

men in England assumed the Glorious Revolution ensured their rights, radical colonists did not 

believe the 100 year old revolution wholly protected them against similar violations of liberty. 

The radical cohort in America refused to accept that “the transfer of sovereignty from the crown 

to Parliament” that resulted from the Glorious Revolution “provided a perfect guarantee … [of 

protection] from the power of the state.”29 They continued to fear the threat that governmental 

                                                
27 Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 21. 
28 Ibid., 25. 
29 Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 47. 
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power posed to liberty and concerned themselves with tirelessly working to prevent the 

encroachment of power. This effort to preserve liberty caused the political structure in the 

colonies to develop differently than it had in England as colonists believed only intense political 

participation saved individuals from the encroachment of government. 

 Political representation in England previously upheld similar beliefs in relation to 

individual participation in government as manifested in the colonies; however, the nature and 

structure of representation in England evolved through and after the medieval era. Comparable to 

the colonial style of representation, in the medieval period, people used Parliament as a device 

where “‘local men, locally minded’ were enabled … to seek redress from the royal court of 

Parliament.”30 Essentially, England followed a basic democratic model in the sense that 

communities sent elected representatives to the courts as advocates for the people who elected 

them; although, they paid deference to a King and did not create laws themselves. Backed by 

financial aid collected from constituents, elected advocates fought for the needs and interests of 

those who elected them without thinking of the welfare for the nation overall.31 These 

representatives acted more as a mouthpiece for the people than a decision-maker, but this style of 

representation evolved, and by the early 1600s, when “the institutions of government were taking 

firm shape in the American colonies, Parliament in England had transformed.”32 No longer did 

representatives act as messengers for their constituency; they became “delegates of all the 

commons of the land.”33 Elected officials in Parliament voted based on the needs of the nation, 

not on those of their small community. The representative design shifted to a trustee model, or 

virtual, instead of the previous delegate style, referred to as actual representation. In this changed 

                                                
30 Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 162. 
31 Ibid., 162. 
32 Ibid., 163. 
33 Ibid., 163. 
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concept of political representation, the people of England were virtually, instead of actually, 

represented because members of Parliament advocated for the nation of Englishmen – not 

specifically for their individual communities.34 This recent change in representative structure and 

duties did not reflect the colonial conception of representation because they equated “political 

liberty” with “participation in government.”35 If they were unable to participate fully in their 

governance through the presence of an elected delegate, colonists worried they would be 

incapable of protecting their liberty through traditional means, such as legislation. Thus, as the 

nature of British representation transformed from a very practical and straightforward mode of 

election and advocacy to a more detached style of virtual representation, this transformation was 

not mirrored in the colonies. 

 
The Debate Over Virtual and Actual Colonial Representation in Parliament 

 Virtual representation in Parliament was unable to gain traction in the colonies like it did 

in England where men accepted it based on the perhaps inaccurate “assumption that the English 

people, despite great degrees of rank and property … were essentially a unitary homogeneous 

order.”36 The idea that British men were all fundamentally the same fostered the belief that 

whatever legislation Parliament passed affected both voters and non-voters, as well as elected 

officials; as a result, every representative was interested in promoting the common good. George 

Grenville, Chancellor of the Exchequer beginning in 1763, attempted to convince the colonists of 

this concept by explaining to them that “every member of Parliament … was there to represent 

the whole empire and not merely the few electors who happened to choose him.”37 Despite this 

                                                
34 Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 163. 
35 Wood, Idea of America, 67. 
36 Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic 1776-1787, (Williamsburg, Virginia: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1969), 174. 
37 Edmund S. Morgan, The Birth of the Republic 1763-89, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1956), 19. 



 
 

13 

reasoning, radical colonists’ idea of representation never allowed for “virtual representation.” 

They adhered strongly to the actual model of representation, allowing for even more direct 

representation than experienced in medieval England. 

 According to the colonial belief in a system of direct representation, they were 

completely unrepresented in the English system. In the structure of the colonial legislatures, 

“‘actual’ representation made the process of election … central to representation”38 because it 

involved men in the political process and allowed the kind of self-government that the English 

had enjoyed for centuries. To create the intense actual representation that radical and politically-

minded colonists insisted upon, they “stressed the closest possible connection” between 

representatives and their constituents, which held those elected responsible for the interests of 

their constituency.39 This desire to be intensely connected with their representatives revealed the 

colonial need to be involved in politics, which demonstrates their feelings of entitlement to a 

political voice as they opposed any system that restricted that political involvement.40 Because 

England denied colonists a direct connection with representatives, the latter felt limited in their 

ability to participate in politics, which was an important aspect of their identity as self-governing, 

freemen. As was already determined, the colonists’ historical predisposition demanded they 

participate in politics, and if representation in Parliament was the medium by which man did so, 

the restriction of that to mere virtual representation denied the fundamental political beliefs of 

the colonists.  

 
 

 

                                                
38 Gordon S. Wood, The American Revolution: A History, (New York: The Modern Library, 2002), 41. 
39 Ibid., 41. 
40 Barbra Clark Smith, The Freedoms We Lost: Consent and Resistance in Revolutionary America, (New York: The 
New York Press, 2010), 84. 
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The Importance of Local Knowledge in a Representative Scheme of Government 

 The English government sent royal officials to carry out executive duties. Royal 

governors “had authority to exercise a veto over colonial legislation,”41 which was exercised 

with increasing frequency while that same power of the King’s over Parliament had not been 

utilized “since the beginning of the 18th century.”42 This discrepancy in the use of the veto 

annoyed the colonists further because they were treated differently than Englishmen is the 

mother country. Furthermore, it removed dominance of executive power from the colonial 

participation, which, combined with their virtual representation in Parliament, resulted in a 

situation where colonists possessed neither the legislative nor executive power necessary to carry 

out their perception of political participation. To dispute the presence of non-local, royal 

executive officials, colonists claimed the requirement of local knowledge in both the creation and 

execution of laws. Middle-class colonists found it absurd that Parliament might legislate without 

being “inextricably bound up in the fate of his constituents” and facing the same consequences of 

legislation that the constituency does.43 In other words, in order to meet this demand of middling 

colonists, a Parliamentary member needed that local knowledge that would allow them 

understand the interests of the colonists and force them to abide by the same laws – a 

requirement that no representative in Parliament could possibly fulfill. In reality, however, 

Parliamentary representatives were tied to their constituent population as the colonists claimed 

they must be, but colonists were among no one’s constituents. Even though English officials 

claimed representatives in Parliament acted on behalf of the entire empire, “they were [actually] 

                                                
41 Bailyn, Origins of American Politics, 67. 
42 John A. Fairlie, “The Veto Power of the State Governor,” The American Political Science Review vol. 11, no. 3 
(1917): 473-493. 
43 Smith, Freedoms We Lost, 90. 
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wedded to local interests in their particular boroughs and countries.”44 Despite claiming to 

represent the colonists virtually and to keep their interests in mind, Parliamentary representatives 

did no such thing. The electorate held him accountable to their interests like any other elected 

official, and the optimistic and ideological view of representative government where individuals 

can be represented virtually proved unrealistic, especially when compared to the more direct 

republican system operating in the colonies. This disagreement over the effectiveness of virtual 

representation in allowing political participation led to a schism between radical colonists and 

their government overseas, which ultimately prompted many colonists to wonder if Parliament 

held any legislative authority in the colonies. 

 
Colonial Denial of Parliamentary Legislative Power 

 As colonists disputed the virtual representation insisted upon by the English government, 

the latter grew frustrated and offered the ultimatum that pushed Americans toward revolution. A 

subcabinet official of the English government, William Knox, claimed that Parliament held 

complete sovereignty over all those under the British Empire, meaning that if “in one instance” 

Parliament held sovereignty over its satellite states, it maintained it “in every instance” and vice 

versa.45 If colonists denied the power of Parliament to regulate or tax in any one matter, then 

Americans denied the sovereignty of Parliament in all matters. Ultimately, radical Americans 

“accepted the irresistible logic of the concept of legislative sovereignty” and rejected the 

Parliamentary claim of sovereignty.46 Many neutral colonists felt concern over this drastic step in 

radical thinking, but the idea that, as Benjamin Franklin explained, “Parliament has a right to 

                                                
44 Morgan, Birth of the Republic, 71. 
45 Wood, American Revolution, 42. 
46 Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 352. 
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make all laws … [or] no laws” was the only political and logical option left to Americans.47 This 

all or none conclusion left little room for continued association between Britain and America as 

Parliamentary actions forced Americans to scrutinize their relationship with the British Empire. 

As colonists reexamined their association with England, they realized “that their liberty could be 

destroyed as easily by one [legislation] as by the other [taxation];”48 this disintegration of 

freedoms though Parliamentary power was happening to them. Thomas Paine contributed to this 

slow spiral toward complete rejection of Parliament and the King in his famous pamphlet 

Common Sense published in January of 1776. In it, he claimed that “it is repugnant to reason … 

that this continent can longer remain subject to any external power.”49 Paine’s writing created a 

widespread public sensation and shocked people with his complete written denial, not only of 

Parliament’s power, but of the King’s who he generally considered “the most ignorant and unfit 

of any throughout the dominions.”50 The statements of English officials, like Knox, and 

prominent members of colonial society, like Franklin, which questioned the ruling ability or 

authority of Parliament over the colonies, greatly contributed to the development of resistance 

and revolution in America. Politically, most Americans could not conceive of an effective 

strategy, besides that of rebellion, to resolve their grievances with Parliament and the Crown. 

 These political issues revolving around representation and sovereignty were almost 

inextricably entangled with economic grievances; however, and it is necessary to contend with 

these concerns in order to fully understand the motives behind the American Revolution and the 

ideals that the revolutionists ultimately pursued. 
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ECONOMIC FACTORS INCITING REBELLION 

 
 

Historical and Colonial Significance of Economic Freedom 
 
 From an early stage in their history, agricultural and back country colonists placed 

particular value on economic freedom – more so than most poor individuals in the Western 

world in the 18th century. “By the late 1760s and early 1770s,” the colonies experienced great 

economic success, and “there was little evidence of those social conditions … often associate[d] 

with revolution … [like] mass poverty.”51 Colonists, especially farmers, did not share in the poor 

quality of life or face great class divides as their counterparts, particularly tenant farmers, 

overseas; in fact, “for most white Americans there was greater prosperity than anywhere else in 

the world.”52 The flourishing economic conditions of the colonies in the mid- to late-1700s did 

not typically engender revolution, and the lack of extreme inequality or poverty leads one to 

ponder the outrage colonists felt at relatively mild economic inconveniences like the Stamp Act. 

The answer lies in the fact that individuals in America at this time experienced a transformation 

in the attainment of economic success; labor and hard work led to economic prosperity instead of 

being “the natural and inevitable consequence of necessity and poverty.”53 America, unlike most 

other Western countries, was not a colony of “landless, wage-dependent poor” but families who 

could obtain land on which to capitalize and grow.54 Access to land allowed labor to come to 

represent prosperity and success instead of the oppression of the poor as it previously was 

because only the impoverished relied on their labor to survive. As a result of readily available 

land for both rich and common, “a great many households became middling in their social 
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standing,” which fostered positive economic and political growth.55 The rise of an agricultural 

middle-class meant more colonists could afford to pay attention to matters, like economic policy, 

outside the necessities for survival. The economic growth engendered by a growing and 

prosperous farming class also led to an increase in agricultural production, which further 

contributed to the newfound economic security of many colonists. 

 While middle-class expansion in the colonies created a population increase in America, 

the economic growth of the Western world also fostered an upsurge in population throughout the 

British Empire, which thereby placed a higher demand on colonial foodstuffs production and 

further contributed to American prosperity.56 With an increase in demand that English 

agriculture could not meet, more farming colonists benefited from the rise in export prices, 

which resulted in “raising standards of living for more and more Americans.”57 Because colonial 

farmers experienced economic prosperity unlike other Western countries of the 18th century and 

due to the easy access to land, the farming trade became attractive to colonists and migrants from 

overseas. In order to join the ranks of farmers working to meet the growing demand for food, 

men acquired a competence, or enough land to support oneself and family.58 The possession of a 

competence distinguished one from the multitude of individuals who depended on others: those 

“landless, wage-dependent poor of England,”59 which resulted in a trend toward a non-dependent 

lifestyle where individuals worked and traded with their neighbors but only relied upon 

themselves for the necessities of life.60 This desire to be non-dependent was prevalent throughout 

America in the years prior to the Revolution and became a new goal for the common man. Being 
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non-dependent, or the opportunity to become so, represented an important aspect of the colonial 

identity and allowed them to fulfill the ideal of liberty (in this case, freedom from want) they 

cherished. As a result of their unique relationship with labor and economic prosperity, middle-

class colonists valued their property to an extent further than in other English states, which made 

them hyper sensitive to taxation of that property. Newly prosperous colonists’ passionate 

determination to protect themselves from descending into slavery via unfair taxation was yet 

another aspect of colonial life that propelled them toward revolution. 

 
Parliamentary Attempts to Tax Despite the Colonial Perception of Lack of Representation 

 As agricultural laborers, colonists possessed the means to eventually rise in status and 

gain economic prosperity; however, “labor had been so long thought to be the natural and 

inevitable consequence of … poverty that most people still associated it with slavery.”61 

Colonists’ hyper awareness of any threat to their hard-earned prosperity originated from their 

fear of descending again into the servitude experienced elsewhere by the laboring class. As a 

result of their apprehension, “colonists were much more acutely conscious of legal 

dependence—and perhaps the value of independence—than Englishmen across the Atlantic.”62 

This sensitivity to being forced into legal dependency, or slavery, which might happen through 

the undue taxation of their property, allowed colonists to react radically to economic legislation 

passed by Parliament of which the Stamp Act of 1765 provides a perfect example. This act, 

rejected vehemently by most colonists, constituted a small tax on “almost anything formally 

written or printed,” which included newspapers, bills, bonds, cards, any legal documents, and 

more.63 Although small, this tax impacted the lives of nearly all the colonists; from merchants to 
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farmers, the act forced anyone who purchased written or printed goods to pay this tax. The 

Stamp Act reminded these colonists of their contentions with Parliamentary representation 

because it “constituted taxation of the colonists by a body of men they had never elected to 

represent them.”64 Even though Parliament, as a legislative body, retained the power to 

implement taxes, because this body did not represent colonists in an actual fashion, it could not 

“grant the property of colonial Englishmen” through the process of taxation.65 The colonial 

congress articulated their objections to the Parliamentary taxes further in a letter written by 

Thomas Jefferson to Lord North in which the congress claimed that “the colonies of America are 

entitled to the sole and exclusive privilege of giving and granting their own money; that this 

involves a right of deliberating whether they will make gift, for what purposes it shall be made, 

and what shall be its amount.”66 Jefferson explained that a non-representative body of men 

extracting taxes from individuals constituted a breach of liberty.67 Colonists lacked actual 

representation yet Parliament requisitioned their wealth, which demonstrated, in the colonial 

perception, a blatant ignorance of the principles of freedom. Americans suspected a larger plot 

was at play; thus, with the assistance of their conspiratorial mindset, colonists believed a scheme 

to enslave them and take what they produced through labor was underway. To radical 

Americans, the Stamp Act constituted “an impolitic and unjust law that threatened” their right to 

retain their property.68 Ultimately, colonists came to realize that the Stamp Act constituted a 

“danger signal indicating that a more general threat” to their liberty prevailed.69 Moreover, 

Parliament admitted that the new taxes instituted in the colonies acted as a form of raising 
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revenue, which radicals found even more offensive and disturbing because it targeted only 

Americas yet did not benefit them directly. 

 
Administrative Effort to Extract Revenue from the Colonies for England’s Benefit 

 Many colonists found it problematic that the increase in English taxation constituted a 

blatant attempt to raise revenue from the colonies. After 1763, the English government faced a 

fairly serious need for funds due to the expenses of the Seven Years’ War against the French.70 

Parliament lacked options for effective taxation as one patriot explained: “England is drained by 

taxes, and Ireland impoverished to almost the last farthing … and they [consider America] as a 

fallow field from which a large income might be drawn.”71 America was essentially the last 

revenue reserve that Parliament could exploit to meet their monetary needs. Furthermore, due to 

the lack of actual representation of the colonies and their distal proximity to the seat of 

government, America provided Parliament with the perfect opportunity to “shift the tax burden 

from electors in England to the Americans.”72 With this chance to exploit the circumstances of 

America, the new Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Grenville, planned to replenish the 

English treasury through the “pursuit of the American dollar,”73 and he began to tax the colonists 

through the passage of the Sugar (1764) and Stamp (1765) Acts deliberately to raise revenue for 

England that would ultimately benefit Englanders and not Americans.74 Radical colonists found 

this exploitation of American economic prosperity intrinsically opposed to the principles of 

liberty, and they refused to tolerate it. Colonists understood the necessity of Parliament’s 

authority to implement taxes to regulate commerce, but to tax with the sole goal of raising 

                                                
70 Smith, Freedoms We Lost, 88. 
71 Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 128. 
72 Pauline Maier, From Resistence to Revolution: Colonial Radicals and the Development of American Opposition 
to Britian, 1765-1776, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1991), 62. 
73 Morgan, Birth of the Republic, 15. 
74 Ibid., 15. 



 
 

22 

revenue fell outside the realm of Parliament’s authority, according to many colonists.75 

Moreover, the revenue-raising acts Parliament passed only applied to the colonies; Englishmen 

overseas faced no such impositions. This offended Americans even more because they 

considered themselves British subjects as free and as much a part of the Empire as their 

counterparts physically living in England. (By the 1770s, this perception of sharing the English 

identity would change.) Colonists claimed that when Parliament looked to pass legislation it 

should positively and equally impact of all its subjects “rather than [improve] profits for one 

special interest.”76 By unequally taxing American colonists to raise money for British 

expenditures, Parliament effectively alienated radical colonists and drove them further down the 

path of rebellion. Scrambling to regain respect for its authority while still collecting colonial 

taxes and maintaining authority over the colonists, Parliament suggested that if the colonists so 

vehemently opposed a Parliamentary tax they should tax themselves. 

 
The Dispute Over Internal and External Taxes and Colonial Rejection of Either 

 The 1765 colonial response to the Stamp Act was, no doubt, dramatic. They threatened 

government officials into resigning their posts, organized themselves into “associations” such as 

the Sons of Liberty, and prepared to “risk their lives and fortunes in rebellion rather than allow 

their property to be taken by a Parliament in which they had no representative.”77 This extreme 

reaction earned the notice of Parliament, which then repealed the Stamp Act, but the colonial 

movement had already gained momentum and the response was difficult to subdue. One strategy 

to calm colonists and maintain an economic relationship within the British Empire was to 

differentiate between internal and external taxes, which neither colonial leaders nor Parliament 
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had previously distinguished.78 In 1766, Benjamin Franklin, “standing before the House of 

Commons,” suggested the difference as a way to justify some authority of Parliament while 

allowing the colonists to continue to argue against certain taxes.79 Prior to Franklin’s address to 

Parliament, Richard Bland, a Virginia statesman in 1764, helped differentiate between internal 

and external taxes and explained that Parliament could regulate on matters external to the affairs 

of the colonies, but, due to a lack of Parliamentary representation, no legislation or taxation 

could be applied to the internal workings of America.80 The Stamp Act constituted an internal 

tax, and was thus unlawful, because it only applied to goods bought and sold within the colonies. 

Franklin, in his testimony before the House of Commons, explained that the colonists “objected 

only to internal taxes, not to taxes on trade” – a misperception of true colonial feeling.81 

Colonists, for the most part, renounced Parliament’s authority to tax them whatsoever. Even as 

Franklin told Parliament that Americans only rejected England’s effort “to lay internal taxes,” 

many colonists claimed Parliament held no authority to tax but could impose duties to regulate 

trade in relation to the entire Empire, while others simply rejected taxation as a vessel to raise 

revenue.82 

In the controversy of the Stamp Act, Parliament realized the colonists would pay no 

“‘direct’ and ‘internal’ tax,” so they moved to a different strategy of taxing Americans.83 Hopeful 

due to previous conservations with Franklin, British officials planned to simply order colonists to 

tax themselves as that tax would technically be levied by colonial representatives. This would be 

accomplished by imposing duties on imported items such as “glass, lead, paper, paints, [and] tea” 
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and allowing this tax to be collected within the colonies through a newly established Board of 

Customs Commissioners.84 Not surprisingly, radical colonists viewed this new form of externally 

imposed internal tax with the same distain as they held for the Stamp Act. Radical colonists 

maintained that if they were unable to refuse the tax, it still constituted a “form of tax imposed 

without consent,” which violated the principles of liberty.85 In the face of this attempt by English 

officials to continue to raise money in the colonies without disrupting the status quo, Americans 

persistently disputed the right of Parliament to tax them. John Dickinson, a Virginia politician, in 

the Farmer’s Letters published in 1767 and 1768 claimed that “all taxation … being an 

‘imposition to raise money,’ is essentially the same, and so there is no difference between 

‘external’ and ‘internal’ taxation,”86 and Parliament could impose neither, according to colonists 

like Dickinson. In other words, the British government held no taxing power over the colonists 

whatsoever, and this rejection of the tax powers of England combined with the previously 

discussed colonial rejection of Parliamentary legislative powers, forced the majority of colonists 

to question their connection with the British Empire entirely. If the English government could 

neither tax nor legislate in America, the only reasonable conclusion was that the colonies were 

completely outside the authority of the English government.87 With these realizations, Americans 

were figuratively backed into a corner and saw no way out except a complete denial of their 

relationship with Britain, and so they set out on the road to independence. 
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Part II: The Revolutionary War 



 
THE FIRST CONTINENTAL CONGRESS AND OFFICIAL RESISTANCE 

 
 

 After the tumultuous events of the 1760s, England went on to pass increasingly 

oppressive acts that came to be known within the colonies as the Intolerable Acts of 1774. These 

laws attempted to punish and subdue the colonists after resistance acts such as the Boston Tea 

Party where the Sons of Liberty protested against the Tea Act by throwing an entire shipment of 

tea into the Boston Harbor.88 With the passage of the Intolerable Acts, the colonies organized the 

First Continental Congress in 1774 to discuss the “open rebellion” currently taking place in the 

colonies.89 This group consisted of both pro- and anti-revolution colonists, but it was the radicals 

“led by the cousins Samuel and John Adams … by Patrick Henry and Richard Henry Lee” who 

succeeded at convincing the Congress to endorse “the fiery Resolves of Suffolk County, 

Massachusetts, which recommended outright resistance to the Coercive Acts.”90 Conservatives 

like George Washington and John Dickinson failed to persuade the Continental Congress to 

maintain a lasting relationship with Great Britain as evidenced by the fact that Congress 

“recognized the new local authorities in American politics and gave them its blessing.”91 By 

1774, the individual colonies engaged in their own forms of resistance with practices such as 

“nonimportation, nonexportation, and nonconsumption.”92 By acknowledging the legitimacy of 

the developing local governments throughout the country, Congress validated the actions of 

those authorities. Despite the conservative wish to continue a relationship with England, “there 

was no ground for compromise between Great Britain and the radical party,” and “with the 

radicals denying that Great Britain held any authority whatever, and Great Britain claiming 
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unlimited authority, there was little hope for the conservative … party.”93 The radical party, who 

possessed distinct influence within the colonies, and the English government held such opposing 

viewpoints that any understanding between them, which was the preference of the conservative 

party, was implausible. The Congress took steps to further defy the British government through 

noncomsumption and nonimportation policies and drive the colonies toward revolution without 

the complete support of the conservative party. With the success of the radical party at the First 

Continental Congress, the delegates adjourned and went back to their respective colonies to see 

how their work would shape the colonial relationship with England. By May of 1775, the 

Congress would meet again; this time to discuss the use of force against the British. 
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THE SECOND CONTINENTAL CONGRESS AND THE FINAL STEPS TO REVOLUTION 
 
 

The Last Efforts to Reconcile with Great Britain 
 
 Only two years after the first meeting of the Continental Congress where the discussion 

revolved around resistance to the Intolerable Acts, Congress met again to discuss the fighting 

that had broken out in April 1775 at Lexington and Concord and continued to pervade New 

England. By the time the Second Continental Congress convened, “military ardor was at a height 

that it probably never reached again.”94 Local men determined to “associate together to defend 

with arms [their] property, liberty, and lives,”95 and they appealed to their Assembly, and 

eventually to Congress, for the funds to do so. As the Second Congress met and discussed the 

recent events, they delayed in fulfilling the demands for the official use of force against the 

British soldiers. Delegates at the Congress, led by conservatives like John Dickinson who had 

benefited from “the old ways,”96 authorized the Olive Branch Petition, “which claimed loyalty to 

the king and humbly asked him to break with his ‘artful and cruel’ ministers.”97 Although not a 

dominant force in Congress, conservatives were “still able to act as a brake upon radicals and to 

insist upon … reconciliation.”98  

The presence of the conservative party slowed the ascent to revolution within the 

colonies, but the actions of King George III essentially negated any mediation attempts of the 

conservatives by declaring “the colonies in open rebellion … [and] aiming at independence.”99 

Congress insisted that “there was no inconsistency … between the expression of loyalty in a 
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petition and the use of force against his Majesty’s troops,”100 but George III ignored the pleas of 

the Congress, led by the conservative coalition within it, and continued to use force through 1775 

and into 1776. In January of that year, Thomas Paine published his famous pamphlet, Common 

Sense, which was so popular “it went through twenty-five editions in 1776 alone.”101 Paine’s 

ability to speak to both the common and educated man provided the country with a uniting piece 

of literature, which contributed to the rebellious feeling of the colonists and helped engender 

popular support for the Declaration of Independence that would catapult them into full-blown 

war against Britain. 

 
The Declaration of Independence and Final Separation from England 
  
 By the spring of 1776, Americans were preparing themselves for a war of independence. 

They “opened America’s ports to all foreign trade” when previously they traded exclusively with 

England and “authorized the outfitting of privateers to prey on America’s enemies.”102 Slowly, 

the conservatives joined the ranks of revolutionists, who previously only consisted of radicals 

like Patrick Henry; although, that did not necessarily demonstrate a conservative party shift in 

political ideology. Men like George Washington, James Wilson, and John Dickinson remained 

politically conservative and did not adopt “the democratic ideas trumpeted by the radicals, 

though some of them accepted independence as the only solution of the difficulties with Great 

Britain.”103 By June of 1776, the conservative, anti-revolution party was either too small to 

effectively object to radical actions or had absorbed into the revolutionary movement, which 
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allowed the “radical party, temporarily unhampered,” to write the Declaration of 

Independence.104 

Written by Thomas Jefferson, although edited and moderated from his original version, 

the Declaration officially blamed King George III for all the colonial grievances since 1763.105 

By endorsing this document and blatantly disrespecting the King, the members of the 

Continental Congress committed treason and declared war on the British Empire. The 

Declaration, however, did not declare the nation of America independent and united but the 

individual states. It pronounced “That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free 

and Independent States,”106 not one united nation. This document officially announced 

America’s independence from any other country but did nothing to establish a governing force 

within the new country; although, the individual states already functioned within their own 

constitutions. In order to develop an organized source of power with which to direct the war 

effort, the Continental Congress drafted a confederation document “as early as mid July 1776,” 

but the draft was not presented to the states until over a year later. Even then, the Articles of 

Confederation were not approved by the states until March 1781 – over half way into the war.107 
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THE CRITICAL PERIOD OF THE ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION  

 
 

The Divide Between the Radicals and Conservatives in the Creation of American 
Government 
 
 As Parliamentary action pushed colonists to reject English authority and rushed them into 

an all out revolution, they needed to create some sort of government between the states to fill the 

void left by complete separation from Great Britain. Today, many still find the document 

colonists created to be a terrifyingly weak and ineffective constitution that led the new country to 

near ruin, almost destroying everything the colonists fought for in the Revolution. On the 

contrary, the Articles of Confederation created a desirable compact among the now independent 

and sovereign states for which the most ardent supporters of the Revolution advocated. The 

second article of the document even states that “each state retains its sovereignty, freedom, and 

independence,”108 which embodied the “ideals of self-government” fought for in the 

Revolution.109 After experiencing an overbearing central government far removed from 

themselves, the radical Americans who supported the Revolution and independence from Britain 

pushed for a governing power that “safeguarded the states against encroachment from the central 

government,” which the Articles did.110 Radicals, those like Patrick Henry and Samuel Adams 

who were most offended by the expansion of British power and authority, feared for the 

sovereignty of the individual states and created a government that avoided a powerful central 

government. Conservatives, on the other hand, who, like George Washington and John 

Dickinson, advocated a lasting relationship and connection with England, wanted to emulate the 
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British style of government through the creation of a strong central government.111 The 

conservatives, for the most part, were among the wealthy who foresaw a collapse in the social 

hierarchy if the colonies split completely from England. One ardent conservative, Gouverneur 

Morris, saw “that it was the British connection that kept the wealthy in control,” and to maintain 

the status quo, the colonies needed to recreate the British system of governance.112 In helping to 

design the post-war governing document, conservatives failed to gain support for their desired 

model of British political tradition and did not achieve their preferred style of rule. Based on this 

conservative wish for a centralized authority, they did not want a government that truly 

embodied the democratic ideals of the Revolution, especially as they never supported the 

Revolution in the first place. In the creation of the Articles of Confederation, radicals won the 

day and intentionally wrote a document that would safeguard the principles of the Revolution. 

The new governing document, the Articles of Confederation, “had been decided upon 

deliberately, by men of ability who carefully considered the country’s needs.”113 The Articles 

were not some haphazard, ill thought out document that nearly destroyed the American way of 

life. Radicals created the exact document they wanted: “a pact between thirteen sovereign states” 

who happened to have just fought a war together and who “agreed to delegate certain powers for 

specific purposes” to a central government.114 This delegation of powers was not meant to make 

the central government strong or very effective, which made the Articles appear weak because 

they possessed no power or authority to carry out typical governmental duties. 
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The Weaknesses of the Articles as Perceived by Conservatives 

 The Articles of Confederation, proposed by radicals and opposed by conservatives, 

created a system of government where state each operated under its own legislature, which all 

remained individually sovereign. They endowed Congress with no coercive power, which led to 

economic difficulties in America. With no real authority, the central government could not raise 

taxes, and it relied on state legislatures to do so, which proved especially problematic because 

legislatures were reluctant to tax their constituents.115 Essentially, Congress could appeal to the 

state legislatures to impose taxes, but it held no “coercive power over the states,” which left 

Congress to ask nicely and hope the states would comply. 116 Even when they were willing to 

implement a tax over their electorate, it proved difficult for the state legislatures to tax the 

middle class. The average back country and middle-class American continued to apply the ideas 

of revolution to their lives, which meant they continued to stir up trouble for the government by 

refusing to pay taxes and participating in insurrections to avoid doing so.117 Radical Americans 

maintained the rebellious spirit because they worried the authority of the Articles would 

encroach upon the sovereignty of the states, and “with peace Americans were now more eager 

than ever before to ‘oppose all encroachments … upon the sovereignty and jurisdiction of the 

separate states.’”118 The states, and the people by proxy, were highly protective of their 

individual sovereignty and still remembered the intrusion of the British government upon their 

rights and self-government. Because the issue of taxation had been an especially contentious 

issue between the colonies and the British government, Americans continued to be suspicious of 

any attempt tax their property. For radical Americans, this continued rebellious spirit represented 
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everything the Revolution stood for, but upper class conservatives saw the lack of a coercive 

authority to tax as a weakness of the Articles.119 The main issue with a non-coercive tax power 

was that state representatives were too responsive to their constituency to implement an 

unpopular policy like taxation. For the conservative party, the extent to which the Articles of 

Confederation involved the individual in politics posed a problem and a threat to the American 

experiment. 
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POLITICAL MOTIVATORS IN THE CREATION OF THE CONSTITUTION   

 
 
The Extent of Democracy and the Conservative Desire to Reduce It 
 
 Although people often see the American Revolution as the dawn of a new political era 

marked by the creation of an egalitarian society ruled by the people, in actuality, fractured social 

classes filled the new states. The rich upper class ruled the colonies, and, although it “was 

willing to use democratic arguments to defeat the centralizing policies of Great Britain,” it did 

not intend to extend those ideas to rule in the independent, middle class states.120 Even though 

the wealthier classes of American society advocated for the rights of the individual and the 

decentralization of British government, at the conclusion of the Revolution they wanted to 

maintain the status quo as it was under British rule because it granted them deference and power. 

When they realized the extent to which the American people expected to rule themselves and 

participate in government, conservatives scrambled to contain the unleashed flood of democracy 

and called a federal convention in 1787 to ‘amend’ the Articles of Confederation in hopes of 

stopping it. Conservatives hoped they could “put the democratic genie back in the bottle.”121 The 

Federalists (as the conservatives named themselves despite not wanting a federal system) 

planned to implement a government to act as a “substitute for the British government” and that 

would continue to provide the upper class with the “definite advantages [British rule] gave the 

conservative ruling classes of the colonies.”122 The Federalists wanted to continue to reap the 

benefits of a centralized system of governance that elevated the wealthy upper class. Even 

though they ultimately voted for complete independence from England, the conservatives of the 

colonial era hoped they could return to a similar style of government in the aftermath of the war. 
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Unfortunately for the conservative party, radicals acted fast, capitalized on the Revolutionary 

spirit of the newly independent Americans, and passed the Articles of Confederation, which 

granted the majority of power to the states. 

 
The Responsiveness of State Legislatures to Local Demands 

 The state legislatures under the Articles of Confederation operated in a way that 

embodied the ideals of the Revolution in that representatives “were much more beholden to the 

popular will than their predecessors.”123 This fostered an environment very different from the 

one under British rule. Individuals directly influenced legislation and expected their wishes to be 

carried out as opposed to the British era where government officials ignored pleas of the 

colonists more often than not. The close connection between legislatures and the people, many 

American elites came to believe, explained why “states so often caved in to taxpayers’ and 

debtors’ demands. … they were too responsive to the whims of the voter.”124 Instead of 

legislating with the entire state and nation in mind, state representatives listened too closely to 

their own local constituents. (Ironically, this problem with representation harkens back to 

colonists’ annoyances with Parliamentary representatives and virtual vs. actual representation.) 

Conservatives pointed to this extreme localization of decision-making as the root of the problems 

the republic faced during the critical period. Even though colonists fought the Revolution for a 

right to a political voice, the extent to which individuals wielded influence over their 

legislatures’ decision-making led to the execution of laws that “constituted unacceptable 

infringement on men’s individual liberty.”125 Even if the popular will of the people supported a 

specific policy, that majority could still impose upon the minority’s freedoms. Compounding this 
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democratic problem, as Garry Wills pointed out is that “when local passions have been inflamed 

against others, it is hard to get a reasonable hearing for all sides.”126 The impact of the excited 

passions of a locality could result in biased decision-making for instance when Americans would 

instruct their representatives in such a way that benefited themselves but harmed others. 

 
The Conservative Questioning of the Ability of the People to Govern Themselves 

 Beyond these tangible issues (like the infringement of minority rights) created by an 

overly responsive legislature, many conservatives questioned the outright ability of Americans to 

govern themselves responsibly. Alexander Hamilton, one of the more outspoken opponents of 

direct government, stated that “the people are turbulent and changing; they seldom judge or 

determine right,” and he expressed concerns over the “imprudence of democracy.”127 Hamilton 

clearly harbored no faith in the ability of Americans, or any man, to participate in a successful 

democracy, and he was not the only Federalist who felt this way. Gouverneur Morris worried 

that if they allowed property-less people a vote “they will sell [that vote] to the rich who will be 

able to buy [it].”128 Nearly all of the Federalists thought along these same lines: they feared a 

politically powerful individual would prove untrustworthy and render government ineffective. 

Besides dishonesty and ineffectiveness, Federalists saw among the people “private interests, 

selfishness, and moneymaking [that] seemed to be destroying social affection and public 

spirit.”129 They believed true self-government was doomed from the start due to the selfishness 

of individuals who would not make objective decisions. This apparent lack of impartially, as 

expounded by Hamilton, also led the Federalists to reject “popular election, direct or indirect, … 
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[due to] a lack of confidence in the knowledge and judgment of the people.”130 These concerns 

of the conservatives urged them to call a convention to revamp the current government under the 

Articles of Confederation. In doing so, they hoped to restrict the ability of the people to influence 

their legislatures. 

 
The Attempt to Reduce Democracy in the Structure of the Representative Scheme 

 In calling the Philadelphia Convention in 1787, both radicals and conservatives alike 

found it necessary to revise the Articles of Confederation to some extent. Constituents 

empowered their delegates at the Convention to make small revisions, and these instructions 

contented radicals. The conservatives, on the other hand, went to the Convention with different 

plans; for example, James Madison “did not go to … defend the states – more nearly to destroy 

them.”131 Madison revealed the depth of his distain for small representative districts in Federalist 

No. 10 where he stated that “by reducing [the number of electors] too much you render [the 

representative] unduly attached to [local circumstances and lesser interests], and too little fit to 

comprehend and pursue great and national objects.”132 He “resented and resisted” the states’ 

influence over the national government and longed to give the national government coercive 

power over the states.133 As the radicals realized Federalists’ true motives behind the calling of 

the convention, many, like Patrick Henry who “smelled a rat,” refused to come or even left.134 

Despite the boycott of the Convention by some prominent members of the opposition, the 

meeting continued as the Federalists worked to implement their ideals of a reduced popular 

presence. Increasing the number of constituents each legislator represented acted as one step of 
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this process. After the Revolution, state constitutions created small voting districts so that each 

elected official represented a small number of people. The Federalist idea was to reduce the 

responsiveness of the national representatives by increasing the size of “legislative 

constituencies.”135 At the same time, this increased the “variety of interests and proposals 

jockeying for popular support;” in other words, amid all the clamoring of the people, 

Congressmen would be unable to satisfy to any specific interests.136 The Federalists added this 

change in representation into the Constitution, much to the chagrin of the Anti-Federalists 

(radicals who were named such by the Federalists in an attempt to create the perception that 

radicals were against a federal, or state, system), and created voting blocks that were not to 

“exceed one for every thirty thousand” people, which meant voting districts could be made even 

larger.137 By implementing this method of restricted representation, Federalists hoped to “filter” 

the “views of the multitude … through the medium of [the representative’s] own superior 

wisdom.”138 The idea of filtering the views of the people through more able representatives also 

provided support for the idea of a large republic. While the Anti-Federalists found smallness 

essential for a republic, Federalists argued that the “filtering effect of [expanded] representation” 

ensured that the best decisions were made for the entire nation.139 By expanding each 

representative’s constituency, the Federalists restricted the ability of citizens to participate in 

their government – a right which the colonists rebelled for in the first place. The British 

government disrespected the voice of the people in political matters, and now it seemed as 

though the Federalists attempted something similar. Along with an increase in voting blocks, 
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Federalists wanted to completely restructure the branches, duties, and election process of their 

new government. 

 
Legislative Restructuring in the Attempt to Further Restrict Popular Power 

 Federalists worked to restrict the political power of the average citizen even further by 

changing the structure of the legislative branch. In the new government created at the 

Convention, only the House of Representatives “was required to be elected by popular vote,” and 

“two controlling bodies, the Senate and Supreme Court, were removed altogether from the 

possibility of popular election.”140 The new governmental structure far removed the people from 

their representatives and thus reduced their influence, as the people held only one half of one 

branch directly accountable through elections. By removing Senate elections from popular 

election, the Federalists intended that branch to act as a check on the ability of people to elect 

men to the House of Representatives; they thought it would “restrain, if possible the fury of 

democracy.”141 Besides reforming the election of government officials, Convention members 

also wanted to restructure the new government to make it monetarily independent of the people, 

so the Framers decided representatives of both houses would be “paid out of the national 

treasury.”142 Now the people held almost no direct control over their representatives in Congress. 

They controlled neither legislators’ income nor their position in Congress because reelection, at 

least for the Senate, fell on the shoulders of state legislatures. In addition to the removal of 

Americans’ economic and political influence, their ability to “consent after the fact … would 

dramatically contract” to reduce citizens’ ‘right to consent’ luxury to less than under British 
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rule.143 Here, Federalists blatantly reduced the participation of citizens in government to a lesser 

degree than when they lived under British rule. While the Articles of Confederation acted to 

safeguard the rights of people to participate in government, the Constitution worked to do the 

opposite. It restructured the legislative branch of the national government and rescinded certain 

powers of the states like those of “carrying on foreign relations, levying tariffs, coining money, 

emitting bills of credit, passing ex post facto laws, or doing anything to relieve debtors of the 

obligations of their contracts.”144 By removing power from the states and giving them to the 

national government, the Constitution shifted the government even further from the influence of 

the people, simultaneously weakening the states. Through the rearrangement of power, 

Federalists removed sovereignty from the states and placed it in the people, the reverse of the 

Articles of Confederation, which actually removed much of the people’s power from their grasp 

because they could no longer tamper with legislation, convene “special constitution-making 

conventions,” or apply their “ideas of ‘actual’ representation.”145 By simply moving legislative 

duties from state governments to a national one and moving sovereignty from the states to the 

people, the Federalists limited the people’s ability to participate in their government while 

conveying the perception that the people were being empowered. All the concern over the strong 

influential powers of the people and the restructuring of government appears to be motivated by 

concern over the political equality of the new states; however, through closer inspection, it is 

clear that the Federalists were motivated by more than an ideological desire to create an 

egalitarian society. Many of the Framers were also personally interested in the creation of the 

Constitution for economic reasons. 
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ECONOMIC MOTIVATORS FOR THE CONSTITUTION AND THE ATTEMPT 

TO PROTECT ECONOMIC INTERESTS 
 
 

The Debtor/Creditor Dynamic and the Avoidance of Debts After the War 
 
 During the Revolutionary War, the economic instability provided an excellent 

opportunity to interested and wealthy men. Those with interests in “personalty,” or personal 

property, which included “money loaned, state and continental securities, stocks of goods,” 

invested in the war and provided loans to farmers.146 At the end of the war, these creditors sought 

to regain their money from the farmers who benefited from such loans during the uncertain 

economic times of the Revolution. As Holton explained, rural Americans most feared “the men 

and women who lent them cash … the merchants who supplied them with tools and other 

merchandise on credit.”147 The situation Holton described resulted as farmers accepted cash and 

products from creditors during the war and then practically refused to pay them back. At the 

close of the Revolution, creditors and debtors, both unhappy with the situation, requested that 

their state governments address the issue. Because state legislatures were designed to remain tied 

to local interests, rural farmers frequently won these battles in the courts and legislatures. Rhode 

Island provides a clear example of this because a “wildly depreciating paper currency had been 

made legal tender … [and] hordes of happy debtors … were paying off their obligations in 

worthless paper, leaving their creditors bankrupt.”148 Most conservatives and creditors found this 

issue with worthless paper money the most problematic because it allowed farmers with debts 

from the Revolution to repay them at a fraction of their actual value. In other states, legislatures 

“allowed debtors to satisfy their creditors with property—even pine barrens and ‘old Horses’—
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instead of hard money.”149 Clearly, debtors were reluctant to repay their debts, and state 

legislatures were more than happy to enable this reluctance, which only aggravated the issue for 

upper class conservatives who often represented creditors. 

 Farmers used a wide variety of tactics to avoid or delay paying off their debts and taxes. 

They partook in a number of different movements to reduce government cost and salaries as a 

way to keep taxes low, and they worked “to depreciate the value of public securities, to levy 

taxes payable in securities, or to pay the interest in paper money.”150 This effort to lower taxes 

through a cut in government spending benefited farmers and the middle class but negatively 

impacted those working within government who tended to be among the upper class. More than 

just attempting to take every advantage to reduce their taxes, the average American worked hard 

to pay as little as possible to creditors by “demand[ing] the more convenient location of courts, 

lower court costs and lawyer fees, laws obliging creditors to accept property at a ‘fair’ value, the 

abolition of imprisonment for debt, and laws delaying the recovery of debts.”151 All these 

strategies enabled farmers to either not repay their debts or to repay them in such a manner that 

creditors still lost extensive money on their investments. Debtors’ unhappiness with having to 

repay the large debts they accrued is not surprising, but if state legislatures met farmers’ 

demands, this posed a threat to the great American experiment, as many conservatives claimed. 

 
The Implementation of Relief Legislation and Its Detriment on the Wealthy Class 

 The economic state of the confederacy, impacted by the conflict between debtors and 

creditors, was most troubling to conservatives who feared the power of the state legislatures. 

Because the states retained the majority of the important governmental duties, they were able to 
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enact legislation could interfere with the payment of debts.152 State legislators were likely to 

enact such relief legislation because they were so connected to their constituency. Because 

representatives held their position through the will of the people, they were essentially forced to 

choose between remaining a representative and passing the legislation or being recalled from 

office. However, this situation hurt many of those government officials elected by the people 

because citizens often refused to pay the fees from which officials derived their income.153 It was 

due to these circumstances that many opponents of debt relief legislation took their criticism a 

step further, calling it “unjust and unbiblical” and claiming that it “posed a threat to republican 

government.”154 This view of relief legislation contributed to the belief that the Articles of 

Confederation needed to be strengthened. Conservatives wanted to prevent state legislatures 

from interfering with the repayment of debts and allow Congress to impose a coercive tax on the 

states and people. The problems of relief legislation and paper money posed such a serious threat 

to conservations that they began to consolidate their efforts in support of a convention to amend 

the Articles almost immediately after their ratification. 

 Herein lies the beginning of the end for the radicals. After the Articles of Confederation 

were ratified, radicals like Patrick Henry went back to their home states “to enjoy the results of 

their efforts unhampered by a central government of extensive power.”155 The conservatives, on 

the other hand, refused to accept such a weak central power and continued to scheme with one 

another and realized “they too could call conventions. They too could paint dark pictures of the 

times and blame the supposed woes of the country on the Articles of Confederation … They too 
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could, and did, adopt the radical theory of the sovereignty of the people.”156 They utilized some 

of the same tactics that radicals had employed to motivate individuals to support the Revolution, 

which ultimately worked so successfully that individuals to this day still believe their 

propaganda. Conservatives, soon to cleverly rename themselves the Federalists, applied these 

strategies to engender support for the Philadelphia Convention, which would create the 

Constitution. However, more than simply the state of the nation motivated these men. They 

believed relief legislation harmed “republic government,” but such legislation impact them more 

directly than their claim of the harm done to a republican style government.157 Individually, the 

Federalists possessed more wealth than other Americans and felt personal harm at the hands of 

the paper money and debt relief legislation implemented at the state level. 

 
The Personal Economic Interest of the Federalists in the Creation of the Constitution 

 Federalists found fault in the Articles of Confederation and the critical period because it 

allowed too much protection for debtors and not creditors. On the face of it, Federalists thought 

of the public good and wanted to hold debtors properly accountable to their investors. However, 

after closer inspection of the individuals comprising the Federalist group, one finds that “the 

makers of the Constitution, consciously or unconsciously, were seeking to protect their own 

economic interests.”158 These men enjoyed wealthier and higher status than the farmers or 

radicals who supported the Articles of Confederation. In his book An Economic Interpretation of 

the Constitution of the United States, Charles Beard provided the student of the Constitution with 

an extensive study into just how interested the Federalists were in the outcome of the 

Convention. In his incredibly detailed account of each of the Federalists’ economic interests, 
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Beard found that Washington was, not surprisingly, “probably the richest man in the United 

States in his time.”159 He possessed extensive liquid assets, which he invested in western lands 

and “could reasonably expect a large appreciation with the establishment of stable 

government.”160 A turbulent government like the one established by the Articles of 

Confederation harmed his investments, but a strong national government would ensure their 

security. Furthermore, Washington “was also a considerable money lender and suffered from the 

paper money operations of the Virginia legislature.”161 Although Washington hesitated to even 

attend the Philadelphia Convention out of fear for his reputation, his friends convinced him that 

his absence might suggest “he wanted the federal government to fail.”162 Washington had great 

personal stake in the outcome of the Convention. If the Convention failed to produce a strong 

central government, he would likely continue to lose great sums of money on his investments. 

For a man who sacrificed nearly more than anyone for the Revolutionary cause, the Articles 

failed miserably, and the establishment of a central government to protect his interests was a 

necessity. General Washington represented only one, albeit perhaps the most important, of the 

men whom Beard investigated. Overall, Beard found that the majority of men who advocated for 

the Constitution were lawyers, hailed from towns, “were immediately, directly, and personally 

interested in the outcome of their labors at Philadelphia, and were … economic beneficiaries 

from the adoption of the Constitution.”163  Such evidence leads one to believe that the Federalists 

did not call the Convention in order to save the country from economic ruin, but to save 

themselves from such. The economic power the states held through their ability to implement 

relief legislation and decide taxes proved ruinous for wealthy Americans. Because the states held 
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so much power, the wealthy few, essentially the Federalists, had a smaller impact, and their 

economic interests suffered. If the larger middle class held political power, they could destroy 

the interests of the Federalists. By attacking both the political and economic power of the states, 

Federalists might retain their own power and protect their economic interests, but this viewpoint 

was harshly criticized by the radicals at the Philadelphia Convention. Dubbed the Anti-

Federalists by scheming conservatives, these radicals represent the opposition to the Constitution 

and act as a reminder of the Revolutionary ideals. 
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THE ANTI-FEDERALISTS’ VIEW ON THE ATTEMPTS TO REVERSE THE IMPACTS 

OF THE REVOLUTION AND THE CREATION OF THE CONSTITUTION 
 
 

Lack of Radical Support at the Philadelphia Convention 
 
 Unfortunately for the Anti-Federalists, conservative delegates to the Philadelphia 

Convention far outnumbered the radical ones. A clear shift in power occurred since the signing 

of the Declaration of Independence ten years before as evidenced by the fact that only eight of 

the signers of the Declaration attended the Convention.164 Many radicals, like Patrick Henry, 

refused to go or left because they did not want to validate the convention that disregarded the 

Articles of Confederation, which they still wholeheartedly supported.165 Radicals like George 

Mason even listened and agreed to the “initial statements of purpose” but “drew back” as the 

plan to “establish a strong national government” became clear.166 Others attempted to continue to 

participate and advocate for the people while at the Convention but soon realized that “the 

democratic principle was not being sufficiently recognized.”167 Anti-Federalists saw themselves 

as the “true defenders” of the principles of the American Revolution and even feared, as Patrick 

Henry did, that they had become “old fashioned fellow[s].”168 They believed the Federalists and 

the creation of the Constitution posed a threat to the “four cherished values: to law, to political 

stability, to the principles of the Declaration of Independence, and to federalism.”169 These 

beliefs held by the radicals of the age led them to object to a number of aspects in the 

Constitution including the transfer of sovereignty, the size and structure of representation in 

Congress, and the taxation powers of the national government. 
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The Transfer of Sovereignty from the States to a National Government 

 The Anti-Federalists still held onto the Revolutionary fears of strong “external” powers 

like those Britain held over the colonies.170 Because they found tyranny of the few more 

dangerous than tyranny of the many, Anti-Federalists wanted the states, as the many, to remain 

sovereign. This was essential because, according to Anti-Federalists, the most effective way to 

protect liberty was to dilute the power of government throughout the people. Due to this method 

of protection against tyranny, they were shocked at the Federalists’ attempt to reassign the 

sovereignty of the states to a national government. James Wilson, a Federalist, “suggested that 

the states would retain some kind of diminished sovereignty” and not completely lose their 

authority.171 Anti-Federalists immediately rejected this idea claiming that “if it is reduced it is 

not sovereignty,” so claims of retained state sovereignty were empty.172 Anti-Federalists were 

prepared for such arguments because revolutionaries heard similar claims during the pre-war 

stage of British-American relations. Both Parliament and the colonists rejected the idea of 

‘shared sovereignty’ that Wilson declared existed in the Constitution. Although, the former 

disagreed over what entity retained sovereignty, both agreed it could not possibly be shared. 

Anti-Federalists expressed concern that the Federalists advocated for reverting back to the 

colonial system of sovereignty by destroying state authority; however, the question of whether 

the Federalists actually wanted the states to retain their sovereignty must necessarily arise, and 

the answer must necessarily be ‘no.’ The first three words of the preamble to the Constitution, 

“We, the People,” proved to the Anti-Federalists that this was not a pact between thirteen 

sovereign states (for then it would have read “We, the States”).173 As Samuel Adams phrased it 
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“as I enter the Building I stumble at the Threshhold [sic].”174 Anti-Federalists remained 

committed to the idea of state sovereignty, which could not be transferred to the people via a 

national government. Although the Anti-Federalists advocated for government of the people, 

they believed the people should self-govern at the state level, not at a national level. The 

Federalists, in reply to this argument, claimed the Constitution did not pose a choice between 

“confederation and consolidation … the Constitution provided a new form, partly national and 

partly federal.”175 This reasoning did not appease the Anti-Federalists, however, who continued 

to dispute the issue because a mixed government “will inevitably tend in one direction or the 

other, subjecting the country in the meantime to ‘all the horrors of a divided sovereignty.’”176 

The supremacy bestowed upon the national government posed one of the biggest threats to the 

states under a divided authority. Anti-Federalists found it likely that “state and general 

governments would frequently legislate on the same subject,” and where the two contradicted 

each other, the nation would rule.177 The Anti-Federalists refused accept the idea of split 

sovereignty in 1776, and they refused to accept it eleven years later at the Philadelphia 

Convention. Anti-Federalists remained unmoved by the idea of split sovereignty no matter how 

much the Federalists attempted to convince them that the Constitution did not strip the states of 

their sovereignty, but merely shared it. Not only did the concept of split sovereignty place more 

political power in the hands of a national government, but it reduced the ability of citizens to 

participate in their government – a right they for which they had fought the British. However, 

participation in government was not only reduced by a transfer of sovereignty but by a change in 
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representation as Federalists worked to remove the people from power by expanding the 

constituency of representatives in Congress. 

 
Size/Structure of Representation and Its Impact on Government in the Articles and 
Constitution 
 
 The leading political philosophy of the Revolutionary era, studied by many of the 

Founding Fathers, “taught that governments exercising power over wide areas were inherently 

undemocratic in action.”178 The Framers not only read and studied such ideas, but they 

personally experienced the oppressive harm of an expansive government. The fact that the 

British Empire was so large and its government such a great distance from America proved to be 

one of the fundamental colonial issues with British rule. Colonists created their state 

governments with this problem in mind by making them small and responsive to the people; 

furthermore, the idea of small republics influenced the creation the Articles of Confederation. 

Anti-Federalists advocated for small republics for a number of reasons: “the people could watch 

their representatives and pass laws to suit [their] needs … But in a great consolidated Union … 

laws would be discriminatory … the people could no longer watch their rulers.”179 Anti-

Federalists believed that when a republic becomes too large, the representatives grow detached 

from the people and neglect to legislate or tax with their interests in mind.180 As a result, the 

republic breaks down and becomes tyrannical because the rulers do not and cannot listen to the 

people. Furthermore, history already showed that “freedom could only be maintained by local 

governments … [and] if a state included a large area, the representatives could not know the 

minds of the people, the local conditions and needs,” yet the Federalists outlined exactly this 
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kind of union in the Constitution.181 Individuals noticed this embodiment of the principles of a 

large republic when the Convention members sent the document out for review by the people. 

They noticed the extent to which it removed the people from power182 just as Anti-Federalists 

noticed  that “a fatal lack of ‘a numerous representation’” existed.183  

 The Constitution limited representation to one for every thirty thousand citizens,184 which 

greatly increased the size of electoral blocks and decreased the power of any one voice. More 

people voted for representatives, and, as such, their voice was less likely to be heard amidst the 

multitude of interests and opinions. This diversifying of districts raised even more problems for 

the Anti-Federalists. They felt that although “a republican citizenry must be free and 

independent-minded … it must also be homogeneous.”185 The people must be of one mind in 

order to inform their representative of their wishes. Along those lines, Anti-Federalists feared 

that men would not “be able to choose men like themselves, and the representative body will 

inevitably be composed of the natural aristocracy.”186 This “natural aristocracy” that the Anti-

Federalists feared would result from the wide variety of interests clamoring for attention in large 

republics. This concern over voting for representatives and the rise of a natural aristocracy was 

mirrored in the new structure of government set up by the Constitution, which worked to embody 

the principles of the large republic for which Federalists advocated. Most people, the Anti-

Federalists included, believed that in a democratic society, the most powerful duties of 

government should be carried out by the most representative part.187 The Senate, being selected 

by state legislatures, essentially acted as individual representatives to the states, one of the only 
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truly federal aspects of the new Constitution.188 This branch pleased the Anti-Federalists because 

it would represent the interests of the states—the Anti-Federalist goal for the entire government. 

However, the Constitution bestowed upon the Senate the “most critical powers of government,” 

despite being composed of the least democratically elected representatives.189 The terms of office 

for Senators also fostered the natural aristocracy the Anti-Federalists feared. The Constitution 

required Senate elections only once every six years for half of the body with an unlimited 

number of terms.190 With so little chance to recall representatives from the Senate, the people 

would lose their ability to participate in their government and ensure that their interests were 

being carried out. With this reduction in the power of the people, the increase in governmental 

power, particularly the power to tax, concerned Anti-Federalists to a great extent. 

 
Taxation Powers of the National Government and Its Potential Role in Reducing Liberty 

 Taxation presented one of the most prevalent and controversial issues of the 1760s-

1780s. It motivated the colonists who rebelled against British imperial power; it posed problems 

for Americans and their government throughout the period of the Articles of Confederation; and 

it contributed to the calling of the Philadelphia Convention. It is of no surprise, therefore, that the 

Anti-Federalists had something to say about it as well. They claimed that “the most dangerous of 

all powers, most serious in its consequences if abuse occurred, and most likely to change a free 

government into an oppressive one, was control over taxation.”191 The writers of the Articles of 

Confederation intentionally omitted a Congressional power to enforce taxes as a safeguard 

against the kind of tyranny witnessed under British rule. To protect against despotic rule, the 

Articles delegated to Congress only enough power to “make requisitions on the state 
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legislatures;” whereas, the new Federalist system “authorized [Congress] to lay taxes on its own 

account.”192 The ability of Congress to levy taxes “produced a massive shift in the balance of 

power between Americans who paid taxes and those who had invested in government bonds.”193 

This shift allowed Congress to hold the people accountable to their creditors and forced them to 

pay taxes, which were significantly reduced after the ratification of the Constitution.194 

 Despite this reduction in the tax burden, Anti-Federalists still held fears related to the 

national government’s new power of taxation, mostly related to the long-felt fear of standing 

armies. Centinel outlined the root of this problem by explaining the issue of Congressional 

ability to “lay and collect taxes … to pay the debts and provide for the common defense and 

general welfare of the United States.”195 Centinel worried that such a broad and unlimited ability 

to lay taxes would lead to the infringement of individuals’ rights: “whatever taxes, duties, and 

excises imposed on the citizens of these states … would be enforced by the standing army, 

however grievous or improper [the tax] may be.”196 Because taxes funded the rising of armies, 

these military groups would then be available to enforce the laws and taxes that provided for 

their existence. President Washington proved Centinel correct when, only a few years after the 

ratification of the Constitution, Washington used his army to put down a “group of tax resisters 

… and arrested hundreds of participants in the so-called Whiskey Rebellion.”197 The central 

government used the army provided for in Article I of the Constitution against citizens who 

attempted to petition their government through a refusal to pay a tax. This instance harkens back 

to what the colonists experienced prior to the Revolution. In the Whiskey Rebellion, Americans 
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believed their government taxed them unfairly (as they believed under British rule); they refused 

to pay certain taxes (as they had done under British rule); and the government sent an army to 

quell the rebellion (as the British had done). The Whiskey Rebellion proved a near perfect 

example of the arguments and fears of the Anti-Federalists relating to taxation and standing 

armies. The economic concerns of the Anti-Federalists mirrored the ideals of economic freedom 

the colonists fought for and subsequently upheld in the Articles of Confederation. Outnumbered 

as they were, Anti-Federalists faced a losing battle at the Philadelphia Convention in both 

political and economic matters, despite their efforts to safeguard the principles of the 

Revolutionary War. 
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FINAL OVERVIEW 

 
 

 Ultimately, in the fight between radicalism and conservatism in the 1760s through the 

1780s, the men who advocated against Revolution and created a governing document that 

reduced the liberty of the individual won. The radicals, who became the Anti-Federalists, 

advocated for the Revolution to protect the individual political and economic rights of the 

colonists. They believed that the British Empire had infringed upon the basic colonial rights by 

denying them actual representation in Parliament and then continuing to tax the colonists as 

though they were equally represented. As the colonists declared independence from Great 

Britain, radicals created the Articles of Confederation to continue this ideal of liberty within the 

new states. By providing for direct representation at a local level and denying any powerful 

authority, like that of taxation, to Congress, radicals were able to embody the revolutionary 

ideals and principles.  

 However, this embodiment proved turbulent in the years following the ratification of the 

Articles. State legislatures proved highly responsive to the people at a local level, as radicals 

intended, which meant that the people as a whole held the majority of power. Because the people 

controlled the income and tenure of their representatives, state legislatures had an incentive to 

listen closely to their constituency and follow their instructions. For conservatives, who 

supported a continued relationship with England, this proved disastrous. The conservatives 

consisted of the upper class of America, and so the expanded voice and power of the middle 

class did not support their interests. Conservatives found their investments and wealth 

deteriorating due to the legislation of the highly responsive state legislatures. To combat this 
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depreciation, conservatives worked to reduce the ability of the people to influence their 

legislatures and impact economic policy. 

 Conservatives set to work almost immediately after the ratification of the Articles of 

Confederation to consolidate their efforts to discredit the document and construct a stronger, 

central government. By painting the decade after the end of the Revolution as dark and unstable, 

conservatives were able to convince the majority of people that the Articles were desperately 

weak and in need of revision. Radicals saw the necessity of some slight revision, but they by no 

means wanted to create a completely new document. Conservatives attended the Philadelphia 

Convention with the idea to both restrict popular power and increase the authority of the national 

government. They created the Constitution, which diluted the power of the people by increasing 

representative districts and removing power from the state legislatures where the people 

exercised their right to participate in government. At the same time, the Constitution granted one 

of the most important governmental powers – that of taxation. Through claims of safeguarding 

the ideals of the revolution, conservatives effectively reversed many of the principle changes the 

colonists fought to protect in the Revolution. 



 
 

57 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
“The Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union.” 1777. 
 
Bailyn, Bernard. The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution. United States: President 

and Fellows of Harvard College, 1992. 
 
________. The Origins of American Politics. New York: Alfred A Knopf, Inc., 1968. 
 
Beard, Charles. An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States. New York: 

The Macmillian Company. 1949. 
 
Bouton, Terry. Taming Democracy: “The People,” the Founders, and the Troubled Ending of 

the American Revolution. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. 
 
Fairlie, John A. “The Veto Power of the State Governor.” The American Political Science 

Review, vol. 11, no. 3 (1917): 473-493. 
 
Farrand, Max. The Framing of the Constitution of the United States. New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1913. 
 
Greene, Jack P. “Revolutions in the Americas: The American Revolution.” American Historical 

Review. (2000). 
 
Hummel, Jeffrey Rogers. “The Constitution as Counter-Revolution: A Tribute to the Anti-

Federalists.” Journal of the Libertarian Alliance 5, no. 4. 
 
Holton, Woody. Unruly Americans and the Origins of the Constitution. New York: Hill and 

Wang, 2007.  
 
Jefferson, Thomas. “The Declaration of Independence.” Pennsylvania Evening Post. 

Philadelphia: 1776, From Library of Congress. 
 
Jensen, Merrill. The Articles of Confederation: An Interpretation of the Social-Constitutional 

History of the American Revolution 1774-1781. Madison: The University of Wisconsin 
Press. 1966. 

 
Ketcham, Ralph. The Anti-Federalist Papers and Constitutional Convention Debates. New 

York: Penguin Group, 1986. 
 
Madison, James. Federalist No. 10 “The Same Subject Continued: The Union as a Safeguard 

Against Domestic Faction and Insurrection.” The New York Packet. 1787. 
 
Maier, Pauline. From Resistance to Revolution: Colonial Radicals and the Development of 

American Opposition to Britain, 1765-1776. New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1972. 



 
 

58 

 
Main, Jackson Turner. The Anti-Federalists: Critics of the Constitution 1781-1788. Chapel Hill: 

The University of North Carolina Press. 1961. 
 
Morgan, Edmund S. The Birth of the Republic, 1963-89. Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1956. 
 
Morris, Richard B. The American Revolution Reconsidered. New York: Harper & Row, 

Publishers, Inc., 1968. 
 
Paine, Thomas. Common Sense. New York: Bantam Classics, 2004. 
 
Smith, Barbara Clark. The Freedoms We Lost: Consent and Resistance in Revolutionary 

America. New York: The New Press, 2010. 
 
Storing, Herbert J. What the Anti-Federalists were for: The Political Thought of the Opponents 

of the Constitution. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1981. 
 
Wills, Garry. A Necessary Evil: A History of American Distrust of Government. New York: 

Simon & Schuster, 1999. 
 
________. Inventing America: Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. New York: Doubleday 

& Company, Inc., 1978. 
 
Wood, Gordon S. The American Revolution: A History, New York: The Modern Library, 2002. 
 
________. The Creation of the American Republic 1776-1787. Williamsburg, Virginia: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 1969. 
 
________. The Idea of America: Reflections on the Birth of the United States. New York: The 

Penguin Press, 2011. 
 
________. The Radicalism of the American Revolution. New York: Vintage Books, 1991. 
 
 


