
the documentary history of the ratification of
the constitution
the documentary history of the ratification of the constitution offers an essential insight into
the foundational processes that shaped the United States government. This comprehensive record
encompasses the debates, correspondences, state conventions, and key figures involved in the
adoption of the U.S. Constitution. Understanding this documentary history reveals the complexities
and challenges faced during the transition from the Articles of Confederation to the establishment of
a stronger federal government. The ratification process was not instantaneous; it involved intense
discussions between Federalists and Anti-Federalists, numerous state conventions, and the eventual
inclusion of the Bill of Rights. This article explores the documentary history of the ratification of the
constitution by examining the constitutional debates, the role of the Federalist Papers, the state
ratifying conventions, and the eventual impact of the ratification on American governance.
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Background and Context of the Constitutional
Ratification
The documentary history of the ratification of the constitution begins with the weaknesses of the
Articles of Confederation, the first governing document of the United States. The Articles created a
loose confederation of states with a weak central government that lacked authority to regulate
commerce, levy taxes, or enforce laws effectively. By 1787, it became clear to many leaders that a
new framework was necessary to ensure national stability and economic growth. The Constitutional
Convention convened in Philadelphia to draft a new constitution that would replace the Articles of
Confederation. The resulting document proposed a stronger federal government with separate
executive, legislative, and judicial branches. However, before the constitution could take effect, it
had to be ratified by at least nine of the thirteen states, a process documented extensively through
various historical records.

Challenges Under the Articles of Confederation
Under the Articles of Confederation, the national government faced significant limitations. There
was no power to impose taxes, regulate interstate commerce, or maintain a standing army. This lack



of centralized authority led to economic turmoil, interstate disputes, and difficulties in foreign
diplomacy. These challenges motivated the call for a new constitution, which is a critical part of the
documentary history of the ratification of the constitution.

The Constitutional Convention of 1787
The Constitutional Convention was a pivotal event where delegates from twelve states (Rhode Island
abstained) gathered to revise the Articles but ultimately drafted an entirely new constitution. The
debates and compromises reached at the Convention, such as the Great Compromise and the Three-
Fifths Compromise, are well documented and provide key context for the ratification debates that
followed.

The Federalist and Anti-Federalist Debates
The documentary history of the ratification of the constitution is marked by extensive debates
between Federalists, who supported the new constitution, and Anti-Federalists, who opposed it.
These discussions centered around the balance of power between the federal government and the
states, the protection of individual liberties, and concerns over potential government tyranny.

Federalist Arguments
Federalists argued that a stronger central government was essential for national unity, economic
development, and security. They believed that the constitution's system of checks and balances
would prevent any branch of government from becoming too powerful. Prominent Federalists
included Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay, who actively promoted the constitution’s
ratification through written essays and speeches.

Anti-Federalist Concerns
Anti-Federalists feared that the new constitution gave too much power to the central government at
the expense of state sovereignty. They were particularly concerned about the absence of a bill of
rights to protect individual freedoms. Leaders such as Patrick Henry and George Mason voiced these
concerns, insisting that without explicit guarantees, the constitution would lead to oppression.

The Role of the Federalist Papers in Ratification
The Federalist Papers constitute a fundamental part of the documentary history of the ratification of
the constitution. These 85 essays, written primarily by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and
John Jay, systematically explained and defended the principles of the constitution to the American
public and state delegates.



Purpose and Impact of the Federalist Papers
The Federalist Papers were designed to persuade skeptical voters and delegates by addressing
concerns related to the separation of powers, federalism, and the necessity of a strong but limited
government. They remain one of the most important sources for understanding the framers’
intentions and the theoretical foundations of the U.S. government.

Key Essays and Their Themes
Some of the most influential essays include Federalist No. 10, which discusses the dangers of
factionalism; Federalist No. 51, which explains the system of checks and balances; and Federalist
No. 78, which addresses the role of the judiciary. These writings played a vital role in shaping public
opinion and facilitating ratification in several states.

State Ratifying Conventions and Their Proceedings
The documentary history of the ratification of the constitution is also preserved in the records of
state ratifying conventions held between 1787 and 1788. Each state convened delegates to debate
the proposed constitution and decide whether to approve it, resulting in extensive documentation of
speeches, votes, and resolutions.

Process of State Ratification
Ratification required approval from nine states to implement the new government. Delegates at
these conventions represented a wide spectrum of political beliefs and regional interests. The
debates were often heated and reflected the larger national controversy between Federalists and
Anti-Federalists.

Notable State Conventions
Some state conventions were particularly contentious, such as those in Massachusetts, Virginia, and
New York. Massachusetts ratified the constitution with recommended amendments, paving the way
for other states. Virginia’s ratification was significant due to its size and influence, while New York’s
approval was crucial in securing the constitution’s legitimacy.

List of Key Ratifying States and Dates

Delaware – December 7, 1787 (first to ratify)

Pennsylvania – December 12, 1787

New Jersey – December 18, 1787



Georgia – January 2, 1788

Connecticut – January 9, 1788

Massachusetts – February 6, 1788

Maryland – April 28, 1788

South Carolina – May 23, 1788

New Hampshire – June 21, 1788 (ninth state, triggering ratification)

Inclusion of the Bill of Rights and Final Ratification
One of the most critical elements in the documentary history of the ratification of the constitution is
the eventual promise and adoption of the Bill of Rights. To address Anti-Federalist concerns,
Federalists agreed to add a series of amendments guaranteeing individual liberties.

Promise of Amendments
During the ratification debates, many states ratified the constitution with the understanding that
amendments would be proposed to protect freedoms such as speech, religion, and due process. This
compromise was essential to securing broader support for the new government.

Drafting and Adoption of the Bill of Rights
James Madison, initially skeptical, became a key figure in drafting the first ten amendments, which
were ratified by the states in 1791. The Bill of Rights forms an integral part of the constitutional
framework and the documentary history of the ratification of the constitution, representing the
enduring legacy of these foundational debates.

Impact on American Governance
The ratification of the Constitution and the addition of the Bill of Rights established the legal and
political foundation for the United States. This documentary history highlights the careful
negotiation and documentation that ensured the Constitution’s authority and the protection of
citizens’ rights within a federal system.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is 'The Documentary History of the Ratification of the
Constitution'?
It is a comprehensive collection of documents, debates, and correspondence that detail the process
and discussions surrounding the ratification of the United States Constitution by the original
thirteen states.

Who compiled 'The Documentary History of the Ratification of
the Constitution'?
The collection was compiled and edited by John P. Kaminski, Gaspare J. Saladino, Richard Leffler,
Charles H. Schoenleber, and others, as part of a scholarly effort to provide a thorough record of the
ratification debates.

Why is the ratification of the Constitution significant in
American history?
The ratification established the Constitution as the supreme law of the United States, replacing the
Articles of Confederation and laying the foundation for the federal government and the nation's legal
framework.

Which states were the first to ratify the Constitution according
to the documentary history?
Delaware was the first state to ratify the Constitution on December 7, 1787, followed by
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia, and Connecticut shortly thereafter.

How does the documentary history help historians and
scholars?
It provides primary source materials such as letters, speeches, and official records that offer insights
into the political debates, concerns, and arguments of the time, allowing for a deeper understanding
of the Constitution’s origins.

What were some common arguments against ratifying the
Constitution found in the documentary history?
Opponents feared that the Constitution granted too much power to the federal government, lacked a
bill of rights, and would threaten individual liberties and state sovereignty.

How has 'The Documentary History of the Ratification of the
Constitution' influenced modern constitutional studies?
It has become an essential reference for scholars, educators, and legal professionals by providing
detailed context and original documents that illuminate the intentions and challenges faced by the
framers and ratifiers.



Additional Resources
1. The Documentary History of the Ratification of the Constitution
This multi-volume collection edited by John P. Kaminski and his team provides a comprehensive
compilation of the primary source documents related to the ratification debates of the U.S.
Constitution. Covering state conventions, letters, newspaper articles, and speeches, it offers an in-
depth look at the arguments and political climate of the era. It is an essential resource for
understanding the complex process that led to the Constitution’s adoption.

2. Ratification: The People Debate the Constitution, 1787-1788
Edited by Pauline Maier, this book presents a richly detailed collection of documents from the
ratification period, including speeches, letters, and newspaper excerpts. Maier’s introduction and
annotations provide context and illuminate the diverse opinions and fierce debates among the
American people. It highlights how ratification was a contested and dynamic process rather than a
foregone conclusion.

3. The Federalist Papers
Written by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay under the pseudonym “Publius,” these
essays were crafted to persuade New Yorkers to support ratification of the Constitution. They
explore fundamental principles of government, checks and balances, and federalism. The Federalist
Papers remain a cornerstone for understanding the philosophical foundations behind the
Constitution’s structure.

4. Anti-Federalist Papers and the Constitutional Convention Debates
This compilation gathers writings from the Anti-Federalists who opposed the Constitution’s
ratification without a Bill of Rights. Featuring voices like Patrick Henry and George Mason, the
collection reveals concerns about centralized power and individual liberties. It provides balance to
Federalist arguments and showcases the vigorous debate that shaped the final document.

5. Signing Their Rights Away: The Constitution, Corporate Power, and the Transformation of
American Democracy
Authored by Donald L. Robinson, this book examines how the ratification of the Constitution affected
American political and economic power structures. It argues that the document facilitated corporate
interests and altered democratic participation. The work connects the historical ratification process
to broader themes of power and governance.

6. Creating the Constitution: The Convention of 1787 and the First Congress
This book by Edward J. Larson and Michael P. Winship offers a narrative account of the
Constitutional Convention and the subsequent ratification process. It highlights key figures, debates,
and compromises that shaped both the drafting and acceptance of the Constitution. The authors
provide accessible insight into one of America’s most critical political moments.

7. The Ratification of the Constitution: 1787-1788
By Pauline Maier, this concise historical study synthesizes the complex political and social factors
influencing ratification. It explains the regional differences, major controversies, and the strategies
used by both Federalists and Anti-Federalists. The book serves as a clear introduction to the
challenges faced in securing the Constitution’s approval.

8. Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation
Joseph J. Ellis’s Pulitzer Prize-winning work explores the relationships and conflicts among key
figures during the nation’s founding, including their roles in the Constitution’s ratification. The book



provides narrative vignettes that reveal the personal and political drama behind the ratification
process. It helps readers understand the human dimension of constitutional history.

9. The Bill of Rights: Creation and Reconstruction
Authored by Akhil Reed Amar, this book traces the origins and ratification of the Bill of Rights,
which was a crucial outcome of the ratification debates. Amar analyzes how the first ten
amendments secured individual liberties and addressed Anti-Federalist concerns. The work connects
the ratification era to the enduring legacy of constitutional protections.
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