
 

 

WHAT AIR IS TO FIRE 

 

 

 

 

 

Unit Overview    

Once the Constitution was written, it was sent to the states for ratification.  Public opinion 
crystalized into two opposing camps—the Federalists who liked the Constitution and the Anti-
federalists who did not.  If the document was to take effect, nine of the thirteen states had to 
accept it as the supreme law of the land.  Support for both sides of the issue resulted in intense 
but productive discussions.  Just as air is necessary to keep a fire going, citizens of the United 
States soon realized that their newfound liberty fueled controversy and debate. 



 

The Ratification Debate     

The delegates of the Constitutional Convention had met the challenge of creating a new plan for 
government, but obtaining acceptance from the states proved to be an uphill battle.  Article VII 
of the Constitution required the agreement of nine states for ratification, and each state had to 
call a special convention for this purpose.  Heated discussions quickly divided Americans into 
two groups—the Federalists who supported the Constitution and the Anti-federalists who 
opposed it. 

 

 

 

The Anti-federalist camp included such well-known patriots as John Hancock, Patrick Henry 
and Sam Adams.  They worried that a strong, national government took too much power from 
the states and viewed the use of a standing army as a threat.  The Anti-federalists also feared the 
violation of individual rights, such as freedom of speech and freedom of the press, without a bill 
of rights to secure them.  They saw the revision of the Articles of Confederation as a much more 
practical solution to the woes facing the new nation, and the push for the acceptance of the 
Constitution appeared radical and rushed to them.   

 



 

 

James Madison, John Jay, Alexander Hamilton and other leading Federalists argued that the 
weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation could only be corrected by a strong, national 
government.  They saw no point in continuing to review the Articles of Confederation and 
believed that delaying the ratification of the Constitution only compounded the country’s 
problems.  The Federalists argued that a bill of rights was unnecessary since many state 
constitutions already included this feature.  However, the Constitution’s supporters were willing 
to add a bill of rights once the Constitution was adopted. 

 



 

 

Both the Federalists and the Anti-federalists attempted to sway public opinion through a series of 
essays published in newspapers and pamphlets.  Collections of these letters became known as 
The Federalist Papers and The Anti-federalist Papers.  Under the pen name of Publius, 
Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, James Madison and other Federalists defended the Constitution, 
justified its ratification and answered the criticisms of the Anti-federalists. In opposition, a 
variety of statesmen, including George Clinton, Robert Yates and Patrick Henry, explained the 
Anti-federalist objections and concerns in essays and speeches.   Although these essays were not 
widely read outside of the states in which they were published, they represent the use of printed 
media to impact political decisions and public opinion.  These writings are still read by students 
of political science and used to refute or reinforce opinions on government. 

 



 

 

Once the state conventions began their discussions on ratification, it became apparent that the 
Federalists had a strong foothold in seven states.  Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia, 
Connecticut, Maryland and South Carolina approved the Constitution.  This left the new 
government two states short of the required number for ratification.  The Anti-federalists 
mounted fierce opposition in the key states of Massachusetts, New York and Virginia.  By the 
summer of 1788, all three passed the Constitution with a narrow margin by promising to add a 
bill of rights through the amendment process.  Rhode Island and North Carolina remained 



opposed but soon realized that they were unlikely to survive as independent nations.  They, too, 
joined the Union.  The Federalists had succeeded in creating a stable, national government based 
on written law.   

  The Federalist Papers (03:52) 

Go the Questions 1 through 12.   

 

The Bill of Rights    

The first national elections under the direction of the United States Constitution took place in 
1789.  One of the first issues tackled by the new Congress and President Washington was to 
fulfill the Federalist promise of a bill of rights.  James Madison, elected by Virginia to the House 
of Representatives, was assigned the leading role in preparing the written draft.  He reviewed 
several state constitutions and selected nineteen potential amendments that were sent to the states 
for their approval.  Ten were ratified by the states in 1791 and were added to the Constitution as 
the Bill of Rights.   

 

 

 

The idea of a precise statement of individual rights was not novel or unique to Americans.  It was 
a legal tradition deeply rooted in British political culture and the values of the Enlightenment.  In 
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1215, a group of feudal barons and King John of England signed the Magna Carta at Runnymede 
near Windsor Castle.  The document consisted of a series of written promises between the King 
and his subjects; it also marked an attempt to limit the power of the monarchy.  Although it did 
not demand freedom of speech or freedom of religion, the Magna Carta emphasized the right to 
due process of law and trial by jury.  The English Bill of Rights, passed in 1689, further curtailed 
the king’s authority by outlawing excessive fines and cruel punishments.  Legislators were 
granted freedom of speech when speaking in Parliament, and subjects were given the right to 
petition the king.  James Madison also drew on the American colonial experience when drafting 
the first ten amendments to the Constitution.  The Virginia Declaration of Rights, the Northwest 
Ordinance and the Articles of Confederation shaped the American perception of individual 
rights.  The United States Bill of Rights also reflected the principles of the Enlightenment by 
elaborating on the concept of natural rights and by defining the social contract in more specific 
terms. 

 

 

 

Go to Questions 13 through 18 

 



What’s Next?     

Since their adoption, the Constitution and the Bill of Rights have been examined and interpreted 
by subsequent generations of Americans.  The era following the Civil War and Reconstruction 
was no exception.  A shift to an industrial economy and a rapidly growing urban population 
created new challenges for the political system and society as a whole.  In the next unit, you will 
see how big business changed and tested the United States.  Before continuing, review the 
material presented in this unit; then, complete Questions 19 through 28. 

Go to Questions 19 through 28. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


