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In this painting called The Foundation of American Government ,George Washington leans across
his desk to watch a delegate sign the U.S. Constitution while other delegates to the Constitutional

Convention look on.

EXMEE A (EEHFHER) B, b - ERFANPE L TE - LRREERLL
s, HsmElELNHREE-FEN.




g%
#-F
$=F
FWE
$EF
EXRE
FLE
ENE

T BALA .
B AL .

— BAAT Uk /6
(FK IR AXR) /64
B4 RAX /82
B2 # A A /140
BRER /170

REEREAERBEHAE /184
£ MNBR W E K /204

ARWBA. ARER /220
54 H /252



Chapter 1 ( f— ¥ )

XEXE

THE CONSTITUTION

— 3L T A5 69 LK

AN ENDURING DOCUMENT

“onnHFRRAESNEEF, RAMEL
KRR, MTTGEIE N AXES T HAN
R —A% LRAR, REERER
EE, FLEYTRDEINE, 1819F

“...This provision is made in a
Constitution, intended to endure
for ages to come and, consequently, to be
adapted to the various crises of human affairs.”
— John Marshall, Chief
Justice of the Supreme Court,

McCulloch v.
Maryland, 1819




THE CONSTITUTION

An 18th-century engraving shows citizens of Philadelphia outside
Independence Hall, where the U.S.Constitution was drafted in 1787.

The Constitution of the United States is the central
instrument of American government and the supreme law of the
land. For 200 years it has guided the evolution of governmental
institutions and has provided the basis for political stability,
individual freedom, economic growth, and social progress.

The American Constitution is the world’ s oldest written
constitution in force, one that has served as the model for a
number of other constitutions around the world. The Constitution
owes its staying power to its simplicity and flexibility. Originally
designed in the late 18th century to provide a framework for
governing 4 million people in 13 very different states along
America’ s Atlantic coast, its basic provisions were so soundly
conceived that, with only 27 amendments, it now serves the needs
of more than 260 million Americans in 50 even more diverse
states that stretch from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific.

The path to the Constitution was neither straight nor easy.
A draft document emerged in 1787, but only after intense debate
and six years of experience with an earlier federal union. The 13
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THE CONSTITUTION

British colonies in America declared their independence from
their motherland in 1776. A year before, war had broken out
between the colonies and Britain, a war for independence that
lasted for six bitter years. While still at war, the colonies—now
calling themselves the United States of America — drafted a
compact that bound them together as a nation. The compact,
designated the “Articles of Confederation and Perpetual
Union,” was adopted by a congress of the states in 1777 and
formally signed in July 1778. The Articles became binding when
they were ratified by the 13th state, Maryland, in March 1781.

The Articles of Confederation devised a loose association
among the states and set up a federal government with very
limited powers. In such critical matters as defense, public finance,
and trade, the federal government was at the mercy of the state
legislatures. It was not an arrangement conducive to stability or
strength. Within a short time the weakness of the confederation
was apparent to all. Politically and economically, the new nation
was close to chaos. In the words of George Washington, who
would become the first president of the United States in 1789,
the 13 states were united only “by a rope of sand.”

It was under these inauspicious circumstances that the
Constitution of the United States was drawn up. In February
1787 the Continental Congress, the legislative body of the
republic, issued a call for the states to send delegates to
Philadelphia, in the state of Pennsylvania, to revise the Articles.
The Constitutional Convention convened on May 25, 1787, in
Independence Hall, where the Declaration of Independence had
been adopted 11 years earlier, on July 4, 1776. Although the
delegates had been authorized only to amend the Articles of
Confederation, they pushed aside the Articles and proceeded to
construct a charter for a wholly new, more centralized form of
government. The new document, the Constitution, was
completed September 17, 1787, and was officially adopted March
4, 1789.

The 55 delegates who drafted the Constitution included most
of the outstanding leaders, or Founding Fathers, of the new
nation. They represented a wide range of interests, backgrounds,
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THE CONSTITUTION

and stations in life. All agreed, however, on the central objectives
expressed in the preamble to the Constitution: “We the people
of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union,
establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the
common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the
blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and
establish this Constitution for the United States of America.”

UNITING A DIVERSE PEOPLE

The primary aim of the Constitution was to create a strong
elected government, directly responsive to the will of the people.
The concept of self-government did not originate with the
Americans; indeed, a measure of self-government existed in
England at the time. But the degree to which the Constitution
committed the United States to rule by the people was unique,
even revolutionary, in comparison with other governments
around the world. By the time the Constitution was adopted,
Americans had considerable expertise in the art of self-
government. Long before independence was declared, the
colonies were functioning governmental units, controlled by the
people. And after the Revolution had begun—between January
1, 1776, and April 20, 1777 — 10 of the 13 states had adopted
their own constitutions. Most states had a governor elected by
the state legislature. The legislature itself was elected by popular
vote.

The Articles of Confederation had tried to unite these self-
governing states. The Constitution, by contrast, established a
strong central, or federal, government with broad powers to
regulate relations between the states and with sole responsibility
in such areas as foreign affairs and defense.

Centralization proved difficult for many people to accept.
America had been settled in large part by Europeans who had
left their homelands to escape religious or political oppression,
as well as the rigid economic patterns of the Old World that
locked individuals into a particular station in life regardless of
their skill or energy. These settlers highly prized personal
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THE CONSTITUTION

freedom, and they were wary of any power—especially that of
government — that might curtail individual liberties.

The diversity of the new nation was also a formidable
obstacle to unity. The people who were empowered by the
Constitution in the 18th century to elect and control their central
government represented different origins, beliefs, and interests.
Most had come from England, but Sweden, Norway, France,
Holland, Prussia, Poland, and many other countries also sent
immigrants to the New World. Their religious beliefs were varied
and, in most cases, strongly held. There were Anglicans, Roman
Catholics, Calvinists, Huguenots, Lutherans, Quakers, Jews.
Economically and socially, Americans ranged from the landed
aristocracy to slaves from Africa and indentured servants
working off debts. But the backbone of the country was the
middle class — farmers, tradespeople, mechanics, sailors,
shipwrights, weavers, carpenters, and a host of others.

Americans then, as now, had widely differing opinions on
virtually all issues, including the wisdom of breaking free of the
British Crown. During the American Revolution a large number
of British loyalists — known as Tories — had fled the country,
settling mostly in eastern Canada. Those who stayed behind
formed a substantial opposition bloc, although they differed
among themselves on the reasons for opposing the Revolution
and on what accommodation should be made with the new
American republic.

In the past two centuries, the diversity of the American
people has increased, and yet the essential unity of the nation
has grown stronger. Throughout the 19th century and on into
the 20th, an endless stream of immigrants contributed their skills
and their cultural heritages to the growing nation. Pioneers
crossed the Appalachian Mountains in the east, settled the
Mississippi Valley and the Great Plains in the center of the
continent, then crossed the Rocky Mountains and reached the
shores of the Pacific Ocean — 4,500 kilometers west of the
Atlantic coastal areas settled by the first colonists. And as the
nation expanded, its vast storehouse of natural resources became
apparent to all: great stands of virgin timber; huge deposits of
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