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The Struggle to Ratify the   
Constitution

A. The contribution of the Iroquois [Haudenosaunee] Confederation.

1. The Iroquois Confederation consisted of the Mohawk, Oneida,
Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and Tuscarora tribes.

2. Their government bore a remarkable similarity to ours.

3. Their influence is debated, but Benjamin Franklin, Thomas
Jefferson,* and James Madison were aware of this government and
Madison studied it.

B. The new Constitution required that 9 states ratify it to go into effect.
[Note! This was technically illegal!*] But 9 states without the “large”
states of Massachusetts, Virginia, and Pennsylvania along with New York
would not work. The approval by all four was essential.

C. Country divided into Federalists and Anti-Federalists (actually, our
first political parties).

1. The Federalists staged an incredible coup by taking the title
of Federalist, because federal meant “state” in 1787. National was the
term that actually applied to the “federalist” position.

2. This left their opponents to call themselves “Anti-Federalists,”
which was actually an oxymoron by 1787 standards, as they were in favor
of states rights over a strong national government.



D. Federalists were popular with merchants and city dwellers:
a. Strong government needed to prevent anarchy.
b. Strong government would protect us from foreign powers and 
solve internal problems like trade.
c. Promised to quickly add a Bill of Rights to the Constitution.

E. Anti-Federalists were popular with farmers and laborers:
1. Claimed the Constitution was not legal. They were right!
2. Believed the Constitution was a power grab from the states. 
They were right again!
3. No Bill of Rights! The gains of the Revolution were at stake.

F. Each side had some “heavy hitters.”

1. The Federalists had George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, 
James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, James Wilson, John Jay, John 
Adams, and Gouverneur Morris. The authors of the Federalist used Publius
(more on him in a bit).

2. The Anti-Federalists had George Mason, Edmund Randolph, 
Patrick Henry, Richard Henry Lee, and Sam Adams. Anti-Federalists used 
several pseudonyms, with Brutus (likely Robert Yates) being the most 
prominent and influential. Other common pen names included Cato
(George Clinton), Centinel (Samuel Bryan), Federal Farmer (likely 
Melancton Smith or Richard Henry Lee), and A Columbian Patriot (Mercy 
Otis Warren)
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G. Anti-Federalists were not nearly as organized in their opposition, 
but they could be eloquent and persuasive in their arguments.

H. Key states: New York and Virginia. The large states of 
Pennsylvania and Massachusetts ratified relatively quickly. The 
ratification fight was easy in Pennsylvania but hard fought in 
Massachusetts.

The order of ratification.

• Delaware: December 7, 1787
• 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 (The 9th state, making it official)
• Virginia: June 25, 1788 *
• New York: July 26, 1788 *
• North Carolina: November 21, 1789
• Rhode Island: May 29, 1790 (The last of the original 13)
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I.   The ratification fight in Massachusetts.

The Divide: The 364-delegate convention was closely divided. Anti-
Federalists, fearing a strong central government, were led by critics like Samuel
Adams and initially, John Hancock.

The Turning Point: To win, Federalists needed to sway key figures. They
brokered a deal with John Hancock, proposing that the state ratify the Constitution as
is, but immediately recommend amendments (a Bill of Rights) to Congress.

The Compromise: This "ratify now, amend later" approach, supported by
influential figures like Samuel Adams after initial hesitation, allowed hesitant
delegates to vote "yes". The final vote was 187 – 168.

J.   The ratification fight in Virginia.

The Factions: Federalists sought a stronger central government to unite 
the states, while Anti-Federalists feared the Constitution created an overbearing 
tyranny that threatened individual liberties.

Key Figures: The debate featured Patrick Henry and George Mason 
opposing ratification, while James Madison, Edmund Randolph, and John Marshall 
argued in favor of it.

The Context: Although New Hampshire became the ninth state to ratify 
just days before Virginia, Virginia's approval was considered vital for the new 
government's legitimacy.

Outcome: The compromise involved accepting the Constitution while 
heavily recommending a Bill of Rights to address Anti-Federalist concerns.



Impact: The close victory helped secure the adoption of the Constitution
and directly influenced the rapid adoption of the Bill of Rights. The western counties
played a pivotal, and ultimately decisive, role in the narrow ratification of the U.S.
Constitution in Virginia in June 1788. Although the region was heavily populated by
Anti-Federalists who feared a strong central government, key delegates from the
Shenandoah Valley and western districts shifted their support to the Federalists,
ensuring that Virginia ratified by a 89-79 vote. Virginia’s ratification had a decisive
impact upon the New York ratification convention.

K.   The ratification fight  in New York.

The Conflict: Anti-Federalists feared a strong central government would 
destroy state sovereignty and individual rights. Federalists argued a robust union 
was necessary for economic growth and stability.

The Numbers: In early 1788, it was estimated that over two-thirds of 
convention delegates were initially against ratification.

The Turning Point: News of ratification by New Hampshire (9th state) 
and Virginia (10th state) forced New York to either join the new union or face 
isolation. The final vote was 30-27, with Melancton Smith’s (the leader of the anti-
federalist faction) switch being the key.

The Compromise: To secure victory, Federalists agreed to support a Bill 
of Rights, incorporating 25 rights and 31 amendments into the ratification document.

The Struggle: The debates were so intense that they led to physical 
brawls and public burning of the Constitution by opponents in NYC.



1. To influence the citizens of New York, Hamilton, Madison, and John
Jay published 85 essays—later gathered together by Hamilton and published as a
two-volume set, The Federalist—in favor of adopting the Constitution.

2. Of the articles, Hamilton wrote about 50, Madison about 30, and Jay
exactly 5 (#2–#5, and #64). All wrote under the pen name of Publius, a long-dead
Roman well known to all educated citizens of this period.

3. Just who was Publius? According to Plutarch’s The Parallel Lives,
Publius Valerius Publicola was one of the founders and saviors of the Roman
Republic. Unlike Solon, the lawgiver of Athens (who left Greece for 10 years and
whose republic failed), Publius stayed in Rome to serve as Consul, to improve the
city’s primitive republican laws, and to “impart his own spirit of moderation, justice,
and wisdom to the republic.”

Who would be a more trusted guide, interpreter, and
defender of the new Constitution than Publius? Publius
easily trumped the pseudonyms of Cato and Brutus used
by the anti-federalists.

What was so amazing is how similarly Hamilton and
Madison wrote. So similarly that no matter how they’re
analyzed, the authorship of The Federalist numbers 55-58
and 62-63 cannot be definitively determined, and all of
them are claimed by both Hamilton and Madison. So, in a
sense, Publius really was the author.



• In this series of discussions, we are going to read together 
and diagram five of the most important Federalist Papers:

– Federalist #10* Factions and how to manage them.

– Federalist #39* What kind of Republic, Federal or 
National?

– Federalist #51* Separation of Powers, a layer cake?

– Federalist #65 Impeachment.

– Federalist #78* The Judicial Branch.

* Widely considered by Constitutional Scholars to be the four most
important Federalist Papers. Copies will be distributed at each
meeting and will also be online as PDFs.



Next Session:

Federalist #10
Publius discusses why the new Union will 
be a Safeguard Against Domestic Faction 

and Insurrection.


