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Background:  
Beginning in the fall of 1787, the newly independent American states were faced with a major 

decision:  What type of government should we have?  The old Articles of Confederation had been little 

more than a “firm league of friendship” – not a strong, unified system for making laws.  By 1787, the 

Articles of Confederation government was in financial chaos, vulnerable to foreign invasion and many 

feared the newly independent states were on the verge of anarchy.  In response to the situation, a group of 

men met during the hot summer of 1787 in Philadelphia to create a new and stronger government 

structure known as the Constitution that was aimed at making the states really “united”.  

 However, many freedom-loving Americans were quite fearful that the new Constitution might 

restrict the liberty they had fought King George’s army so hard to win.  Therefore, whether or not to 

ratify (approve) the newly written Constitution was a major topic of debate across the nation in 

1787 – and the subject of our in-class simulation.   

A faction (group) of Americans called “Federalists” favored the stronger central government laid 

out in the new Constitution.  “Anti-Federalists” were wary of the proposed Constitution because they 

believed it simply replaced one tyrant (the King) with a potentially new dictator (the President).  The 

Anti-Federalists favored keeping most power in the hands of local & state legislatures as had been the 

case under the Articles of Confederation.  Finally, “Moderates” supported an amended version of the 

proposed Constitution with additions to protect the rights of individuals and share decision making power 

between the central and state governments. 

 

Roles:   

 You will play the role of either a Federalist; a Moderate; or an Anti-Federalist.  Read the 

procedures described below: 

 

Procedures: 

 Read the description, quotes and summary of the option you are assigned.   

 Write a short (two-thirds page, double spaced, 12 pt. Times Roman font, 1” margins) speech that 

summarizes your views – include 3 quotes from the reading 

 With the aid of your prepared speech, participate in the verbal ratification debate.   

 Take a short quiz after the debate to demonstrate your understanding of the arguments presented. 

 

Grading: 

 Each individual must turn in their own speech by ______________________ 

 All students will take short  post debate quiz. 

 Students will participate verbally by reading parts of their speech or arguing points during debate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Options In Brief 
 
Option 1- Unite Around the Constitution (Federalists) 
Our nation is on the brink of anarchy. Our current plight has been brought upon us by the 

Articles of Confederation and the pettiness of the states. If we want to save our nation, we must 

immediately adopt the Constitution that was drafted in Philadelphia. The national government 

proposed in the Constitution will have the authority to act on behalf of all of our citizens. Our 

opponents are trying to frighten the public with groundless fears. But look seriously at what is 

being proposed. The Constitution puts forth a structure in which our nation will be governed by 

leaders of wisdom, experience, justice, and virtue. The record of so-called "democracy" in 

several states has proven the logic of this approach. We learned twelve years ago that we had to 

join together or perish. Today, we must follow the same path if we are to fulfill the destiny that 

Divine Providence has laid out for us. 

 

 

Option 2- Clearly Define Individual Rights (Moderates) 
Beware the Federalist Constitution! The document that is being forced on the country is 

dangerously flawed. Let us step back and weigh the present situation. There is no crisis that 

demands an immediate response. We must calmly and deliberately go about revising the 

Constitution to establish a solid foundation for forming a more perfect union. We must carefully 

define and limit the authority we grant our government. We must add to the Constitution a bill of 

rights to safeguard the liberties of America's citizens. We should not take anything for granted. 

Even governments established in the name of liberty have been known to infringe on the liberties 

of the citizenry. With so much in doubt, we must not act in haste. The noble experiment we are 

carrying out on these shores demands that we strive for perfection. 

 

 

Option 3- Trust In The Common Citizen (Anti-Federalists) 
Free citizens-defend your rights! The self-anointed aristocracy that gathered in Philadelphia last 

summer has devised a scheme to deprive Americans for their liberties. Are we to trade the liberty 

cap of the free citizen for the yoke of the serf? Never! The federalists have whipped up fears of 

chaos to win support for their Constitution. In fact, they are concerned mainly with protecting 

their wealth and investments. The strong national government suggested by the Philadelphia 

convention would allow only a handful of wealthy men to participate in the affairs of the 

republic. Our political system must be grounded in the common citizen-not a privileged elite. 

The states are the proper defenders of the republican form of government. We must remember 

always that the only source of legitimate authority is the citizenry. We must not give away the 

rights we shed blood to gain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Option #2:  Moderates:  Clearly Define Individual Rights 
 

Beware the Federalist Constitution! The document that is being forced on the country is dangerously 

flawed. Like peddlers of shabby merchandise, the federalists are concealing the defects of their goods, 

exaggerating the benefits, and insisting that you act immediately. The American people have more sense 

than that. 

 

Almost all of us recognize that there are serious shortcomings in the present system. Almost all of us are 

frustrated that one or two states have thwarted efforts to strengthen the national government under the 

Articles of Confederation. That was why Congress and all but one of the states took steps to convene the 

gathering in Philadelphia. Indeed, the delegates were perhaps justified in going beyond their duties to 

draft a new Constitution. The document they produced is certainly worthy of consideration. But do these 

men, distinguished as they may be, possess a monopoly on wisdom? Are we to accept their judgment 

without question, as if they speak with the voice of God? 

 

For a moment, let us step back and weigh the present situation. There is no crisis that demands an 

immediate response. We are not threatened with invasion. Yet we are told that we must rush to enact the 

proposed Constitution. The best approach is quite the opposite. We must calmly and deliberately go about 

revising the Constitution to establish a solid foundation for forming a more perfect union. 

  

First we must recognize that those who are given power over others frequently abuse it. This is human 

nature. Power tends to corrupt the soul. As citizens of these United States of America, we must carefully 

define and limit the authority we grant our government. In particular, we must guard against the dangers 

of placing a standing army in the hands of a powerful executive. From Caesar in Ancient Rome to 

Cromwell in seventeenth century England, history contains many examples of military strongmen who 

have taken away the liberties of their people. We must learn from the misfortunes of the past. We cannot 

assume that our country's army will always be led by selfless patriots like George Washington.  

 

Second, and most important, we must add to the Constitution a bill of rights to safeguard the liberties of 

America's citizens. Only a few short years ago, we took up arms to defend our rights as Englishmen. The 

most far-sighted leaders of our state governments have insisted that bills of rights be inserted into their 

state constitutions. Should not these same rights be guaranteed in our national Constitution? We should 

not take anything for granted. Even governments established in the name of liberty have been known to 

infringe on the liberties of the citizenry. The rights that we hold most dear—trial by a jury of our peers, 

freedom of worship, an unfettered press—must be clearly spelled out in our Constitution.  

 

The Federalists admit that amendments to the proposed Constitution are needed. But they want you to 

first buy the goods and then address the problems. They argue that the document produced in Philadelphia 

is as fragile as a house of cards. Make one or two modifications, they warn, and the whole structure will 

come tumbling down. But consider the danger in their line of reasoning. The Federalists plan to establish 

a strong national government and then to immediately ask the officials at the head of our country to 

voluntarily reduce their powers. Should we expect such restraint from men in authority? 

 

With so much in doubt, we must not act in haste. There is no more important task before the American 

people than the framing of a Constitution. We are a nation of laws, and our laws will derive their 

legitimacy from the wisdom of our Constitution. We will most likely not undertake this project again in 

our lifetimes. Let us craft the document that will govern America with the utmost precision. The noble 

experiment we are carrying out on these short demands that we strive for perfection.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Newspaper essay by "A Plebian," New York: 

"The plan [proposed Constitution] is defective. Some of the powers granted are dangerous; others not well 

defined. Amendments are necessary. Why then not amend it? Why not remove the cause of danger? The 

instrument is yet in the hands of the people; it is not signed, sealed, and delivered. The people have the power to 

give it any form they please. With regard to our public and national concerns, what is there in our condition that 

threatens us with any immediate danger? We are at peace with all the world." 

 

Newspaper essay by "Brutus," New York: 

"Many instances can be produced in which the people have voluntarily increased the powers of their rulers; but 

few, if any, in which rulers have willingly abridged [reduced] their authority. This is a sufficient reason to 

induce you to be careful, in the first instance, how you deposit the powers of government….The powers of the 

general [national] legislature extend to every case that is of the least importance—there is no thing valuable to 

human nature, nothing dear to freeman, but what is within its power. 

 

"The common good, therefore, is the end [goal] of civil government….But it is not necessary for this purpose 

that individuals should relinquish all their natural rights. Some are such a nature that they cannot be 

surrendered….Others are not necessary to be resigned in order to attain the end for which government is 

instituted. Rulers have the same propensities as other men; they are as likely to use the power with which they 

are vested for private purposes, and to the injury and oppression of those over whom they are placed….The 

peoples in all countries where any sense of freedom remains have fixed barriers against the encroachments of 

their rulers. The country from which we have derived our origin [Britain] is an eminent example of this. Their 

Magna Charta and bill of rights have long been the boast, as well as the security, of that nation….This principle 

is a fundamental one in all the constitutions of our own states.  

 

"For the security of life, in criminal prosecutions, the bills of rights of most of the states have declared that no 

man shall be held to answer for a crime until he is made fully acquainted with the charge brought against him; 

he shall not be compelled to accuse or furnish evidence against himself, the witness against him shall be 

brought face to face, and he shall be fully heard by himself or counsel. Are not provisions of this kind as 

necessary in the general government, as in that of a particular state? 

 

“In the bills of rights of the states it is declared that a well regulated militia is the proper and natural defense of 

a free government-that as standing armies in time of peace are dangerous, they are not to be kept up, and that 

the military should be kept under strict subordination to, and controlled by the civil power. The same security is 

as necessary in this Constitution and much more so; for the general government will have the sole power to 

raise and to pay armies.” 

 

Resolution of the Massachusetts Ratifying Convention: 

“It is the opinion of this Convention that certain amendments and alterations in the said constitution would 

remove the fears and quiet the apprehensions of many of the good people of the Commonwealth, and more 

effectually guard against an undue administration of the federal government….That it be explicitly declared that 

all powers not expressly delegated by the aforesaid Constitution are reserved to the several states, to be by them 

exercised….That no person shall be tired for any crime by which he may incur an infamous punishment, or loss 

of life, until he be first indicted by a grand jury.” 

 

Letter from Thomas Jefferson, Virginia landowner, to James Madison: 

“I do not like the omission of a bill of rights providing clearly and without the aid of sophisms for freedom of 

religion, against monopolies, the eternal and unrelenting force of the habeas corpus laws, and trials by jury….A 

bill of rights is what the people are entitled to against every government on earth, general or particular, and 

what no just government should refuse or rest on inference….I hope therefore a bill of rights will be formed to 

guard the peoples against the federal government, as they are already guarded against their state governments in 

most instances. 

 

Pamphlet by Robert Whitehill, Pennsylvania landowner: 

“It is the nature of power to seek its own increase, and thus the loss of liberty is the necessary consequence of a 

loose or extravagant delegation of authority. National freedom has been and will be the sacrifice of ambition 

and power; and it is our duty to employ the present opportunity in stipulating such restrictions as are best 

calculated to protect us from oppression and slavery….In entering into the social compact, men ought not to 

leave their rulers at large, but erect a permanent land mark by which they may learn the extent of their authority, 

and the people be able to discover the first encroachments of their liberties.” 


