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Opponents of the ratification of the Constitution, called Anti-Federalists,
insisted that the document shifted the balance between liberty and power
too far in the direction of the latter. They predicted that the new govern-
ment would fall under the sway of wealthy Americans hostile to the liber-
ties of ordinary folk. Popular self-government, they claimed, flourished
best in small communitics, where rulers and ruled interacted daily.

Among the leaders of the movement for independence who opposed
ratification of the Constitution, few were as eloquent as Patrick Henry. In
June 1788 he unsuccessfully implored the Virginia convention called to
consider ratification to reject the document, arguing that it would create a
“consolidated” national government that would suppress Americans’lib- |
erties and completely overshadow the governments of the states. !
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AN orINION HAS gone forth, we find, that we are a contemptible |
people: The time has been when we were thought otherwise: Under
this same despised Government, we commanded the respect of all
Europe: Wherefore are we now reckoned otherwise? The American
spirit has fled from hence: It has gone to regions, where it has never |
been expected: It has gone to the people of France in search of a splen-
did Government—a strong energetic Government. Shall we imitate
the example of those nations who have gone from a simple to a splen- \
did Government? Are those nations more worthy of our imitation? |
What can make an adequate satisfaction to them for the loss they |
suffered in attaining such a Government for the loss of their liberty?
If we admit this Consolidated Government it will be because we like
agreat splendid one. Some way or other we must be a great and mighty |
empire; we must have an army, and a navy, and a number of things: \

When the American spirit was in its youth, the language of Amer-
ica was different: Liberty, Sir, was then the primary object. We are
descended from a people whose Government was founded on liberty:
Our glorious forefathers of Great-Britain, made liberty the foundation
of every thing. That country is become a great, mighty, and splendid
nation; not because their Government is strong and energetic; but,
Sir, because liberty is its direct end and foundation: We drew the
spirit of liberty from our British ancestors; by that spirit we have
triumphed over every difficulty.

But now, Sir, the American spirit, assisted by the ropes and chains
of consolidation, is about to convert this country to a powerful and
mighty empire: If you make the citizens of this country agree to
become the subjects of one great consolidated empire of America,
your Government will not have sufficient energy to keep them
together: Such a Government is incompatible with the genius of
republicanism: There will be no checks, no real balances, in this Gov-
ernment: What can avail your specious imaginary balances, your
rope-dancing, chain-rattling, ridiculous ideal checks and contriv-
ances? But, Sir, we are not feared by foreigners: we do not make nations
tremble: Would this, Sir, constitute happiness, or secure liberty? I
trust, Sir, our political hemisphere will ever direct their operations
to the security of those objects. Consider our situation, Sir: Go to the
poor man, ask him what he does; he will inform you, that he enjoys
the fruits of his labour, under his own fig-tree, with his wife and
children around him, in peace and security. Go to every other mem-
ber of the society, you will find the same tranquil ease and content;
you will find no alarms or disturbances: Why then tell us of dangers
to terrify us into an adoption of this new Government? and yet who
knows the dangers that this new system may produce; they are out
of the sight of the common people: They cannot foresee latent conse-
quences: [ dread the operation of it on the middling and lower class
of people: It is for them I fear the adoption of this system.




We are told that this Government collectively taken, is without
an example—That it is national in this part,and federal in that part,
&c. We may be amused if we please, by a treatise of political anatomy.
In the brain it is national: The stamina are federal-—some limbs are
federal—others national. The Senators are voted for by the State Leg-
islatures, so far it is federal—Individuals choose the members of the
first branch; here it is national. It is federal in conferring general pow-
ers; but national in retaining them. It is not to be supported by the
States—The pockets of individuals are to be searched for its mainte-
nance. What signifies it to me, that you have the most curious ana-
tomical description of it in its creation? To all the common purposes
of Legislation it is a great consolidation of Government. You are not
to have aright to legislate in any but trivial cases: You are not to touch
private contracts: You are not to have the right of having arms in your
own defence: You cannot be trusted with dealing out justice between

man and man. What shall the States have to do? Take care of the
poor—repair and make highways—erect bridges, and so on, and so

on. Abolish the State Legislatures at once. What purposes should
they be continued for? Our Legislature will indeed be a ludicrous
spectacle—180 men marching in solemn farcical procession, exhibit-
ing a mournful proof of the lost liberty of their country-—without
the power of restoring it. But, Sir, we have the consolation that it is
a mixed Government: That is, it may work sorely on your neck; but
you will have some comfort by saying, that it was a Federal Govern-
ment in its origin.

I beg Gentlemen to consider—lay aside your prejudices—Is thisa
Federal Government? Is it not a Consolidated Government for every
purpose almost? Is the Government of Virginia a State Government
after this Government is adopted? I grant that it is a Republican
Government—but for what purposes? For such trivial domestic con-
siderations, as render it unworthy the name of a Legislature.

The State Governments, says he, will possess greater advantages
than the General Government, and will consequently prevail. His
opinion and mine are diametrically opposite. Bring forth the Federal
allurements, and compare them with the poor contemptible things
that the State Legislatures can bring forth. On the part of the State

Legislatures, there are Justices of Peace and militia officers—And
even these Justices and officers, are bound by oath in favour of the
Constitution. A constable is the only man who is not obliged to swear
paramount allegiance to this beloved Congress. On the other hand,
there are rich, fat Federal emoluments—your rich, snug, fine, fat
Federal offices—The number of collectors of taxes and excises will
outnumber any thing from the States. Who can cope with the excise-
men and taxmen? There are none in this country, that can cope with
this class of men alone. But, Sir, is this the only danger? Would to
Heaven that it were. If we are to ask which will last the longest—the
State or the General Government, you must take an army and a navy
into the account. Lay these things together, and add to the enumera-
tion the superior abilities of those who manage the General Govern-

ment. Can then the State Governments look it in the face? You dare
not look it in the face now, when it is but an embryo. The influence of

this Government will be such, that you never can get amendments;
for if you propose alterations, you will affront them. Let the Honor-
able Gentleman consider all these things and say, whether the State
Governments will last as long as the Federal Government.




