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 “Where you stand depends on 
where you sit.”   

 

 or,  

 

 People tend to construct ideas 
and ideologies around their 
individual interests. 



Institution Principle: Institutions 
structure politics. 

 
Collective-Action Principle:  All 

politics is collective action.   
  

1. Institutions can be formed around common ideas 

to ameliorate collective-action problems.  

 

2. Ideas allow for the recognition and communication 

of common interests. 



 The absence of strong 
institutions to express 
common interests and 
overcome collective-action 
problems can allow and even 
promote increased conflict. 



 Whereas views of the 
American Revolution often 
exaggerate the unity of 
Americans, different 
interests in colonial society 
had different ideas and 
views about independence 
from the British. 
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 Colonists were deeply 
divided on the question of 
independence. A good rule of 
thumb is that: 

 
◦ One-third were 

revolutionaries; 
◦ One-third were neutral;  
◦ One-third were Tories, loyal 

to the British. 

 



 Colonial American 
society can be broken 
down into five distinct 
elements, each having 
its own interests and 
ideas regarding 
independence. 

 

Colonial Interests 
1. New England 

merchants 

2. Southern planters 

3. Royalists (Tories) 

4. Shopkeepers, artisans, 

    and laborers 

5. Small farmers 



 The Rationality Principle:  
All political behavior has 
a purpose.  Actors make 
instrumental choices 
about how to act. 

 
  

 

 

 

 Those Americans who 
owed their social 
positions or wealth to 
royal appointments or 
other relationships with 
the British tended to be 
Tories. 

 
 



 The Collective-Action Principle: All 
politics is collective action.   

 

  

  

 

 The remaining Americans—
merchants, planters, shopkeepers, 
artisans, laborers, and small 
farmers—followed their disparate 
interests.  As a result, they tended 
to remain unorganized throughout 
most of the eighteenth century. 

 



British taxation policies helped to unify the colonists 
against British rule. 

 
 Increased duties on tea, for example, hurt the 

interests of New England merchants. 
 The Sugar Act harmed the interests of southern 

planters and small farmers. 
 Other taxes (the Stamp Act, for example) helped 

confirm for many colonists that British rule 
threatened their economic interests and rights as 
citizens. 

 



 British taxation policies 
harmed the colonies’ 
disparate interests, and 
the British conduct of the 
war helped to radicalize 
many colonists and 
solidify their perception 
of their collective 
interests. 



 The fact that British policies 
backfired is not to say that they 
were not rational.   

 

 Rationality refers to the fact that 
political actors pursue their goals 
as they understand them.   

 

 Political actors do, however, 
make mistakes, particularly when 
acting in the context of 
uncertainty. 



 Myth 
  

 The Constitution was 
a democratic 
document. 

Reality 
  

 Much of the document 
aimed at curbing 
“excessive” democracy. 

 

 Rather than a democratic 
document, the Constitution 
is more properly 
understood as a republican 
one. 



Myth 
  

 As with any constitutional 
government, the U.S. 
Constitution limited 
government power. 

 

Reality 
 

 Although there are many 
limitations on the 
government in the 
Constitution, its 
ratification actually 
represented a “power 
grab” that increased the 
strength of the central 
government. 



Myth 
 

 The Constitution was a 
popular document and 
there was widespread 
consensus on its 
principles and the need 
for its ratification. 

Reality 
 

 The Constitution was the 
result of many conflicts 
and compromises, and 
the fight over its 
ratification was an 
intense ideological and 
political battle between 
Federalists and 
Antifederalists. 



 The Institution Principle: 
Institutions structure politics. 

 

 The Constitution, like 
institutions generally, was 
designed to overcome the 
problems with the Articles of 
Confederation and in the 
“critical period” generally. 



 “Each state retains its 
sovereignty, freedom and 
independence, and every 
Power, Jurisdiction and 
right, which is not by this 
confederation expressly 
delegated to the United 
States, in Congress 
assembled.” 

  —Articles of  
 Confederation 

 
   

 By allowing individual 
states to retain too 
much independent 
authority, the Articles of 
Confederation left the 
central government too 
weak to meet the 
demands of governance.   

 



 Under the Articles of Confederation, the central 
government: 

 

  1. lacked an executive branch; 

 

  2. lacked coercive power over the states (even 
 in the areas of taxation and conscription). 



 Under a booming 
economy the states 
were more able, and 
thus more likely, to 
contribute to their 
collective efforts in the 
central government. 

 
 An economic downturn in the 

critical period revealed that the 
central government was too 
weak: 

 
  1. to address existing 

 economic troubles; 
   
  2. to adequately promote 

 interstate commerce. 
 



 In addition to problems of governance and 
economics, the critical period also revealed 
societal problems that the framers of the 
Constitution sought to address. 

 

 Economic troubles produced a great deal of 
uncertainty and general anxiety in society. 

 The spirit of the Revolution sparked pressures for 
greater democracy challenging existing social 
hierarchies. 

 Social elites worried about a general decline in the 
character and “virtue” of American citizens. 



 The Constitution increased 
the power of the central 
government. 

 

 It established a strong 
executive branch. 

 The central government was 
given coercive power over 
the states to aid in collective 
action. 



 A strong central 
government could now 
address the common 
economic troubles of the 
states through the 
establishment of a common 
currency and the power of 
the central government to 
promote interstate 
commerce. 



  

  

  

 By establishing a system of 
representative government, 
the Constitution aimed to  
peel back “excessive 
democracy.” 

 

 Rather than seek to solve the 
problem of a lack of a 
virtuous citizenry, the 
Constitution sought to pit 
self-interest against self-
interest. 



 Federalists argued that 
adoption of the 
Constitution would 
remedy the problems of 
the Articles of 
Confederation. 

 Still, not all patriots thought 
adoption of the Constitution 
was necessary or even wise.  
Many prominent Americans, 
known collectively as 
Antifederalists, argued that 
the Constitution would 
establish a government that 
was too powerful and 
undemocratic. 



Federalists versus Antifederalists 
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 Arguing for strong state governments and limiting 
the power and authority of the central government, 
Antifederalists hoped to preserve the status quo by 
maintaining popular control of government. 

 

 The Federalists’ victory, with the ratification of the 
Constitution, produced a new, more powerful 
central government that regulated popular 
influence over national governing institutions. 

 
 



 Article I sets forth the powers and 
structure of the legislative branch: 

 

 Bicameralism (House and Senate); 

 Expressed powers of government; 

 “Necessary and proper” clause provides 
for the potential expansion of 
congressional and national 
government power. 



 Article II sought to provide an 
independent and “energetic” executive 
branch. 

 
◦ The president was to be independent of 

the legislative branch; 
◦ The president was to be the country’s 

“commander in chief” and its chief 
diplomat; 

◦ Other powers include appointment of 
executive and judicial officials and the 
veto of congressional acts. 



 Article III deals with the selection and 
powers of the federal judiciary. 

 

◦ Justices and judges were to be appointed 
by the president and confirmed by the 
Senate; 

◦ They would serve lifetime terms; 

◦ It made the federal judicial supreme over 
state courts. 

 



 Key elements of Article IV promote 
national unity and power. 

 
◦ Reciprocity among states, which 

must give “full faith and credit” to 
acts of other states; 

◦ Guarantees citizens of any state 
the “privileges and immunities” of 
every other state. 



 Article V sets forth the procedures for 
amending the Constitution. 

 
 Proposing Amendments: 
 Constitutional amendments can be 

proposed either:  
  (a) by passage in the House and 

 Senate by two-thirds vote; or  
   
  (b) by passage in a national 

 convention called by Congress in 
 response to petitions by two-thirds 
 of the states. 

 
 



Ratifying Amendments 

 

Constitutional amendments can be ratified either: 

 

 (a) by acceptance by majority vote in the 
legislatures of three-fourths of the states; 

 

 (b) by acceptance by conventions called for the 
purpose in three-fourths of the states. 



 Article VI’s “supremacy 
clause” states that laws of 
the national government and 
treaties are the supreme law 
of the land. 



Routes of Amendment 
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The Policy Principle: 

 

 Political outcomes 
are the products of 
individual 
preferences and 
institutional 
procedures. 

 

 

 The super-majorities 
required for formal 
proposal and ratification 
of constitutional 
amendments are high 
barriers to the success 
of any effort to change 
the Constitution. 



Source:  John R. Vile, Encyclopedia of Constitutional Amendments, Proposed Amendments, and Amending 

Issues, 1789–2002, 2nd edition (Santa Barbara, CA:  ABC-CLIO, 2003), Appendix C, p. 539. 
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Constitutional Amendments Offered, 1780s-1990s 



 Although there have been 
about 10,000 amendments 
offered, only 29 have been 
proposed by Congress, and 
only 27 have been ratified. 



 The first 10 Amendments, 
comprising the Bill of Rights, 
were ratified in 1791, the 
remaining 17 Amendments have 
been adopted since the 
beginning of the nineteenth 
century, and only 12 have been 
adopted since the Civil War 
Amendments in 1868. 

 





Analyzing the Evidence 
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The Separation Of Powers 
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 The Bill of Rights: Analysis of its Provisions 
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 Amending The Constitution to expand The Electorate 
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 Amending The Constitution to expand or limit The Power of Government 
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 Amending The Constitution to change the relationship between 

The Elected offices and The Electorate 
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