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The Debate Over the Bill of Rights: How Diplomacy Saved a Young Nation

When the school year began, I began to brainstorm topics that would fit t his year’s National

History Day theme. I have always been fascinated by America’s colonial period and the

founding of our nation. Ever since I was young, I’ve been visiting places integral to this period,

including Colonial Williamsburg, Philadelphia, and Boston. While reflecting on the events that

shaped the United States into what it is today, I decided that our Constitution and Bill of Rights

were the most obvious place to start. The history behind these documents is all-encompassing,

and essential in understanding almost any other event in American history.

I immediately began my research on the Internet to determine the origins of the Constitution

and how its first 10 Amendments, the Bill of Rights, became a quintessential part of our present

day government. There, I was able to access many original documents, including the

Constitution and Bill of Rights themselves, as well as various state constitutions. I also visited

several local libraries to find additional resources. In March, I had the opportunity to travel to

Philadelphia, where I toured Independence Hall and the National Constitution Center. Here, I

was surrounded by the spirit of the Founding Fathers and all the debate and diplomacy that

went into forming a government the world had never yet seen.

When deciding on which category to enter, I chose the performance category, as it allowed

me to portray not only the facts concerning the Constitution and Bill of Rights, but also the

emotions and determination of the Americans who debated the inclusion of these 10

amendments in our Constitution. In selecting this category, I was able to represent two key

figures, James Wilson and George Mason, who were in direct opposition to each other

concerning this debate. A performance allowed me to show the passion these men had for the
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creation of what they considered to be a document which would withstand the test of time in the

United States of America.

The historical significance of my topic has stood the test of time, as the Constitution and Bill

of Rights themselves have been in existence since 1791. Historically, the Federalists were

opposed to the addition of a Bill of Rights to the Constitution, while the Anti-Federalists

supported it. This difference in opinion created a huge political debate among our Founding

Fathers, one which almost destroyed the young nation. Eventually though, diplomacy ran its

course when the Federalists and Anti-Federalists reached a compromise by negotiating on the

number of amendments to be added to the Constitution. Our Constitution is not stagnant. It

allows for amendments, and through debate and diplomacy, its original principles still hold true

today. They are evident in all functions of the government, from its national, to state, to local

levels. Starting with a debate and ending through diplomacy, the Constitution and Bill of Rights

create the strong foundation upon which our nation rests.
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https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/the-jefferson-madison-exchange/
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/declaration
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within the Bill of Rights in my performance.

Mason, George. “Objections to the Constitution.” Virginia Journal, 22 Nov. 1787.
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subject, the government was always in danger of degenerating into tyranny.” I used this
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Pennsylvania State House.
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https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/articles-of-confederation
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National Archives website. I was able to view and read this original document that governed the
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United States, Congress, Legislative Branch, and Madison, James. “The Constitution of the

United States.” National Archives and Records Administration, 1787,

https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution
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United States National Archives website. It was this document, in its original form, that was
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https://law.lis.virginia.gov/constitutionexpand
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1787, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania State House.

This speech was given by James Wilson as a rebuttal to Robert Whitehill’s speech

above, stating, “In a government possessed of enumerated powers, such a measure (a Bill of

Rights) would not only be unnecessary, but preposterous, and downright dangerous.” In the

http://www.teachingamericanhistory.com/library/index.asp?document=266
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same speech, Wilson also listed all the states that had no state Bill of Rights. I used many of

Wilson’s quotes from this source within the dialogue of my performance.
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fact-check that which I found on the internet; additionally, it included the names of delegates on

each side of the issue, several of which I stated within my script.

Bill of Rights Institute. “Documents of Freedom.” Educating Individuals About the Constitution,

Bill of Rights Institute, 2022, https://billofrightsinstitute.org/.
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Here, I found additional background information on the Declaration of Independence.
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www.diffen.com/difference/Democracy_vs_Republic.
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a written constitution stating a nation’s key beliefs. This was one of the reasons why our

government was conceived as a republic, which I stated within the dialogue of my performance.

“Forgotten Founders: James Wilson, Craftsman of the Constitution.” National Constitution

Center, 2022,

https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/forgotten-founders-james-wilson-craftsman-of-the-constitution.
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www.freedomcelebration.com/george-mason-founding-father-and-champion-of-freedom.
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rights (slaves were considered property), George Mason was adamantly against slavery. After
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Mason’s writings that I was able to research.

“George Mason.” Scalia Law School, George Mason University, 2022,

www.law.gmu.edu/about/mason_man.

This article stated that George Mason believed the Constitution, “...as drafted, gave too

much power to a central government and was incomplete due to the absence of a Bill of Rights

which guaranteed individual liberties.” I used this source to gather an understanding of Mason’s

opinions, in order to write my script.

“George Mason, the Framer Who Refused to Sign the Constitution.” What Would the Founders

Think, 2014,

http://www.whatwouldthefoundersthink.com/george-mason-the-framer-who-refused-to-sign-the-c

onstitution.
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the Constitutional Convention who didn’t sign the document in the end.

Jensen, Merrill. The Making of the American Constitution. Krieger Publishing Co., 1979.
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This book discussed the debates surrounding federal powers versus states’ rights while

the Constitution was being written. I included this information within my script, as both the

Federalists and Anti-Federalists were concerned with the balance of power between the federal

and state governments.

Lloyd, Gordon. “The English and Colonial Roots of the U.S. Bill of Rights.” Teaching American

History, 2018, teachingamericanhistory.org/bor/roots-chart/.

From this source, I learned about the origins of the United States Bill of Rights,

discovering that some of these rights were traced back to the Magna Carta, the English Petition

of Rights, the English Bill of Rights, and the Massachusetts Bill of Liberties of 1641. I also found

out that some rights, such as freedom of religion, press, and assembly, did not appear on these

foundational documents. It seemed that our Constitutional delegates believed Americans

needed specific rights to be protected during the time in which they added the first ten

amendments to our Constitution.

Mount, Steve. “Ratification Dates and Votes.” The U.S. Constitution, Usconstitution.net, 2015,

www.usconstitution.net/ratifications.html.

I found many important voting records from the Constitutional Convention on this site, as

well as their dates. One example of this was the vote for the Constitution’s ratification: it was

ratified by a vote of 46 to 23 on 2 July 1788. This data was extremely useful in writing my script.

Norton, Thomas James. The Constitution of the United States: Its Sources and Its Applications.

Nesterman, 1945.

While reading this book, I discovered that there were three failed attempts to amend the

Articles of Confederation before delegates decided to use some of its ideas to create a new

document, the Constitution. I stated this information at the beginning of my performance.

http://www.usconstitution.net/ratifications.html
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Schwartz, Stephen A. “George Mason: Forgotten Founder, He Conceived the Bill of Rights.”

Smithsonian Institution, 2000,

www.smithsonianmag.com/history/george-mason-forgotten-founder-he-concieved-the-bill-of-righ

ts-64408583/.

I learned from this source that during the time George Mason was fighting for a bill of

rights to be added to the Constitution, his friend, Thomas Jefferson, was in France. Mason and

Jefferson wrote back and forth, and in one of his letters, Jefferson stated, “That all men are by

nature equally free and independent, and have certain inherent rights, namely, the enjoyment of

life and liberty with the means of acquiring and possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining

happiness and safety.” I incorporated this quote directly into my dialogue.

Taylor, Earl. “The Constitution and the Bill of Rights.” Amendments, National Center for

Constitutional Studies, 2021, nccs.net/author/earl-taylor/page/9.

On pages nine through twelve of this article, I found a listing of the first ten amendments,

the Bill of Rights, which became an integral part of our Constitution. In addition, it presented the

original twenty amendments that were proposed, but were either rejected or consolidated into

the first ten. I utilized this information in my performance.

Taylor, Micheal H. James Wilson: The Anxious Founder. Lexington Books, 2021.

This biography provided me with a great deal of information concerning James Wilson’s

career as a politician and a Federalist. It helped me get a sense of what he stood for as one of

our Founders, and how he addressed the debate over the Bill of Rights. I felt this was important

because it allowed me to portray him as accurately as possible throughout my performance.

http://www.smothsonianmag.com/history/george-mason-forgotten-founder-he-concieved-the-bill-of-rights-64408583/
http://www.smothsonianmag.com/history/george-mason-forgotten-founder-he-concieved-the-bill-of-rights-64408583/
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“Timeline of the Bill of Rights.” Teaching American History, 2017,

teachingamericanhistory.org/bor/timeline.

Here, I found a timeline for the creation of America’s Constitution and the addition of the

Bill of Rights. I used this information to create an outline for writing my dialogue, as it showed

key events and dates pertinent to this topic.

Zink, James R. “James Wilson Versus the Bill of Rights.” Political Research Quarterly, The

University of Utah, 6 Dec. 2013, journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1065912913513351.

This publication helped clarify James Wilson’s point of view concerning the addition of a

bill of rights to the Constitution. In it, the author stated, “Wilson thought a bill of rights would bind

future generations to an incomplete list of rights and deprive them of the right to define

individual rights over time. His arguments against a Constitutional Bill of Rights also offers a

useful view of the complexity and diversity of American founding era thought.” This

demonstrated how Wilson felt the inclusion of a bill of rights would put limitations on the rights of

all Americans, which served as the basis of his argument within my performance.

“The Bill of Rights.” Ushistory.org, Independence Hall Association, 2008,

www.ushistory.org/gov/2d.asp.

This source contained a chart summarizing the major differences between the

Federalists and Anti-Federalists. I verified each of the statements within this table with other

sources from various authors, and used this information as the basis of my script.

http://www.ushistory.org/gov/2d.asp
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