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ABSTRACT 

Atkinson, Rebecca Sue , New York ' s Par ticipa tion in the Draf ting 
and Ratif ication of t he United St ates Cons titut i on , Master 
of Arts (History), August , 19 70 . Sam Houston State Uni
versity, Huntsville , Texas, 80 pp. 

Purpose 

The intention of this thesis was to study the United States 

constitutional movement within a confined local scope by (1) ex

amining the role of New York delegates in the drafting of the 

United States Constitution of 1787 and (2) the eventual ratifi

cation of that document by the New York convention in 1788. 

Methods 

The methods used to obtain data for this study were to: 

(1) consult general works on the political situation in New York 

immediately prior to and during the constitutional movement; 

(2) analyze debates in both the Philadelphia Convention and the 

New York state convention ; and (3) evaluate related speeches, 

letters , and state documents . 

Findings 

1. The political factions in New York tended to center 

around bvo bas ic economic groups --agrarian and commercial. 

2. The political atmosphere of New York in 1787 was such 

that only a major issue was needed for a serious confrontation 

between the factions . 



3. The contributions of New York toward the drafting of 

the Philadelphia Constitution were few since Robert Yates and 

John Lansing were disinclined to compromise. The greatest con

tribution of their fellow-dele gate, Alexander Hamilton, resulted 

from the psychological effects which his more extreme proposals 

had on other delegates. 

4-. Antifeder alists were in control of the New York ratifi

cation convention until the choice before the delegates became 

more simply either union or disunion. 

5. Ratif ication by New York \vas a direct result of the 

split in that state's Antif ederalist f action. 

Lee E. Olm 
Supervising Profess or 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTI ON 

The foremos t political docume nt in American histor y r emains 

the United States Con s titution of 1787 . The movement to establish 

the Constitution has often been describe d as a conservative r e 

action to the rad i cal revolution of 1776 .
1 Whether or not this 

is true , the men who were involved in the process of its con 

struction and ratification were sincere and dedicated men . The 

end product was of necessity a compromise amon g those personalitie s 

who feared t he alternatives of either anarchic localis m or cen

tralized tyranny . In no state was the division and controversy 

more marked than in New York . 

Historians r e cogniz e that New Yor k was one of the key states 

vital to the succe s s f ul operation of any union . New York had a 

most convenient harbor for world -wide commerce with rivers f low

ing directly to the s ea , with ready acces s t o Del aware Bay, t o 

the Chesapea ke, to the Mississippi, and to the water - course of 

the St . Lawrence . Mor e than half the goods consumed in Connecti

cut , New J e rsey , Ver mont, and western parts of Massachusetts were 

1Merrill J ensen, The New Na tion: A His t orv of the Un i t ed 
States During the Confcd era lion , 17 81 - 1789 (Nc\v Ycl'k :A lfred A. 
Knopf , 1 950) , pp . tf2Lf - Lf2 5 . Also see , Charles Beard, l\n Economic 
Interpretation of the Cons ti t ut ion of the United ;:, ta tes (New York : 
The Macmillan Company, 1 92 5) , pp . 324- - 325 .----
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brought through New York and paid an impost to New York. 2 New York 

further had the natural advantages of a central location (dividing 

New England from the other middle and southern states) and an ex 

cellent soil. These physical attributes enhanced the importance 

of New York to the union. 

Two main interest groups , one commercial and t he other landed, 

dominated eighteenth-century New York politics. 3 Enjoying an eco 

nomic boom and tremendous economic expansion by 1787, the future 

of New York seemed very promising. Some New Yorkers, like Governor 

George Clinton, believed the state even possessed the capability 

for a prosperous independent existence. 4 

George Clinton's rise to power affected the development of 

New York attitudes toward stronger union.
5 

In a surprise guber -

2George Bancroft, History of the United States of America 
(New York : D. Appleton and Company, 1884), Vol. VI,;:- 454 . 

3carl Becker, The History of Political Parties in th~ 
Province of New York , 17 60-1 77 6 (Madison: The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1 960) ~ ~ 

4Forrest McDonald , We the People: The Economic Origins of 
the Constitution (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), 
~292 . 

5 
George Clinton was b0rn in New York's Ulster County in July 

of 1739. He died in Washing ton in April of 1812. He studied law 
under \villiam Smith, became a member of the Provincial Assembly of 
New York in 17 68 , and was a leading Whig . In 1775 he became a 
member of the Continental Congress. I-le voted for the resolution 
for independence in June of 1776 but was in the military s ervice 
~ rigadier general) when the Declaration of Independe nce was a dopted . 

He was elected the first Governor of New York in 1777 and r e tained 
that office by consecutive re-elections for eighteen years . In 1 804 
Clinton was chosen Vice-President of the United States, an office 
he held until his death. 
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natorial election victory in 1777, Clinton defeated Philip Schuyler, 

a promine nt member of the New York aris tocracy. But Clinton ' s 

political s tre ngth and stability r emaine d uncertain until 1786 . 

Although he was re - elected in 1780 and 1783, important sections of 

the state were denied the opportunity to re gister their views to

ward him. These victories were scor ed during the Revolution while 

t he British occupied New York City and many of the l ower counties . 

There f ore, not until the election of April, 1786 , were all sections 

of New York a gain afforded t he opportunity to r egister their col 

lec tive verdict in an election . Ironically , Clinton was unopposed 

in 1786 . Furthermore , the l egislative candidates whom Clinton 

supported were el e c ted by large majorities . Nominally his faction 

contr olled both houses of the state l egislature . 6 Whether or not 

the Clintonians could remain united on a ser ious political issue 

was unknown . 

During the Revolution , Clinton and many New Yorkers f avored 

the cause of intersta te union , and Clinton actively encouraged sub 

seque nt efforts to streng then the Articles of Confederation . 7 

6McDonald, \ve t he People, p . 292 . 

7one exampl e can be found in Clinton ' s lette r t o President 
Weare of New Hampshire in whi ch he e numera ted a nd s uppor t ed t he 
resolutions passed by t he New York l egisla t ure . These r esol ut i ons 
pointed ou t the need fo r con gr ess i onal power to provide a s table 
r eve nue f or the central gover nment . See "Clinton to Weare ," 
Augus t, 1782, Public Papers of George Cl i nton (Al bany : Government 
Publication , 1 904) , Vol . VIII, pp . 26 - 29 . He rea f ter re ferre d to 
as Clinton ' s Pa pers . 



This appreciation for union was not to be a lasting commitment, 

however. A nwnber of post-war issues which confronted New York 

affected the general attitude of Clinton and New Yorkers toward 

the idea of a stronger central government . The Loyalist problem 

was one of these important issues in the politics of the state 

during the 1780's. In most states the Loyalists had been pro

scribed as traitors and their property had been confiscated. 8 

The Loyalists ' plight was particularly serious in New York City 

which had been controlled by the British army during the Revo 

lution. Tories who had not f led the country had gathered in the 

city for protection. After Britain's defeat, over one thousand 

Tories were arrested in New York. Although about six hundred of 

these were eventually released on bail and never brought to 

4 

trial, many of the country's leaders, including George \vashington , 

9 
denounced trials and urged a more benevolent treatment. 

Article V and Article VI of the Treaty of Paris, 1783, dealt 

with the Loyalist issue . Tory-hating New Yor kers believed that 

the peace treaty had given unnecessary relief to the Loyalists. 10 

8For a description by a Loyalist concern ing his treatment in 
New York see "A Loyalist ' s View of t he Events that Proceded Evacu
ation Day." Clinton ' s Papers , Vol. VIII, pp . 269-2 78 . 

9
Claude H. Van Tyne , '!'he Loya l i s ts in t he i-\ merican Revol ut ion 

(New Yor k : The Macmillan Compa ny , 1 959), pp . 295- 2% . 

lOClinton \·Jas firs t notif ied of t he pr ovisions in the peace 
treaty re garding t he Loyal is t s by Colonel William Floyd who \'la s 
the New Yor k r epr esentative in Congress . See his letter , March 
17, 1783, Clinton's Papers , Vol. VIII, pp. 86- 89 . 
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Article V provided f or the restitution of confiscated property and 

stipulated that the Loyalists could go unmolested into any part 

of the United States, for twelve months, in the effort to obtain 

restitution. Article VI was designed to guard the Loyalists a gainst 

future confiscations or prosecutions. 

Governor Clinton supported the passage of severe laws to dis

courage the return of refuge e Tories to New York and a return of 

their confiscated properties. 11 By 1788, a f ter much prodding by 

Congress, the state legislature had lifted many of the restrictions 

imposed upon the Loyalists; most even recovered their rights as 

citizens. Alexander Hamilton served as de fense attorney for s everal 

Tories who sued to r egain their proper ty. The Loyalists blamed the 

Clintonians for t heir difficulties and the loss of their property. 

They invariably threw their political support to the conservative 

faction led by Philip Schuyler and Hamilton.
12 

Another importa nt issue with which Clinton had to contend, 

and which turned him a gainst a stronger union, involved dis puted 

11over $3, 600,000 worth of Tory property had been conf iscated 
in New York, mos t of which were large e s ta te s which were br oken 
up into smalle r es t ates and sold. See Alexande r C. Flick, Loyal
ism in New York Durin~ the America n Revolution (New York: Columbia 
Univers ity Press , 1 901), p. 15 9 . 

12David Ellis a nd other s ,~ Short History of New York Sta t e 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Pres s , 1957), pp . 120-121. Jackso n 
Turner Ma in discusses t hr ee ex -Loyal i s t s \vho were Antifede r alis t 
for a short period. Se c Ma in, The Ant i fedcra l i s t s : Cri t ics of 
the Cons tit ut ion , 1 781-1788 (Chica go: Quadrangle Books, I nc.-,-
196l!) , p. 242. 
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land claims with Ve rmont on its eastern borders . At a convention 

held at Westminster in January, 1777, the people who lived in the 

area known as the New Hampshire Grant s declared the independent 

state of New Connecticut (soon changed to Vermont). Within this 

area , sixteen towns just east of the Connecticut River were claimed 

by New Hampshire . New York ' s claim centered around Cumberland 

County located in the southern portion of Vermont . Massachusetts 

also claimed this area and a portion of New York , asserting that 

the boundary bebveen the Bay State and New York had never been 

settled. The contested inhabitants themselves claimed to belon g 

t o New York, and in 1779 Governor Clinton gave military com

missions to persons from that county . At this point , Vermont 

ordered Colonel Ethan Allen to raise a militia force , enter the 

disputed district, and assert its authority there . Clinton 

promised the people military assistance if it proved necessary .13 

I n February , 1780 , Vermont went before the Continental Con 

gress to seek its sanction for statehood and membership in the 

union as a solution to the land controversy . Congress became 

evasive about the issue , and it \vas not until early September 

that the question was seriously debated . Vermonters became dis 

gusted with the inactivity of Congress and in early October alluded 

to the possibilities of making a separate peace with Great Britain . 

13 Edmund C. Burne tt, The Continental Congress (New York : \v . 
W. Norton and Company , Inc . , 196L~), pp . SL~Q - SLfl . 
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In July, 1781, there was some evidence that Vermont was negoti-

. h . f G B . · l4-ating wit representatives o reat ritain . New Yorkers were 

particularly alarmed and pleaded with Congress to act. 15 

Once Vermont sought admission to the union of states, the 

controversial land dispute was left to the Confederation Congress 

to resolve. Congress, which was in the midst of the Revolution 

and uncertain of its authority, attempted to evade the question. 

New York fully expected t o receive congressional support for its 

claim, but all that New York ever received was a financial settle

ment of $3 0 , 000 for its land claims when Vermont entered the 

Union as a state in 1791. 16 New York \vas embittered toward Con

gress over its slow and eventually unfavorable action. 

Two other important issues which turned Clinton against 

union involved state paper money issues and a reduction of the 

state's war debt. A postwar boom momentarily disguised the eco

nomic problems facing New York, but by 1785 a depression had set 

in. Business was further handicapped by lack of a sound and 

stable currency . State and congressional paper money i ssues had 

all deprecia ted , had fl uctuated in value, and were easily counter -

l4-Ibid ., p. 54-2. 

15Letter , Ezra l' Hommedieu to George Clinton, July 31, 1781, 
Clinton 's Papers , Vol . VII, pp. ll~Q-ll~l. 

16Benson Lossing , The Empire State : A Compendious History 
of the Commomvealth of New Yor k (New York : Funk and Wa gnalls, 
Publishers, 188 7) , p-.-319 . --
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feited. To avoid the hazards of paper money , businessmen (large 

merchants, bankers, and large landholders) preferred the use of 

the scarce coins. The farmers, however, who were plagued by heavy 

debts and low prices, reverted to their traditional solution-

cheap paper money . Small shopkeepers who relied chiefly upon the 

trade of the farmers also urged the state to issue more paper . 

17 money. 

As the depress ion worsened, the demand for paper money be 

came more intense . By 1786 the advocates of cheap money had won 

control of the state legislature. The result was the passage of 

a state act ( in the same year) backed by Clinton that called for 

the issuance of $ 200 , 000 in bills of credit. Hamilton believed 

the act would soon prove to be an unpopular one and refused to 

t ·t 18 suppor i • Despite Hamilton ' s doubts, and despite the ob -

jections of the b i g businessmen , the act did offer relief to the 

farmers and did ease the crisis caused by the depression. The 

benefits of the act of 1786, however , did little to eradicate 

the ill feelings ben~een Clinton and many members of the merchant 

class. 

17Ellis, Short History , p. 122. Main sees the division in 
New York over t he paper money is s ue as symbolic of the over -all 
division in New York politics . See The Antifede ralis t s , pp . 48 - 50 . 

18Letter , Alexander Hamilton to J ohn Thomas , June 22, 1786, 
in Harold C. Syrett and Jacob E . Cooke (eds .), The Pape rs of 
Alexander Hamilton (New York : Columbia University Press, 1 9Gl), 
Vol. III, p . 67L~ . 



The New York Currency Act of 1786 carried with it reper

cussions of another nature that concerned the basic relationship 

between New York and the Confederation. In March 1783 New York 

delegates to Congress tried to obtain congressional approval of 

9 

a resolution which would have reduced New York's war debt obli

gat ion. New Yorkers believed that since key portions of their 

state had been occupied by British troops throughout much of the 

war, they were entitled to some compensation. Congress refused 

to give New York any special consideration and the proposal fail

ed to pass. 19 This refusal alienated many New Yorkers already 

embittered against Congress. To meet its unreduced war obli

gation then the state act of 1786 acknowledged the amount of con

tinental debts that New York owed at $1 ,3 95,000 . The amount re

presented a heavy burden to the state, but many disgusted New 

Yorkers considered the deb t to be "the sole remaining bond with 

the Union. 1120 

The most important issue in New York politics prior to the 

later constitutional movement was the impost controversy. In 

1783 Clinton forced the repeal of the state impost granted to 

Congress by New York during the Revolution. On April 18, 1783, 

Congress asked all the states f or authority to levy a five percent 

19 "Congress Ne gatives a Resolution that Discriminated in 
Favor of New York , " Clinton's Papers , Vol. VIII, pp. 81 - 83 . 

20McDonald, He the People , pp. 293-29~. 



10 

ad valorem tax on imports for twenty-five years. 21 Reaction was 

quick in New York. Newspapers, in which opposing sides wrote ex 

tensively to gather support for their cause, often served as 

battlegrounds. Clinton continually discouraged putting the issue 

to a vote and eventually in February, 1787, Congress again prod

ded New York to take action. New York eventually responded with 

a conditional approval of the i mpost amendment. 22 

After the other twelve states ratified the impost amendment, 

Congress asked New York to remove its conditions so that the amend

ment would be valid. The New York l egislature did not take up 

the matter until February, 1787. At that time, instead of re

moving the conditions, Clinton led New York in rejecting the entire 

amendment. The Schuyler-Hamilton faction, which had supported the 

23 amendment, was defeated by a vote of thirty-six to twenty-one. 

These political issues had an important effect at both the 

interstate and intrastate levels. The Loyalist issue caused re

sentment a ga inst the union because New Yorkers wanted congressional 

support agains t Tory claims. When they had to give in to the Tory 

21 clarence E . Miner , The Ratification of the Federal Con
stitution £Y_ the State of New York (Vol. XC IV of Studies in 
History, Economics and Public Lm", ed . by the Faculty of Poli ti 
cal Science of Columbia . New York : Columbia University, 1921) , 
p. 26. 

22Ibid., pp. 27-28. 

23McDonald, We the People, p. 292. 
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claims, many New Yorkers blamed Congress. They also criticized 

Congress and the union for the delay in settling the Vermont 

question. Many New Yorkers considered payment of war debts their 

last obligation to the union, and since New York survived the de

pression without the aid of Congress, New York was not economically 

dependent on the union. Congressional failure to support New York 

on the Loyalist and Vermont issues contributed to state rejection 

of the impost amendment . 

Those same issues which helped to alienate New York from 

the union also caused severe political dissatisfaction within the 

state itself. Philip Schuyler was a natural political foe of 

Clinton, particular ly since Clinton had defeated him in the 1777 

gubernatorial race. Schuyler was a man of great influence, and 

he continually worked to unite the landed aristocracy against 

Clinton. Though never close to success, Schuyler did manage to 

gather a small but firm coalition to oppose Clinton. 24 For the 

most part, however, Clinton received much of his support from the 

land owners . 

Two groups of merchants comprised a major portion of the 

Clinton opposition: the merchants who had opposed the funding

paper act of 1786, and those discontented merchants who had 

2L~For a complete account of the 1777 election see Don R. 
Gerlach, Philip Schuyler and the American Revolution in New 
Yor k , 1733-17 77 ~incoln : University of Nebras ka Press, 1 964), 
~308-310-.-



12 

oppos ed recognition of Loyalist claims . This latter group of 

merchants owed money to the Loyalists and hoped to avoid repay 

ment . During the early 1780's the Clintonians obtained legis 

lation that recognized Loyalist credits as property of the state . 

What had originated as merchant debts to Loyalists became merchant 

obligations to the state. The opposition of the merchants was not 

so much to the Loyalists as it was to paying the debts . Therefore , 

when these merchants were forced to meet their obligations, they 

withdrew their political support from Clinton and rallied around 

Alexander Hamilton . It s hould be noted , however, that not all 

merchants opposed Clinton. Some like John Lamb and Melancton 

Smith were a source of support . 25 

Tory sympathizers, along with former t enan ts of Loyalists, 

were genera lly fow,d in opposition to Clinton . A large percentage 

of the merchant class was sympathetic to the Tory cause though 

most never ac tively offered t heir support . Real persecution 

would probably have decimated the merchant class . 26 Although 

the persecution that followed the Revolution was of a relatively 

mild nature if compared to that followin g some European wars , the 

discr imination was enough to cause much resentment . The wave of 

25McDonald , 1~e the Peoole , p . 29 8 . 

2~vallace Brown , The King 's Friends : The Compos ition and 
Motives of the American Loyalis ts Claima nts (Providence : Brown 
University Press , 1 9GS), p . 96 . 
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posh~ar persecution in New York distinguished little between Tories 

and those who had sympathized with Tories. Former tenants on 

Loyalist land found themselves in an uncomfortable situation follow

ing the war. After government confiscation and resale of the 

Loyalists' land, the tenants were forced to pay higher rents by 

their patriot landowners or face ejection. The tenants, along with 

the Tory sympathizers, blamed Clinton f or their ill fortune. 27 

Hamilton and Schuyler tried politically to capitalize on the hos

tility of these various groups. They found a unifying issue in 

the movement for the Constitution. 

From 1783 to 1787 the line of division developed f ully be 

tween the Schuyler -Hamilton fac tion and the Clinton faction. The 

particular issues involved--whether Tories , Vermont, paper money, 

or imposts --were not singly important enough to cause any per

manent political dissatisfaction in New York . With each new issue , 

however , the press ure increased. Because of the cumulative impact 

of these issues, the New York political atmosphere was extremely 

sensitive by late 1786 and early 1787 . The only thing needed to 

trigger an explosion was a major controversial issue such as pro

vided by the Constitutional Convention of 1787. 

27McDonald, \·le the People, pp. 298-299. 



CHAPTER II 

NEW YORK AND THE 

CONSTITillIONAL CONVENTION OF 1787 

The Constitutional Convention of 1787 marked both the culmi

nation and the close of the Revolutionary period. From this his

toric meeting a new government evolved to serve the states. To 

many observer s, the period prior to the Convention of 1787 was a 

critical one which could spell life or death to the nation. It 

was obvious to all people that the governmen t under the Ar ticles 

of Confederation conta ined cer tain defects . Opinions as to the 

seriousness of the defects differed widely and served as a basis 

for nwnerous political disagreements . In no state were the dis 

agreements more noticeable t han in New York . 

Because of its importance to any plan of union, New York 

was in a key position to exert much pressure and influence at 

Philadelphia in 1787 . New York previously had sent dele gates to 

othe r conventions aime d at resolving specifi c interstate pr oblems. 

Indeed , the New York delegation at the Annapolis convention played 

a prominen t part in the movement for the broader Philadelphia 

Convention. Unfor tunately, New York was l egally repre sen ted at 

the Philadelphia Convention f or onl y one month and fiftee n days, 

and durin g that time it consis tently cas t its vote with the mi

nority. This disappointing performance was largely the result of 
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rather well-defined party divisions on the state level which were 

projected into the state delegation . Bickering within the dele 

gation appeared to distract from the principal work of the Con

vention and minimize New York's contribution at Philadelphia. 

The principal leader of the constitutional movement in New 

York was Alexander Hamilton . Hamilton had never been satis fied 

with the Articles. He had expressed his dislike for them even 

before their ratification. In a letter to J ames Duane, dated 

September 3, 1780, Hamilton elaborated on the defects of the pro 

posed Confede ration which made the government 11 neither fit for 

war or peace. 111 He felt that the states had been allocated too 

much power over the army and the purse. He preferred a strong 

national executive , an American bank , and a dr aft system. He 

not only wished the creation of new governmental departments , he 

als o suggested individuals to head these departments. He thought 

the best solution was to call 

••• immediately a convention of all the states 
with full authority to conclude finally upon a 
general confedera tion, stating to them before
hand explicity the evils arising from a want of 
power in Congress, and the impossibility of sup 
porting the contest on its present footing , that 
the delegates may come possessed of proper senti 
ments as well as proper authority to give t o the 
meeting . 2 

1Letter, Alexander Hamilton to James Duane, September 3, 
1780 , in Papers of Hamilton , Vol. II, p . LW2 . 

2Ib id ., p . lt-07 . 



Before ratification of the Articles of Confederation, Hamilton 

was thus advocating change. Edmund C. Burne tt in his study of 

the Continental Congress concludes that from this seed came the 

Philadelphia Convention. 3 

16 

Hamilton's suggestions did not meet with any immediate re 

sults, but in 1781 New York did send Hamilton and John S. Hobart 

to the Hartford Convent ion which urged a more efficient me thod 

of taxation. In September, 1786, another meeting aimed at re 

vision met at Annapolis with Hamilton and Egbert Benson repre -

L~ 
senting New York. The most important thing to evolve from this 

meeting was a general call by the Annapolis delegates, primarily 

penned by Hamilton, for a meeting of delegates representative of 

all the states 

••• to meet at Philadelphia on the second Monday 
in May , to take into consideration the situation 
of the United States, to devise such further pro 
visions as shall appear to them necessary to render 
the constitution of the Federal Government adequate 
to the exige ncies of the Union.5 

The Annapolis delegates returned to their respective states to 

work toward the called convention and to seek approval of the 

3Burnett, Continental Congress, pp . 487 - 488 . 

\ .liner, Ratification of the Cons titution QY New York, p. 53 . 

5Address, Alexander Hamilton to the Annapolis Convention, 
September lL~, 1786 , in Papers of Hamilton, Vol. III, p. 689 . 
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Confederation Congress. On February 17, 1787, a resolution was 

introduced into the New York Assembly instructing its members in 

Congress to recommend a convention called for the purpose of re 

vising the Articles . It was approved in the lower house with 

only a minor fight, but in the Senate it took all the strength 

that Philip Schuyler could gather to pass it by one vote, much 

to Clinton's dismay. 6 Official congressional approval preceded 

the actual selection of delegates by the states. 

It may appear inconsistent that Governor Clinton, who dis 

approved the Annapolis call and who supposedly dominated the 

state government, permitted New York to sanction such a conven

tion by even sending a delegation. Past conventions, however, 

had produced no revisions in the Articles government . Besides, 

it was hard for Cl i nton to build up much opposition to any reform 

before knmving precisely what was involved. Furthermore, Clinton 

felt he could dictate the selection of delegates by the legis 

lature. Finally, state l egislatures were to have the final say 

on any proposal s that might emerge from the convention. Even 

Robert Livingston, \•Jho supported the idea of a convention, feared 

7 that the largely personally content deJ.egates would want no change. 

6Mincr, Ra tification of the Cons titution !?_y New York , pp . 
51-52. 

7George Dan~erficl d , Chancellor Rob ert R. Livingston of 
New York , 17L~6 - 1 GJ.3 (Ne\•J Yor k : Harcourt, Brace and Company, 
1960~. 209 . --



18 

As a result of these four factors , Clinton saw no real danger in 

the Philadelphia Conven tion. Not only did he permit delegates 

to attend, but he even compromised with the Schuyler opposition 

and agreed that Alexander Hamilton should be one of the delegates. 

On March 6 , John Lansing, Jr., Robert Yates and Alexander 

Hamilton were chosen by a joint ballot in the state legislature 

to represent New York at Philadelphia. Little notice was given 

to the action by the newspapers and the actual vote was not re

corded in the state senate . 8 Despite Hamilton's efforts for a 

stronger statement, the New York legislature instr ucted its dele

gation that it was to attend the Convention 

••• for the sole and express purpose of revising 
the Articles of Confederation , and reporting to 
Congress , and to the several state legislatures, 
such alter ations a nd provisions therein as shall, 
when agreed to in Congress and confirmed by the 
several sta t es, render t he Federal Constitution 
adequate to the exigencies of government and the 
preservation of the Union. 9 

Yates and Lans ing adhered to a strict inter pretation of these 

instructions while Hamilton tended to i gnore their limitations . 

Furthermore , Hamilton had originally proposed that five dele gates 

8Miner, Ratif ication of the Cons tit ution £Y_ New York , p. 53. 

9Jonathan Elliot, The Debates in the Several State Conven 
tions £!2 ~ Adopt ion of the Federal Co~i tution As Recorruncnded 
~ the General Convent ion at Philadelph i a in 1 78 7 ... (New Yor k : 
Burt Fra nklin , 1888), Vol. I, p. 1 28 . 



instead of three be sent. Clinton preferred to send three, and 

nwnerous later attemp ts on the part of Hamilton to have this 

nwnber increased failed.lo 

19 

The conflict that existed in the state politics of New York 

was reflected in the composition of the state's delegation to 

Philadelphia. The Federalist views of Hamilton were clearly in 

the minority. Hamilton sought to rise above state loyalties to 

serve the Convention, and Federalists expressed doubts over the 

provincialism of dele gates Yates and Lansing . The typical 

Federalist disapproval was summed up in a letter written by 

James Madison to Edmund Randolph on March 11, 1787. Madison 

felt that Yates and Lansing leaned 11 too much towards state con

siderations to be good members of an assembly which will be use

ful in proportion to its superiority to partial views and in t e-

11 
rests. 11 Constitutional historian Andrew McLaughlin referred 

to Yates and Lansing as 11men of mediocre attainments" who "feared 

12 for the safety of state ascendancy." 

Robert Yates at forty -nine was the oldest of the three dele 

gates . He posses sed a comfortable estate and a moderately pro-

lOMiner , Ratif ication of the Constitution £y_ New York , pp. 
52-53, 56. 

11 Letter, Jame s Madison to Edmund Randolph, March 11, 1787, 
in Elliot's Debates , Vol . V, p . 106 . 

12Andrew McLaughlin , The Confederat ion and the Cons titut ion , 
1783-17 89 (Vol. 1 0 in The American Nation Series~ ew York : 
Collier Books , 196 2) , ~131. 
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fitable l aw practice. He previously had been a member of the 

Albany Committee of Safety , Chairman of the Committee on Mili

tary Ope r ations in 1776-1777, member of both the First and Second 

Continental Congresses , and a member of the state constitutional 

convention. At the time of the impost fight, he was one of the 

justices of the state supreme court. According to one historian, 

he was not a man of much distinction and until the Philadelphia 

Conven tion contributed little to the offices he had held. 13 

Identified with the Clintonians, his desire to retain the form 

f d h . 1 d . d h. . d · l4-o government un er t e Artie es ominate is views an actions. 

Yates was related by marriage to the other Antifederalist delegate, 

Lansing. 

John Lansing owned an enormous estate at Lansingburgh and 

forty thousand acres of land in Schoharie County. He practiced 

law in Albany and was currently mayor of that town. He had been 

a delegate to the federa l congress in 1784--1785 and speaker of 

the state ass embly. He was thirty-one at the time of the Phila

delphia Convention and one of the wealthiest of the Clintonians. 

He was the youngest of the three delegates and was regarded as 

13McDonald, \ve the People, p. SO. 

l4-For a con tras ting evaluation of both Yates and Lansing 
see Main, The Anti - fede r alists , pp. 116-117. 
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a man upon whom George Clinton could depend.15 Lansing took a 

more active part in the Convention than Yates, but he never com

manded the prestige that Alexander Hamilton did. 

Hamilton, as the minority member of the New York delegation, 

was in an unenviable p_osi tion at Philadelphia. He was thirty - two 

at the time of the Convention, but he was already well known through

out the several states. He had served as an aide - de-camp to George 

Washington during the Revolution . He was a successful lawyer and 

financier. As an uncompromising Federalist, he was "a dynamo of 

nervous energy." He had served as a member of the federal congress 

and as a member of the state assembly. 1"\lthough a key force in 

the drive for a str onger federal government, his greatest achieve 

ments came after the Philadelphia Convention with the ratification 

fight in New York and even later still with his role in the new 

government . He was a man of ambition, and although his wife had 

a large inheritance, he was bankrupt at his death.
16 

He had much 

15Ibid . , p . L~9 . Also see Miner, Ra tification of the Con 
stitution E_Y !iew York , p . 36; and Clinton Rossiter , 1787 : The 
Grand Conven t ion (The Ne\•J American His tory Series , ed . by Eric 
F. Goldman, New York: The ,'.-lacmillan Company , 1966), p. 9L~ . 

16charles Beard, An Economic Interoret~tion, p . llL~ . Also 
see McDonald, l·!e the Peoole , pp . 1~8 - L~g ; Broadus Mitchell and 
Louise MitchelI"; A Biogra phv of the Constitution of the United 
States : I ts Or igin, Formation:- Mootion , Interpretation (New 
York: Oxford University Press , 19 6L~) , pp . 24-25; and Rossiter, 
Grand Convent ion , p . 95 . 
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to offer the Convention , but unfortunately, Philadelphia was not 

his greatest hour. 

The group that met at Philadelphia was a composite of the 

greatest minds in America at that time. The overwhelming majority 

was well aware of the vital need to strengthen the central gover n

ment. It was because of its awareness and determination that such 

a document as the Constitution was produced. The Convention met 

from May 25 to September 17 in the midst of a sweltering summer. 

Sessions began at ten in the morning and lasted until three or 

four in the a fterno on. There were only b ~o breaks in the pro

ceedings ; sessions were suspended for b~o days to celebrate the 

Fourth of July, and then three weeks later there was a ten-day 

break during which time the Committee on Detail organized de-

. . . bl f 17 cisions into a usea e arm. The records show that most of the 

debate in the Convention was conducted by a minority of the 

dele ga t es . In that sense then it could be said that the Con

stitution was "hammered out" by only a dozen delegates. 18 It must 

be noted , however, that much work was done at unrecorded caucuses 

where opinions were voiced and delegates ' minds were swayed. More 

important, the proposed Constitution depended on a majority vote 

of the dele gates whether t hey had voiced their views or not. 

17Mitchell and Mitchell , Biography of Constitution, p. 53. 

18I bicl ., p. G2 . 
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New York sent a delegation which voted in continual opposition 

to any system that called for the domination of a national govern

ment over those of the states. This \vas so even though one of its 

delegates, Hamilton, was one of the most noted of all advocates 

for a stronger central governmen t. Hamilton was in a difficult 

position . Under the rules adopted by the Convention each state 

was assigned a minimum number of two delegates necessary for legal 

representation . \vhen it came time to cast votes, however, each 

state had only one vote . Therefore , state delega tes caucused 

and decided which way to cast the single state vote. Hamilton 

and Yates were at Philadelphia for the opening of the Convention 

on May 25. . d"d k h" ·1 2 19 Lansing 1 not ta e is seat unti June • Up 

until Lansing's arrival, the New York vote was usually cast as 

divided and, therefore, not counted. On matters that were 

essential to the union Yates did vote with Hamilton.
20 

After 

Lansing arr ived, he teamed with Yates to alter a neutralized 

state vote to a positive vote favoring the small states' ideas 

and opposing any attempt at a strong union. Hamilton's effect 

then was greatly reduced , and his position became extremely 

frustratin g . 

19winston Selbert (e d .), The Federal Convention and the 
Formation of t he Union of the Ame r ican States (The American 
Heritage Ser i es , Ne\·/ Yor k : Bobbs - Me rrill Company, Inc., 1 958), 
p. 92. 

20Elliot, Debates , Vol. V, p. 13 L~ , pass im . 



When the Conven t ion ope ned, a Commit tee on Rules was i mmedi

ately selected . Hamilton was one of the thr ee members selected 

along with George 1·Jythe and Charles Pinckney . The committee made 

several recommendations as to voting procedures . In addition, it 

set the quorwn at seven and agreed that deliberations were to be 

conducted in secret 11 l est the publication of their debates should 

rouse the country to obs tinate conflicts before they thems elves 

should have reached their conclusions. 1121 The recommendations 

were approved by the Convention. Meanwhile, the Conventionrs 

officers had bee n chosen . George \'lashington was unanimous ly 

elected president and Major William Jackson was chosen to serve 

as secretary. Hamil t on had nominated Jackson who won over Templ e 

F kl . b f f. 22 ran in ya vo t e o ive to two. With these preliminaries 

out of the way, the Convention was ready for the serious bus i ness 

of altering a gover nment . 

On May 29, Edmund Randolph presented a plan to the Convent i on 

which was written by Madison and which is usually referred to a s 

the Virginia Plan. The resolutions repres e nted the ideas of the 

large states and s er ved as an outline for the matters the memb ers 

21Mitchell and di t chell, Biography of Cons titution, p. 51; 
and Bancrof t, His t or'l of t he United St ates , Vol . VI, p. 212 . 

22Elliot, Debates , Vol . I, p. 12~ . Als o see, Max Farrand 
(ed.), The Records of the Federal Convention of 178 7 (New Haven : 
Yale Unive r s ity Press,1911), Vol. I, p . LI . 
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would take under consideration . In a larger sense, many of these 

ideas laid part of the foundation for what eventually was to be

come the Constitution. The plan stated that the Articles of Con 

federation should be corrected and enlarged . A highly centralized 

federal government was proposed which would operate directly upon 

the people and in which the states would be accorded a distinctly 

subordinate status . The resolutions called for a state's repre 

senta tion in the national legislature to be either proportionate 

t o the quotas of financial contributions or to t he number of free 

inhabitants. The legislature would be bicameral with the members 

of the first branch chosen by the people and ineligible to hold 

any other office during their term . The members of the second 

branch were subject to the same ineligibility and el ected by the 

first branch . The national legislature would have the same powers 

that Congress had under the Articles of Confederation, in addition 

to certain specified powers which the states had formerly exer

c ised. A national executive and national judiciary was projected . 

The judiciary would deal \•Ji th suits in which foreigners , national 

revenue , national peace, or irnpeaclwent we~e involved . Provisions 

were also made for the admission of new s 'cates , for a guarantee 

of a republican f or m of government to the states , and for amending 

these "ar ticles of union . 1123 

23Henry S . Comma ger (ed.), Documents of l\merica n History 
(seventh edit i on ; New York : Apple t on - Century Crofts , 1 962), 
pp . 13lf-135 . Al s o see , Farrand, Records of Convention, Vol. I , 
pp . 20 - 23. -
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The changes proposed in the Virginia Plan were inclined to

ward abandonment of the Articles of Confederation rather than al

teration. Follm-1ing the reading of the plan, three resolutions 

were approved which clearly put the Convention on the road to re

placement rather than revision . The first t wo were passed with 

little discussion. It was a greed t hat a loosely knit union lacked 

the strength to mee t the needs of the Confederation: namely, 

common de f ense, security of liberty and general welfare. Fur ther

more, a treaty among all or parts of the states was deemed in

sufficient . The t hird resolution b r ought the particular conf lict 

existing in the New York dele gation into the view of all the 

Convention. The resolution held "that a national government 

should be establish ed, consisting of a supreme legislative, 

executive, and judiciary . " Only New York cast a divided vote, 

with Hamilton for the proposal and Yates a gainst it. 24 

During the f i r st three weeks on the floor of the Convention 

New York de l egates did little more than cast their vote, us ually 

divided, when called upon . In fact, Robert Yate s never partici

pated in the debate . He did make some notab l e contributions to 

the future , howeve r , with his note taking . His notes, although 

containing inadequa cies and going no furthe r than July 5, were 

second only t o dadis on ' s . As a ma t t er of f act, Madison us2d 

24Elliot, Debat es , Vol . V, p. 134. 
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Yates' notes after their publication in 1821 to make some correc 

tions in his own a s to the wording of motions and speeches. 25 

There were even discrepancies behveen the hvo sets of notes on 

some of the votes . It could have been this preoccupation with 

note tak ing that caused some to feel that Yates was not the dedi

cated Antifederalist that Lansing was . William Pierce, a delegate 

from Georgia, in his characterization of Yates stated that "Some 

of his Enemies say he is an anti-federal Man, but I discovered 

no such disposition in him. 1126 A look at Yates' voting record 

shows that Pierce misjudged him. 

Hamilton's recorded participation during the initial weeks 

of the pr oceedings wa s extremely modes t for the usually involved 

and energe tic Federalist. He did reveal his sympathies by the 

motions he supported . The most noted controversy in which 

Hamilton became involved at this time concerned the question of 

whether or not the executive should have an absolute veto over 

the actions of the legislature. Hamilton seconded a motion made 

by James \vilson of Pennsylvania which was favorable to granting 

25solberg , Federal Convention, p . 68 . Hamilton also took 
sixteen pages of disconnected notes that resembled a man talking 
to himself . For more on these notes see , Broadus Mitchell, 
Alexander Hamil ton (New York: The Macmillan Company , 195 7) , 
Vol. I, p . 3 60 . 

26Arthur T. Prescott, Drafting the Federal Cons tit ution 
~aton Rouge : Louisiana State University Press , 1 941), p . 26 . 
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the executive such a power. He did not believe the power would 

be abused and cited the monarchy in Grea t Britain as an example . 27 

Hamilton, who was immediately attacked fr om all sides by s uch men 

as George Mason, James Madison and Benjamin Franklin, made no 

further effort to defend the motion against its critics. The 

motion met with defeat and Hamilton withdrew into silence . 

Though his participation was limited, Hamilton was laying 

the foundation f or his m-m plan of union which sugges ted a limited 

monarchy blended with democratic and aristocratic parts . The 

time was not yet right for Hamilton to reveal his entire program , 

but some of his ideas already were being formulated . For in 

stance, Hamilton accepted the idea of proport ional representation 

f or both houses of the legislature . On June 11, a motion made 

by him to have proportional representation in the proposed second 

branch as in the first was passed. New York embarrassed Hamilton 

b t . . t · t 28 y vo ing agains 1 . Compromise necessitated change of the 

proposal later on, b ut by then New Yor k was no longer legally 

represented at the Convention . 

J ohn Lansing arrived in Philadelphia on June 2 and quickly 

aligned himself with Yates and the small - state men . This group 

27Elliot, Debates , Vol . V, p . 151 . Also see, Farrand, 
Records of the Convention , Vol . I, p . 299 . 

28r bid ., p. 182. Also see, Farrand , Records of the Con -
vention~l . I , p. 195 . - - - --
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was not organized by June 11 to prevent passage of Hamilton ' s 

proposal of proportional representation . By June 16, it had de 

signed its own plan, however, and was prepared to present it to 

the delegates through its spokesman, William Paterson. This plan , 

which came to be known as the New Jersey Plan, proposed revision 

of the Articles , not replacement . Congress \-JOuld be given the 

power to levy duties on i mports, regulate trade , make monetary 

requisitions on the states , and direct the collection of the funds 

if any state proved delinquent . Paterson's plan called for a 

plural executive , a judiciary, and a legislature patterned after 

that of the Confederation. The plan provided a method to admit 

new states and natural ization for citizenship. It did authorize 

the executive to force states to obey all laws and treaties of 

the United States . Furthermore, these laws and treaties were 

recognized as 11 the supreme law of the respective States," and 
29 

the states ' judiciaries were obliged to enforce them as such. 

Thus, from this plan came the "supreme law of the land clause " 

which was incorporated into the Constitution and, ironically, 

later helped the Supreme Court of the United States to strengthen 

the national powers of the government. 

A discus s ion of the New Jersey Plan began at once. Lansing 

immediately s poke in justification of the plan which "sustains the 

29cornrnagcr, Documents , pp . 13 G-13 7. 
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sovereignty of the respective States," while "that of Mr . Randolph 

destroys it. 1130 Lansing then procee ded to bring the internal dis 

pute in New York to the full attention of the Convention. He stated 

that "New York would never have concurred in sending deputies to 

the convention if she had supposed that the deliberations were 

to turn on a consolidation of the States, and a National Govern -

31 ment." Every other delegate knew that Lansing's colleague, 

Hamilton, stood firmly for a strong federal government . 

The lively debate set off by the New Jersey Plan continued 

for two days until the morning of June 18 when Hamilton inter 

rupted both his silence and the debate. It was apparent that the 

Convention had reached a deadlock over the Virginia and New Jersey 

plans. Hamilton announced that he was not "in sentiment with 

either plan. 1132 This was an opportune time for the ultra

Federalist to present an alternative plan . 

Hamilton began a five-hour speech, the longest made at the 

Convention, 33 with an explanation of his silence . He attributed 

his previous lack of participation to the respect that he had for 

those around him of "superior abilities , a ge, and experience" and 

30Mitchell and Mitchell, Biography of Constitution, p. 57. 

31Ibid. 

32Farrand, Records of the Conve ntion, Vol. I, p. 246. 

33Mitchell and Mitchell , Biogra phy of Cons titution, p . 47 . 
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to the "delicate situation" which existed in his own state dele 

gation. After this deferential note, Hamilton launched into an 

attack on the weaknesses of the 11motl ey 11 Virginia Plan and the 

"feeble" New Je rsey Plan . He claimed not to be hindered by any 

vestige of state loyalty but as solely devoted to the union . In

stead of followin g e ither of the pr oposed schemes , Hamilton urged 

adoption of the British f orm of government which he saw as 11 the 

best model the h·orld ever produced . " He expressed his fears of 

the other two proposed schemes . I f the wealthy minority were 

the ones to govern, alluding to the Virginia Plan , they would 

tyrannize the masses . I f the unpropertied major ity ruled, re 

ferrin g to the Ne\v J ersey Plan , they would be oppressors of a 

minority. Hamilton ' s solution was a government in the hands of 

both with a monarchy to serve as a mutual check . 34 

Hamilton proposed a plan that called f or a bicameral legis 

lature. The lower house or assembly \vould be composed of persons 

elected directly by the people for three - year te rms . The upper 

house or senate would be chosen by e l ectors who had been elected 

by the people . Senators would serve during good behavior . The 

supreme executive would be elected by electors twice removed fr om 

the people for a lif e term dependent on good behavior . This exe 

cutive would possess a legislative veto . He also would have the 

3t~Ibid ., p. 60 . 
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authority to direct war , make treaties subject to senate approval, 

appoint department heads and nominate ambassadors to be approved 

by the senate, and to grant pardons in all cases except treason 

which was subject to senate approval . The senate would pos sess 

the power to declare war and possess the normal legislative duties . 

In cases of emerge ncy, the president of the senate would succeed 

the executive. The national government would set up a supreme 

court, whose judges \vOuld have permanent salaries and terms de 

pendent on good behavior , and es tablish lower state courts. The 

national government would also appoint all s tate governors who 

would possess a veto power over state legislation . All off icers 

were subject to impeachment . Hamilton concluded his plan of 

union with the confession that : 

.•• this plan, and that from Virginia are very remote 
from the idea of the people . Perhaps the J ersey plan 
is nearest their expectation . But the people are 
gradually ripening in their opinions of governme nt -
they begin t o be tired of an excess of democracy--and 
what even is the Virginia Plan, but pork still, with 
~ little change of sauce?3 5 

Hamil ton did not seriously offe r his plan as a rival scheme 

for debate . He merely read the proposals and then gave them to 

Madison to file. He knew most of his ideas lacked support . His 

plan, hmvever, gave him the opportunity to declare his own vie\•ls 

35Elliot, Debates, Vol. I, pp . 179, 421, 423; and Vol . V, 
pp . 198-205 . 
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and to indica t e what changes he would later recommend in t he other 

plans. Wh ile it cotQd never serve as a basis for compromise , there 

was a hidden benefit. The proposals were the most extreme offered 

at the Convention. Those dele gates who had thought such proposals 

as the Virginia Plan extreme could now view them in a more moderate 

light. Furthermore, those who had failed to speak out before .could 

do so now with les s fea r that other delegates would turn on them . 36 

If Hamil t on offered h i s plan with these aims in mind, then his ob

jective was more reasonable than most historians believe. One 

political scientist described the reaction to Hamilton 's speech 

by writing that "it was rather as if they [the delega tes] had 

taken a day off to attend the opera. 1137 This characterization 

seems accurately to describe the attitude of the delegates toward 

Hamilton's proposals. With the ending of Hamilton's speech the 

Convention adjourned for the day and only minor mention was made 

of his proposals the next day. The only clear opinion offered on 

the plan was a statement by William Samuel Johnson, a delegate from 

Connec ticut, who said that Hamilton ' s proposals had •~een praised 

38 by every body, but .•. supported by none." 

36Mitchell and Mitchell , Biography of Constitution , p . 61. 

37
John P . Roche , "The Founding Fathers: A Reform Caucus 

in Action," America n Political Science Revie\v, Vol . LV, No . L~ 

(December , 19 61), p . 80 7 . 

38Mitchell, Al exa nde r H• milton, Vol . I, p. 392 . Al s o s ee, 
Farrand , Record s of the Co nvention , Vol . I, p . 355. 
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Hamil ton ' s pas i tion was now clear, and he proceeded to t,1ork 

some of his ideas into the Convention ' s finished product. He was 

first forced to clarify the idea that he did not desire to abolish 

state governments but only make them clearly subordinate. Lansing 

proposed a motion to have the lower house based on equal repre

s entation of the states . It was rejected with New York voting 

in the minority. On June 21, Hamilton proposed that the lower 

house be elected by the people f or a three -year term. He feared 

both too little and too much dependence on the people. "Frequency 

of elections," he said , "tended to make the people listless to 

them, and to facilitate the success of little cabals. 1139 The 

motion fail ed and tt·10-year terms were decided upon. New York had 

earlier in the day embarrassed Hamilton by voting against the 

successful proposition that the l egislature should consist of 

D -J O branches . Hamilton next voiced opposition to the idea of the 

payment of off icials with f i xed salaries from t he states. His 

40 view prevailed here although New York cast a vote in support . 

Thus, attempt after attempt on the par t of Hamil ton to incor

porate some of his ideas met with either Conven tion disapproval 

or more likely with embarrassment from his inab ility to carry 

his own state dele gation . 

39Elliot , Debates , Vol. V, p. 226. 

LWibid ., pp . 185 , 212 , 223 , 225 , 227 , 2L~7 . Also see , Mitchell 
and Mitchell , Biography of Constitution , p . 66 . 
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Hamilton left t he Convention on June 29 and did not return 

until August 13. 41 Historians of a conservative nature t ended to 

sympathize with Hamilton. One political scientist believed that 

Hamilton left "out of frustration over the pigheadedness of his 

f 11 d l t f rom Ne,., York. 114 2 e ow e ega es .. A constitutional historian 

suggested that" .•• he was embarrassed by his colleagues, who 

could always cast the vote of the state a gainst his wishes; and 

he was now so insisten t upon authority, so out of patience with 

feeble government, t hat for the moment at least his ideas were 

extreme and inapplicable. 1143 Another constitutional historian 

saw Hamilton as "the most disappointing man" at Philadelphia. 

He was a man who "had so much to give" and who "gave so little."44 

Hamilton 's departure res embled that of one who had met with 

minor abuse and retreated to safety. It was difficult for Hamil

ton to face any form of defeat. Embarrassment by his own state 

delegation and disapproval of many of his proposals did not mean 

that his services at Philadelphia were not needed. Hamilton felt 

he had been rebuked, and he resort ed to inaction. His failure to 

take part continual l y in the Convention was jus t as important a 

41Elliot, Debates , Vol. V, p. 25 8 . 

42Rossiter, Grand Convention, p. 165. 

43 McLaughlin , Confedera t ion and Cons titution, p. 131. 

4LfMcDonald, \ve the People, pp. 252-253. 
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wrong as the failure of Yates and Lansing to work for some type 

of compromise. The failure of New York to accomplish more at 

Philadelphia cannot be attributed either to the Federalist or the 

Antifederalist but was the joint responsibility of both. 

Hamilton wrote to George Washington on July 3 to complain 

that the people were not yet ready for a plan such as his. He 

feared that the "opportunity of rescuing the American empire from 

disunion, anarchy, and misery" might slip away. "I shall of 

necessity remain here ten or twelve days: if I have reason to 

believe that my attendance at Philadelphia will not be a mere 

f . I h 11 f h . d · · h · ,,'-+5 waste o time, s a a ter tat perio reJoin t e Convention. 

In response Washington told the dejected New Yorker that con

ditions were indeed worse and that he was sorry he had left and 

wished he were back. 46 Hamilton did return . He was again at 

the Convention on August 13 and was in and out until September 6 

when he left to return only for the concluding sessions . In a 

letter to Rufus King dated August 20, Hamilton asked King to keep 

him informed of the happenings at the Convention. In this letter 

he referred to the July 10 departure of Yates and Lansing from 

the Convention. Hamilton stated that he had made an attempt to 

45Letter', Al exand e r Hamil ton to George \-Jashington, July 3 , 
17 8 7, in Pa pers of Hami l t on, Vol. IV, pp. 223 - 225 . 

L~ 6Letter, George \vashington to Alexand er Hamil ton, July, 
1787, Ibid., p . 225 . 
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get Yates and Lansing to return with him to Philadelphia, but no 

such written invitation has ever been found . 47 Whether or not 

t here was such a letter seems irrelevant because neither Yates 

nor Lansing would have returned to the Convention . Their de -

. · . bl 48 c1s1on was irrevoca e . 

The final decision to leave Philadelphia was made and ef

fected by Yates and Lansing on J uly 10. 49 These t wo were dedi 

ca ted to the Antifederalist cause led in their state by Governor 

Clinton . Clinton had already stated that no good would likely 

come from the proceedings at Philadelphia and that the answer to 

any problem would be f ound within the Confedera t ion . 50 
\'Ji th 

Clinton preparing t he path, i t wa s possible for Yates and Lansing 

t o counter defeat with desertion. Their policy had never been 

one of compromise , and when their attempts to promote the New 

J ersey Plan failed, they left . Lansing had voiced the position 

of the Clintonians by supporting small state proposals with 

par t icular emphasis on equality in representation . A compromise 

was eventually reached with the lower hous e based on population 

4- 7 Letter , Alexander Hamilton to Ruf us Kin g , Augus t 20 , 
1787, I b i d . , p . 235 . 

48 c1inton Rossiter, Alexander Hamilton and the Constitution 
(New York : Harcourt , Brace and \forld , Inc .,1 964-), pp . 4-7 - L~8 . 

49Mitchell and Mitchell, Biography of Const itution , p . 88 . 

50Bancroft , His tory of the United States , Vol. VI , p . 260. 
Also see, Ros s iter , Grand Convention , p . 252 . 
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and the upper based on equality, but Lansing and Yates were not 

interested in compromise. Lansing stated that changes had to 

come gradually and that states would "never sacrifice their es

sential rights to a national government . New plans, annihilating 

the rights of the states, (unless upon evident necessity), can 

never be approved. 1151 Yates even came to consider the Convention 

a conspiracy. 52 Thus, in a mood of disgust they left Philadel

phia, and New York was never again officially represented in the 

City of Brotherly Love. 

Following their departure from Philadelphia, Yates and 

Lansing sent a letter to Clinton explaining their action. They 

stated that withdra\llal was their only alternative since further 

participation in the Convention would force them to exceed their 

delegated powers and give "assent to measure which we conceive 

destructive to the political happiness of the citizens of the 

United States , or opposing our opinions to that of a body of 

respectable men, to whom those citizens had given the most un

equivocal proofs of confidence. 1153 Yates and Lansing not only 

admitted their opposition to the Constitution but to "any system , 

SlElliot, Debates, Vol . I, p. 413 . 

52staughton Lynd (ed .), "Abraham Yates History of the Move 
ment for the United Sta tes Constitution," William and MaJ'.5'.. 
Quarterly, Vol . XX, No . 2 (April , 1 963), p. 223. 

53Elliot, Debates, Vol. I, p. 481 . 



however modified , which had in object the consolidation of the 

United States into one government." They termed any attempt of 

establishing a general government for all parts of the United 

States that would extend essential benefits to all as most im

practical. SL~ Their conviction continued unaltered throughout 

the constitutional movement . 
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Although Hamilton was in and out of Philadelphia after 

Lansing and Yates left , he could not cast a vote. New York had 

previously cast its vote against an absolute veto for the exe

cutive , against the veto power for the national government over 

the sta te laws, and against the proposed constitution being re 

ferred to conventions for ratification. New York voted in favor 

of state equality in the Senate and the appointment of senators 

by state legislatures . 55 The principal compromise known a s the 

Great Compromise 1-1hich eventually evolved was agreed to by a vote 

of five to four . No delegate from New York was present for this 

. 56 l.lnportant vote. 

Hamil ton did i11eet with some limited success after Yates 

and Lansing left. He argued that office holders should be re 

stricted only by inhabi tancy and citizenship. He preferred that 

SLfibid . 

55 John C. Niller , Alexander Hamil ton and the Grm,ith of the 
New Nation (New York : Harper and Row , Publishers , 1 95 9) ,p.158. 

56Mitchell and Mitchell, Biography of Constitution , p. 75 . 



4-0 

the national government rather than states act on amendments. He 

proposed that ratification ~e carried out by state conventions 

and that the new document would become eff ective upon approval of 

nine states. 57 If Hamilton had applied himself completely to his 

job, his influence could have been much greater because it was 

evident that many of the delegates were in sympathy with him. 

Hamilton was respected by the Convention and his position was 

appreciated. Even Yates who considered him "conceited and over

bearing" respected his "ability" and admired his "originality" 

and "daring . 1158 

In the closing days Hamilton was selected as one of five 

to form a committee on style. He had been back at Philadelphia 

for three days and supported the plan as better than nothing. 

He had propos ed a plan to the dele gates that would never have 

been acceptable and yet there the "stripling colonel" sat on a 

committee with four stalwarts--Rufus King , Gouveneur Mor ris, James 

59 Madison, and William Johnson. Once the document was finished 

Hamilton urged ever y member to sign. He inscribed the name of 

each state on the paper and repeated his plea saying that no 

57Elliot, Debates, Vol. V, pp. 531, 533, ~11. 

58Max Farrand , The Frami ng of the Cons t i tution of t he United 
States (New Haven : Yale Univers ity Press , 1 913), pp. 29- 30 . 

59Mitchell and Mitchell, Biog1~a phy of Cons ti tu t ion, p. 112. 
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one's "ideas \·Jere more remote from the plan than his own were 

known to be; but is it possible to deliber ate between anarchy , 

and convulsion , on one side , and the chance of good to be ex 

pected from the plan, on the other? 1160 Not being able officially 

to sign for New York , Hamilton signed as an individual and thus 

the Constitution wa s ratified by the Lmanir.ious assent of eleven 

states and Colonel Hamilton of New York . 

The conflict betHeen Federalists and Antifederalists had 

started years b e fo r e the meeting at Philadelphia. The conf lict 

was nourished thr ough the years to peak at Philadelphia . A 

satisfied landed establishment controlled Ne\v York politics 

and in such a situation was able to send a delegation to Phila 

delphia that supported the i dea of maintaining the status quo 

by a vote of tivo to one. The actions of tivo of these dele gates 

were consistently opposed to anything upsetting t hat s t atus quo , 

particularly the creation of a strong central government that 

would detract from their own state government . Although these 

b vo worked in opposition to the Federalist proposals, t hey did 

benefit the ne\'J government to some extent . Lansing 's arguments 

a t the Convention brought the views of the New York Antifederalist 

into the open where the Federalist could study them and plan a 

successful counter attack for the ratifying convention . Yates 

6DElliot, Debates , Vol . V, p. 55 6 . 



contributed notes of the proceedings which would give valuable 

insight into the difficulties the men at Philadelphia really 

faced . Hamilton, although he did give a below average perfor 

mance , presented a plan to the Convention which if it had been 

publicized could have ruined his political career . He later 

worked diligently to strengthen the union and to promote the 

plan agre ed on at Philadelphia . The New York delegates did 

4 2 

make some contr ibutions to the Convention , but less than reason 

ably expec ted. 



CHAPTER III 

THE NE\v YORK RATIFICATION CONVENTION 

The political ordeal which produced the Constitution in 

Philadelphia in 1787 was only half the battle. Crucial ratifi 

cation contests remained to be fought in the various states before 

the new government could be implemented . The period between the 

conclusion of the Convention of 1787 and the ratification of the 

new Constitution \-Jould be a most critical period . During that 

phase the proposed union would be subj ected to determined op 

position in the various states . Although only the approval of 

nine states was required to implement the new government, certain 

states were considered essential to render the plan workable . 

New York was such a state. Subsequently, the viability of the 

Union depended for several weeks on the New York vote . An ex 

amination of the New York ratification convention will also 

reveal in microcosm the problems with which the supporters of 

the Constitution were forced to contend . 

Before the ratifying convention at Poughkeepsie seriously 

began to debate the proposed union, eight states had already 

ratified the constitutional document . New Hampshire appeared 

certain to be the ninth and decisive state to vote for ratifi

cation . Since New Hampshire ' s vote would provide the min imum 

requirement for implementation, New York delegates were faced 
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with the possibilities of both the Union without New Yor k and New 

York without the Union. The prospect of New York's approval of 

the Constitut ion was highly doubtful . I f Governor Clinton had 

made previous concess ions, such as sending delegates (particu

larly Hamilton) to Philadelphia because he had underestimated the 

constitutional moveme nt, all of that was at an end . The pro

Constitution men of New York expected the contest over ratifi 

cation to be a difficult one . This group had been vigorously 

attacking the defects of the established system for several years 

in face of those who s upported the Confeder ation establishment 

while offe ring few s ugges ted remedies f or the acknowledged de 

fects. The lines of battle had been clearly drawn . 

The ensuing dispute over ratification was so bitter that 

for the first time since the Revolution two well - defined political 

factions appeared which transcended state lines . The Federalists , 

first recogn ized as the Federal and later as the Federalist party, 

were headed by Alexander Hamilton in New York . They supported 

ratification . The Antifederalists , headed in New Yor k by Gover-

nor Clinton, ur ged rejection . The campaign to educate the public 

(prior to the publ ic elec tion of delega t es) on the issues was 

fought largely in the newspapers where letters written by repre 

sentatives of the b vo f actions were ofte n published under pseudonyms . 

The Federalists were at a decided disadvantage s ince Governor Clin 

ton had a strong personal followin g among New Yorkers .1 

1Ellis, Short His tory, p . 125. 
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Hamilton was aware of the need to win converts--an objective 

not to be accomplished by the typical letters of invective to 

newspapers. Consequently, he enlisted the assistance of James 

Madis on and John J ay to write a series of scholarly l etters ex

plaining t he virtues of the proposed Constitution . These appeared 

in the newspapers under the name "Publius . rr The articles were 

subsequently gathered together and republished in a book called 

The Fede r alist . Although the letters were written expertly and 

read widely, they were too s cholarly to have much appeal to the 

average citizen . 2 But they remain to this day one of the most 

important contemporary com~entaries on the Constitution. 

The antifederalists wrote articles w,der the pseudonym of 

"Cato." Most of these articles were attributed to George Clinton 

and were usually published in the New Yo-rk Journal , "the nearest 

thing to an Anti organ in the state. 113 The most common Anti

federalist fear expressed i n these articles was that the ne\11 

"consolidated" government would destroy individual freedom , re 

publican government , and t he independence of the states . 4- It is 

3Robin Brooks , "Alexander Hamilton, Melancton Smith, and 
the Ratification of the Constitution in New York ," William and 
Mary OuartP.rlv , Vol . XXIV (July , 1 967), p . 352. 

L~John Lewis (ed .), Anti - Fedet'al ists versus Federalists : 
Selected Documents (San Francis co : Chandler Publ is hing Company , 
1 961) , p . 2 . 
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impossible to measure adequately the total effect of the propa 

ganda campaign on contemporary opinion . Certainly , succeeding 

generations have f ound them helpful in understanding the ratifi 

cation controversy . 

While t he propaganda articles were being published, the pro 

posed Constitution along with a lette r from Yates and Lansing .was 

submitted by Governor Clinton to the New York le gislature without 

5 c omment January 9 , 1788 . The legislature took no action on the 

ma t ter for over three weeks while the New York ne\•1spapers debated 

t he Philadelphia docume nt . The Antifederalists strove to delay 

i n hopes that five states would reject the Constitution and make 

formal action by Ne\.; York unnecessary . Blame for defeat would 

t hen be placed on states other than New York . 6 The New York 

Federalists had no intention of letting this happen . 

Although the New York legislature of 1788 was dominated by 

the Clintonian element, advocates of the Constitution were de 

termined to force the issue of ratification . On J anuary 31, 

Egbert Benson introduced in the state assembly a resolution call 

ing for a convention to consider the proposed Constitution . This 

resolution complied with suggested pr ocedures of the Confederat ion 

5Yates and Lansing sent Cl inton a l etter explaining their 
departure from Philadelphia and reasons for dissen t . See Elliot , 
Debates, Vol . I, pp . 480 - 482 . 

6Ellis, Short History , p . 125 . 
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7 
Congress . While both houses of the_ legislature debat ed the 

resolution, several New York counties held public meetings and 

announced their opposition to the document . Orange, Ulster, and 

Kingston counties issued public notices of disapproval . 8 Despite 

this action , the New York legislature appr oved the Benson resolu

tion to allow a state convention rather than individual counties 

to decide the i ss ue . 

The Antifederal i s ts did manage to delay the election of the 

convention delegates until April, and the resolution had further 

provided that all free male citizens of n ·1enty - one years and over 

could vote for delegates to the convention . No other state per 

mitted such broad suffrage on this issue . Evidently the followers 

of Clinton sought to place ballots in the hands of the f armers 

and city workers who had supported Clinton in the past and whom 

they now believed would oppose the constitutior. .
9 

Whether or 

not this was t he Antifederal ist tactic, forty - six of their sup 

porters were elected as compared to nineteen Federalists elected. 

Despite the overwhelming support of the press , the Federalists 

7George Bancroft, Historv of the Forma tion of the Consti 
tution of t he United States of A~rica (New Yorl<:-D~ppleton 
and Compan;:-1 8SL~), Vol. II ,p. 342 . 

8Miner, Ratification of t he Cons titutional :!2Y New York , 
p. 83 . 

9Ellis, Short History, p. 125 . 



received what amoW1ted to less than bventy-five percent of the 

10 popular vote. 
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In the middle of JW1e 1788, sixty-five delegates from four-

. b mbl h h · h1 · ll teen counties egan to asse eat t e court ouse in Poug <eepsie . 

Thos e opposing the Constitution were led by Governor Clinton, John 

Lansing, Robert Yates and Melancton Smith. Among the Federalist 

leaders were Alexander Hamilton, Robert R. Livingston, John Jay 

and James Duane. The Federalist minority at the Poughkeepsie 

convention had the advantage of possessing an organized plan of 

action. While the Antifederalists agreed that some changes were 

necessary, they lacked a positive alternative to the Constitution. 

The Antifederalists also lacked the advantage of unity possessed 

by the Federalists. The Federalists strove to get the Constitution 

approved without any alterations; whereas not all of the Anti 

fede ralists were interested in total rejection. 

Those who opposed ratification could be classified into 

bvo segments. The f ollowers of George Clinton composed the 

largest group . Their primary objective was to retain control of 

the state. They believed the Constitution would weaken the state 

governments and undermine their own political power. John Lansing , 

the princip~l spokesr.1an for this group in the convention, argued 

lOib id. 

llElliot, Deba t e s , Vol. II, pp. 206-208. 
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for conditional ratification . This group , believing t hat Congress 

would not approve any New York proposed amendments , could t hen 

blame the ultimate defeat of the Constitution on the national 

Federalists . 12 Melanc ton Smith led the second and smaller group 

of Antifederalists composed of app r oximately ten delegates from 

Dutchess County and Long Island . This group , though it dislils.ed 

the Constit ution, was most sincerely interes ted in protecting the 

rights of the people of New York and \vanted to avoid any possible 

chaos that migh t resul t i f New York stayed out of the Union . 13 

The diversity of interes t p roduce d by these two groups proved t o 

be a weakness of the An tifederalists . 

Several of the Federalists believed rumors that the Ant i 

federalists had assembled at Poughkeeps i e with a preconceived 

plan. Pre sumabl y , a direc t re jection of the proposed scheme wa s 

considered by some Antifederal ists to be politically disastrous. 

Therefore , apparently safe in their majority , th e best policy 

1 4-s eemed to be one of delay and a djournmen t . Suppos edly , time 

would bring a more favorable solution to the problems of the 

12erooks , '~lexander Hamilton, Melancton Smith, and the 
Ratificat ion of the Cons titution in New York," 1-JMQ , Vol., XXIV, 
p . 352 . 

13 r bid . Some historians argue that a third faction evolved 
led by Samuel J ones of Queens and composed of probably no more 
than three dele gates . They argue that these men yielded to the 
Federalist demands in return for ad journment . 

14 
McDonal d , \'le the People , p. 285 . 
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Confederation and reduce the urgency for a stronger union . James 

Madison wrote a letter to Hamil ton confirming the Federalis t s ' 

sus picions . According to Madison , Eleazer Oswald, a Pennsylvania 

Antifede r alist , negotiated an agreemen t betwee n the New York and 

Virginian Antifederalists f or delay . I t was preswned tha t delay 

in New Yor k would discour a ge the overall moveme nt of the Feder

alists and more partic ularly aid in defeating the Constitution in 

Virginia by demonstrating the wealmess of the Federalists in other 

15 key state s . I f delay and aclj ournment wa s a plan of the Anti-

fede r alists , they abandoned it since a proposal for adjournment 

was not presented to the conven tion . 

On June 1 9 , aft er selecting Govern or Clinton president of 

the convention and disposing of the o ther preliminaries, the con

vention constituted itself into a committee of the whole and debate 

on the Constitution began . The debate was opened by Chancellor 

Livings ton wi th a spee ch in which he stressed th2 possession by 

all Americans of a common language, religion , and set of f unda 

mental i dea s basic to union . Livin~ston b elieved that since all 

15Letter, J ames t-!adison to Al exander Hamilton , in Papers of 
Hamilton , Vol . V, p . 9. Robert A. Rutland attrib ute s the f ailure 
of the Clintonians to comply \vith the bargain to the de fe a t of 
t he Antifederalist in 1.-Jcw Hampshire ,·1ho had tried supposedly to 
follm, a similar plan and f a iled . See Rut land ' s The Ordeal of 
t he Cons titution : The An t ifede ralis ts and the Ratification 
Strun;gle of 11 8 7 - 17 38 (Norman : University of Oklahoma Press , 
1 %5), pp. 236 - 237 . 
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power was derived from the people, it was rela t ively unimportant 

where the power was f ormally lodged. The need , however, for union 

was very great even to such a powerful state as New York . Living

ston warned that : 

Disputes will not be referred to a common umpire, 
unless that umpire has power to enforce his de 
crees; and how can it be expected that princes, 
jealous of power, will consent to sacrifice any 
portion of it to the happiness of their people 
who are of little account in their estimation?i6 

Livingston ur ged New York not t o permit conf i dence in her own 

wealth and success to cause her to become insensitive to the 

wishes of the other s tates. He was of the f irm conviction that 

New York ' s "existence as a state , depend s on a strong and effi 

cient federal governmen t . 1117 Livingston concluded by offering a 

resolution tha t the Constitution be considered "clause by clause" 
18 

before any action be take n on the document . This was the pro -

cedure eventually foll owed . 

On the following day John Lans ing of Albany delivered the 

Antifederalists ' response to Livingston ' s speech . Lansing con 

ceded that all power originated from the people . He held, however , 

that the states rather than a central governmen t were better de -

16Elliot , Debates , Vol . II , p . 209 . 

17 I bid., pp. 211 - 212. 

18
Ibid . , p . 216 . 
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positories for that power . Believing that possessing a perfect 

system was impossible , Lansing was content to make minor al 

terations in the Confederation in order to render it more work

able. Even the existence of any type of union was not imperative. 

He argued that "apprehens ion of its Cuniori) dissolution ought not 

to induce us to submit to any measure which may involve in its 
19 

consequences the loss of civil liberty." Lansing spoke of 

alternatives to the idea of a union of all the states. New York 

could form a union with several New England states , or it could 

even stand alone. He foresaw nothing disas trous in either plan . 20 

Livingston and Lansing seemed to argue over whether the 

choice was really beb~een union or di sunion , but Melancton Smith 

brought the discussion around to the primary purpose of the con 

vention. "The defects of the old Confederation needed as little 

proof a s the necessity of union . But the ques tion was not whether 

the present Confederation be a bad one , but whether the proposed 

21 Cons ti tut ion be a good one . 11 Smith had at this early date 

demonstrated t he divergent views among the Antifeueralists . While 

Lans ing was not committed to the necessity for union , Smith was. 

Smith's conviction on this score never changed and it is probably 

1 9Ib id ., p . 219 . 

2Dibid . 

21I bid ., p . 22 L~ . 
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the primary f actor which caused him ultimately to vote for ratifi

cation. 

Smith proposed that the paragraph- by -paragraph examination 

of the Constitution begin . Other Antifederal ists apparently agreed 

to follow this procedure rather than take an immediate vote on the 

whole because "they did not wa nt to be accused of precipita te 

action without r eal examination of the new governmen t. 1122 Possi

bly the Clinton group a greed to it in hopes of delaying the f inal 

vote while Smith and his followers agreed to it because they were 

honestly in terested in taking an objective look at the document . 

Smith, in fact , condemned t he procedure follmved up to that point. 

•~e may wander in the fields of fancy without end , and gather 

flowers as we go . I t may be entertaining but it is of lit t l e s er 

vice to the discovery of truth. 1123 The Federalists supported 

Smith's s ugges tion since it provided them with an opport uni t y to 

win converts . In any case, the reading began , and when the con 

vention reached the paragraph on representation , a prolonged dis 

cuss ion follmved . 

Melancton Smith offered three basic objections to the pro

visions on repre sentat ion. First , he felt the rule of apportion 

ment to be unjus t . He objected to counting slaves for purposes 

22Mitchell and Mitchell, Biography of Cons titution , p . 171. 

23 Papers of Hamilton , Vol . V, p . 1 6 . 
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of r epresentation since "sla ves have no will of their own . 1124 I n 

t he op i nion of Smith this was simply a means of rewarding people 

who were wicked enough t o own s l aves . Smi th also objected to the 

lack of a set minimum for reduct ion in the number of meniliers in 

the House of Repres entatives . What was to preven t Congress from 

never i ncreasing its number or , even worse , fr om decreasing its 

nuniliers? His final objection to the clause was that the pr opos ed 

r a t io of one representative for every thirty thousand people was 

inadequate . " I f great a ffairs of government were trusted to fe\•/ 

men , t hey wo uld be more liable to corruption . " 25 Smith pre f erred 

a ratio of one f or every bventy thous and inhabi t ants . 

Hamilton , speak ing for the f i rst time , answered Smith with 

an obl i que as sault on the defects of the Confederacy . After demon 

strating the hopelessness o f any attempt at revising the Articles 

of Confeder ation , Hamilton ret urned to the subject of represen 

t a tion .2 6 His argument proved basically the same as Madison had 

used in the tenth number of the Federal ist . 27 Hamilton contended 

t hat corruption could occ ur in both a small or large legisla t ure 

and no t j ust in a small one a s Smi t h had contended . Hamilton then 

24-Ell iot , Debates , Vol. I I, p . 227 . 

25Ibid ., pp . 228 - 229 . 

26I bid ., pp . 230 - 233 . 

27Al exander Hamilton , J ames Madison , and John J ay , The 
Federalis t (r!iddletmm : \<Jesleyan University Press , 19Gl), 
pp. 62 - 65 . 



pr oceeded to explain why the proposed Constitution provided for 

representation in the manner in which it did . He stressed the 

fact that the basis for representation , particularl y as far as 

the Negro slaves were concerned , was the result of a compromise 

55 

to avoid a deadlock at the Philadelphia convention . Moreover , it 

seemed just to count three - fifths of the Negro slaves since they 

were also being used as part of the basis of taxation . 28 Hamilton 

concluded by observing that the advantages far outmeas ured the 

disadvantages . He accused the Antifederalists of creating a fear 

in t he people that a federal government under the Constitution 

would destroy the ir liberties . According to Hamilton this idea 
29 

was "repugnan t to every rule of political calculation . " 

Other delegates voiced their opinion on the question of 

representation , b ut the arguments remained basically the same 

as those used by Smith and Hamil ton . The Antifederalists insisted 

that it was impossible f or such a small body to be properly aware 

of the needs of so vast a country . The Federalists responded that 

the arguments of the opposition were based on remote possibility 

and not on probability . I f the Antifederalists were going to 

28
Elliot , Debates , Vol . I I, p . 237 . 

29Ibid . , p . 239 . 
Childs, John McKesson , 
during the convention) 
V, pp . 16 - 34- . 

Interpretations of this speech by Francis 
and Melancton Smith (all three kept notes 
can be found in Pap ers of Hamilton , Vol . 
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judge the new system at its worst, then the Federalists felt equally 

justified in going to such extremes in judging the Confederation . 

If it was logical to a s sume that only the minimum required for a 

quorum would be present under the new system, was the danger greater 

than under the present system? In such a situation under the Con 

federacy a matter could be decided by eighteen men . Furthermore , 

there was no need for the representatives to possess a detailed 

knowledge of local affairs . One man could be as fully acquainted 

as twenty with the general state "of commerce, manufacturing , popu

lation , production and common resources of a state, which are the 

proper ob jects of federal legislation . "3D I f specific information 

was ever needed , expert advice could ahiays be obtained. 

Discussions Here interrupted by news that New Hampshire had 

ratified the Constitution and that the new system of gover nmen t 

appeared a legal reality. The dele gates were informe d of the news 

on June 21~ and from this point on the arguments of the Anti -

31 federalist s tool on a more somber tone. The question bef ore 

the convent ion seemed clarified . New York now had the choice of 

joining a union under the Const itution or remaining independent 

3Dibid., p. 2G5 . 

31Mitchcll and Mitchell ,~ Biogra ohy of the Constitution, 
p . 178 . Smith f elt that the news of New Hampshire had litt le 
actual effect . Sec Smith to Na t han Dane , J une 28 , 1788 , Edmund 
C. Ilurnc tt (e d . ) , Le i:tcrs of the rl~r.wers of t he Continental 
Congress 0~ashington , 1 921 - 38), Vol . VIII , p . 757 . 
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of it; the Confederation would be no more . \vi th the delegates 

aware of the reduced alternatives, the debate, which now centered 

on the senate , continued . 

Gilbert Livings ton attacked the senate as a "body composed 

of too little men with too much power . 1132 He proposed that sena

tors not be eligible to serve consecutive terms and that they be 

subject to recall by their state legislatures . 33 Lansing supported 

this proposal . Chancellor R . R . Livingston countered the recall 

proposal by accusing the Antifederalists of supporting acts that 

would hinder the natural right of the people to select their own 

representatives . 34 Robert Morris a greed with Chancellor Living

ston and further warned a ga inst adopting any amendments which 

would defeat the basic design of the Constitution to preserve 

the Union. 35 Smith apparently feared that the senate would be 

come a fixed and unchangeable body of men . He seemed more in 

clined to view the senators as the direct representatives of the 

state legislatures and thus they should be under their controi . 36 

Smith continued to stress the necessity for rotation in office 

32Elliot , Debates, Vol . II , p . 286 . 

33 Ibid ., p . 289 . 

3 l~ • I b id., pp . 292 - 293 . 

35I b id . , p . 296. 

36Ibid . , pp. 311 - 312 . 
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as a most 11salutary 11 check upon the representatives and as a method 

of protecting the interest of the people. 37 

The discussion then became more general , revolving primarily 

aroW1d the method of choice and the distribution of representatives. 

The procedure continued basically the same with the Antifederalists 

proposing change s in the docwi1cnt and the Federalists arguing 

a ga inst them . In the course of the debate , Smith declared rather 

bitterly that it seemed useless to call a convention if no changes 

could be made in the docume nt. 38 

The topic of discussion shifted to taxation. The Anti 

federalists were the f irst to speak . J ohn Williams warned that 

giving the government such power was very dangerous since 11 the 

command of the revenues of a state gives the command of every 

thing in it. He t hat has the purse will have the sword; and t hey 

that have both have everything . 1139 Williams believed that the 

Constitution would give Congress too much power, and, therefore , 

the state governments needed to have some independent sources of 

revenue. He proposed to amend the document . \villiams suggested 

that no excise tax be placed on articles grown or manufactured 

3 7 lb id. , p . 3 21.J-. 

38Ibid . 

39Ibid ., p. 331. 



59 

in the United States and no direct taxes except in cas e of a 

d f . . d h l f . . . h d f ·1 d 4o e icit, a n ten on ya ter a requisition a ai e . 

Smith expres s ed fears that federal taxation would monopolize 

if not completely destroy state taxation . l1!ithout taxes the s tates 

would soon c ol lapse . Also, i f the Constitut ion was adopted with

out amendment , disputes over jurisdiction between the state and 

federal governmen t ,vere cer tain to occur . In s uch clashes , the 

federal government ,vould be t he inevitable victor since it could 

depend on the a r my for support . Such an event would be fatal to 

the existence of state governments and , therefore , to the liber 

ties of the people . Following t hese observations , Smith made 

what was to be an embarrassing miscalculation when he attempted 

to excuse the states for their past f ailure to respond to requi

sitions under the Articles . He acc used t he Fede ralists of making 

41 the record look much worse than it a ctually was . 

Chancellor Livingston, speaking for the Federalists , re 

stricted himself to attacking the proposal made by lv illiams . 

Hamilton , however, realizing the significance of Smith ' s argument , 

made what some historians consider to be his most important speech 

during the convention . 4 2 He began by offering a summary of t he 

4oibid . 

41Ibid., pp . 332 - 334 . 

t~ 2Mincr , Ratif ication of the Cons ti tut ion £Y_ New York , p . 110 
and Mitchell and Mitchell , Biography of the Constitution , p. 181. 
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Federalist argwnents in support of the proposed system . Hamilton 

bel ieved that there were two essential needs for a truly good 

government . The first essential was the existence of free repre 

sentation of the people. The second was the availability of means 

to check the representation i n particular and the government in 

general from extremities . I f these two provisions existed com

pletely the people had no need to fear any power as dangerous . 

. • • I n the form of this government and in the mode 
of legislation, you find all the checks which the 
greatest politicians and the bes t writers have ever 
conceived • • . o This organization is so complex , 
so skillfully contrived, that it is next to impossible 
that an impolitic or wicked measure should pass the 
scrutiny with success . Now , what do gentleme n mean 
by coming f orward and declaiming a gainst this govern 
ment? Why do they say we ough t to limit its poHer 
to disable it, and to destroy its capacity of bless 
ing the people? Has philosophy suggested, has ex 
perience taught , that such a government ought not 
to be trusted with every thing necessary f or the 
good of society? Sir , when you have d ivided and 
nicely balanced the departments of government; when 
you have strongly connected the virtue of your rulers 
with their interest; when, in short, you have rendered 
your system as perfect as human forms can be 4 --you 
must place confidence; you must give power.4-.:i 

Hamilton said that he was tired of the accusations that Con

gress would surely be corrupt and menace the very existence of 

the states . As far as he was concerned, the states were "abso-

44-
lutely necessary to the system." The duties of the central 

43Elliot, Deba tes, Vol. II, p . 348. 

4-4-Ibid ., p . 353 . 
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government were of a much larger realm than that of the states . 

It would be totally unreal is tic to draw a line beyond which Con-· 

gress must not go to carry out its duties . As for taxation , the 

actions of the states should be concurrent with Congress . The 

states were of great importance to the national legislature as 

"an indispensable support , a necessary aid in executing the laws, 

and conveying the influence of government to the doors of the 

people. "L~S It was time for the Antif ederalists to look realisti

cally at the position of the states in the new Union. I f New 

York was to survive , then the delegates had best replace sup

position and conjectur e with good common sense . 

Hamilton had probably not won any converts with his speech, 

but he was at least causing a few of the delegates to have second 

thoughts. Hamilton was now ready to turn about Antifederalist 

arg~~nts . The Antifederalists wished to retain t he system of 

requisitioning the state to raise revenue for the national gover n

ment . They had stated that the system had not worked as badly a s 

the Federalists hacl implied . With the aid of James Duane, Hamilton 

introduced several docwnents which served as reminders of the past 

defects of the requisition system . Clinton loudly protested the 

action and for good reas on . The papers were official New York 

documents , many signed by Clinton himself, which denounced the 

45Ibid . 
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repeated failure of the other states to respond to the requests 

of Congress for funds . They were clear evidence that "requisi

tions have been unable to call forth the resources of the country; 

that requisitions have been the cause of a principal part of our 

calamities; that the system is defective and rotten, and ought 

forever to be banished from our governmen t . 11 4- 6 Hamilton went one 

step further and accused Governor Clinton of having refused to 

grant Congress an independent income because he would not con 

sent to the only method of collection which Congress had declared 

feasible . 4-
7 

Hamilton continued his lengthy speech, but he had 

already accomplished his goal. The Antifederalis ts were shown 

to be supporting a system which they themselves earlier had 

condemned . 

Many of the Antifederal ists were not affected by the words 

and actions of Hamilton . Those particularly of the Clinton 

faction \vere simply opposed to the Constitution and it made little 

difference whether or not the Confede ration had been defective . 

To the group of Antifederalists who clustered aeound Smith, how 

ever, Hamilton' s speech was important . These men were honestly 

interested in securing a good government for the people of New 

L~
6Ibid., p. 360 . 

47Ibid . , p . 361 . Hamilton was r eferring to the attempt at 
granting an impost to the central government which was de feated 
by the vote of New York. 



York . Hamilton had pointed out the shortcomings of their argu

ment . If the Confederation had been so defective, then perhaps 

the hope of New York could be found in the new system . 

Lansing made a rather unsuccessful attempt at replying to 

Hamilton ' s speech . After several interruptions by Hamilton , 

Lansing abruptly declared that Hamilton was only interested in 

divesting the states of their powers in order to benefit the 

63 

4-8 federal government . The debate turned into a personal dispute 

between the two men which lasted for nearly two days . After 

tempers cooled, Duane, Jay and Smith continued to discuss the 

taxation issue but no new arguments were advanced . On July 2 , 

the delegates were informed that Virginia had ratified the Con 

stitution . A few days later Hamilton wrote Madison and congratu

lated him on the victory , but he stated that success in New York 

was still in doubt . 4-
9 

Some historians re gard Virginia ' s accep 

tance of the Constitution as the turning point for New York . so 

This could be true , but the debate in New York dragged on for 

another three and a half weeks . 

I n an effort to speed up the proceedings, the Federalists 

began to refuse comment on the various amendments that the Anti -

4-Bibid . , p. 376 . 

4-gLetter, Alexand er Hamilton to James Madison , July 8, 1788 
in Papers of Hamilton, Vol . V, p . 14-7 . 

SOMitchell and Mitchell, Biography of the Constitution , p . 18L~ . 



federalists introduced . This may have baffled the opposition but 

a t least the worst of the debate was apparently over . By J uly 8 , 

the detailed consideration of the Constitution was finished . On 

J uly 11 , Lansing introduced a series of conditional amendments 

which were to be prerequisite to ratif ication . 51 These amendments 

represented all of the changes that ear lier Antifederalist reso 

lutions had proposed . This set off what was to be the last debate 

among the delegates . The discussion was dominated by Hamilton , 

Jay , and Livingston on one side and Lansing, Clinton , and Smith 

on the othe r . Hamilton appeared to be directing most of his 

arguments at Smith . 

Hamil ton op i ned that New York would not be allowed to join 

the Union with the right to withdraw if stipulated conditions 

were not me t . Hamilton offered a plea for outright ratification . 

Clinton rejected Hamilton ' s plea and blamed the Federalists for 

placing unnece s sar y limitations on the Antifederal ists and there -

by forcin g them to reject the document . A move to adjourn in 

order to allow the delegates to consult their constituents was 

made by the Federal ists who now believed that the people of New 

York would urge r a t i f ication rather than b e left out of the Union .
52 

The Antifederalis t s were opposed to this move and prevented it . 

SlElliot , Debates , Vol. II , pp . L~06 - 1~10 . 

52Ibid . , p . L~ll. 
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The Federalists then s ugges ted that without ratification New York 

City would secede and join the Union . 53 The threat was not com

pletely unbelievable since New York City was the principal Feder 

alist stronghold . 

On July 15, Smith moved that ratification be approved on 

condition that the proposed amendments be made to the Constitution 

by a second general convention . 54 The debate appeared to be at a 

standstill until threa ts of a New York City secess ion were made . 

The Antifederalis ts were ev idently basing their hopes for defeat 

on a second convention . Hamilton persuaded Smith to alter his 

previous proposal by dropping the words "express condition that" 

and substituting the \•1ords "in Confidence that." This concession 

by Smith on July 23 \•ias the final turning point . The alteration 

in wording removed the obligation of having a second convention 

although the Antifederalists still clung to that hope. Smith ' s 

1 d b f f 
. 55 

proposa was approve ya vote o ·arty to nineteen . 

Lansing was no t yet ready to give in to unconditional ratifi 

cation . Just prior to the final vote , he moved to adopt a reso 

lution "that there s hould be reserved to the states of New York a 

right to withdraw herself from the Union a fter a certain number of 

53Rutland, Ordeal of the Constitution, p . 257. Also see , 
McDonald, We t he Peoole-, - p~287- 289 . 

54
Elliot , Debates, Vol . II, p . 411 . 

55 rbid., p . L~l2 . 



years, unless the amendments proposed should previously be sub 

mitted to a general convention . 1156 The motion failed. On July 

26 New Yor k formally rat ified the Constitution . 57 

66 

The action or rather inaction of Clinton during the last 

days of the convention has been subjected to various interpre 

tations. The records of debate show that by J uly 22 , Governor 

Clinton had taken a back seat and relinquished his leadership to 

Lansing . 58 I t is true that Clinton was not prone to oratory, 

but he had in the pas t spoken on the occasions when the Anti 

federalists appeared divided . While he us ually supported the 

ideas of Lansing , he nevertheless tried to reconcile the ideas 

of the Smith faction with his own . I n this respec t he provided 

the Antifederalists with a united front led by one man . I t is 

perplexing that at the most crucial moment whe n he should have 

been asserting hims elf, Clinton withdrew from active partici 

pation . If Clinton made any attempt to halt Smith's concession 

of July 23, the evidence has not survived . 59 

56Ibid. 

57 celebrations for the over -all ratification took place in 
New York before New York ratified . At one ceremony a fed eral 
ship was launched , the head of which was a figure of Alexander 
Hamilton holding t he Constitution in his r i gh t hand . I t appeared , 
however, that in launching the ship , the arm of the Hamiltonian 
figure broke off \vhich caused one bys tander to remark "Gentlemen , 
there is certainly room for amendments . " Burnett, Letters, Vol . 
VI I I , p . 7 6 5 . 

58Elliot, Debates , Vol . II, pp . 411 - 41 4 . 

59 
Rutland, Ordeal of the Constitut ion, p . 262. 
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The question still remains, what caused the rather abrupt 

halt in Clinton's for ceful opposition? Many historians believe 

that the threat of secession in the southern counties and parti

cularly New York City had a great effect . 60 This could be a 

logical explanation for those Antifederalists who voted for rati

fication. Many of these defectors were residents of the southern 

counties and could have been interested in saving their own 

political futures . It should be noted , ho1vever, that Melancton 

Smith was politically abandoned by the Clintonians and his 

. 61 
political future ended at Poughkeepsie. Moreover , if the threat 

of secession was s o great, 1vhy did so fe1v Antifederal ists chan ge 

their votes? Some historians suggest that Clinton held a caucus 

the night before the final vote and instructed Smith and eight 

others to vote for ratification. 62 I f this is true, why did 

Clinton politically abandon Smith after Poughkeeps i e , and what 

prompted Clinton to such action? 

The attitude of the New Yor k public probably had an im

portant effect on Clinton 's inaction. Clinton had no qualms 

about New York remaining outside the union, but New Yor kers did. 63 

60Hamil ton believed this to be a real thren t. Letter , Alex 
ander Hamilton to Ja.mes Madison, June 8 , 17 88 in Papers of Hamilton , 
Vol. V, pp . 2- t~ . Also see McDonald , ~-le th~ People , p. 28L~ and 
Ellis, Shor t Histor y, p . 127. 

61Rutland, Ordeal of the Constitution, pp . 263, 298. 

62 
McDonald, We the Pe ople , p. 28Lt . 

63Mitchell and Mitchell, Biography of the Constitution , pp. 
lSL~-185. 
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The news of Virginia ' s ratification , while it did no t greatly in 

f luence Clin t on , did influence the general attitude of the people . 

This change of attitude must have been suspected by Clinton since 

he refus ed Hamilton ' s offer t o adjourn the convention (following 

news from Virginia) to test public opinion .
64 

Th i s i s extremely 

impor t ant considering Clinton ' s previous popularity wi th the 

people and the lack of publ i c support that the Federalists had 

received . I t is a fact that in the b~o gubernatorial elections 

that followed ratif ication , Clinton faced stiff opposition in 

each O{ober t Yate s and John Jay) and won re - election by nar row 

. 65 margins . 

Another factor influencing Cl inton wa s a chance at the Vice 

Presidency . Clinton received much support for the office , pri 

marily from Antifederalists who still hoped for a second general 

convention. Some historians suggest that Clinton made a bargain 

to withdraw opposit i on to New York ratification i n return for the 

Vice - Preside ncy . 66 I f this was true , Clinton was abandoned for 

J ohn Adams . One of Adams ' supporters did confess that he was fo r 

Adams because "Adams would help thwart another convention . 1167 

Clinton did eventually become Vice - Pr esident , but not until 1804 . 

5t~Elliot , Deba t es , Vol . II, p . Lill . 

65Ellis, Short His t ory, p . 128 . 

66Rutland, Ordeal of the Cons titu tion, pp . 292 - 293 . 

67 
I bid . , p . 292 . 
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Whatever the reason, Clinton' s inaction assured ratification . 

The Federalist victory in New York was f ar from overwhelming , 

however, secured by the narrow margin of three votes (thirty to 

twenty-seven). The victory was qualified by the fact that the 

convention unanimously a dopted a circular letter that was to be 

sent out to the various sta t es . The letter urged the calling of 

a s econd convention to consider the various amendments proposed 

at Poughkeepsie and was passed in hope of appea s ing the dis 

appointed Antifederalists . 68 On December 11, Governor Clinton 

reminded the New York legislature that a second convention was 

still desired . 69 His remarks reflected the Antifederalist in

terest in keep ing alive the issue of amending the Constitution. 

The movement toward a second convention was completely un 

organized . Most of the disappointed Antifederalists thr oughout 

the states looked toward Clinton for leadership . Clinton and 

Virginia's Governor Edmund Randolph exchanged l etters in support 

of the i dea of amending the Constitution , but not much else was 

done. The main problem seemed to be a lack of a greement among 

the Antifederalists . All agreed on the need for amendment, but 

few a greed on what specific amendments Here necessary. The list 

68Elliot , Deoa tes , Vol . II, pp . LH3-Li-l l~ . 

69charles Lincoln (ed .), State of New York : Messages From 
t he Governors (Albany : J.B. Lyon Company , 1909), Vol . 11,-
pp. 289 - 290. 
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of amendments var i ed from state to state . Whe n Clinton lost the 

Vice - Presidency to Adams , the Antifederalists lost their "voice . " 70 

Although ten amendments were quickly added to the Constitution , 

they did not carry with them the revisionist quality for which the 

Antifederalists had hoped . 

70Rutland , Ordeal of the Constitution , pp . 299 - 300 . 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

An examination of the internal controversies which existed 

within New York is essential to an evaluation of the state ' s role 

in the constitutional movement . From the American Revolution came 

an internal struggle in New York over who should control state 

government. Political factions evolved from this confl ict and 

by the time the Articles of Confederation were ratified and in 

dependence was won, definite political parties had developed on 

the state level . The political atmosphere in New York was such 

that disputes over presumed defects in the Articles easily di 

vided the state into those who favored a str ong central govern 

ment and those ~ho opposed it . 

The polit ical f actions of New York centered primarily around 

two basic economic groups --a griculture and commerce . The largest 

portion of the Antifederalist support was fo und among the large 

landowners while the Federalists rece ived their encouragement 

from the merchants . There were important exceptions to this 

generalization , however . For example , Philip Schuyler , principal 

originator of the Federalist faction in New York , was a large 

landowner . And Melancton Smi th , who was considered to be a strong 

opponent to the Constitut ion, was a merchant . There fore , although 

economic interest was an important as pect of the political cli-
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vision in New York , it was not an absolute determinant to factional 

alignment . 

The political div isions in New York in 1786 and 1787 were 

such t ha t a serious confrontation was practically inevitable . The 

Philadelphia Conve ntion of 1787 provided the occasion for that 

confrontation. The Convention was called t o discuss necessary re 

visions of the Confederation. The delegates exceeded their in

structions by replacing ra ther than revising the Articles . New 

York dele gates Rober t Yates and John Lansing opposed this maneuver 

and the projected document . Their opposit ion was colored by their 

personal dislike for the ir fellow delegate, Alexander Hamilton . 

The objections and c r iticisms of Yates and Lansing would not have 

been detrimental, however , if they had been willing to work to 

ward compromise . 

Hamilton has often been criticized f or offer ing so many un 

reasonable suggestions to the Convention . His critics state that 

Hamilton ' s recommendations were obviously too far from the main 

stream of political thinking to be accepted by the other delegates. 

It is very probable that Hamilton ' s own political beliefs did not 

coincide with the majority at Philadelphia . To imply, however , 

that Hamilton ' s minority beliefs negated his contributions to the 

Convention would be totally inaccurate . 

Hamilton ' s contributions may well be found in the psycho 

log ical effect that his sugges tions had on the other delegates . 
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When the Virginia Plan was initially discussed, it was criticized 

as being too nationalistic . After the Hamilton Plan was read, 

however, the Virginia Plan appeared to be moderate by comparison 

and , therefore , more adaptable to compromise. Hamilton's in 

dividual proposals often had similar psychological effects. Wheth

er Hamilton intended his proposals to have such results is specu

lative. The important thing is that because of Hamilton ' s sug

gestions the delegates were more easily swayed to compromis e . 

After the Convention had drafted and approved the Constit u

tion, the constitutional movement entered a second crucial phase -

the contest over ratif ication. In producing a government which 

replaced rather than revised the Articles, the Philadelphia dele

gates had exceeded their original instructions . These same men 

took further liberties when they i gnored the Articles ' provision 

for a constitutional change - unanimo us consent of all the states . 

This action was of particular importance to the ratification move 

ment in New York. 

When the New York ratification convention began , opponents 

had a bventy-seven vote margin which represented two - thirds of 

the membership . The final vote showed only bventy-nine a gains t 

ratification while thirty - one voted f or it. If a vote had been 

taken at Poughkeepsie during the first week of the ratifica tion 

convention , the Constitution would have been defeated . By the 

time the vote was taken , however, ten states had ratified and 
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the Constitution was a reality . As long as the question was the 

Articles of Confed eration versus the Constitution, the Anti 

federalist remained in control at New York . But with the ratifi 

cation of New Hampshire and Virginia, the question before New 

York became union or disunion. It was on this question that the 

Antifederalist faction of New York split . Clinton and Lansing 

were probably willing to defeat the Constitution and keep New 

York out of the union, but fellow Antifederalist Melancton Smith 

was not . The people of New York apparently preferred union under 

the Constitution to no union at all . Because Smith was more a 

representative of t he people than a professional politician, he 

and a few followers shifted the New York convention support to 

the Constitution . 

Although the conflict between Hamilton and Clinton was in 

tense, it should not be overemphasized . Hamilton ' s actions and 

influence iv ere in a de qua te to assure ratification. An internal 

break was necessary within the Clintonian faction before the 

Federalists could claim victory . This division bebveen Clinton 

and Smith contributed to end the first federal government of 

the United States . 
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