QUOTES BY THE FOUNDERS:

On the Constitution:


“The Constitution is the guide which I never will abandon.”  George Washington, letter to the Boston Selectmen, July 28, 1795.


“It is impossible for the man of pious reflection not to perceive in it [the Constitution] a finger of that Almighty hand which has been so frequently and signally extended to our relief in the critical stages of the revolution.” James Madison, Federalist No. 31, January 11, 1788.


“In questions of power, then, let no more be heard of confidence in man but bind him down from mischief by the chains of the Constitution.” Thomas Jefferson, fair copy of the drafts of the Kentucky Resolution of 1798.


“In the formation of our Constitution the wisdom of all ages is collected – the legislators of antiquity are consulted, as well as the opinions and interest of the millions who are concerned. In short, it is an empire of reason.” Noah Webster, An Examination into the Leading Principals of  the Federal Constitution, 1787.


“I join cordially in admiring and revering the Constitution of the United States, the results of the collected wisdom of our country. That wisdom has committed to us the important task of proving by example that a government, if organized in all its parts on the Representative principal unadulterated by the infusion of spurious [false] elements, if founded, not in the fears & follies of man, but in his reason, on his sense of right, on the predominance of the social over his dissocial passions, may be so free as to restrain him in no moral right, and so firm as to protect him from every moral wrong.” Thomas Jefferson, letter to Amos Marsh, November 20, 1801.


“The blessed Religion revealed in the word of God will remain an eternal and awful monument to prove that the best Institution may be abused by human depravity; and that they may even, in some instances be made subservient to the vilest purposes. Should, hereinafter, those incited by the lust of power and promoted by the Supineness [apathetic inertia] or venality of their Constituents, overlap the known barriers of this Constitution and violate the unalienable rights of humanity: it will only serve to shew [show] , that no compact among men (however provident in its construction and sacred in its ratification) can be pronounced everlasting an inviolable, and if I may so express myself, that no Wall of words, that no mound of parchm[en]t can be so formed as to stand against the sweeping torrent of boundless ambition on the one side, aided by the sapping current of corrupted morals on the other.” George Washington, Fragments of the Draft First Inaugural Address, April 1789.

On the Constitutional Convention:


It appears to me. then, little short of a miracle, that the Delegates from so many different States … should unite in forming a system of national Government, so little liable to well founded objections.” George Washington, letter to Marquis de Lafayette, February 7, 1788.


There never was an assembly of men, charged with a great and arduous trust, who, were more pure in their motives, ot more exclusively or anxiously devoted to the object committed to them.” James Madison, in a “sketch never finished”, circa. 1835.


“The deliberate union of so great and various a people in such a place, is without all practicality or prejudice, if not the greatest exertion of human understanding, the greatest single effort of national deliberation that the world has ever seen.” John Adams, quoted in a letter from Rufus King to Theopbilus Parsons, February 20, 1788.


“The example of changing a constitution by assembling the wise men of the state, instead of assembling armies, will be worth as much in the world as the former examples we have given them. The constitution, too, which was the result of our deliberation, is unquestionably the wisest ever presented to men.” Thomas Jefferson, letter to David Humphreys, March 18, 1789.


“Tis done. We have become a nation.” Benjamin Rush, on the ratification of the Constitution, letter to Boudiot, July 9, 1788.

On Constitutional Interpretation:


“The first and government maxim in the interpretation of a statute is to discover the meaning of those who made it.” James Wilson, Of the Study of Law in the United States, circa. 1790.


The Constitution ought to be the standard of construction for the law, and that wherever there is an evident opposition, the laws ought to give place to the Constitution. But this doctrine is not deducible from any circumstance peculiar  to the plan of convention, but from the general theory of a limited Constitution.” Alexander Hamilton, Federalist No. 81, May 28, 1788.


“On every question of construction carry ourselves back to the time when the Constitution was adopted, recollect the spirit manifested in the debates and instead of trying what meaning may be squeezed out of the text, or invented against it, conform to the probable one in which it was passed.” Thomas Jefferson, letter to William Johnson, June 12, 1823.


“I entirely concur in the propriety of resorting to the sense in which the Constitution was accepted and ratified by the nation … If the meaning of the text be sought in the changeable meaning of the words composing it, it is evident that the shape and attributes of the Government must partake of the changes to which the words and phrases of all living languages are constantly subject. What a metamorphosis would be produced in the code of law if all its ancient phraseology were to be taken in its modern sense.”  James Madison, letter to Henry Lee, June 25, 1824.


“It is an establish rule of construction, where a phrase will bear either of two meanings to give it that which will allow some meaning to the other parts of the instrument, and not that which will render all the others useless. Certainly no such universal power was meant to be given to them. [The Constitution] was intended to lace them up straightly within the enumerated powers, and those without which, as means, these powers would not be carried into effect.” Thomas Jefferson, Opinion on the Constitutionality of a National Bank, February 15, 1791.

On Power:


“Arbitrary power is most easily established on the ruins of liberty abused to licentiousness.”  George Washington, Circular to the States, June 8, 1783.


“All men having power ought to be distrusted to a certain degree.” James Madison, speech to the Constitutional Convention. July 11, 1787.


“ A fondness for power is implanted, in most men, and it is natural to abuse it, when acquired.” Alexander Hamilton, The Farmer Refuted, February 23, 1775.

On the Declaration of Independence:


“Everything that is right or reasonable pleads for separation. The blood of the slain, the weeping of nature cries, ‘tis time to part.” Thomas Paine, Common Sense, January 9, 1776.


“We are confirmed in the opinion, that the present age would be deficient in their duty to God, their posterity and themselves, if they do not establish an American republic. This is the only form of government we wish to see established, for we can never be willingly subject to any other King than He who, being possessed of infinite wisdom, goodness and rectitude, is alone fit to possess unlimited power.” Instructions of Malden, Massachusetts, for Declaration of Independence, May 27, 1776.


Resolved: That these colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states, that they are absolved of all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connections between them and the state of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved. That it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for forming foreign Alliances. That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective colonies for their consideration and approbation.”  Richard Henry Lee, Resolution in Congress, June 7, 1776. 


“This was the object of the Declaration of Independence. Not to find out new principals, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in terms so plain and firm as to command their assent, and to justify ourselves in the independent stand we are compelled to take. Neither aiming at originality of principal or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion.” Thomas Jefferson, toast for the celebration od the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1826.


“It ought to be commemorated, as the Day of Deliverance by solemn Acts of Devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade, with Shews [shows], Games, Sports, guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more. You will think me transported with Enthusiasm but I am not. I am well aware of the Toil and Blood and Treasure that it will cost Us to maintain this Declaration, and support and defend these States. Yet through all the Gloom I can see the Rays of ravishing Light and Glory. I can see that the End is more than worth all the Means. And that Posterity will triumph in that Days Transaction, even although We should rue it, which I trust in God We shall not.” John Adams, letter to Abigail Adams, July 3, 1776.


“We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately.” Benjamin Franklin, attributed, at the signing of the Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776.


“The Declaration of Independence . . . [is the] declaratory charter of our rights, and the rights of man.”, Thomas Jefferson, letter to Samuel Adams Wells, May 12, 1819.


“There! His Majesty can now read my name without glasses. And he can double the reward on my head!” John Hancock, attributed, upon signing the Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776.

On a Democracy:


“The known propensity of a democracy is to licentiousness which the ambitious call, and ignorant believe to be liberty.” Fisher Ames, speech in the Massachusetts Ratifying Convention, January 15, 1788.


“Remember democracy never last long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. There never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide.” John Adams, letter to John Taylor, April 15, 1814.


Democracies have never been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever been found incompatible with personal security, or the rights of property; and have, in general, been as short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths.” James Madison, Federalist No. 10, November 23, 1787.


“Democracy will soon degenerate into an anarchy, such an anarchy that every man will do what is right in his own eyes and no man’s life or property or reputation or liberty will be secure, and every one of these will soon mould itself into a system of subordination of all the moral virtues and intellectual abilities, all the powers of wealth, beauty, wit and science, to the wanton pleasures, the capricious will, and the execrable cruelty of one or a very few.” John Adams, An Essay on Man’s Lust for Power, August 29, 1763.

On Character:  


“The first transactions of a nation, like those of an individual upon his first entrance into life make the deepest impression, and are to form the leading traits in its character.” George Washington, letter to John Armstrong, April 25, 1788.


“Neither the wisest constitution nor the wisest laws will secure the liberty and happiness of a people whose manners are universally corrupt.” Samuel Adams, from an essay in THE PUBLIC ADVERTISER, Circa. 1749.


“In selecting men for office, let principal be your guide. Regard not the particular sect or denomination of the candidate – look to his character.” Noah Webster, Letters to a Young Gentleman Commencing His Education, 1789.


“It is the manners and spirit of a people which preserve a republic in vigor. A degeneracy in these is a canker which soon eats to the heart of its laws and constitution. Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the Sate of Virginia, Query XIX, 1787.

On Bureaucracy:


“He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of Officers to harass our people and eat out their substance.”  The Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776.


I think we have more machinery of government than is necessary, too many parasites living on the labor of the industrious. Thomas Jefferson, letter to William Ludlow, September 6, 1824.


“There are more instances of the abridgment of the freedom of the people by gradual and silent encroachment of those in power than by violent and sudden usurpations.” James Madison, Federalist No. 62, February 27, 1788.

On Congress/Legislature:


“One hundred and seventy-three despots would surely be as oppressive as one.” James Madison, Federalist No. 48, February 1, 1788.


“Had every Athenian citizen been a Socrates, every Athenian assembly would still have been a mob.” James Madison, Federalist No.55, February 15, 1788.


“It would reduce the whole instrument to a single phrase, that of instituting a Congress with power to do whatever would be for the good of the United States; and, as they would be the sole judges of the good or evil, it would be also a power to do whatever evil they please.” Thomas Jefferson, Opinion on the Constitutionality of a National Bank, February 15, 1791.


“If Congress can do whatever in their discretion can be done by money, and will promote the General Welfare, the Government is no longer a limited one, possessing enumerated powers, but an indefinite one, subject to particular exceptions.” James Madison, letter ot Edmond Pendleton, January 21, 1792.


“The members of the legislative department . . . are numerous. They are distributed and dwell among the people at large. Their connections of blood, of friendship, and of acquaintance embrace a great proportion of the most influential part of the society . . . they are more immediately the confidental guardian of their rights and liberties.”  James Madison, Federalist No. 50, February 5, 1788.
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