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ADOLESCENT AMERICA 
Emphases in Studying the Constitution 
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MASTER OF HISTORY, BRUNSWICK SCHOOL, 
GREENWICH, CONNECTICUT 

In this article Mr. Kenworthy has undert.aken to p1·epare teachers and others for tile 
forthcoming Sesquicentennial by indicating some of the emp hases to be placed on the 
study and teach·ing of the Oonstit'Ution, supplying at the s.ame time a carefftlly 

selected bibliography. 

IN 1787 the outlook £or the .Ameri
can colonies was foreboding. Bus
iness was paralyzed; trade was at 

a standstill. Government credit was 
gone and lawlessness prevailed. At 
home actual warfare had broken out 
between New York and New Hamp
shire over the Vermont boundary 
line. States had resorted to the issu
ance o£ inflationary money to bolster 
their declining credit. Tariff walls 
were insurmountable. 

Abroad, Barbary pirates levied 
blackmail on American ships, while 
our erstwhile ally, France, refused to 
recognize our government. Mean
while, Spain tried to bribe the west
ern farmers to secede by offering them 
free use o£ the Mississippi river, and 
England maintained her fur posts in 
the west oontrary to treaty agreements. 

By setting up a weak government 
under "The Articles o£ Confederation 
and Perpetual Union," the colonists 
had escaped the terrors o£ the federal 
auth_ority they so £eared. At the 
same time they had met with dire re
sults by their reliance on state sover
eignty. Their passage between Scylla 
and Charybdis had indeed been disas
trous. 

These troubles culminated in the 
calling o£ ·the Constitutional Conven
tion, a name which alone would have 
brought immediate defeat to that 

body had such a title been used by 
its delegates. Their instructions had 
called £or the revision o£ the existing 
government, not the establishment o£ 
a new federal power. Disregarding 
this £act, they closeted themselves in 
executive session, forbade the taking 
of minutes, and proceeded to formu
late a new Constitution. 

One hundred and fifty years later 
a national c~lebration o£ gigantic pro
portions is being staged to celebrate 
the work o£ its 55 rebel statesmen, 
and a bitter dispute is raging over. the 
interpretation o£ their findings in t-q.e 
Constitution o£ the United States. 

In any study o£ the Constitution 
this period of "social dislocation" pri
or to 1787 must be understood in or
der to appreciate the oonvention which 
framed our basic law. Upon a knowl
edge of this period of economic chaos 
and social unrest must be predicated 
any £acts relating to the £ormation o£ 
the United States as it now exists. 

It was a decade filled with petty 
personal jealousies, state and national 
rivalries, national and international 
animosities-a period o£ financial con
fusion, o£ social cleavage, and govern
ment disorganization. Here is the 
raw material o£ history-its glamour, 
its conflicts, its personalities, its is
sues. To an alert history teacher it 
presents opportunities rich in color 
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and pregnant with the embryonic con
flicts of our present-day society. To 
realize the full implications of a sur
vey of the Constitution one must 
study thoroughly this contemporary 
i"Cene out of which it rose. 

One must also delve into the his
toric past and trace the development 
d democratic ideas as they developed 
first in England and later in the 
United States. The United States 
Constitution must not be viewed as an 
isolated event in world history. It 
must be studied as an important part 
of the pageant of world development. 

It is the culmination of centuries of 
governmental theory. Some of its 
principles were wrested from King 
John on the field of Runnymede. 
Others were gained in the Petition of 
Rights and the Habeas Corpus Act. 
Still others were pledged by William 
and Mary in the Bill of Rights. As 
Americans we may cherish them and 
in constitutional celebrations covet 
them as our sole possessions, but they 
were won not only by the embattled 
farmer on Concord Bridge, but by the 
members of the Long Parliament and 
the Roundheads of the Puritan Revo
lution. 

To a knowledge of the contempo
rary scene and an appreciation of the 
historic past of the Constitution must 
be added an acquaintance with the 
drafters of this document and the 
founders of the Republic. "And there 
were giants . . . in those days" . . . 
the patriarch of colonial culture, Ben
jamin Franklin; the financier of the 
Revolution, Robert Morris; the astute 
student of law, James Wilson; the 
staunch r.. lvocate of an aristocratic 
union, Alexander Hamilton; the emi
nent counsel of the United States, 

John Jay; the apostle of democracy," 
Thomas Jefferson; and the "father of 
the Constitution," James Madison. 

The notes they left on the framing 
of the Constitution are fragmentary, 
limited chiefly to those of its chief 
advocate, James Madison, and its 
most brilliant opponent, Luther Mar
tin. The notes they left on its rati
flcation are more full, centering 
chiefly in the Federalist papers. The 
real clue to the period is to be found 
in their biographies, for in them are 
reflected the habits, training, experi
ences, and conflicts of adolescent 
America- the America which had 
passed through the pangs of birth and 
the trials of childhood and by 1789 
was emerging into the critical forma
tive period of adolescence. 

No study of the formation of the 
Constitution or its development is 
complete until the student has had at 
least an introduction to these found
ers of the republic and to such of their 
successors and translators as John 
l.farshall, Roger Taney and Charles 
Evans Hughes. 

Most of all the Constitution should 
t,Ypify American democracy at its best, 
the repository of our heritage of liber
ties, a treasure chest to which every 
generation will have access and to 
v.hich it will feel free to add. It 
must have the emotional aura of the 
British crown and the vibrant quali
ties of the British monarch. It must 
be a living document. 

Its original may be placed under 
glass in the Congressional Library 
and protected from the elements of 
nature by the latest devices of science, 
but its present form must not be 
protected from interpretations and 
changes in the light of t ransforma-
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tions in contemporary civilization. 
The Constitution must be considered 
only a framework around which the 
social structure of any era is built. 

To study its history is to V€rify the 
fact that it has been a document 
moulded by and moulding the Amer
ica of its day. The Constitution was 
tl1e issue which cut the nation into 
political parties in th€ days of Wash
ington, tore the country into conflict
ing camps in the days of Marshall, 
rent the nation asunder in the ses
sessions of Taney, brought economic 
reverberations in the days of "Teddy" 
Roosevelt, and caused political dislo
c~tions in the era of Franklin Roos·e
velt. 

Slavery, trusts, interstate commerce, 
contracts, federalism, states rights, re
sumption of specie payment, income 
tax invalidation, child labor, collec
tive bargaining-all these and many 
more issues have been read between 
and written into the lines of the origi
nal document. The ink of George 
Washington's name dried on its 
parchment on the 17th of September 
in 1787 but its ink is, figuratively 
speaking, not yet dry. 

To study the Constitution of the 
United States is to study the history 
of the nation. To limit its scope is 
difficult. One should at least come 
away from its perusal with a firm con
viction of the wisdom of the processes 
of democracy, an appreciation of its 
drafters and mould.ers, a knowledge 
of the contemporary scene out of 
which it arose, a realization of the 
historic sources from which it grew, 
and an understanding of its impor
tance as a vital, dynamic document in 
American history. 
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