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A Conservative  
Counterrevolution
The anti-democratic origins of the Constitution 
by lincoln caplan

W
hen the  Revolutionary 
War ended in 1783, the 
American states went into 
a severe economic depres-

sion. The British government barred its 
people from buying American goods they 
could get elsewhere, and kept the country’s 
shipping companies from buying American-
made ships. The gross national product fell 
precipitously. Yet despite the depression, 
most of the 13 states hiked taxes to pay down 
their war debts and cover their share of the 
nation’s—and the new taxes 
were much higher than Ameri-
cans had paid under British rule.

The states taxed land and 
people especially, and required 
that the taxes be paid in gold 
or silver, as Congress and for-
eign creditors demanded—an 
unusual hardship for farmers, 
whose wealth was in land and 
crops, not coins. Tens of thou-
sands lost their farms while re-
maining burdened with debt. 
Many people turned to poli-
tics for relief. Most of the states 
eased the supply of money by is-
suing paper currency that could 
be used to pay taxes. Some 
states deferred the obligation 
to pay taxes and approved other 

forms of debt relief, like allowing people to 
repay in installments.

Struggling Americans viewed the relief 
as essential in a punishing time. Prosperous 
citizens regarded it as indulgence fostering 
indolence. Paper money, the Virginian James 
Madison wrote, was “unjust, impolitic, de-
structive of public and private confidence, 
and of that virtue which is the basis of re-
publican governments.” The disagreement 
was fierce. State legislatures that passed re-
lief laws did so in some cases to stave off vio-

lence. In 1786, when Madison contradicted 
himself by voting in the Virginia legislature 
to let tobacco be used to pay taxes, he said 
that was “a prudential compliance”—not 
as bad as paper money.

The conservative Federalist government 
of Massachusetts chose neither to issue pa-
per money nor to pass meaningful tax or 
debt relief. In the western part of the state, 
a sometimes violent 
rebellion erupted in 
August 1786, named 
for the farmer and war 
veteran Daniel Shays. 
The climax of Shays’s 
Rebellion came in Jan-
uary 1787, when he led about 1,200 insurgents 
in a raid on a federal arsenal of weapons and 
ammunition in Springfield. Government mi-
litia repelled them with a volley of artillery 
that killed four Shaysites, as Federalists called 

The Framers’ Coup:  
The Making of the United 
States Constitution, by 
Michael J. Klarman 
(Oxford, $39.95)

true stories with the potential to become 
legend—looking for the lesser-known play-
ers who help us better understand who we 
are today. One future project, Veritas, will tell 
the story of the first Native American stu-
dents to enroll at Harvard under “Apostle 
to the Indians” John Eliot’s stewardship in 
the mid-seventeenth century, a topic with 
considerable potential to plug into current 
conversations about universities as sites for 

forging an inclusive, diverse civic body. 
Shamieh got the idea for the play during 

her Radcliffe Institute fellowship, when she 
learned that Native Americans had been en-
rolled at the school within the first decades 
of its founding. Incredulous that she had 
never heard the story, she set out to mine 
its human essence; even in a world populat-
ed by Puritans, there are no pure moral ac-
tors. In seventeenth-century Massachusetts, 

colonized Natives themselves owned slaves; 
she points out that even though contempo-
rary audiences may find Eliot’s attempts to 
“civilize” indigenous people distasteful, he 
was in many ways doing the best he knew. 
She will return to Harvard on a Guggenheim 
fellowship this spring to continue her re-
search and begin to write the characters to 
life. With a determined set to her jaw, she 
says, “I want to make them lore.”

A contemporary rendering 
of the Springfield arsenal 
attack during Shays’s 
Rebellion—a shaping event 
for the Founders B
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their antagonists. It was the beginning of the 
end of the uprising.

Yet many rebels were prosperous lead-
ers in their communities who resented the 
state’s eastern elite and its aristocratic rule. 
In April 1787, insurgents or their sympathiz-
ers were elected to fill a large majority of 
seats in the state legislature, which slashed 
taxes and eased tax collection. Populism tri-
umphed in Massachusetts, too, as it had ear-
lier in most of the other states. 

Members of the Massachusetts elite de-
plored this development. So did members of 
the political elite throughout the country. To 
them, the rebellion and its after-effects were 
proof that the American revolution had gone 
too far, and that the new country needed a 
powerful national government thatcould-

succeed without being undermined by the 
excesses of democracy prevailing in the 
states. Beginning that May, these concerns 
became the project of what was then called 
the federal Convention. 

In his new book The Framers’ Coup, Mi-
chael J. Klarman explains how this brief, 
geographically isolated, and seemingly 
thwarted uprising fundamentally shaped 
American governance. The Bancroft Prize-
winning legal historian and Kirkland & Ellis 
professor of law writes, “Shays’s Rebellion 
played a critical role in the creation of the 
Constitution.” 

It was a coup,  Klarman lays out, because 
Madison—now known as the father of the 
Constitution and a primary shaper of it—
and key colleagues went to the convention 
in Philadelphia with a frankly anti-democrat-
ic agenda and, by and large, fulfilled it. By 
anti-democratic, Klarman does not mean au-
tocratic. Instead, he means opposed to a pure-
ly democratic system in which the majority 
would always rule. After persuading the other 
delegates to deliberate behind closed doors 
and keep what happened there a secret, the 
Federalists led the convention to approve a 
constitution that was, in Klarman’s words, 
“nationalist and democracy-constraining.” 
Madison later observed that “no constitu-
tion would ever have been adopted by the 
convention if the debates had been public.” 

To solve problems Congress had strug-
gled with in the wake of the war, the new 
document gave that body power that was 
“virtually unlimited” to impose taxes, reg-
ulate commerce, and create a military. The 
constitution said that, once it was ratified, 
it would be “the supreme law of the land,” 
along with federal laws and treaties. To 
enforce that principle, it commanded the 
creation of a supreme court and authorized 
Congress to create lower federal courts.

Most state constitutions equipped voters 
to keep their representatives on short leash-
es: the tools included, as Klarman writes, 
“annual elections, small constituencies, 
mandatory rotation in office, and (often) 
instruction of representatives”—the right 
of voters to tell their representatives what 
to do in office. The national constitution es-
tablished terms “longer than any existing 
under state constitutions,” with four years 
for presidents and six for senators. Even for 
the members of the more democratic House 
of Representatives, the delegates’ anti-dem-
ocratic bias showed: they established two-
year rather than one-year terms; large con-
stituencies for each member, rather than 
small; and no provisions for “instruction, 
recall, or mandatory rotation in office.”

Some delegates wanted the constitution 
to be far more nationalist, either by empow-
ering Congress to veto state laws it disliked, 
or by abolishing the states altogether—in 
order, as one delegate put it, to create “one 
nation instead of a confederation of repub-
lics.” But the convention struck the balance 

Dennis De Witt inquires  about the 
origin of the phrase “wretched excess.” 
He has found citations to The Edinburgh 
Review (1805), Sir Walter Scott (c. 1830), 
and the sixteenth-century Jesuit Martin 
Delrio, but hopes to learn more.

Alethea Black asks  who wrote: “What 
is the thing which man will not surrender? 
That which he never fully possessed, or 
missed in its true season.”

William Benemann seeks  the source 
of a motto  tattooed on the arm of a Mas-
sachusetts sailor in 1872: “Not a star shall 
fall.” He has found the phrase in the fare-
well speech that Colonel J.J. Seaver gave 
to the men of the Sixteenth New York 
Volunteers at the end of the Civil War, but 
further online searches suggest that Seav-
er was quoting an earlier source.

Eve Menger would like  to learn “the 
earliest usage of the word ‘Union’ in dis-
tinction to ‘Confederacy.’ Union Square in 
San Francisco is said to have been named 
in honor of pro-Union, anti-slavery rallies 
held there, led by the Unitarian minister 
Thomas Starr King. However, there is an 
1853 newspaper article which refers to 
that area as Union Square. Was ‘Union’ 
used at that time in the political sense?”

Truth in the well  (November-Decem-
ber 2016).  No links to Harvard’s Pump 
have emerged, but John Gordon and Jenny 
Rood, citing The Oxford Book of Proverbs, 
noted that “We know nothing certainly, 
for truth lies in the deep” is attributed to 
Democritus, and the revision, “Truth lies 
sunk in a well,” to Lactantius (Institutiones 
Divinae III, xxviii). Gordon added that  Ju-
dith Oster, in Toward Robert Frost: The 
Reader and the Poet (page 82) cites Dem-
ocritus for “Of truth we know nothing, for 
truth lies at the bottom of a well.” In addi-
tion, Bernard Witlieb shared Jean-Léon 
Gérôme’s painting, Truth Emerging from Her 
Well (with a whip to use on humanity), and 
Louise Abbot recalled Sully Prud homme’s 
sonnet, “Le doute,” beginning: La blanche 
Vérité dort au fond d’un grand puits.

“between…business and eternity” 
 (November-December 2016). Joseph Mar-
cus identified the speaker as English bishop 
Zachary Pearce (said to be citing a reply 
first made to Emperor Charles V), based 
on Hugh James Rose’s A New General Bio-
graphical Dictionary (1850; vol. 2, page 3).

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138 or via email to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.

C h a p t e r  &  Ve r s e
Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words

Michael Klarman interprets the drafting  
of  the Constitution as a coup.
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it did in September 1787 because its leaders 
understood that nine of the 13 states would 
need to ratify the document to turn it into 
the Constitution and that popular support 
was imperative for that to happen. The next 
June, New Hampshire became the ninth to 
ratify. Congress determined that the new-
ly constituted government of the United 
States, operating under the Constitution, 
would commence in March 1789.

In Ratification: The People Debate the Consti-
tution, the late historian Pauline Maier ’60, 
Ph.D. ’68, drawing on 21 of the now 24 vol-
umes of The Documentary History of the Ratifica-
tion of the American Constitution, recounted what 
she described as “one of the greatest and 
most probing public debates in American 
history”: the choleric, pub-to-pew disputes 
throughout the states. In the Harvard Law Re-
view, in 2011, Klarman accurately called Mai-
er’s book “one of the best books ever written 
about the American Founding.” Writing that 
review, he says in the preface to The Framers’ 
Coup, got him hooked on “the primary source 
materials of the Founding—correspondence, 
newspaper essays, pamphlets, legislative and 
convention debates.” He spent four years im-
mersed in them while composing his book.

His goals were to write “a comprehen-
sive account of the Founding,” as much as 
possible “in the words of the participants,” 
and to advance his version of the view that 
“the Constitution was a conservative coun-
terrevolution against what leading Ameri-
can statesmen regarded as the irresponsible 
economic measures enacted by a majority of 
state legislatures in the mid-1780s.” 

The book has the authority and elegance 
of a reference work written for the ages. It 
spans from an account of the deficiencies 
of the Articles of Confederation, that first 
constitution intended to empower the Con-
tinental Congress to coordinate the states’ 
efforts in the Revolutionary War, to a re-
view of the Bill of Rights. Ordinary citizens 
forced the Federalist leaders to add this sec-
tion of the document, codifying the rights of 
citizens, that now dominates constitutional 
law. The book is meticulously researched, 
cogently written, and rich with voices and 
insights. It has the allure that the historian 
Daniel J. Boorstin ’34, said a first-rate his-
tory should have: the sense that the author 
is figuring out, along with the reader, how 
the story will come out, though both already 
know. It is also a handsomely made volume, 
with scores of wonderful illustrations.

An historian’s comment about the book 

opposite the title page calls it a “page-turn-
ing narrative,” which is true yet somewhat 
misleading. Each of the 631 pages of text is 
so laden with facts that it sometimes feels 
like it takes two hands to turn a page. The 
comprehensiveness that Klarman achieved 
is a mild affliction, translating into dense-
ness that can challenge a reader. Occasion-
ally, that spills over into tendentiousness 
when he repeats his theme about the Fed-
eralists’ anti-democratic agenda.

But the book is often revelatory. After he 
reports that the first official act of the Con-
stitutional Convention was to elect George 
Washington president of the gathering and 
a former personal secretary of his, William 
Jackson, as “secretary to keep the official 
minutes,” Klarman includes a footnote 
about the historical records of what was 
said at the Pennsylvania statehouse during 
the course of those mythologized months 
that led to a new kind of nation. Madison, 
for example, “kept detailed notes” and “was 
present every day of the proceedings,” but 
his “notes could not have captured even 10 
percent of the words that were spoken.” 
In addition, he summarized points rather 
than recording speeches verbatim, drained 
emotion from other delegates’ speeches, and 
paid scant attention to points that didn’t 
interest him (like the jurisdiction of the fed-
eral courts). He also “tended to revise his 
own speeches to make himself appear less 
dogmatic.” Klarman’s point, as he summa-
rizes, is that “while we have a fairly detailed 
record of what transpired at the Philadel-
phia convention, it is important to be aware 
of the limits on what we can know.”

Klarman shares  the customary view that 
the “delegates were, in general, an extraor-
dinarily talented bunch,” quoting Benjamin 
Franklin that they were “the most august 
and respectable assembly” he ever joined. But 
he writes that a more revealing reflection of 
Franklin’s has been neglected: that “when 
you assemble a number of men to have the 
advantage of their joint wisdom, you inevita-
bly assemble with those men, all their preju-
dices, their passions, their errors of opinion, 
their local interests, and their selfish views.”

That is one of Klarman’s core judgments: 
impressive as they were, the framers “had 
interests, prejudices, and moral blind spots. 
They could not foresee the future, and they 
made mistakes.” They argued “in terms of 
political principles,” but those arguments 
“simply served as rationalizations for the 

“Getting Out of 
the Way of the 
Work”
Viewing Carrie Mae 
Weems’s art—and 
hearing her 
voice—at the 
Hutchins Center’s Cooper Gallery 
harvardmag.com/weems-16

Doris Salcedo 
Gives Form to 
Tragedy
A powerful exhibit 
opens at the 
Harvard Art 
Museums.  
harvardmag.com/salcedo-16

“Presenting 
Jane” at 
Harvard
A rediscovered 
short film gives a 
glimpse of the New 
York School’s early days. harvard-
mag.com/janef-16

Explore More
 

For more online-only articles on 
the arts and creativity, see:

interests being advanced.” Those interests 
were elementary and clashed constantly, 
with delegates working to give their states 
as much power as possible. Large states 
squared off against small ones, northern 
states versus southern ones, manufacturing 
states versus slave-dependent agricultural 
ones, Federalists versus Antifederalists, and 
nationalists versus statists.

The enduring question that Klarman 
frames is the extent of the duty that Ameri-
can citizens today owe to an old, imperfect 
document, written “by people possessed of 
very different assumptions, concerns, and 
values”—which led almost all of them to ac-
cept and protect the institution of slavery, to 
exclude women from the protection of po-
litical and civil rights, and to adopt many un-
democratic mechanisms in the Constitution. 

When Donald J. Trump defeated Hillary 
R. Clinton for the presidency, he was the 
second candidate in 16 years (and the fourth 
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in American history) to win in the Electoral 
College despite losing the popular vote (the 
number of electors in a state equals its num-
ber of representatives in Congress plus its 
two senators, which favors less populated 
states by making their voters’ votes count 
more). As Klarman underscores, the malap-
portionment of the Senate defies the modern 
principle of one person, one vote, with states 
of widely varying populations each having 
two senators so states with small popula-
tions exert much more than their share of 
influence in presidential elections.

These days, 230 years after the convention, 
the Constitution is still usually spoken about 
with reverence and interpreted as a docu-
ment expressing legal and political philoso-
phy. But Klarman argues persuasively that 
Americans must defend their political, eco-
nomic, and social interests on the merits, not 
by invoking the Constitution as a sacred text. 
History warrants this realism, as he shows: 

the framers designed America’s basic law to 
serve their sometimes undemocratic inter-
ests, rather than always making paramount 
the democratic ideals on which they founded 
the country. They did not intend that their 
intentions would bind future Americans.  

 
Of equal importance,  Klarman shows 
the framers’ genuine capacity for compro-
mise and how, through the centuries, the 
Constitution they shaped has been amended 
and interpreted to rid the document of its 
prejudices and provide a platform on which 
America has built progress. In the book’s in-
dex, there are a score of entries for “democ-
racy,” but none for “republic.” Yet the skep-
ticism about providing unbridled power to 
the majority, which has led to, among other 
things, the protection of minorities, reflects 
the wisdom of the Republic that the fram-
ers both empowered and prudently con-
strained, with checks and balances.  

Klarman ends with a thought from Thom-
as Jefferson, that each generation has “a right 
to choose for itself the form of government 
it believes most promotive of its own hap-
piness.” That understates what The Framers’ 
Coup teaches. The Constitution was not in-
evitable. The progress that Jefferson envi-
sioned has never been inevitable either. 

Each generation has a duty to apply or 
amend the Constitution, so the Republic ful-
fills the commitments of the document’s Pre-
amble, above all to securing “the Blessings of 
Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” Fail-
ure to fulfill those commitments would end 
or sorely test the great American experiment 
in self-government. The Constitution kindled 
its promise, but leaves in the hands of the Peo-
ple the full responsibility for its fate.  

Contributing editor Lincoln Caplan ’72, J.D. ’76, 
wrote “Death Throes,” about capital punishment, in 
the November-December 2016 issue. 
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Reports from the  
“New America”

A Latino-American journalist’s sundry roles 
by nell porter brown

The pioneering  media site Lati-
noRebels.com, founded in 2011 
by Julio Ricardo Varela ’90, criti-
cized a Coors Brewing Company 

advertising campaign for linking Puerto Ri-
cans to drunkenness; the ads were pulled. It 
published video of Puerto Rican indepen-
dence supporters burning an American 
flag to protest an island visit by President 
Barack Obama—an act that LatinoRebels.
com found “disgraceful.” And Varela him-
self opposed a gossipy, homophobic pup-
pet called La Comay, a modern fixture on 
Puerto Rican television, and promoted a so-
cial media campaign that helped push the 
doll off the air. 

Then comprised of Varela and 20 bloggers 
(mostly his friends), the hub was modeled 

after The Daily Show, an outlet for raw opin-
ions and frustrations. “I wrote what I want-
ed and followed my own stories,” Varela ex-
plains. It quickly became a hot spot for other 
young, bicultural, bilingual Latinos, and, he 
adds, “a means of entering the ‘national con-
versation’ about what it truly means to be 
Latino and American in this country.” 

Still fiery six years later, Varela has wad-
ed closer to the mainstream media as se-
nior digital media editor at Futuro Media. 
Founded by Emmy-winning veteran jour-
nalist Maria Hinojosa in 2010, the Harlem-
based nonprofit organization produces 
Latino USA, which airs weekly on Nation-
al Public Radio, as well as the PBS docu-
mentary series America by the Numbers; 
both explore diversity, often reporting on 

populations and stories missed or ignored 
by commercial national-news outlets. Va-
rela, whose first career was in elementary-
level and bilingual educational publishing, 
sees himself continuing to teach people as 
a journalist. But Futuro’s “bigger mission,” 
he says, is to amplify “intelligent voices out-
side of the Latino space and look more at the 
‘new America.’ It’s like Latino 2.0—now we 
are a more multicultural society, and how 
do we fit in?”

At Futuro, Varela is responsible for all 
digital and social-media content. His earthy 
laugh, quick opinions, and comedic timing 
(he has dabbled in improv) make him a nat-
ural on air, where he also appears as a com-
mentator or host. In shepherding and co-
hosting the organization’s newest venture, 
the weekly political podcast In the Thick, he’s 
“unapologetic” about featuring only journal-
ists of color. “We couldn’t wait anymore,” 
he explains during an interview prior to 
an episode titled “That Mexican Thing” 
(after then-Indiana governor Mike Pence 
defended Donald Trump’s rhetoric about 
Mexican “rapists” during the vice presi-
dential debate in October). Launching into 
a critique of minority-news coverage and 
minority representation in newsrooms, he 
asserts that mainstream media “do not un-
derstand that the majority of Latinos are 
English-dominant, are second- and third-gen-
eration immigrants—I’m not even going to 
say ‘immigrants’—are Americans, right? And 
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