
Unit 3— DBQ Exercise

Some historians have marked the Federalist versus Antifederalist debate over Constitutional 
ratification as the beginning of the first party system in American politics. Support, modify or refute this 
contention using specific evidence. 

Document 1- Gordon Wood— problems with the Articles of Confederation that left the nation weak 
and vulnerable to outside attack and promoted discord because of the inability to regulate trade from 
within. 

Document 2- John Jay— the need for a strong central government to promote national unity and for the 
defense of the nation against foreign intrigue.

** Both of the documents showcase the desire for a strong central government that can regulate trade 
and protect itself from foreign incursion.  (Issue 1)

Document 3— Brutus (George Clinton)- a large republican government could not effectively deal with 
issues on a state and local level and be responsive to its citizens (favors states’ rights).

Document 4— Mason— writes that a Bill of Rights is necessary to protect the states and their citizens 
from the overreaching power of consolidated federal government.

** Both of the documents feature a fear of the power of a broad-based federal government with 
centralized power over the state and local governments. (Issue 2)

Issue 2—

After the Constitution was written, opponents of the document charged that it would infringe upon the 
power of the state and local governments, plus, feared that it could encroach upon the civil rights of its 
citizens living in the respective states. The opponents of the Constitution were writing during the period 
of ratification, or as the Constitution is being sent to state ratification conventions for approval 
throughout the fall of 1787 and into the summer of 1788, until it is finally adopted after the ratification of 
the ninth state, New Hampshire on June 1, 1788. One of the great fears that the Anti-federalists would 
have with the Constitution is expressed by Brutus, probably George Clinton, the governor of New York 
in late 1787 whose letter states his major argument that the document would create a consolidated 
federal government that would not be able to ably represent the wishes of all of its constituents because 
it would take away critical powers from both state and local governments (Document 3— Brutus). 
Other Anti-federalists such as George Mason, objected to the Constitution because it did not contain 
protections for the liberties of individual citizens. In his objections to the document, Mason, who was 
present at the writing of the Constitution feared that a strong central government would infringe upon 
the liberties of the average citizen. From his point of view, a Bill of Rights was a necessity as it would 
guarantee individual freedoms to American citizens that would be protected by the national government 
(Document 4— Mason).



Conclusion—

Our two-party political system was born out of the debates between the Federalists and the Anti-
federalists over the ratification or approval of the Constitution. On the one hand, Federalists would 
continue under the leadership of Alexander Hamilton to push for the growth and power of a strong 
central government to keep the nation safe from foreign attack by outside enemies and to put it on a 
pathway toward economic stability by being able to trade with foreign nations and to pay back its debt 
obligations from the American Revolution. In that same vein, Hamilton, will propose the creation of a 
National Bank in 1791 which will truly begin the split that would lead to the creation of our first two 
political parties between those who back his proposal for a strong central government with a National 
Bank as a major priority and those who fear the growth of federal power and who wish to interpret the 
Constitution more strictly who will be lead by Thomas Jefferson. The first two political parties will 
showcase the divide that has always been prominent in American politics, as Democrats throughout the 
second half of the twentieth century and even into the twenty-first still seek a progressive political 
agenda which at its heart has an activist role for a powerful federal government. While Republicans, on 
the other hand, during the same period of time have always supported a limited federal government and 
have advocated for the concentration of more power in the hands of both state and local governments. 
The two political parties of today still mirror the arguments that were made as the Constitution was 
being ratified— what is the role of the federal government and what rights or obligations should it 
protect.   


