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The period following the American Revolution was a time of profound political transformation for the newly
independent states. As each former colony transitioned from British colonial governance to self-rule, one of
the most critical tasks was drafting and ratifying new state constitutions. These documents would define the
structure of government, protect individual rights, and establish the legal framework for the new states'
existence. But who exactly was responsible for writing these constitutions? The answer involves a
combination of elected delegates, state legislatures, and in some cases, specially convened constitutional
conventions. This article explores the processes, key figures, and institutional actors involved in creating the
foundational legal documents of the post-Revolutionary states.

The Context of State Constitution Drafting after the Revolution

Before delving into who wrote the state constitutions, it is essential to understand the context that
prompted their creation. The end of the Revolutionary War in 1783 marked the beginning of a new era, but
independence alone did not guarantee effective governance. The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781,
served as the first national government, but they proved inadequate for managing the complexities of state and
national affairs. States recognized the need for stronger, clearer constitutions to define powers and limit
government authority.

The push for new state constitutions was driven by several factors:
- The desire to establish republican forms of government rooted in popular sovereignty.
- The need to safeguard individual rights and liberties.
- The goal to create a legal foundation for economic development and stability.
- The recognition that existing colonial charters or unwritten traditions were insufficient for the new
political realities.

This environment spurred a wave of constitution-writing efforts across the states, each with its own
process, participants, and priorities.

Who Wrote the New State Constitutions?

The responsibility for drafting the new state constitutions primarily fell to elected delegates and specially
convened constitutional conventions. These bodies comprised prominent political leaders, lawyers, farmers,
merchants, and other representatives of the populace. Their composition and the process by which they were
formed varied by state, but certain common patterns emerged.

1. Elected Delegates and State Legislatures

In many states, the process began with elections or appointments of delegates tasked with drafting the new
constitution. These delegates often represented a broad cross-section of society, reflecting the political
ideologies and economic interests of their regions.



Election of Delegates: Citizens voted for representatives who would serve on constitutional
conventions or constitutional drafting committees.

Role of State Legislatures: In some cases, state legislatures designated or appointed delegates to draft
the new constitutions, sometimes acting as the constitutional assembly itself.

Procedural Variations: The specific procedures differed; some states required popular approval of the
drafted constitution via referendum, while others relied on legislative ratification.

This approach ensured that the drafting process was rooted in democratic principles, giving the populace a
voice in shaping their government.

2. Constitutional Conventions

Most states convened special constitutional conventions—deliberate assemblies convened solely for the
purpose of drafting or revising the state constitution. These conventions became the primary bodies responsible
for creating the foundational legal document.

Constitutional Convention Members: Delegates were elected specifically for this purpose, often chosen
by popular vote, with some states imposing property or religious qualifications.

Leadership and Prominent Figures: Convention delegates often included leading political figures, lawyers,
Revolutionary War veterans, and influential community leaders.

Work Process: Conventions debated, amended, and ultimately approved the draft constitutions, which
then required ratification by the voters.

Notable examples include the Massachusetts Constitutional Convention of 1780 and the Pennsylvania
Constitutional Convention of 1776, where key figures like John Adams and Benjamin Franklin played significant
roles.

3. Influences of Political Philosophy and Local Context

While the immediate task was drafting a practical legal framework, the writers of these constitutions were
also influenced by contemporary political philosophies and local concerns.

Enlightenment Ideas: Concepts of liberty, separation of powers, and checks and balances shaped the
content of many state constitutions.

Experience of Colonial Governance: Colonial charters and the grievances leading to revolution
influenced the structure of government and rights provisions.

Regional Variations: Economic interests, social structures, and local traditions affected the specific
provisions and emphasis within each constitution.

For example, Southern states often included protections for slavery and states' rights, while Northern states
emphasized individual rights and opposition to monarchy.



The Key Figures in the Drafting Process

Although the overall process was democratic and participatory, certain individuals played pivotal roles in
shaping the early state constitutions.

1. State Political Leaders and Patriots

Many of the delegates and convention members were prominent Revolutionary leaders who had fought for
independence and held influential political offices.

John Adams (Massachusetts): Advocated for written constitutions and a balanced government.

Benjamin Franklin (Pennsylvania): A diplomat and elder statesman whose influence extended to
constitutional ideas.

Thomas Jefferson (Virginia): Though more involved in national politics, his writings on liberty influenced
state constitutional discussions.

Their ideas and leadership helped define the principles embedded in the state documents.

2. Legal Experts and Jurists

Lawyers and jurists contributed technical expertise to the drafting process, ensuring the constitutions adhered
to legal principles and provided workable frameworks.

George Wythe (Virginia): An influential legal scholar who advised on constitutional matters.

Samuel Adams (Massachusetts): A revolutionary leader with strong opinions on rights and governance.

Their understanding of law helped craft clear, effective provisions.

3. Ordinary Citizens and Local Leaders

Beyond prominent figures, local leaders and ordinary citizens often participated either directly or through
elected representatives, ensuring the constitutions reflected popular will.

Town meetings and local assemblies often discussed and influenced the content of the new constitutions.

Ratification campaigns involved widespread public engagement, sometimes marked by heated debates.

This participatory approach reinforced the legitimacy and acceptance of the new legal frameworks.



The Process of Ratification and Final Adoption

After the drafting process, the new state constitutions typically underwent a ratification process. This step
was crucial to legitimize the document and establish it as the supreme law of the land within each state.

Most states required a majority vote of the qualified voters in a referendum or special election.

Ratification campaigns often involved public debates, political pamphlets, and speeches advocating for
or against the new constitutions.

Once ratified, the constitutions replaced colonial charters or previous laws, establishing the legal
basis for governance.

This democratic approval process underscored the revolutionary principle that sovereignty resided with the
people.

Legacy of the Constitution-Writing Process

The process of writing and ratifying the state constitutions after the American Revolution laid the
groundwork for modern American constitutional practice. It established the importance of written documents,
separation of powers, and bill of rights protections. Moreover, the involvement of diverse social groups in
drafting these foundational laws fostered a tradition of participatory democracy.

Each state’s constitution reflected its unique social, economic, and political context but shared common
themes inspired by Enlightenment ideals and revolutionary principles. These early constitution-writing efforts
also influenced the subsequent creation of the U.S. Constitution in 1787, which drew upon many of the ideas
and lessons learned from the states’ experiences.

Conclusion

After the American Revolution, the task of writing the new state constitutions was carried out primarily by
elected delegates and constitutional conventions, composed of prominent political leaders, legal experts, and
engaged citizens. This process was characterized by democratic participation, regional variation, and influence
from Enlightenment ideas. The deliberate drafting and ratification of these constitutions marked a pivotal
moment in establishing republican government and safeguarding individual rights in the United States. The legacy
of these foundational documents continues to shape American political life today, demonstrating the enduring
importance of the people’s role in shaping their government.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was primarily responsible for drafting the new state constitutions
after the American Revolution?

The state legislatures and elected conventions were responsible for drafting the new state constitutions
following the American Revolution.



Did all states create new constitutions immediately after gaining
independence?

Most states drafted new constitutions soon after the revolution, but some made amendments to existing
charters before creating fully new constitutions.

What were common features of the new state constitutions written after
the American Revolution?

Common features included establishing a republican form of government, separating powers, protecting
individual rights, and limiting the powers of government officials.

How did revolutionary ideals influence the writing of state constitutions?

Revolutionary ideals emphasized liberty, equality, and popular sovereignty, which heavily influenced the
constitutions to include protections for individual rights and limits on governmental power.

Were there any prominent figures involved in writing the state
constitutions?

Yes, notable figures such as John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison influenced the process, although
many local leaders and delegates also played key roles.

Did the process of writing state constitutions vary from state to state?

Yes, each state had its own process, with some holding conventions or assemblies to draft constitutions,
leading to variations in length, structure, and inclusions.

How long did it typically take states to write and ratify their new
constitutions?

The process varied, but most states completed their constitutions within a few months to a year after
declaring independence.

What role did public opinion play in the drafting of the new state
constitutions?

Public opinion was significant; many states held town meetings or public debates to ensure the new
constitutions reflected the will of the citizens.

Did the writers of the state constitutions include provisions for
amendments?

Yes, most constitutions included procedures for future amendments to allow for changes as the states
evolved.

How did the new state constitutions impact the development of American
constitutional democracy?

They established foundational principles of governance, inspired future federal and state constitutions, and
set precedents for protecting rights and limiting government power.



Additional Resources
After The American Revolution Who Wrote The New State Constitutions—this pivotal question marks the
beginning of a transformative era in American governance. Following the end of the Revolutionary War, the
thirteen former colonies faced the monumental task of establishing their own independent governments. These new
states needed foundational documents that would define their political structures, protect individual rights,
and promote stability. The process of drafting these constitutions was a complex, often contentious,
endeavor involving a diverse array of political actors, intellectual currents, and regional interests. This
article explores who wrote the new state constitutions after the American Revolution, the influences shaping
their creation, and the lasting impact these documents had on American political development.

---

The Context of Post-Revolutionary America

After declaring independence in 1776, the former colonies transitioned from British colonial rule to sovereign
states. This transition necessitated the creation of new legal and political frameworks—state
constitutions—that would serve as the supreme law of each state. Unlike the British system, which vested
power in a monarchy and Parliament, these new constitutions aimed to establish popular sovereignty, limit
governmental powers, and safeguard individual liberties.

Why Were State Constitutions Important?

State constitutions were more than just legal documents; they represented a revolutionary act—asserting
the authority of the people over the state governments. They laid the groundwork for:

- Popular sovereignty: Power derived from the people.
- Checks and balances: Preventing any one branch from becoming too powerful.
- Protection of rights: Ensuring individual freedoms and liberties.
- Structural organization: Defining legislative, executive, and judicial roles.

---

Who Wrote the New State Constitutions?

The answer to who wrote the new state constitutions is multifaceted, involving a mixture of political
leaders, lawyers, farmers, merchants, and ordinary citizens. The process was largely driven by elected
conventions, appointed committees, and influential political thinkers.

1. State Conventions and Elected Drafting Bodies

Most states convened special conventions composed of elected representatives to draft their constitutions.
These conventions varied significantly in composition, reflecting regional interests, social classes, and
political philosophies.

- Elected delegates: Citizens voted to select representatives tasked with drafting the new fundamental laws.
- Open debates: Conventions often featured vigorous debates over the scope of government, individual rights,
and economic policies.
- Majority influence: The final documents often mirrored the prevailing political sentiments of the majority at
the time.

2. Influential Political Leaders and Thinkers

While many ordinary citizens participated indirectly, certain prominent figures played key roles:

- Thomas Jefferson: Advocated for individual rights and limited government, influencing some state
constitutions.
- John Adams: Emphasized the importance of balanced government and checks and balances.
- George Mason: His Virginia Declaration of Rights influenced several other states’ bills of rights.



- James Madison: Though more prominent at the federal level, his ideas on separation of powers influenced state
constitutions.

3. Lawyers and Legal Experts

Legal professionals contributed significantly to drafting and refining the constitutions:

- Legal drafting: Lawyers helped translate political ideas into precise legal language.
- Precedent and tradition: They drew upon British common law, colonial charters, and prior legal documents.
- Institutional design: Their expertise was crucial in establishing courts, legislative procedures, and executive
powers.

4. Ordinary Citizens and Local Influences

In many cases, local communities and ordinary citizens expressed their preferences through voting, petitions, and
participation in conventions. Their influence was especially notable in more democratic or populist states.

---

Regional and State Variations in Constitution Drafting

The process and content of state constitutions varied widely, influenced by regional culture, economic
interests, and political philosophies.

- New England states: Emphasized town meetings, direct democracy, and limited government.
- Southern states: Focused on preserving slavery, maintaining aristocratic elements, and protecting property
rights.
- Mid-Atlantic states: Balanced democratic participation with checks on popular influence.

Key Influences on the Drafting of State Constitutions

The drafting of state constitutions was shaped by several intellectual and political currents:

- Enlightenment ideas: Concepts of natural rights, social contract, and separation of powers.
- Colonial precedents: Colonial charters and assemblies provided models for governance.
- Revolutionary ideals: A desire for independence, liberty, and resistance to tyranny.
- British constitutional principles: Elements borrowed from British law and tradition.

---

Common Features of Post-Revolution State Constitutions

Despite regional differences, most state constitutions shared several core features:

- A bill of rights: Enumerating fundamental rights and liberties.
- Separation of powers: Dividing government into legislative, executive, and judicial branches.
- Checks and balances: Mechanisms to prevent abuse of power.
- Popular sovereignty: Authority vested in the people, often expressed through voting rights.
- Limited government: Restrictions on governmental powers to safeguard individual freedoms.

Notable State Constitutions and Their Authors

- Massachusetts Constitution (1780): Drafted primarily by John Adams, emphasizing a balanced government
structure.
- Virginia Constitution (1776): Influenced by George Mason’s advocacy for individual rights.
- Pennsylvania Constitution (1776): Characterized by a unicameral legislature, drafted by a diverse group of
citizens.
- New York Constitution (1777): Crafted by a convention that reflected a cautious approach to democracy.



---

Challenges and Controversies in Drafting State Constitutions

The process was often contentious, with debates over:

- The scope of voting rights: Should property qualifications be maintained?
- The structure of government: How powerful should the executive be?
- Slavery and racial rights: How to address the status of enslaved people and free blacks.
- Economic interests: Balancing commercial and agrarian priorities.

The Role of Popular Participation

In many states, the drafting process was highly democratic, with widespread public input. However, in others,
elites and property owners wielded disproportionate influence, shaping constitutions that reflected their
interests.

---

The Legacy of the Post-Revolution Constitutions

The state constitutions laid the foundation for the United States’ national government and influenced future
constitutional developments.

- Model for the U.S. Constitution: Many principles—separation of powers, checks and balances, rights
protections—originated in state documents.
- Experimentation: States served as laboratories for democracy, testing different governance models.
- Protection of rights: State constitutions often included detailed bills of rights, inspiring federal protections.

---

Conclusion: Who Wrote the New State Constitutions?

In summary, the answer to after the American Revolution who wrote the new state constitutions involves a
diverse group:

- Elected delegates and conventions representing local populations.
- Influential political leaders and thinkers advocating Enlightenment principles.
- Lawyers and legal experts crafting precise frameworks.
- Citizens whose participation and opinions shaped the drafts.

This collective effort resulted in a rich tapestry of constitutional documents that reflected regional
differences, revolutionary ideals, and emerging American political identity. These foundational texts not only
established the legal and political framework for each state but also set the stage for the development of a
nation committed to liberty, democracy, and constitutional government.

---

Understanding the origins of these state constitutions provides valuable insight into the early American
commitment to democratic principles and the importance of participatory governance. The men and women who
wrote these documents laid the groundwork for the enduring American constitutional tradition, emphasizing the
central role of the people in shaping their government.
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