
Thomas Jefferson accurately represented the
convictions of his fellow colonists when he
observed in the Declaration of Independence that
a government, to be considered legitimate, must be
based on the consent of the people and respect their
natural rights to “life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness.”Along with other leading members of the
founding generation, Jefferson
understood that these principles
dictated that the government be
given only limited powers that,
ideally, are carefully described in
written charters or constitutions.

Modern theorists like John
Locke and the Baron de
Montesquieu had been making
the case for limited government
and separation of powers during
the century prior to the American
Revolution. Colonial Americans
were quite familiar with Locke’s
argument from his Two Treatises
of Government that “Absolute
Arbitrary Power, or Governing without settled
standing Laws, can neither of them consist with the
ends of Society and Government. . . .” Locke added
that the reason people “quit the freedom of the
state of Nature [is] to preserve their Lives, Liberties
and Fortunes.” Civil society has no higher end than
to provide for the safety and happiness of the
people, and this is best done under a system of
known rules or laws that apply equally to “the 
Rich and Poor, . . . the Favorite at Court, and the
Country Man at plough.” For his part, Montesquieu
argued that only where governmental power is
limited in scope, and then parceled out among
different departments, will people be free from
oppression. Constitutional government, for
modern natural rights theorists, should be limited
government dedicated to the comfortable
preservation of the people—that is, to their
security, freedom, and prosperity.

John Adams echoed the beliefs of many
Americans when he argued that only by creating a
balance of forces within the government could the
people hope to escape despotism and misery. An
unchecked legislature, he observed, would be
capable not only of making tyrannical laws, but of

executing them in a tyrannical manner as well. In his
famous draft of a constitution for the commonwealth
of Massachusetts, Adams declared that the
“legislative, executive and judicial power shall be
placed in separate departments, to the end that it
might be a government of laws, and not of men.”
This document, along with his Defence of the

Constitutions of Government of
the United States of America,
containing a strong case for checks
and balances in government,
were well known to the delegates
who attended the Constitutional
Convention of 1787.

James Wilson, one of the
foremost legal scholars of the
founding period and a delegate
from Pennsylvania at the
Constitutional Convention, agreed
with Adams’ insistence that the
power of government should be
divided to the end of advancing
the peace and happiness of the

people. In the words of Wilson, “In government,
the perfection of the whole depends on the balance
of the parts, and the balance of the parts consists in
the independent exercise of their separate powers,
and, when their powers are separately exercised,
then in their mutual influence and operation on
one another. Each part acts and is acted upon,
supports and is supported, regulates and is
regulated by the rest.”

Both the Articles of Confederation and the
Constitution of the United States provided for
governments with limited powers. As John Jay had
discovered as America’s secretary of foreign affairs,
the power of the central government was severely
limited under the Articles and, hence, could be
trusted to a unitary legislative department. Fear of
governmental tyranny and a desire to preserve the
power enjoyed by the new states resulted in the
creation of a central government that could not
effectively oversee interstate commerce or do other
things that were critical to ensuring the safety and
happiness of the people. In a letter to Edmund
Randolph at the end of 1786, George Washington
bemoaned the “awful situation of our affairs”
which he attributed to “the want of sufficient power
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in the foederal head.”Washington quickly joined the
movement to create a new governmental system
that was equal to “the exigencies of Union,” to
quote from the instructions given the delegates to
the Constitutional Convention of 1787.

The Constitution of 1787 grew out of a plan
drafted largely by James Madison during the winter
and spring before the Convention. The “Virginia
Plan” proposed a central government that was
supreme over the states. Evidence that the national
government was to be entrusted with considerable
power could be found in the provisions for a
bicameral legislature and
independent executive and
judicial departments.

The delegates who
attended the Constitutional
Convention were sufficiently
versed in modern political
theory to understand that
they would have to divide
the power of the national government if they
intended to entrust it with real authority over the
lives of the people and the states. They understood
the dangers of imparting considerable political
power to a unitary sovereign. In this connection,
there was never any doubt in their minds that they
should create a government of “delegated and
enumerated” powers, that is, that the government
should only be entrusted with specified
(enumerated) powers that derived directly from
the people. While they worried about the
“turbulence and follies” of democracy, they
recognized that government had to be based on the
consent of the people to be legitimate.

The Virginia Plan anticipated the bicameral
legislature and independent executive and judicial
departments found in the United States Constitution
today. Building on Madison’s model, the delegates
assigned responsibilities to the departments based
on their peculiar characteristics. The six-year term
of senators, for example, seemed to make this a
proper institution to involve in foreign policy (e.g.,
ratification of treaties) since senators would have
more time than members of the House of
Representatives to acquaint themselves with
international affairs and their longer terms and
larger constituencies (entire states) also would give
them more freedom to attend to matters other
than the immediate interests of constituents back
home. The House of Representatives was entrusted
with the important power to initiate revenue
(taxation) bills precisely because the members of

this chamber are tied so closely to the people by
short terms and small districts.

In addition to matching powers and
governmental responsibilities, the delegates were
careful to position each department to “check and
balance” the other departments. Examples are 
the executive’s veto power, the congressional
impeachment power, and the judicial review power
entrusted to the Supreme Court, the only national
court formally established by the Constitution.
Although in good Lockean fashion the legislative
department was designed to be the preeminent

department, it was still
subjected to checks by the
other branches of the
government. Separation of
powers as well as the system
of checks and balances were
devices for reducing the threat
of governmental tyranny, not
excluding legislative tyranny.

However, the constitutional arrangement, put
into its final wording by Gouverneur Morris, was
not driven entirely by a desire to eliminate the
threat of tyrannical government. The system of
separated and divided powers also was intended to
promote competence in government. The
president can employ his veto not only to check
legislative action that he considers irresponsible,
but to provoke Congress to improve a legislative
enactment. The Senate can use its authority to
ratify presidential nominations of cabinet officers
or judges to ensure that qualified candidates are
named to fill these positions.

Writing in Federalist No. 9, Alexander Hamilton
identified the principle of separated and divided
powers, along with checks and balances, as among
the inventions of the new science of politics that
had made republican government defensible.
Madison described in Federalist No. 51 the benefits
of the governmental arrangement represented in
the new Constitution: “In the compound republic
of America, the power surrendered by the people is
first divided between two distinct governments,
and then the portion allotted to each subdivided
among distinct and separate departments. Hence a
double security arises to the rights of the people.
The different governments will control each other,
at the same time that each will be controlled by
itself.” Significantly, Anti-Federalists as well as
Federalists agreed that governmental powers
should be limited and that these powers should be
subject to internal as well as external checks.
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It is important to emphasize that the Framers
settled on an arrangement that divided yet blended
the legislative, executive, and judicial powers. This
facilitates interdepartmental checking while
promoting mature deliberation. Their aim was to
create a decent and competent democracy, something
beyond mere non-tyrannical government. They
placed the whole of the government, and even the
people, under constitutional limitations. The
Constitution is the supreme law of the land, not
the enactments of Congress or the order of the
president or the momentary will of the people. As
Chief Justice Marshall declared in Marbury v.
Madison (1803), “The distinction between a
government with limited and unlimited powers is
abolished, if those limits do not confine the persons
on whom they are imposed, and if acts prohibited
and acts allowed, are of equal obligation.” Even the

desires of the people are held in check by the
Constitution. The political system still meets the
criteria of democratic government, however, since
the people hold the power, through their
representatives, to amend the Constitution.

The paradigm of constitutional government
embraced by the American people in 1787, that is,
limited government based on the consent of the
people and committed to the protection of
fundamental rights, has become the dominant model
throughout the world. The rhetoric of rights, whether
couched in the language of natural rights or human
rights, is universally appealing. Also universally
accepted is the argument that rights are most secure
when governmental powers are limited in scope
and subject to internal and external checks.

David E. Marion, Ph.D.
Hampden-Sydney College

Founders and the Constitution: In Their Own Words—Volume 2

©
 T

he
 B

ill
 o

f
Ri

gh
ts

 In
st

itu
te

Suggestions for Further Reading
Frohnen, Bruce (ed.). The American Republic: Primary Sources. Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2002.
Kurland, Philip B. and Ralph Lerner (eds.) The Founders’ Constitution. Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987.
Mansfield, Harvey C., Jr. Taming the Prince. New York: The Free Press, 1989.
McDonald, Forrest. A Constitutional History of the United States. New York: Franklin Watts, 1982.
Storing, Herbert J. What the Anti-Federalists Were For. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981.
Wood, Gordon. The Creation of the American Republic, 1776–1787. New York: W.W. Norton, 1969.

03 008-010 Found2 Limit  9/13/07  10:54 AM  Page 10




