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“Centinel” Criticizes the Proposed Constitution 
October 1787 

Excerpted from a Broadside Addressed to the “People of Pennsylvania” 
 

 

Although the “Federalist Papers” that supported the ratification of the new federal Constitution in 1787 are more 
famous today, the anti-federalist pamphlets were also very important in shaping the political history of the early 
American republic.  Pressure from the anti-federalists, for instance, helped bring about the “Bill of Rights” that 
was quickly added to the Constitution after the new Congress began its business.  The anti-federalist broadside 
excerpted below articulated many of the key arguments that were made against ratification.  —D. Voelker 

 

To the PEOPLE of PENNSYLVANIA. 
 
FRIENDS and FELLOW-CITIZENS, 
 
{1}  THE late Convention have submitted to your consideration a plan of a new federal 
government. . . .  All the blessings of liberty and the dearest privileges of freemen, are now at 
stake and dependent on your present conduct. . . . The men of the greatest purity of intention 
may be made instruments of despotism in the hands of the artful and designing. If it were not for the 
stability and attachment which time and habit gives to forms of government, it would be in the 
power of the enlightened and aspiring few, if they should combine, at any time to destroy the best 
establishments, and even make the people the instruments of their own subjugation. 

*** 
{2}  The wealthy and ambitious, who in every community think they have a right to lord it over 
their fellow creatures, have availed themselves, very successfully, of this favorable disposition; for 
the people thus unsettled in their sentiments, have been prepared to accede to any extreme of 
government; all the distresses and difficulties they experience, proceeding from various causes, 
have been ascribed to the impotency of the present confederation, and thence they have been led 
to expect full relief from the adoption of the proposed system of government; and in the other 
event, immediate ruin and annihilation as a nation. These characters flatter themselves that they 
have lulled all distrust and jealousy of their new plan, by gaining the concurrence of the two men 
in whom America has the highest confidence [namely George Washington and Benjamin 
Franklin], and now triumphantly exult in the completion of their long meditated schemes of 
power and aggrandizement. . . . 
 
{3}  I have been anxiously expecting that some enlightened patriot would, ere this, have taken 
up the pen to expose the futility, and counteract the baneful tendency of such principles. Mr. 
[John] Adams’s sine qua non of a good government is three balancing powers, whose repelling 
qualities are to produce an equilibrium of interests, and thereby promote the happiness of the 
whole community. He asserts that the administrators of every government, will ever be actuated 
by views of private interest and ambition, to the prejudice of the public good; that therefore the 
only effectual method to secure the rights of the people and promote their welfare, is to create an 
opposition of interests between the members of two distinct bodies, in the exercise of the powers 
of government, and balanced by those of a third. . . . 
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{4}  Suppose a government could be formed and supported on such principles, would it answer 
the great purposes of civil society? If the administrators of every government are actuated by 
views of private interest and ambition, how is the welfare and happiness of the community to be 
the result of such jarring adverse interests? 
 
{5}  Therefore, as different orders in government will not produce the good of the whole, we 
must recur to other principles. I believe it will be found, that the form of government, which 
holds those entrusted with power, in the greatest responsibility to their constituents, the best 
calculated for freemen. A republican, or free government, can only exist where the body of the 
people are virtuous, and where property is pretty equally divided, in such a government the 
people are the sovereign and their sense or opinion is the criterion of every public measure; for 
when this ceases to be the case, the nature of the government is changed, and an aristocracy, 
monarchy or despotism will rise on its ruin. . . . The great body of the people never steadily 
attend to the operations of government, and for want of due information are liable to be imposed 
on.—If you complicate the plan by various orders, the people will be perplexed and divided in 
their sentiments about the source of abuses or misconduct, some will impute it to the senate, 
others to the house of representatives, and so on, that the interposition of the people may be 
rendered imperfect or perhaps wholly abortive. But if, imitating the constitution of Pennsylvania, 
you vest all the legislative power in one body of men, (separating the executive and judicial) 
elected for a short period, and necessarily excluded by rotation from permanency, and guarded 
from precipitancy and surprise by delays imposed on its proceedings, you will create the most 
perfect responsibility, for then, whenever the people feel a grievance they cannot mistake the 
authors, and will apply the remedy with certainty and effect, discarding them at the next election. 
This tie of responsibility will obviate all the dangers apprehended from a single legislature, and 
will the best secure the rights of the people. 
 
{6}  . . . I shall now proceed to the examination of the proposed plan of government, and I trust, 
shall make it appear . . . that it is the most daring attempt to establish a despotic aristocracy 
among freemen, that the world has ever witnessed. 
 
{7}  It will not be controverted that the legislative is the highest delegated power in government, 
and that all others are subordinate to it. . . . By sect. 8 of the 1st article of the proposed plan of 
government the Congress are to “have power to lay and collect taxes, duties, imposts and excises, 
to pay the debts and provide for the common defense and general welfare of the United States; but 
all duties, imposts and excises shall be uniform throughout the United States.” Now what can be 
more comprehensive than these words; not content by other sections of this plan, to grant all the 
great executive powers of a confederation, and a STANDING ARMY IN TIME OF PEACE, that 
grand engine of oppression, and moreover the absolute control over the commerce of the United 
States and all external objects of revenue, such as unlimited imposts upon imports, &c.—they are 
to be vested with every species of internal taxation;—whatever taxes, duties and excises that they 
may deem requisite for the general welfare, may be imposed on the citizens of these states, levied by 
the officers of Congress, distributed through every district in America; and the collection would 
be enforced by the standing army, however grievous or improper they may be. The Congress 
may construe every purpose for which the state legislatures now lay taxes, to be for the general 
welfare, and thereby seize upon every object of revenue. 

*** 
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{8}  To put the omnipotency of Congress over the state governments and judicatories out of all 
doubt, the 6th article ordains that “This constitution and the laws of the United States which 
shall be made in pursuance thereof, and all treaties made, or which shall be made under the 
authority of the United States, shall be the supreme law of the land, and the judges in every state 
shall be bound thereby, any thing in the constitution or laws of any state to the contrary 
notwithstanding.” 
 
{9}  . . .  If the foregoing be a just comment—if the United States are to be melted down into one 
empire, it becomes you to consider, whether such a government, however constructed, would be 
eligible in so extended a territory; and whether it would be practicable, consistent with freedom? 
It is the opinion of the greatest writers, that a very extensive country cannot be governed on 
democratical principles, on any other plan, than a confederation of a number of small republics, 
possessing all the powers of internal government, but united in the management of their foreign 
and general concerns. 
 
{10}  It would not be difficult to prove, that any thing short of despotism, could not bind so great 
a country under one government; and that whatever plan you might, at the first setting out, 
establish, it would issue in a despotism. . . . 

*** 
{11}  The house of representatives, are on the part of the people to balance the senate, who I 
suppose will be composed of the better sort, the well born, &c. The number of the representatives 
(being only one for every 30,000 inhabitants) appears to be too few, either to communicate the 
requisite information, of the wants, local circumstances and sentiments of so extensive an empire, 
or to prevent corruption and undue influence, in the exercise of such great powers; the term for 
which they are to be chosen, too long to preserve a due dependence and accountability to their 
constituents; and the mode and places of their election not sufficiently ascertained, for as 
Congress have the control over both, they may govern the choice, by ordering the representatives of 
a whole state, to be elected in one place, and that too may be the most inconvenient. 
 
{12}  The senate, the great efficient body in this plan of government, is constituted on the most 
unequal principles. The smallest state in the union has equal weight with the great states of 
Virginia, Massachusetts, or Pennsylvania.—The Senate, besides its legislative functions, has a 
very considerable share in the Executive; none of the principal appointments to office can be 
made without its advice and consent. The term and mode of its appointment, will lead to 
permanency; the members are chosen for six years, the mode is under the control of Congress, 
and as there is no exclusion by rotation, they may be continued for life, which, from their 
extensive means of influence, would follow of course. The President, who would be a mere 
pageant of state, unless he coincides with the views of the Senate, would either become the head 
of the aristocratic junto in that body, or its minion; besides, their influence being the most 
predominant, could the best secure his re-election to office. And from his power of granting 
pardons, he might screen from punishment the most treasonable attempts on the liberties of the 
people, when instigated by the Senate. 
 
{13}  From this investigation into the organization of this government, it appears that it is devoid 
of all responsibility or accountability to the great body of the people, and that so far from being a 
regular balanced government, it would be in practice a permanent ARISTOCRACY. 
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{14}  The framers of it, actuated by the true spirit of such a government, which ever abominates 
and suppresses all free enquiry and discussion, have made no provision for the liberty of the press, 
that grand palladium of freedom and scourge of tyrants; but observed a total silence on that head. . . . 
And it is worthy of remark, that there is no declaration of personal rights, premised in most free 
constitutions; and that trial by jury in civil cases is taken away [by Article III. Sect. 2d] . . .  
 
{15}  But our situation is represented to be so critically dreadful, that, however reprehensible and 
exceptionable the proposed plan of government may be, there is no alternative, between the 
adoption of it and absolute ruin.—My fellow citizens, things are not at that crisis, it is the 
argument of tyrants; the present distracted state of Europe secures us from injury on that quarter, 
and as to domestic dissentions, we have not so much to fear from them, as to precipitate us into 
this form of government, without it is a safe and a proper one. For remember, of all possible evils, 
that of despotism is the worst and the most to be dreaded. . . .     —CENTINEL. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Why did Centinel fear that the Constitution would lead to a unified empire? 

2. Who did Centinel think was conspiring to ratify the flawed Constitution (and why)? 

3. Why did Centinel believe that the proposed Constitution was undemocratic? 

4. How did Centinel’s critique reflect the ideology of republicanism? 

 

SOURCE: The base text for this electronic document is the public-domain transcript provided by the Library of 
Congress’s as part of the “American Memory” online collection.  The complete text is available on the internet at: 
<http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/rbpe:@field(DOCID+@lit(rbpe1470040b))>.  Paragraph 
numbers have been added, and spellings have been modernized. 
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