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INTRODUCTION 

The foundational character of the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, 
and the Bill of Rights makes them essential to any course on American history. Of 
course, they may also be the seeds of a larger course on political theory or law. 
However, rarely do high school students have the opportunity to read these documents 
in any depth. What we have provided in this guide are effective tools for understanding 
the Federalist Papers, which themselves provide the arguments for the principles 
articulated in these documents. In a special way, studying the Federalist Papers equips 
readers of the Constitution with insight into the supreme law of the land.   

In response to tensions between the states following the successful conclusion of the 
War for Independence, fifty-five delegates gathered to write a new constitution in 
Philadelphia in the sweltering heat of the summer of 1787. Of those in attendance, 
representing all the states except Rhode Island, thirty-nine signed the final draft to be 
taken back to the states for debate and ratification. Article VII requires nine states to 
ratify the Constitution before its adoption as the supreme law of the land. Although 
written by a handful of their representatives, the Constitution would be voted on 
through the assembly of the citizens of the states, making the Constitution of the United 
States the first truly democratically instituted government in history.   

Ratification conventions were held in each of the states. There was a high degree of 
participation from all walks of life. There was also a shared sense of responsibility for 
this momentous decision. Meetings were held, articles and pamphlets read, sermons 
given, all arguing in favor of or against this new and unique form of government. 

Virginia and New York were slow to ratify, and the debates between the Anti-Federalists 
and Federalists were heated. Because of their size and history, Virginia and New York 
were perhaps most important to win over to the cause of ratification. In response to this 
situation and under the pen name Publius, James Madison, John Jay, and Alexander 
Hamilton published arguments in defense of the Constitution. The articles, originally 
published in newspapers, came to be known as the Federalist Papers and were widely 
read. Each of the papers addresses one or more of the concerns raised by the Anti-
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Federalists, also published in newspapers under the pen names Brutus, Cassius, and 
Centinel, among others. 

The authors of these papers were well-versed in the debates that had taken place at the 
Constitutional Convention (i.e., the Grand Convention at Philadelphia). James Madison, 
who was the man most responsible for calling the convention in the first place, had 
prepared for it by drawing plans for a unified federal republic. His knowledge of 
history was sweeping, and his understanding of political theory comprehensive. 
Hamilton, who had been an aide-de-camp for General Washington, had experienced 
first-hand the deficiencies of the Articles of Confederation, the loose structure adopted 
by Congress in 1777. His desire for an efficient and energetic central government was 
borne of the hardships endured during the long struggle for independence. His 
proposals at the convention did not gain wide acclamation as they bore too close a 
resemblance to the British system. Nevertheless, his arguments in the Federalist Papers 
for a national government with wider powers was convincing to many who had 
initially opposed the Constitution’s ratification. Although not in attendance at the 
convention, John Jay had served in Congress during the war, negotiated treaties with 
Spain, and had a deep understanding of law. In fact, he would later become the first 
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. 

Each paper tackles an objection raised either by one of the Anti-Federalist writers or 
posed during the ratification debates that took place across the states following 
completion of the Constitution on September 17, 1787. 

The following are included in this guide: 

● Important principles of political theory foundational to the Constitution, 
including a list of Anti-Federalist objections 

● Vocabulary lists and discussion questions for each of the Federalist Papers covered 
in this guide 

● Broader questions suitable for essay assignments or closing discussions 

● A bibliography for teachers 

The full guide Leading a Discussion on the Federalist Papers is available in our 
online shop for $10. Click here to visit the product page. 
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