
 
 

 

Bill of Rights 
 
 

In early 1787, Virginia Congress-

man James Madison was preparing 

for the Constitutional Convention. 

 

He wrote an essay entitled “Vices 

of the Political System,” detailing 

the flaws of the Articles of 

Confederation. 

 

One of the main problems with the 

Articles, in Madison’s view, was 

that tyrannical majorities in the 

states passed unjust laws violating 

the rights of numerical minorities. 

 

He had seen the oppression of 

religious dissenters in Virginia and 

became the leading advocate for 

the Virginia Statute for Religious 

Freedom. 

 

But injustice was occurring in all 

the states.  

 

On September 12, 1787, during the 

last days of the Constitutional 

Convention, fellow Virginia 

delegate George Mason rose and 

proposed a bill of rights, a list of 

rights belonging to the people that 

government could not violate. 

 

The delegates were wrapping up 

their business and worried that a 

prolonged debate on a bill of rights 

could endanger the success of their 

project. 

 

Roger Sherman of Connecticut also 

reassured the convention that the 

states had their own bills of rights 

and so had no need for a national 

bill of rights. The convention 

unanimously rejected Mason’s 

idea. 

 

Madison became the champion for 

a bill of rights in the First Congress, 

but the idea met a hostile reception. 

 

Most representatives and senators 

thought Congress had more 

important work to do setting up the 

new government or passing tax 

bills for revenue. 

 

On June 8, 1789, Madison rose on 

the floor of the House to deliver a 

speech in favor of a bill of rights. 

 

His arguments were founded on the 

goal of a harmonious political order 

and the ideals of justice. 

 

The Bill of Rights sets rules for due 

process of law and reserves all 

powers not delegated to the Federal 

Government to the people or the 

States. 

 

And it specifies that “the 

enumeration in the Constitution, of 

certain rights, shall not be 

construed to deny or disparage 

others retained by the people.” 

 

In the end, the states approved 10 

of the 12 amendments in December 

1791. 
 

One of two amendments rejected 

by the states was eventually ratified 

in 1992 as the 27th Amendment; it 

restricted the ability of Congress to 

change the pay of a sitting 

Congress while in session. 
 

(The other proposed amendment 

not ratified dealt with the number 

of representatives in Congress, 

based on the 1789 population.) 
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