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Weidman is 
e q u a l ly  i n -
trigued; their 

collaboration becomes Assassins. Weidman: 
“I was a Camelot kid. After Kennedy was 
shot, I went to Washington and stood on 
the sidewalk as his cortege passed by. And 
I thought—as Steve did—how can one 
small man cause so much grief? We opened 
at Playwrights Horizons and were mostly 
vilified, but I’ve never enjoyed anything as 
much as working with Steve on that.”

Sondheim:  “Ordinarily, I start reading 
the librettist’s work after he has written 
one or two scenes, but John never offered 
to show them to me. I assumed that his re-
luctance to show me anything came from 
uncertainty. I should have known better 
from the man who wrote Pacific Overtures. 
Within five minutes of reading, I knew 
the reason for John’s hesitation in showing 
me what he was writing: far from uncer-
tainty, he knew exactly what he was do-
ing, and he was on a white-hot roll.”

Act III, Scene 4: Assassins (1990) polariz-
es reviewers, as does Road Show (2008), his 
third collaboration with Sondheim.  Oth-
er shows provoke no ambivalence. He is 

nominated for the Tony 
Award for best book for 
a musical three times 
(Pacific O vert ures,  Big, 
and Contact), and wins 

a 2000 Tony for the dance musical 
Contact. For his Sesame Street work, he wins 
a dozen Emmys. And, for a decade, he’s 
president of the Dramatists Guild. He is 
one of only three writers to have had sev-
eral collaborations with the great Sond-
heim.

The Critic’s Turn: In March, Anything 
Goes will be revived on Broadway, with 
Joel Grey and Sutton Foster—in a theater 
named for Stephen Sondheim. Completes 

a circle, doesn’t it? Weidman shrugs it off;  
unlike many theater people, he seems to 
have no ego, no urgent drive, no need to 
be noticed. From his 2008 Harvard class 
report: “The success my career has af-
forded me, both psychic and material, has 
not been spectacular, but it has been sub-
stantial and, more importantly, enough for 
me.” Unspectacular? “That’s the first time I 
wrote intimately about myself—ever. And 
it’s not false modesty. That’s an entirely 
accurate description of how I feel.” Then 
what’s the payoff? “I like writing dialogue. 
I like the solitary part. I like collaborating. 
I just really enjoy the work.”

 vJesse KornbLuth

American Ratification  
The great experiment in constitution-making  
by JaCK raKove

 I
magine that, a few years from now, 
Americans are suddenly plunged into 
a constitutional crisis. Imagine an 
economy still muddling in recession; a 

government rendered inept by the com-
plete collapse of the Senate as a serious 
institution of deliberation or a contin-
ued division between House and Senate; 
a conservative Supreme Court gripped 

by a passion to restore the pre-New Deal 
version of the Commerce Clause (which 
treated commerce 
merely as the phys-
ical movement of 
goods across state 
lines); a militant 
Tea Party move-
ment convinced 

Pauline Maier ’60, Ph.D. 
’68, Ratification: The People 
Debate the Constitution, 
1787-1788 (Simon and 
Schuster, $30.)

Above: Weidman, Sondheim, and Frank Rich ’71 (at right) meet for  
a 1976 television interview in Sondheim’s study. From left, clockwise: a 
Road Show CD cover; a souvenir program for Contact; a 2004 Assassins 
poster; and four New York firefighters with Weidman and Sesame Street 
character Elmo in 2001. 
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that the Tenth Amend-
ment imposes real limits 
on the lawmaking power 
of Congress, and is not 
simply a hollow “truism” 
saying that Congress can 
only do what it is consti-
tutionally empowered to 
do. These days, conjuring 
up such a vision is not so 
hard. Imagine that some-
how the belief took hold 
that what the Constitu-
tion needed was not a 
revision here or there, but 
wholesale replacement.

How would such an act 
of constitutional change, a 
modern-day invocation of 
the people’s fundamental 
right “to alter and abolish 
governments,” actually oc-
cur? Numerous scholars 
have written about the 
changes they would favor. 
But explaining how those 
changes would be adopt-
ed, either by a drafting 
convention or the popular 
ratification to follow, re-
mains a terribly daunting task, not to men-
tion a downright scary prospect.

The prospect grows even more distress-
ing when we contrast our own vexed poli-
tics with the one splendid example from 
our history of how an old system can be 
rejected and a new constitutional regime 
established. Histories of the framing of the 
Constitution in 1787 continue to be written 
(three in the last eight years). Yet our ac-
counts of this process have always tilted in 
one direction, toward the debates of the 55 
framers at Philadelphia, and away from the 
11 months of popular deliberation required 
to get the Constitution ratified. That story 
of what the people did with the Constitu-
tion has never received the full attention it 
deserved. True, several collections of schol-
arly essays came out during the Bicenten-
nial of the 1980s, and numerous articles 
interpret the rival viewpoints of the Con-
stitution’s Federalist supporters and Anti-
Federalist opponents. But save for a lone 
volume by Robert Rutland, a former jour-
nalist turned historian, the idea of making 
ratification its own proper story has never 
received the attention it deserves.

All that has now changed with Pau-

line Maier’s much-awaited study of rati-
fication, a book that finally enlarges and 
completes our understanding of how 
Americans adopted the Constitution. Her 
earlier work American Scripture: Making the 
Declaration of Independence illuminated this 
country’s other founding document, and 
similarly emphasized the way in which the 
Declaration revealed not only the quirks of 
Thomas Jefferson’s mind, but the concerns 
and contributions of Americans in com-
munities across the country. In her new 
book, Maier—’60, Ph.D. ’68, now Kenan 
professor of American history at MIT—
pays special attention to the four populous 
states of Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Vir-
ginia, and New York, where the debates 
ran hot and partisan maneuvering proved 
fierce. The last three states get two well-
developed chapters each, and Maier re-
peatedly asks readers to consider how the 
debate took the course it did. 

Maier conceived her project as a book 
for the serious general reader, and in many 
ways Ratification is just that. Yet she is also 
just too good a historian, with too keen an 
eye for the complexity of the subject, not 
to allow her curiosity to take her where it 

needs to go. The result is a story that re-
veals how seriously Americans took the 
constitutional project, and how hard each 
of the state conventions had to work to 
determine exactly how its own discus-
sion of the Constitution should proceed. 
The idea of submitting the Constitution 
to the people marked a momentous in-
novation in the practice of constitutional 
government and the very meaning of the 
Constitution itself. Yet this was a develop-
ment for which neither history nor politi-
cal theory offered any helpful guides. True, 
one critical precedent was set in 1779-1780, 
when Massachusetts became the first 
state to adopt a constitution drawn up by 
a specially appointed convention and then 
submit the finished text (mostly the work 
of John Adams) to the towns for ratifica-
tion. But pursuing a similar task within  
a compressed period among the nine 
states that the Constitution required  

Amos Doolittle cheekily depicted the 
passions over ratification in this 1787 
engraving with watercolor, with “Feder-
als” (business interests), left, and agrarian 
“Antifederals,” right, differing over cur-
rency and Connecticut’s debts: a mired 
wagon being pulled in opposite directions. 
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for approval proved far more challenging.
The entire process got off to a rocky 

start, Maier explains, because of Penn-
sylvania, the first state where the Consti-
tution was seriously debated. Pennsyl-
vania was also the most bitterly divided 
state politically, primarily because of con-
tinuing controversy over its radical state 
constitution of 1776. That earlier constitu-
tion’s critics also led the state’s Federal-
ist movement, and they treated this new 
debate as a convenient opportunity to 
humiliate their opponents. With a two-
to-one majority in the state convention, 
the Federalists did everything they could 
to prevent Anti-Federalist views from re-
ceiving a fair hearing or even reaching the 
public. As Maier carefully explains, the re-
sulting suspicions of Federalist purposes 
and tactics set the uncertain legacy that 
other states worked hard to avoid.

What worked in Pennsylvania, how-
ever, would never do in the three crucial 
states where nervous Federalists strug-
gled uphill to achieve their ends. In Mas-

sachusetts and Virginia, Anti-Federalists 
enjoyed near or potential majorities, and 
they were in outright control in New 
York. In Massachusetts, the Constitu-
tion’s opponents lacked effective lead-
ership, a factor that enabled the state’s 
popular but gout-ridden governor, John 
Hancock, to intervene decisively when the 
outcome was still in doubt by endorsing 
the Constitution and a limited set of pro-
posed amendments. In the other two key 
states, however, the opponents could rally 
around the soaring, attack-on-every-front 
rhetoric of Patrick Henry in Virginia and 
the political cohesion of Governor George 
Clinton’s political machine in New York. 

Tracing the shifting strategies in the dif-
ferent states and explaining how rules of 
procedure and key speeches shaped de-
bate, Maier provides a remarkably patient, 
clear-eyed, and deeply balanced account of 
this great experimental year of constitu-
tional politics. She is the first historian to 
take full advantage of the massive Documen-
tary History of the Ratification of the Constitution 
(21 fat volumes published already, with 
another eight to go). Most commentators 
treat the Anti-Federalists with an under-

lying skepticism, as 
“men of little faith” 
who could never ful-
ly grasp, much less 
answer, the compel-
ling political science 
of the Federalists—
whose intellectual 
champions, after all, 
were James Madison 
and Alexander Ham-
ilton. Not Maier. She 
refuses to call the 
Constitution’s op-
ponents Anti-Feder-
alists, a disparaging label imposed by the 
other camp. She carefully reconstructs the 
debates within the states, not merely to il-
lustrate their special concerns, but also to 
demonstrate the difficulties they faced in 
struggling to decide exactly how the Con-
stitution was to be judged.

But Maier is not merely a careful student 
of these remarkable debates. She brings 
alive the participants as well. One striking 

feature of her 
treatment is 
the emphasis 
she gives to 
George Wash-

ington. Most accounts of Federalist poli-
tics give greater attention to Madison and 
Hamilton, the main coauthors of The Feder-
alist, and the leading tacticians in Virginia 
and New York. By placing Washington 
at the center of the Federalist movement, 
Maier reminds us how much this consti-
tutional moment belonged to those who 
best knew, from their wartime experience, 
why a national government working inde-
pendently of the states had to be created (a 
fundamental point that our current politi-
cal debates strangely ignore). But numer-
ous lesser lights appear as well, some more 
cranky than intelligent, but all illuminat-
ing what it meant to turn the Constitution 
over to the people’s delegates for debate. 

In an understated way, Maier’s perspec-
tive also supports two distinct views of the 
meaning of ratification. One cautions us not 
to ascribe too much interpretive authority 
to the opinions expressed in 1787-1788. The 
“original understandings” of the delegates 
to the ratification conventions were filled 
with gaps and misconceptions the debat-
ers never resolved. Sometimes debates were 
carefully focused, but at other times they 
ranged anywhere and everywhere with no 

satisfactory resolu-
tion. Inadvertently or 
not, Maier’s account 
of what was actually 
said explains why 
latter-day originalists 
like Justices Antonin 
Scalia and Clarence 
Thomas, who treat 
the final text of the 
ratified document as 
sacrosanct, reveal so 
little serious or sus-
tained interest in the 
actual debates that 

adopted the Constitution—indeed, why 
“originalists” now prefer to play language 
games about what the Constitution must 
have meant to ordinary readers rather than 
reconstruct how it was actually framed and 
debated. 

Yet in the second place, one finally 
comes away from Maier’s story with a 
profound respect for the political enter-
prise and intellectual commitment that 
made ratification a sublime inaugural mo-
ment of American democratic politics. By 
any standard, what the first generation 
of our national citizenry accomplished 
in framing and ratifying the Constitution 
in little more than a year was remarkable. 
That does not mean that every decision 
they took was correct, or should remain 
secure from our criticism. Our Constitu-
tion is riddled with problems and defects, 
and any of a number of its provisions 
could be sensibly improved. If I were the 
lawgiver, I would abolish the equal state 
vote in the Senate tomorrow, and the 
Electoral College the week after that. Yet 
whether our contemporary politics could 
sustain the task of constitutional revision 
is an idea we very sensibly doubt. Maier’s 
account of ratification thus explains not 
only what happened back then; it also 
makes clear why this episode merits the 
brilliant treatment it has finally received.

Jack Rakove, Ph.D. ’75, is Coe professor of history 
and American studies, professor of political sci-
ence, and professor of law at Stanford. He is the au-
thor of Revolutionaries: A New History of 
the In  vention of America; The Annotated 
U.S. Constitution and Declaration of In-
dependence (Harvard University Press); and 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning Original Meanings: 
Politics and Ideas in the Making of the 
Constitution (1996).

Any number of  our constitution’s  
provisions could sensibly be improved.

Pauline Maier
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