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Rhode Island's conspicuous absence from the Constitutional Convention of 1787 is a fascinating, and often

overlooked, chapter in American history. While delegates from twelve states convened in Philadelphia to

forge a new framework for the nascent nation, Rhode Island remained steadfastly aloof. Understanding

why requires delving into the state's unique political culture, its deep-seated distrust of centralized

authority, its economic anxieties, and the significant influence of a fiercely independent rural population.

Rhode Island's recalcitrance serves as a powerful reminder that the creation of the United States was not a

foregone conclusion, and that the path to unity was paved with intense debates and competing visions of

governance.

The story of Rhode Island and the Constitutional Convention is not simply a tale of stubbornness or

parochialism. It’s a reflection of a deeply ingrained suspicion of concentrated power, a commitment to

individual liberty, and a fear that a stronger national government would trample upon the rights of its

citizens and jeopardize its economic interests. Rhode Island's resistance, while ultimately unsuccessful in

preventing the ratification of the Constitution, played a crucial role in shaping the Bill of Rights and

ensuring that the new federal government was accountable to the people. To truly appreciate Rhode Island’s

position, it’s important to explore the various factors that shaped its decision.

Understanding Rhode Island's Political Landscape

Rhode Island was a unique entity among the thirteen colonies. Founded by Roger Williams in 1636 as a

haven for religious dissenters, it embraced a spirit of radical individualism and a commitment to freedom of

conscience that set it apart from its more religiously orthodox neighbors. This commitment to individual

liberty permeated all aspects of Rhode Island society, shaping its political institutions, its economic

practices, and its overall worldview.

A Legacy of Individualism and Dissent: From its very inception, Rhode Island was conceived as a refuge

for those seeking freedom from religious persecution. Roger Williams, banished from Massachusetts Bay

for his dissenting views, established a colony based on the principles of religious tolerance and separation

of church and state. This legacy of individualism and dissent became deeply ingrained in Rhode Island's

political culture, fostering a spirit of independence and a reluctance to cede authority to any central power.

The Power of the Town Meetings: Rhode Island's political system was characterized by a high degree of

decentralization. Power resided primarily in the hands of the town meetings, where citizens directly

participated in decision-making. These town meetings jealously guarded their autonomy and were wary of



any attempt by a central authority to encroach upon their prerogatives. This emphasis on local control made

Rhode Islanders particularly resistant to the idea of a strong national government.

A Paper Money Controversy: In the years leading up to the Constitutional Convention, Rhode Island was

embroiled in a bitter economic controversy surrounding the issue of paper money. The state legislature,

dominated by rural interests, had enacted a law requiring creditors to accept paper money at face value,

despite its rapid depreciation. This policy, intended to alleviate the burden of debt on farmers, was fiercely

opposed by merchants and creditors, who saw it as an assault on property rights. This economic division

further exacerbated political tensions within the state and contributed to its reluctance to participate in the

Constitutional Convention.

The Fear of Centralized Authority

One of the primary reasons for Rhode Island's reluctance to attend the Constitutional Convention was its

deep-seated fear of centralized authority. Having fought a war against British tyranny, Rhode Islanders

were wary of creating a new government that might replicate the abuses of the old. They believed that a

strong national government would inevitably encroach upon the rights of the states and the liberties of the

people.

The Anti-Federalist Sentiment: Rhode Island was a stronghold of Anti-Federalist sentiment, with many

citizens believing that the proposed Constitution would create a powerful central government that would

undermine the sovereignty of the states and the rights of individuals. They feared that the new government

would be dominated by wealthy elites and that it would be unresponsive to the needs of ordinary citizens.

This fear of centralized authority was a major obstacle to Rhode Island's participation in the Constitutional

Convention.

Concerns about Taxation: Rhode Islanders were particularly concerned about the power of the national

government to levy taxes. They feared that a strong central government would impose heavy taxes on the

state's economy and that this would disproportionately burden its citizens. This concern was amplified by

the fact that Rhode Island relied heavily on import duties for revenue, and they worried that a national

government would eliminate this source of income.

The Loss of State Sovereignty: Rhode Islanders also feared that the proposed Constitution would diminish

the sovereignty of the state and reduce it to a mere province of a larger nation. They valued their

independence and autonomy and were unwilling to cede control over their affairs to a distant central

government. This fear of losing state sovereignty was a powerful motivator for Rhode Island's resistance to

the Constitution.

Economic Anxieties and Self-Interest



Economic considerations also played a significant role in Rhode Island's decision to abstain from the

Constitutional Convention. The state had a unique economic structure, relying heavily on maritime trade

and privateering, and its leaders feared that a strong national government would jeopardize its economic

interests.

Dependency on Maritime Trade: Rhode Island was heavily dependent on maritime trade, with its

merchants engaged in a wide range of commercial activities, including trade with the West Indies, Africa,

and Europe. They feared that a strong national government would impose regulations on trade that would

harm their businesses and reduce their profits.

The Privateering Industry: During the Revolutionary War, Rhode Island had profited handsomely from

privateering, the practice of outfitting private ships to attack enemy vessels. This industry had become an

important part of the state's economy, and its leaders were reluctant to relinquish control over it to a

national government. They feared that a strong central government would curtail privateering and deprive

the state of a valuable source of revenue.

Debt Relief Policies: As mentioned earlier, Rhode Island was deeply divided over the issue of paper

money and debt relief. The rural majority in the state legislature had enacted policies that favored debtors,

while the merchant class opposed these measures. The fear that a national government would overturn

these policies and favor creditors was a significant factor in Rhode Island's decision to stay away from the

Convention.

The Influence of Rural Interests

The political landscape of Rhode Island was heavily influenced by its rural population, who were fiercely

independent and deeply suspicious of centralized authority. These rural interests dominated the state

legislature and were determined to protect their autonomy and their economic interests.

Distrust of Elites: The rural population of Rhode Island harbored a deep distrust of wealthy elites and

urban centers. They believed that these elites were out of touch with the needs of ordinary citizens and that

they would use a strong national government to advance their own interests at the expense of the common

people.

Commitment to Local Control: The rural population was deeply committed to the principle of local

control and were wary of any attempt by a central authority to encroach upon their prerogatives. They

believed that decisions should be made at the local level, where citizens could directly participate in the

process and hold their leaders accountable.

Fear of Economic Exploitation: The rural population also feared that a strong national government would

exploit their economic resources and benefit the wealthy elites at their expense. They were particularly



concerned about the power of the national government to impose taxes and regulate trade, fearing that these

policies would disproportionately burden the agricultural sector.

The Aftermath: Rhode Island and Ratification

Despite its initial resistance, Rhode Island eventually ratified the Constitution in 1790, becoming the last of

the thirteen original states to join the Union. This decision was not made easily, however, and it came only

after a long and contentious debate.

Growing Pressure from Other States: As the other states ratified the Constitution and the new

government began to take shape, Rhode Island found itself increasingly isolated. The state's economy

suffered as a result of its exclusion from the national market, and its leaders began to realize that they could

not afford to remain outside the Union indefinitely.

The Threat of Coercion: The federal government also exerted pressure on Rhode Island to ratify the

Constitution, threatening to impose economic sanctions and even military intervention if the state refused to

comply. This threat of coercion played a significant role in persuading Rhode Island to reconsider its

position.

The Bill of Rights: One of the key factors that ultimately led to Rhode Island's ratification was the promise

of a Bill of Rights. Anti-Federalists in Rhode Island, and elsewhere, had argued that the Constitution lacked

sufficient protections for individual liberties, and they demanded that a Bill of Rights be added to address

this concern. The adoption of the Bill of Rights in 1791 helped to assuage these fears and paved the way for

Rhode Island's eventual ratification.

A Close Vote: Even with these factors in play, the vote on ratification in Rhode Island was extremely close.

The state convention narrowly approved the Constitution by a margin of just two votes, highlighting the

deep divisions that persisted within the state.

Conclusion

Rhode Island's absence from the Constitutional Convention was not simply an act of stubbornness or

parochialism. It was a reflection of a deeply ingrained suspicion of centralized authority, a commitment to

individual liberty, and a fear that a stronger national government would trample upon the rights of its

citizens and jeopardize its economic interests. While Rhode Island's resistance ultimately proved

unsuccessful in preventing the ratification of the Constitution, it played a crucial role in shaping the Bill of

Rights and ensuring that the new federal government was accountable to the people.

The story of Rhode Island and the Constitutional Convention serves as a valuable reminder that the creation

of the United States was not a monolithic or predetermined process. It was a complex and contentious

undertaking, shaped by diverse interests, competing ideologies, and the unwavering commitment of



individuals to their own vision of a just and equitable society. Rhode Island's unique perspective, rooted in

its history as a haven for dissenters and its commitment to local control, forced the other states to confront

the potential dangers of centralized power and to consider the importance of protecting individual liberties.

In the end, Rhode Island's reluctant embrace of the Constitution helped to create a more perfect union, one

that balanced the need for a strong national government with the protection of individual rights and the

preservation of state sovereignty.

The echoes of Rhode Island's concerns can still be heard in contemporary debates about the balance of

power between the federal government and the states, the protection of individual liberties, and the role of

economic interests in shaping public policy. Understanding Rhode Island's reasons for not attending the

Constitutional Convention provides valuable insights into the enduring challenges of American democracy

and the ongoing struggle to create a more just and equitable society for all.

How do you think Rhode Island's initial reluctance shaped the final form of the Constitution and the Bill of

Rights? And what lessons can be learned from this historical episode about the importance of dissent and

the challenges of forging a unified national identity?
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