
Amend

A sign posted in DC, January 4, 2021.

1. To correct;
2. To reform;
3. To improve or make 
better, by adding what 
is wanted, as well as 
expunging what is 
wrong.

--Noah Webster, 
American Dictionary 
of the English 
Language, 1828. 



I. Reading the Constitution



What do originalists read?

The Constitution
The Federalist Papers
Notes on the constitutional convention
Records of the ratifying conventions



“If someone found a letter from George 
Washington to Martha telling her that he 
meant by the power to lay taxes was not 
what other people meant, that would not 
change our reading of the Constitution in 
the slightest.”

--Robert Bork, 1990



“I hope with the Asistance of Such a 
Nmber of wise men as you are connected 
with in the Convention you will 
Gloriously Accompish, and put a Stop to 
the necessity of Dragooning, & 
Haltering, they are odious means: I had 
Rather hear of the Swords being beat 
into Plow-shares, & the Halters used for 
Cart Roops, if by that means we may be 
brought to live Peaceably with won a 
nother.”

--Jane Franklin to her brother, May 1787



“I hope with the Asistance of Such a 
Nmber of wise men as you are connected 
with in the Convention you will 
Gloriously Accompish, and put a Stop to 
the necessity of Dragooning, & 
Haltering, they are odious means: I had 
Rather hear of the Swords being beat 
into Plow-shares, & the Halters used for 
Cart Roops, if by that means we may be 
brought to live Peaceably with won a 
nother.”

--Jane Franklin to her brother, May 1787



Joseph Duplessis, Benjamin Franklin,  c. 1785,       Jane Franklin’s great-granddaughter, 1878.
National Portrait Gallery.



“The Constitution may be right, the 
Government wrong. If the Government has 
been governed by mean, sordid, and wicked 
passions, it does not follow that the 
Constitution is mean, sordid, and wicked.”

--Frederick Douglass, “The Constitution 
of the Untied States,” 1860



What do originalists read?

The Constitution
The Federalist Papers
Notes on the constitutional convention
Records of the ratifying conventions



What do originalists read? What (else) do historians read?

The Constitution Newspapers, tombstones
The Federalist Papers Petitions, portraits
Notes on the constitutional convention Novels, diaries, buildings
Records of the ratifying conventions Everything



II. Reading (in) the Eighteenth Century

David Martin, Benjamin Franklin, 1767
 144



John Van der Spriett, Increase Mather, 1688
. 144

John Foster, Richard Mather, 1675
. 144



John Singleton Copley, Mr. and Mrs. Ralph Izard, 1775.



John Trumbull, George Washington and William Lee, 1780
144



“I mentioned to you in one of my former letters that I had a prospect of getting on very favorable terms a few 
scarce books from a library brought hither for sale. … I was obliged to give him a draught on you. I hope 
you will be able to find means to satisfy it.  …Unless liberal principles prevail on the occasion, I shall be 
under the necessity of selling a negro.”     

--James Madison to his father, 1782, on selling William Gardener in order to buy a copy of 
Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan



Gilbert Stuart, George Washington, 1796
. 144



Gilbert Stuart, George Washington, 1796
. 144



III. Paper and Persons



“Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without 
any ideas:—How comes it to be furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store which the 
busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it with an almost endless variety? 
Whence has it all the MATERIALS of reason and knowledge? To this I answer, in one 
word, from EXPERIENCE. In that all our knowledge is founded; and from that it 
ultimately derives itself. Our observation employed either, about external sensible objects, 
or about the internal operations of our minds perceived and reflected on by ourselves, is 
that which supplies our understandings with all the MATERIALS of thinking. These two 
are the fountains of knowledge, from whence all the ideas we have, or can naturally have, 
do spring.”

--John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 1689



“In the beginning, all the world was America.”
--John Locke, Second Treatise on Government, 1690
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“The case and circumstances of America present themselves as in the beginning of a world ; and our 
enquiry into the origin of government is shortened, by referring to the facts that have arisen in our 
own day. We have no occasion to roam for information into the obscure field of antiquity, nor hazard 
ourselves upon conjecture. We are brought at once to the point of seeing government begin, as if we 
had lived in the beginning of time.”

--Thomas Paine, “Of Constitutions,” The Rights of Man, 1791 



“The Constitution is of no more consequence than the paper on which it is written, unless it be 
stamped with the approbation of those to whom it is addressed … THE PEOPLE THEMSELVES.” 

--James Madison, Federalist No. 40







Phebe Folger, Common-place book, c. 1797.Charles Willson Peale, Timothy Matlack, 1790
. 144



Mary Chew Eliott, oil on canvas, 
by Charles Willson Peale, 1787. 

Martha Saunders Salisbury, by 
Christian Gullagher, 1789.

Anne Muirson Woolsey,
by William Dunlap, 1790.



Charles Willson Peale, Timothy Matlack, 1790
. 144

Unidentified sitter, c. 1850. George Eastman Museum.



Frederick Douglass in his library



III. The Amendments Project

A collaboration with the Comparative Constitutions Project



To locate, categorize, and analyze all proposed amendments 
to the U.S. Constitution, from 1787 to the present

Including 12,000 proposals that have reached the floor of 
Congress

And many more proposed by people who were 
disenfranchised or poorly enfranchised



“to rectify the errors that will creep in through lapse of time, 
or alteration of situation”

--Essex, Massachusetts Town Meeting, 1778

“to recover the true reading”

--Samuel Johnson’s dictionary, 1755

Amend

Constitute
“to erect, to establish”

--Samuel Johnson’s dictionary, 1755





Percentage of Constitutions with some provision on the protection of the environment. Data 
Source: Comparative Constitutions Project (Elkins and Ginsburg). Failed US environmental 
protection amendments. Data Source: The Amendments Project.
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