CENTER FOR THE STUDY OF
THE AMERICAN CONSTITUTION

csac.history.wisc.edu > Document Collections > Constitutional Debates: Federalist and
Antifederalist Essays > The Debate Over a Bill of Rights > Necessary to Check
Government Power

Robert Whitehill Speech: Pennsylvania Convention
28 November 1787 (excerpt)

[ differ, sir, from the honorable member from the city [James Wilson] as to the impropriety
or necessity of a bill of rights. If indeed the Constitution itself so well defined the powers of the
government that no mistake could arise, and we were well assured that our governors would
always act right, then we might be satisfied without an explicit reservation of those rights with
which the people ought not, and mean not to part. But, sir, we know that it is the nature of
power to seck its own augmentation, and thus the loss of liberty is the necessary consequence of
a loose or extravagant delegation of authority. National freedom has been, and will be the sacrifice
of ambition and power, and it is our duty to employ the present opportunity in stipulating such
restrictions as are best calculated to protect us from oppression and slavery. Let us then, M.
President, if other countries cannot supply an adequate example, let us proceed upon our own
principles, and with the great end of government in view, the happiness of the people, it will be
strange if we err. Government we have been told, sir, is yet in its infancy; we ought not therefore
to submit to the shackles of foreign schools and opinions. In entering into the social compact,
men ought not to leave their rulers at large, but erect a permanent landmark by which they may
learn the extent of their authority, and the people be able to discover the first encroachments on
their liberties. . . .
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