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Mr. N[athaniel] Chipman then rose, and addressed the house, as follows; 

MR. PRESIDENT, 

The subject, on which we are now called to deliberate, is a subject of great 
importance, and involves in it many and weighty consequences. I shall wave 
at present any consideration of the particular circumstance, in which we may 
be supposed to stand with the united states, on account of the former claim 
of Newyork, and the late compromise between Vermont and that state—and 
shall first make a few observations on our local and relative situation as a 
state and the consequences that will attend the event, either of our 
continuing independent, or of our accession to the union. I will then briefly 
observe on the principles and tendency of the federal constitution. 

In viewing our situation, the first thing that strikes the mind, is the narrow 
limits of our territory: wholly inadequate to support the dignity, or to defend 
the rights of sovereignty—nor can we but reflect on the fortune that usually 
pursues such limited independencies. The division of an extensive territory 
into small independent sovereignties greatly retards civil improvements—
this was formerly the case in Europe; and the consequence was a long 

                                                           
1 Chipman’s speech was reprinted in the Massachusetts Spy, 3 February, and 
Philadelphia General Advertiser, 16 February. A reader, signing himself “C.,” 
in the General Advertiser, 19 February, praised Chipman’s speech: 

With the greatest satisfaction I perused in your paper of 
Wednesday last, the address of Mr. Chipman to the Convention of 
Vermont. It is one of the best publications on Federal affairs, and 
expressing with a manly dignity, wise, just, and liberal 
sentiments; sentiments founded on a philosophical knowledge of 
human nature, and a comprehensive view of our national 
situation,—I may add, the sentiments of a good heart; because in 
the great science of human nature, sound judgment is generally 
attended with an upright mind. 

This item, with changes in punctuation, was reprinted in the Vermont 
Gazette, 21 March. The Gazette’s reprinting also changed the phrase “a 
philosophical knowledge of human nature” to “a philosophical knowledge of 
government.” 



continuance in savage, and almost brutal manners. But it has been observed, 
that where, through an extensive country, the smaller states have united 
under one general government, civilization has proceeded more rapidly, and 
the kindly affections have much sooner gained an ascendent than where 
they still remained under numerous neighboring governments. The reason 
why one state is more favorable to civil improvement than the other is 
founded in the constitution of human nature: among small independent 
states, as among independent individuals, without a common judge, the 
weak are jealous of the strong—and endeavour by art and cunning to supply 
their want of power. The strong are ever ready to decide every question by 
force, according to their own present interest—hence follows a total want of 
public faith—recriminations—animosities—and open violence—under the 
idea of reprisals—and the name of foreigner becomes but another name for 
an enemy. In this situation, the minds of men are kept in a constant state of 
iritation—their turbulent spirits ill brook the restraints of law—the passion of 
revenge, which, in proportion to the weakness of government, becomes 
necessary for the protection of the individual, is soon inflamed to a degree of 
enthusiasm. Common danger alone, and that imminently impending, can 
suspend its baneful influence even among members of the same society: a 
situation fit only for savages—and in this situation savages have ever existed: 
but in an extensive government, national prejudices are suppressed—
hostilities are removed to a distance—private injuries are redressed by a 
common judge—the passion of revenge, now no longer necessary for the 
protection of the individual, is suspended—the people no longer behold an 
enemy in the inhabitants of each neighboring district—they view all as 
members of one great family, connected by all the ties of interest, of 
country, of affinity and blood: thus are the social feelings gratified—and the 
kindly affections expanded and invigorated. 

Vermont, continuing independent, would not be liable to all the 
inconveniencies I have mentioned—but she will be liable to many and great 
inconveniencies. In the vicinity of, and almost encircled by, the united states, 
now become great and powerful through the means of an energetic system 
of government, our intercourse with them must be on very unequal, and 
frequently on very mortifying terms. Whenever our interests clash (and clash 
they will at some times) with those of the union, it requires very little 
political sagacity to foretel that every sacrifice must be made on our part. 
When was it ever known that a powerful nation sacrificed, or even 
compromised their interest in justice to a weak neighbor, who was unable to 
make effectual demands? and who shall be a common judge? Nay, such is 
the constitution of human nature, that men in such cases, were they 



disposed, are in a great measure incapable of judging with candor and 
impartiality. 

We have experienced the disposition of states whose interests were 
averse to our own; and well know the consequences: extravagant, and as we 
deemed them, unjustifiable claims, on their part; animosities, factions, and 
even blood-shed, among ourselves. 

Our vicinity to an extensive province of the british empire, is worthy of 
consideration. There is not any prospect of an immediate war between the 
united states and Greatbritain: but from their mutual recriminations relative 
to the observance of the late treaty; and from the retention of the frontier 
posts in the hands of the british, contrary to express stipulations; such an 
event is one day to be apprehended. Should that take place, Vermont would 
be in a situation much to be regreted. 

Our local situation with the united states, and our connexion with many of 
their inhabitants—cemented by all the ties of blood and kindred affection, 
would forbid an alliance with Greatbritain. As allies of the united states, we 
should experience all the resentment of an enemy, whom, by our voluntary 
alliance, we had made such; and to whose depredations, from our frontier 
situation, we should be continually exposed. And should we experience in 
the united states that quick sense of the injuries we should suffer? would 
they fly to our defence with the same alacrity, with the same national spirit, 
as they would defend themselves, if attacked in one of their own members? 
would they attend equally to our interest as to their own, in the settlement 
of peace, or in finally adjusting the expenditures of the war? The supposition 
is highly chimerical: nor less chimerical the idea, that by observing a neutral 
conduct, we may enjoy the blessings of peace, while the flames of war rage 
on every side. Our country, from its situation, would become a rendezvous, 
and a thorough fare to the spies of both nations. Our citizens would 
frequently be tempted by both to engage in a nefarious correspondence of 
that kind: every act of friendship, or even of common courtesy, to one party, 
would excite the jealousy of the other. Their armies, to whom we should not 
be in a condition to refuse a passage, would think themselves justified, on 
the very least pretext of necessity, in seizing our property for the use of their 
service. Thus we should be equally misused, equally despised, and equally 
insulted and plundered by both. 

Again, we may view this subject as it relates to the improvement of 
knowledge, and liberal science. Confined to the narrow limits of Vermont, 
genius, for want of great occasions, and great objects, will languish in 
obscurity: the spirit of learning; from which nations have derived more solid 
glory than all heroic atchievments, and individuals, beyond the common lot 



of humanity, have been able to contribute to the happiness of millions, in 
different parts of the globe—will be contracted; and busy itself in small 
scenes, commensurate to the exigencies of the state, and the narrow limits 
of our government. In proportion as the views are more confined—more 
local; the more firmly rivited on the mind are the shackles of local and 
systematic prejudices.—But received into the bosom of the union, we at 
once become brethren and fellow-citizens with more than three millions of 
people: instead of being confined to the narrow limits of Vermont, we 
become members of an extensive empire: here is a scence opened that will 
expand the social feelings;—the necessity and facility of mutual intercourse, 
will eradicate local prejudices;—the channels of information will be opened 
wide, and far extended;—the spirit of learning will be called forth by every 
motive of interest and laudable ambition;—genius, exalted by the magnitude 
of the objects presented, will soar the heights of science;—our general 
interests will be the same with those of the union—and represented in the 
national councils, our local interests will have their due weight. As an inland 
country, from the encouragement given to arts and manufactures, we shall 
receive more than a proportional advantage. And in the event of a war, an 
attack upon us will be felt through every member of the union: national 
safety—national pride, and national resentment—a resentment, not the 
petulance of a tribe, but great as the nation offended, will all conspire in our 
defence—in a word, independent, we must ever remain little, and I might 
almost say, contemptible;—but united, we become great, from the reflected 
greatness of the empire with which we unite. 

These observations relate to the expediency of our joining the union in 
our present situation, and to the removal of such objections as may arise to 
the measure, antecedent to a discussion of the constitution under 
consideration. I shall not now enter into a minute investigation of this 
constitution; but shall briefly observe upon some of its leading features—the 
principal end in view in its formation—and how far it is calculated to attain 
that end. The principal end in view, and which has heretofore been the grand 
desideratum in federal politics, is to bring all the members of the union to act 
in concert in those measures which concern the general interest of the 
confederacy: this in federal governments has been attempted principally in 
three modes. 

The first mode is by a council empowered to legislate on the states 
composing the union. Such was the council of the amphictryons at the head 
of the confederated states of ancient Greece. In this case, as the council can 
legislate only upon states, a delinquent cannot be less than a whole state, 
already possessed of arms and councils for a formidable opposition. To 



enforce the decrees of the council, which we may call the laws of the union, 
it frequently becomes necessary to call out the troops of the complying 
states, and to compel obedience by dint of arms: this is to plunge the nation 
into all the horrors of a civil war. The history of ancient Greece, for many 
years, is infamous for a succession of such wars. Such was the famous 
peloponesian war, which raged with almost unabated fury near thirty years. 
This ever has been and ever will be the effect of this kind of government, 
unless with the late congress of the united states they should suffer their 
laws and ordinances to be violated with impunity—and the consequence will 
be the same: the government will soon arrive at the lowest point of 
degradation, and tremble on the brink of evanescence. 

The second mode is by a council empowered only to propose measures to 
the confederate states—but subject to the ratification of the states severally, 
before they have the force of laws.—The united Netherlands give an instance 
of this second form: the states general are the grand council of the 
confederacy; this council, though pompously stiled THEIR HIGH 
MIGHTINESSES, have, in matters of national concern, a power only to 
propose. The several states have reserved to themselves the right of 
ratification—and no law can be constitutionally binding until it has received 
the ratification of each individual state—the veto of a single state in some 
instances little superior in point of territory to the town of Bennington, may 
disconcert, and in fact has disconcerted, the wisest measures. Frequently, on 
great emergencies, such is the delay before all the states can be brought to 
act in concert, that the opportunity of acting is forever lost. This has induced 
the states general, aided by the stadtholder, (hereditary prince of Orange) 
who administers the republic, and whose power and influence are very 
considerable, sometimes to act without, and even contrary to, the authority 
of the smaller states. Such a disregard of the constitutional principles of their 
union, however justifiable from impending necessity, has even among that 
plodding phlegmatic people, produced violent convulsions—and some within 
our memory. 

The third form is by a council, or federal legislature, with power in all 
instances that concern the confederacy at large, upon the citizens of the 
several states—and to carry their laws into execution by officers of their own 
appointment. Of this third form we have an instance in the present 
constitution of the united states of America. In this case the national 
legislature, in all matters that concern the general interest, empowered and 
limitted by the constitution, legislate, not upon the states collectively, but 
upon the citizens of the union: no ratification is necessary, but their own act. 



The constitution, and all authoritative acts, under that constitution, are the 
supreme law of the land. 

To prevent different constructions that might arise from different 
opinions, in independent tribunals, under the bias of local interest, influence 
or prejudice, the judiciary, for all causes arising under the constitution and 
laws of the union, hold their office by the appointment of the supreme 
power of the confederacy; and are amenable only to that power:—and their 
decisions are carried into effect by ministerial officers, appointed by the 
same authority. But while the national legislature are vested with supreme 
power, in all matters that relate to the welfare of the union, the states 
legislatures, within their several jurisdictions, retain as sovereign, all those 
powers:—the due administration of which, most endears government to 
mankind. To them it belongs among their own citizens to regulate the mode 
of acquiring, and to secure the acquisitions of property—to redress injuries—
to animadvert upon morals—and to restrain and punish those crimes that 
attack private property—violate personal security, and disturb the peace of 
society. 

The senators of the united states, appointed by the several state 
legislatures, and to whom they are, from time to time, amenable, may justly 
be considered as the guardians of the rights of those respective states 
against all encroachments of the national government. The representatives 
in congress, elected by the people, and dependent on them by the means of 
biennial elections, are bound by all the ties of interest and affection, to 
watch over the rights of the people, their electors, and the rights of the 
states with which their electors are more immediately connected. 

The power of appointing electors for the choice of president and 
vicepresident, gives the state legislatures a sufficient security on the 
executive of the federal government. It is true, this form of federal 
government is almost a new phenomenon in the political world—hardly a 
shadow of such federal powers, as they relate to the subjects of legislation, 
and the mode of execution, is to be found in the history of ancient or modern 
politics. But in this age of improvement, no less in the science of government 
than in other sciences, its novelty would not be made a serious objection: yet 
it is acknowledged, that however beautiful as delineated on paper, or in 
political theory, its efficiency in point of practice, might still be considered as 
problematical—had we not seen it evinced by actual experiment. The idea 
only of the efficiency of that government, at the instant of its organization, 
added strength to the states governments, and put an end to those turbulent 
commotions, which made some of them tremble for our political existence. 
Nor has this state reaped an inconsiderable advantage from the suppression 



of that contagious spirit in the neighboring governments: two years have not 
yet elapsed since the commencement of that administration. They have 
made provision for funding the debts of the union—they have, in a great 
measure, restored public credit; which from the weakness of the former 
government, they found almost in a state of desperation—they have availed 
the nation of a very productive revenue—they have made many laws and 
regulations, the wisdom, justice, and equality of which, are fully evinced by a 
prompted and almost universal observance: in very few instances have their 
courts been called to animadvert on a breach of their laws. But this, it may 
be said, arises from a confidence of the people in the members of that 
government: this undoubtedly has its influence, but a people free, jealous 
and discerning, as the americans are, do not suffer measures to pass 
unexamined: they will not give to any men or set of men an unmerited 
confidence.—It is probable the national council will long retain and that 
deservedly, the confidence of the people. The people when called to chuse 
rulers and legislators for an extensive empire, experience a dilation of mind; 
they rise above vulgar and local prejudices, and confer their suffrages only on 
men, whose integrity and abilities are equal to the task of empire. 

One important consideration ought not to be omitted—the federal 
constitution is still subject to amendments—whatever shall in practice be 
found dangerous or impracticable, redundant or deficient, may be 
retrenched and corrected: that wisdom which formed it, aided and matured 
by experience, may carry it to a far greater degree of perfection than any 
thing which has been known in government. 

Thus sir, I have briefly hinted the disadvantages that will accrue to us, 
continuing independent; upon a supposition of its practicability. I have 
observed some of the happy effects of an accession to the union. I have 
pointed out the leading principles of the constitution, and its probable and 
actual efficiency, in strengthening the government of the several states, and 
in securing the tranquility, happiness and prosperity of the union. The more 
minute investigations I leave at present; fully persuaded at the same time, 
that when accurately examined, with that candor and impartiality which will 
doubtless mark the deliberations of this convention, every material 
objection, either to the constitution, or to the accession of Vermont to the 
union, will be easily obviated or totally disappear. 

 


