A CALL

:CONSTITUTION.

To the People of Rhode-Island
TO ASSEMBLE IN CONVENTION.

AT a Mass Convention of the friends of Equal Rights and of a waiTTEN
U]l | RepusLicar Consmiruzion for this State, held at Newport, on the 5th day of]
¢ May, 1841, the following p inted a Stave Comairree for the
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fed to be a virtue, and which, regarding the Rey inatitutions every where (=
else enjoyed but here, and prompted by the memory of our venerable and pa-
triotic ancestors, the first to assert the true principles of Religious and Politi-
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CHARLES COLLINS,
DUTEE 1, PEARCE,
SILAS SISSON.
SAMUEL H, WALES,
BENJ. A , Jn.
WELCOME B. SAYLES,
RY L. WEBSTER,

BENJ. M. BOSWORTH,
SAMULL 8. ALLEN,
ABUAH LUCE.
EMANUEL RICE,
SILAS WEAVER,
JOHN B. SHELDON,
HEN SYLVESTER HIMES,
PHILIP B. STINESS, WAGER WEEDEN,
METCALF MARSH. CHARLES ALLEN.

The State Committee were directied “ to carry forward the cause of Reform
and Equal Rights, and to call a Convention of Delegates to draft a Constitu-
tion at as early a day as possible.”
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At an adjourned meeting of said Mass Convention held at Providence, on
the 5th day of July, the instructions before given were reaffirmed; and the
committee were directed to call a Convention of the People, on the basis of
the Resolutions passed at Newport, ““at an early day, for the formation of a
Constrrurion.”? |

Pursuing these instructions, the Committee held a meeting at Providence,
on the 20th of July, and in conformity with the Eleventh Resolution adopted
at Newport, which prescribes the call of a Convention of the People at large,
to be represented in PROPORTION {0 POPULATION, passed unanimously the follow-
ing Resolutions, for the CALL of a POPULAR CONVENTION.

Voted, That we proceed to issue a Car for the election of DELEGATES,
to take place on the nast Saruroay in August, (the 28th day,) to attend a
CONVENTION to be holden at the StaTe House in Provioesce, on the
Fiunst Moxpay in Ocrosen, (the 4th day,) for framing a CONSTITUTION
to be laid before the People for their adoption.

That every American male citizen, twenty-one years of age and up-
wards, who has resided in this State one year, .preceding the slection of dele-
gates, shali vote for Del to the C: tion, called by the Btate Com:
mittee to be held at the State House in Providence on the first Monday ip
October next.

Voted, That every meeting holden for the ele
C ion shall be organized bgolhe lecti
| whose certificate shall be the authority
Voted, That each Town of one thouse
|| 1o one delegate, and for every additi
inted; and the city of Providence sl
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Bl hand-bills to be printed and distributed through the State, containing the call
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cal freedom, will brook no fariher delay, and which cannot be more aj TOpri-

PLE,
{F GIVE US OUR RIGHTS, ov WE WILL TAKE THEM.

. We ask for nothing that is not clearly right, and we are determined to sub-
mit to nothing so manifestly wrong as the corrupt and anti-republican system of {3
gl:)velx;nme;lt which has so long subsisted in Rhode Island by':ﬁe forbearance of
the People. "

Bear in mind, that there is no CONSTITUTIONAL MODE OF AMENDING OUF goV-
effiment, except by the People at large, in whom, as the successors to the King (t=
of England, the sovereign power resides, and remains unimpaired by any lapse f&
of time, or foleration of past abuses.

That there is no Biit or Ricuts in this, State, exceptthat granted by the
Legislature, and which they can at any moment resume and annul. -
That the G A bly is a body irresponsible to the majority of the

People, restricted by no constitutional rule of action, virtually omnipotent—
making and unmaking the People, doing and undoing what it pleases, accord- {f
ing to its “especial grace, certain knowedge and mere motion,”” in imitation,
upon a smaller scale, of the Monarchy of Great Britain. i

That the sysTen of repr to this Assembly is also the Rorraw- b=
Boroven system of Great Britain now partially reft 3 by which system, in | §
this Btate, a third of the freemen, and one ninth of the People command the =i
House of Representatives.— .

That, by reason of a landed qualification, which itis i
majority to obtain, two thirds of the people are ousted birthright ac-
quired for them by their fathers, and are governed, taxed, compelled to do mil-
itary duty, and subjected in all respects to the will and plessure of one thi
with the solo restriction, imposed by the Constitution of the United States.

Instead of ing other parti we only say—g@~look at the his-
tory of Rhode Island legislation.
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manity, of Liberty, of Equal Rights, of well lated Constitutional G :
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Onoe more, we say to the unenfranchised mass of our brethren and fetiow-
citizens—~your rights are in your own hands. Assert and vindicate. “ham like

mpossible for the great
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by such a Convention, and sieRED by & NasomiTy {2
people, will be promptly acquiesced in by the mivorrry—will be vi

ously sustained, and will become without delay, the undisputed, paramount law

of our State, .

Providence, July 24k,
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cannot

Feirow Cirizess-~We have discharged our duty in the call of a Conven-
T10% of the wroLe rEoPLE, to provide for the aitai and ity of those
ing rights, which have so long been withheld from them, and without
which they are but subjects and slaves in a State only nominally Republi

* Depend upon it that a spirit bas been awakened in this State, which

be intimidated sor rep de—which has suffered long, untii patience hes cess-

1841,
By order and in behalf of the State Committes.

SAMUEL H. WALES, Chairman.
BENJAMIN ARNOLD, Jn., Secretery.
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ately expressed than when we say, in behalf of the great majority of the Pro- 3 Ji
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This ballot was prepared for those voting in favor of
ratifying the People’s Constitution in the referendum
of 27-29 December 1841. RIHS Collection (RHi X3
1506).

Popular Sovereignty or Public Anarchy?
American Debates the Dorr Rebellion

tudents of Rhode Island’s past are acquainted with the origins and course

of the Dorr Rebellion because this controversy is the most important single event

in Rhode Island history. In 1841 an organization of landless, and therefore voteless,

men organized as the Rhode Island Suffrage Association and called an unauthorized

constitutional convention to achieve political change. This group, toward whom the

General Assembly turned a deaf ear, recruited patrician reformer Thomas Wilson Dorr

to lead them, and when their extralegal convention met in October and November 1841,
Dorr became the principal draftsman of the progressive “People’s Constitution.”

From 27 December to 29 December 1841, the People’s Constitution was submitted to a
popular referendum. Disregard for the landholding requirement swelled the turnout to
nearly 14,000. Of that number, only 52 votes were cast against the document, because the
charter adherents boycotted the election. Dorr claimed that the constitution had been
ratified by a majority of the people because 13,944 of the state’s estimated 23,142 white
adult citizens had voted to approve it. The possibility of fraudulent voting was high (as
it was for any election in that age), and undoubtedly a number of bogus ballots were
cast; but when the results were in, the reformers insisted that the People’s Constitution
had supplanted the royal charter of 1663 as the paramount law of the state.

Nonetheless, Dorr’s opposition had every intention of asserting its legal authority, and
in the early months of 1842 it made a determined bid to undermine the revolutionaries’
position. One weapon was its enactment of the so-called “Algerine Law,” which imposed
severe penalties upon those attempting to exercise power or hold office under the
People’s Constitution. Another extremely potent maneuver was the Charterite appeal to
Rhode Island’s sectional, class, ethnic, and—especially—religious sentiments. The Law and
Order party, as the charter adherents were called, alarmed entrepreneurs by alleging that
the Dorrites espoused an anticapitalist philosophy, and it aroused farmers by picturing
the reformers as voracious urbanites who were determined to usurp all political power
unto themselves. In addition, the Law and Order faction played upon the fears of native-
born Protestants by informing them that the liberal suffrage clause of the People’s
Constitution would pave the way for the political ascendancy of the Irish Catholic
immigrants who were swarming into the state in ever-increasing numbers.

A third offensive launched by the Law and Order forces consisted of an appeal to
President John Tyler for federal protection to preserve the status quo. After some am-
bivalence, the chief executive promised the Charterites aid if violence erupted.

Despite the resolute etforts of the Law and Order faction to squelch the insurgents, Dorr
tenaciously held his ground. On 18 April the revolutionaries staged an election under the
People’s Constitution, with Thomas Wilson Dorr emerging as the “People’s governor.”
Dorr and those who were elected with him proceeded to establish a skeleton govern-
ment in violation of the Algerine Law. In the eyes of his opponents, Dorr had now
committed treason against the state.
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The unprecedented specter of two rival state governments brought this intense but loca
controversy into the national spotlight. The Rhode Island crisis not only embrozz:
President John Tyler, both houses of Congress, and the U.S. Supreme Court; it alsc
a substantial impact on neighboring states, the press nationwide, and the leading po_-
ticians and political philosophers of the period. In addition, the Dorr War (as some
called it) served as a valuable source of propaganda in the Democratic party’s attermzoe
to discredit the incumbent Whigs.

The national debate over the legitimacy of the Dorr Rebellion has received only sca=:
attention from historians, although discussion of “the Rhode Island question” ofien
transcended mere partisanship and grappled with the basic theories of American co=-
stitutional government. The doctrine defended by Dorr can be described as populzs
constituent sovereignty—the right of the people, without prior authorization from =
reactionary legislature, to frame and adopt a new constitution. Opponents of this revo-
lutionary procedure claimed that the American system of government had achievec
such stability that constitutional change should and could occur only through the use
of approved forms, or with the sanction of the existing government.

During the period from April 1842 through the presidential election of 1844, featuring
the Democratic campaign slogan of “Polk, Dallas, and Dorr,” the issues involved in the
Rhode Island controversy were widely debated and discussed in prominent newspapers
and periodicals and reflected upon in the memoirs and private correspondence of the
nation’s leading citizens.

Prior to the critical April 1842 state elections, the Dorrites had appealed to the
Democratic leaders in Congress for support. Dr. John A. Brown, president of the Rhode
Island Suffrage Association, was sent to Washington as agent and lobbyist for the
People’s government. Following Brown’s exhortations, six prominent Democrats wrote
letters of encouragement to Dorr.!

The earliest recorded response to Dorr’s appeal was made on 12 April 1842. The writer
(presumably Senator Perry Smith of Connecticut) briefly assured Dorr that he need not
fear the use of force by the federal government against the reformers’ cause, then closed
the missive with a request that the letter be burned.’

Senators Levi Woodbury of New Hampshire and William Allen of Ohio corresponded
with the People’s governor three days later. Woodbury told Dorr that if the people do
not have a right to draft a constitution “when and how they please, the whole fabric of
our American liberties rests on sand and stubble.” The matter was in the people’s hands,
not in the hands of the adamant legislature, remarked Woodbury. The distinguished
New Hampshire senator must not have considered his advice revolutionary, for he con-
cluded the letter with the following admonition: “Shun violence—insubordination—
civil war—but move onward . . . to your just and pure objects in constitutional methods.”
Seven years later Associate Justice Woodbury would cast the lone dissenting vote in a
case arising out of the rebellion, Luther v. Borden, in which the U.S. Supreme Court for-
mulated the political-question doctrine to avoid disturbing the final outcome of the
Rhode Island controversy.

That same day Dorr received additional encouragement from the prominent Ohio senator
William Allen, who was to lead the fight for the reformers in the upper house during the
ensuing months. Allen informed Dorr that he had obtained an interview for Dr. Brown
with President Tyler and that he had accompanied the agent of the People’s government
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to the meeting. In the interview, Allen informed the president “that the majority of the
people in Rhode Island were in the right on every known principle of public liberty, and
that their movement presented not a case authorizing the interposition of the federal
government by force or otherwise.” Tyler’s reaction was not disclosed.*

On the next day Senators Silas Wright Jr. of New York and Thomas Hart Benton of
Missouri contacted Dorr. Wright told of the “intense interest” in Washington concerning
the Rhode Island situation, and while expressing sympathy for Dorr’s cause, he disclaimed
any intention to become a partisan in the controversy. The New Yorker concluded philo-
sophically by urging the People’s governor to practice caution and forbearance. “You
cannot fail to see,” concluded Wright, “that your discretion must measure the support
which your friends abroad can give you. They can sustain you in doing right. They can-
not in doing wrong.”’

When Dorr finished reading the somewhat noncommittal letter, he opened another
bearing the postmark “Washington City” and read the remarks of Thomas Hart Benton.
The Missourian assured Dorr “that the Democracy . . . fully admit the validity of the con-
stitutional movement of the people in Rhode Island.” Benton, however, urged that violence
be avoided, because “This is not the age, nor the country, in which to settle political
questions by the sword.” Time would prove that “Old Bullion” was tragically wrong.

The final reply to Dorr’s appeal came nearly a month later from the pen of Edmund
Burke, the New Hampshire congressman who was to emerge as the reformers’ most vig-
orous supporter. He informed Dorr that Democrats in both Washington and New England
were, without exception, “roundly in favor of the suffrage party,” and Burke himself gave
assurance that he was with the People of Rhode Island “heart and soul.”

It should be noted that only the northern wing of the Democratic party was represented
in these letters. Dorr discovered later that many southern members approved of his cause
but would not endorse general principles of majority rights that could be interpreted to
include blacks in their own states.® The South’s leading Democratic spokesman, John C.
Calhoun, was deeply concerned with the progress of the Rhode Island reform move-
ment. A year after the rebellion was thwarted, Calhoun expressed his views in a logical
and conclusive public letter. He claimed to be in sympathy with the suffrage party in
Rhode Island as far as the enlargement of the franchise was involved. Providing that the
controversy was confined to discussion and agitation, continued Calhoun, the federal
government could not intervene. But after an incisive survey of constitutional prece-
dents, the learned South Carolinian jealously guarded his cherished doctrine of minority
rights by declaring that it would be the “death-blow of constitutional democracy to
admit the right of the numerical majority to alter or abolish constitutions at pleasure”
by resort to extraconstitutional means.” Most of his fellow southerners agreed.

The sentiments of elder statesman Andrew Jackson contrasted markedly with those of
Calhoun. On 23 May 1842 he wrote to longtime associate Francis P. Blair that the “people
of Rhode Island will triumph as they ought in establishing their republican constitution.”
“Old Hickory” believed that Tyler would never aid the “aristocracy” of Rhode Island by
sending a regular force, but if he were weak and foolish enough to perform such a das-
tardly act, “a hundred thousand of the sovereign people would fly to the rescue to sustain
the people’s constitution.” Jackson’s concluding remark would have made Calhoun and
his associates shudder: “The people are the sovereign power and agreeable to our system
they have the right to alter and amend their system of Government when a majority
wills it, as a majority have a right to rule.”™

In August 1844 Jackson was invited to attend a mass rally in Providence for Dorr (who
was then languishing in prison, convicted of treason) and for the Democratic presidential
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Dorrites attempted to seize the state arsenal on the candidate, James Knox Polk, and his running mate, George M. Dallas. Over two years
night of 18 May 1842. Drawing by Edward Lewts after his frustrating defeat, Dorr was still being used by the Democrats as a political
Peckhain, 1842. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 3). .

martyr and as an example of Whig treachery that must be avenged at the ballot box.

Jackson apologetically informed the Dorr supporters that ill health confined him to the
Hermitage, his home, but he made public the sentiments that he had expressed to
Francis Blair in the critical days of 1842. Dorr, said Jackson, “committed no offence
except that of endeavoring to supersede the royal charter by a constitution emanating
directly from the people. . .. Granting even that he erred as to the means adopted, either
in reference to time or form, it is difficult to conceive how the severe punishment inflicted
upon him can be justified.”"

Martin Van Buren, George Bancroft, and former governor Henry Hubbard of New
Hampshire were also extended invitations by the demonstration committee, but only
Hubbard was able to attend.” Van Buren’s reply indicated strong sympathy for the
imprisoned reformer, whose treatment, he believed, was oppressive, “severe, humiliat-
ing, and unjust,” for it was never Dorr’s intention “to prostrate to unworthy, much less

»13

criminal objects.
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Bancroft—an ardent equalitarian Democrat, a prominent historian, and the Democratic
candidate for governor of Massachusetts—gave a stirring reply to the reformers when
he indignantly declared that for the first time in history “solitary imprisonment at labor
for life has been made the punishment of actions that were but the expressions of political
opinions.”* This ringing condemnation of the Law and Order party no doubt heightened
the ardor of the demonstrators, and it gave great personal satisfaction to Bancroft.'

Most conclusive evidence that the Rhode Island question was, on the national level, one
involving political partisanship as well as principle can be discerned in the sentiments
of the Whigs. Even such a vociferous champion of human rights as Horace Greeley con-
demned the stand taken by Dorr. The editor of the influential New York Tribune felt that
the franchise in Rhode Island should be broadened, but Dort’s resort to force filled him
with apprehension and disgust. In several editorials in the Tribune Greeley castigated
Dorr and the principles for which he stood. Greeley asserted that the People’s
Constitution would have transferred political power into the hands of the reformers,
and he denounced the resort to violence as a course that could lead only to anarchy.
Dorr’s attempt to seize the state arsenal on 18 May 1842 inspired Greeley to produce a
theory of government remarkable for its spirit of conservatism. The editor stated that
those possessing the suffrage should extend it when, in their judgment, it was wise and
just to do so. He asserted that it was the American tradition to regard the suffrage not
as a natural right, as Dorr had claimed, but as a duty to be assigned by those who already
possessed it. The voters would impose this duty when, in their judgment, the time was
propitious for its extension to the hitherto unfranchised." Thus, as Glyndon Van
Deusen puts it, to the supposedly liberal Greeley “the progress of political democracy
rested upon the wisdom and benevolence of those already enfranchised, rather than
upon the unalienable rights of man.””” Van Deusen finds that Greeley manifested gross
intolerance by heartily approving Dorr’s sentence to life imprisonment, and later for the
regret he expressed upon hearing of Dorr’s release.'

Greeley undoubtedly received firsthand information concerning the Rhode Island situation
from his close associate, the New York Whig potentate Thurlow Weed, who accompanied
the Law and Order forces to Acote’s Hill in June 1842 for the final encounter of the Dorr
War."” Weed’s presence in Rhode Island was the culmination of a long series of events
that had begun in mid-April 1842, when the New York Evening Post called attention to a
proposed memorial then circulating in New York City calling for the impeachment of
Tyler for his threatened interference in the Rhode Island dispute. Although the memorial
was never presented, it paved the way for a Democratic sympathy meeting in Tammany
Hall on the evening of 27 April, at which A. W. Parmenter of Rhode Island pleaded the
case for the suffragists. During the next three weeks several other meetings were held,
and enthusiasm for the Rhode Island reformers began to mount.”

In mid-May, returning from his disillusioning visit with President Tyler, Dorr stopped
in New York City, where he was warmly received by several prominent Tammany leaders
and invited to attend the Bowery Theater. This cordial act was the first of many showered
upon Dorr during his brief stay in the metropolis.”

The following morning the People’s governor was accorded a reception, and he spent
several hours receiving counsel from William Cullen Bryant, Samuel J. Tilden, Eli Moore,
and other Tammany leaders. When the time came for the governor to resume his journey
homeward, a procession composed of five hundred men, a company of volunteer firemen,
and a band formed an escort.” Before leaving the city, Dorr was also offered a military
escort to Providence by Colonels Alexander Ming Jr. and Abraham J. Crasto, the leaders
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of two New York militia regiments. Dorr declined, but he added that “the time mav =
be far distant when I may be obliged to call upon you for your services.”

When he had arrived in New York, it appeared as if Dorr had determined, though qu =
reluctantly, to use peaceful means to effect a compromise in Rhode Island. It seems qu=
certain that the encouragement, advice, and promises of support given to Dorr by the
New York Democrats greatly influenced his resort to force. Before the month was vz
Dorr launched his abortive attack on the state arsenal in Providence.?

Dorr’s New York friends continued their agitation immediately after his return ==
Rhode Island. A large demonstration held in the park in front of New York City Hall was
attended by such illustrious Democrats as William Cullen Bryant, Samuel J. Tilden
Elijah F. Purdy, Aaron Vanderpoel, C. C. Cambreleng, Eli Moore, and Levi D. Slamm. 4=
this meeting a corresponding committee of twelve was appointed to continue the move-
ment in behalf of the People’s party in Rhode Island.* Slamm, editor of New York’s New
Era, went so far as to print a call for “Patriot Volunteers” who would march to aid Dor=
in the event of armed interference by the federal government.®

Slamm’s call for volunteers was scarcely off the press when news arrived of Dorr’s lud:-
crous attempt to take the arsenal on 18 May, and most New Yorkers saw that further aic
was useless. “Judging from their looks,” remarked the New York Commercial Advertiser
“never did a set of people feel before quite so foolish and forlorn as did the leaders of
the Park meeting. ... The flag which had been kept flying for several days at Tamman»
Hall, in honor of Dorr . .. was struck and all looked as though ‘melancholy had markec
them for her own.””” Only Levi Slamm continued his vigorous support for Dorr, anc
the New Era’s editor was present when the “war” ended ignominiously on Acote’s Hill
in late June.”

Despite the near collapse of Tammany support, New York continued to be affected by
the Rhode Island uprising. Whig governor William H. Seward, as might be expected.
collaborated with Rhode Island’s Charterite governor Samuel Ward King. On 13 June
King informed the New York chief executive that a reward of one thousand dollars had
been posted for the capture of Dorr. When King told Seward that the exile was probably
in New York City, Seward wrote to inform the Law and Order governor that he would
cooperate in apprehending the fugitive.”

Seward’s concern with the Dorr Rebellion was evidenced by his frequent mention of the
disturbance in his letters during mid-1842.” He admired Dorr’s “coolness and dignity”
and remarked that he was “a manifestly superior man,” but when the crisis came to a
head in late June, the New York governor sent a two-man delegation—Richard M.
Blatchford, his private secretary, and Colonel James Bowen—to tender the support of
New York to the charter party. Thurlow Weed, in his usual capacity as unofficial observer,
accompanied Blatchford and Bowen at the suggestion of Governor Seward and made
the sixteen-mile hike from Providence to Acote’s Hill with King’s forces. Of the two hun-
dred stragglers who were apprehended after Dorr’s flight, fifteen or twenty were New
York “Subterraneans,” according to Weed, who gave the following description of the
events subsequent to the “daring” capture of Acote’s Hill by the Law and Order forces:

The duties and excitement of the day being over, General [William G.] McNeill’s headquarters
were established in a pleasant grove, where hampers of cold meats, poultry, game, etc., etc., with
baskets of champagne, soon appeared. The spread was a bountiful one, the repast was animated
by patriotic toasts and speeches, and was not concluded until near six o’clock, when the general,
with his suite and guests, departed in hilarious spirits for Providence.”

Perhaps this gala ending helped make the long trek to Chepachet worthwhile.
1998 iIS4X.
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Other nationally prominent Whigs joined Greeley, Weed, and Seward in condemning
Dorr. After the arsenal fiasco John Quincy Adams remarked in his memoirs that “the
ignominious flight of the spurious Governor, Thomas W. Dorr, has postponed the heaviest
calamity that ever befell this nation.” Shortly thereafter, Adams came to Rhode Island to
speak before the Franklin Lyceum on the social-contract versus the divine-right theories
of government. This November 1842 lecture on the origins of government, later pub-
lished in pamphlet form, affirmed the popular basis of the state in accordance with the
theories of Locke, Sidney, Montesquieu, and Rousseau but repudiated the right of revo-
lution against it, once established, except in cases of extreme tyranny. Adams departed
in emphasis from eighteenth-century social-compact theorists, however, by emphasizing
evolving necessity and man’s nature as a “social being” rather than will and intent as the
basis of government.

Over his long career different practical situations, such as the Dorr Rebellion, produced
modifications in Adams’s views of the social compact and th