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Book Review by Tim Rice

Peg-legged Penman
The Constitution’s Penman: Gouverneur Morris and the Creation of America’s Basic Charter, by Dennis C. Rasmussen.

The University Press of Kansas, 266 pages, $44.95

At first blush, gouverneur morris 
seems like a carbon copy of Alexander 
Hamilton. Each began his career in 

politics as a brash, young New Yorker who fa-
vored the Federalists and cozied up to George 
Washington. Each argued for grand, and at 
times outrageous, political ideas. Each had 
a mind for money and worked to build the 
American colonies into a commercial repub-
lic with a strong national government. Each 
balanced, or rather unbalanced, his political 
career with a vibrant, oftentimes scandalous, 
personal life.

But Hamilton burst onto the scene only af-
ter the Revolution; Morris helped shape New 
York State’s constitution and was already a 
force to be reckoned with by 1776. Hamilton 
had a career-ending affair; Morris was an un-
abashed philanderer. Hamilton was Wash-
ington’s protege; Morris was his fishing buddy 
and delivered his eulogy—and, for that mat-
ter, Hamilton’s. Most of all, although Hamil-
ton is remembered for his passionate defense 
of the Constitution, Morris shaped its most 

important features—including the Preamble, 
which he wrote.

Yet for all this, Morris languishes in rela-
tive obscurity, and has for most of American 
history. He is not considered the author of the 
Constitution in anything like the way Thom-
as Jefferson is credited with the Declaration 
of Independence. Nor have Morris’s rakish 
charm and modern temperament earned the 
peg-legged founder even a fraction of Ham-
ilton’s contemporary acclaim. (Morris lost a 
leg as a young man—from a carriage accident, 
it was said, though rumors persisted that he 
broke it jumping from a second-story balcony 
to escape a jealous husband who had found 
Morris in bed with his wife.) 

Morris is so obscure that we don’t even 
know how to pronounce his first name. One 
descendant claims it was simply pronounced 

“Governor”; Abigail Adams—who had a his-
tory of writing names phonetically—referred 
to him as “Goveneer.” In fact, the only thing 
scholars are confident of is that it was not pro-
nounced how it was spelled.

How could a man who loomed so 
large in his day and did so much to 
shape our politics be so completely 

forgotten? In The Constitution’s Penman: Gou-
verneur Morris and the Creation of America’s 
Basic Charter, Dennis C. Rasmussen gestures 
toward, but never lands on, an answer. For 
Rasmussen, a professor of political science at 
Syracuse University, the reasons why Morris 
has been forgotten matter considerably less 
than what we’ve forgotten about him.

Far from a work of revisionist hagiography, 
The Constitution’s Penman is a long-overdue 
study of Morris’s life and thought, drawing on 
the smattering of extant studies as well as a 
close reading of his major speeches and letters. 
Rasmussen shows how Morris shaped the 
Constitution with a combination of practi-
cal politics and a bold vision for the future we 
would do well to imitate today.

Born to a monied family in New York, 
Morris split his youth between the library and 
the tavern. Often accused of being “slow to 
support the revolutionary cause,” he became 
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a vocal patriot and accomplished statesman: 
Rasmussen notes that he was one of just five  
people who signed both the Articles of Con-
federation and the Constitution.

After this brief biographical survey, the 
rest of the book allots a chapter each to Mor-
ris’s convention speeches, defense of federal-
ism, opposition to slavery, and role in drafting 
the Constitution’s Preamble and body, keep-
ing the focus on his practical, political contri-
butions rather than his political theory—and 
with good reason. Unlike Hamilton or James 
Madison, Morris did not write systematically 
about politics. He decried men who “have 
unfortunately acquired their Ideas of Govern-
ment from Books,” because “Men who live in 
the World are very different from those who 
dwell in the Heads of Philosophers.” 

Hamilton and the other high 
Federalists shared Morris’s aristo-
cratic sensibilities but not his ap-

preciation of the common citizen. Nowhere 
is this clearer than in Morris’s discussion of 
presidential elections. Whereas Hamilton, 
writing as Publius in The Federalist, claimed 
that the people will gravitate toward local 
politicians who share their interests, “the elit-
ist Morris,” Rasmussen observes, “trusted the 
common people’s judgment” when selecting 
a president “more than almost anyone else at 
the Convention.” For Morris, the office of the 
presidency would combine elements of aris-
tocracy (through the officeholder) and democ-
racy (through the people who elected him). 
Similarly, Morris argued for the Senate to be 
intentionally aristocratic, and for the House 
to be self-consciously of the people.

Rasmussen is at his best when show-
ing the outsized impact of Morris’s subtle 
structural changes to the Constitution. He 
alone was responsible for giving one article 
apiece to the three branches of government, 
an organizational framework that made the 
branches coequal and bolstered the impor-
tance of the Supreme Court in ways some 
framers did not envision. But, ever the Fed-
eralist, Morris also introduced distinctions 
in the legislative and executive vesting claus-
es in order to give the president more power 
than Congress.

By documenting these changes, as well as 
showing how Morris changed both his mind 
and other minds throughout the Constitu-
tional Convention, Rasmussen reminds us 
that the Constitution is the product of a po-
litical debate, and that many of its provisions 
reflect compromise, contingency, and the fact 
that, as Madison so aptly put it, men are not 
angels. We can hold fast to the founding’s 
lessons while remembering that the framers 

were practical men trying to hammer out the 
structure of a government—men who often 
disagreed with one another and whose beliefs 
changed over time.

As rasmussen notes, “the ends 
[Morris] laid out in the preamble—
justice, domestic tranquility, the 

common defense, the general welfare, and 
liberty—were always more important to him 
than the means to those ends.” Beginning 
with Morris—as opposed to, say, Madison—
when studying the Constitution points us to 
this important middle path. We can say, for 
example, that the Electoral College is helpful 
or necessary without claiming it is perfect, or 
acknowledge that it is vexing without calling 
for tossing out the entire Constitution and 
starting from scratch.

Morris himself gives us a model for navi-
gating moments of national strife. He was, 
on the one hand, a principled statesman who, 
Rasmussen writes, “spoke more often, pro-
posed more motions, and had more motions 
adopted than any other delegate” to the Con-
stitutional Convention. On the other hand, 
he “took a more lighthearted approach to life” 
than the other founders, putting as much em-
phasis on commerce and women as he did on 
politics.

That the most lighthearted founder was also 
one of the most influential is a crucial reminder 
that one can be political without letting poli-
tics become all-consuming. Though modern 
sensibilities do not always guarantee political 
prescience, Morris foresaw a great many po-
litical problems that would come to plague the 
country, as his speeches during and after the 
Constitutional Convention testify. Most nota-
bly, he opposed the flourishing of independent 
state governments, which he believed would 
cause the union to splinter and possibly lead to 

“civil commotion” marked by “scenes of horror” 
that “cannot be described,” scenes that would 
eventually play out in the Civil War. 

By the end of his life, Morris had grown 
convinced that the country was doomed to fail. 
In his later writings, he offers essentially the 
same narrative of republican decline as Mercy 
Otis Warren, an arch-Anti-Federalist who 
had considerably more reason than Morris to 
disdain and dismiss the Constitution. Even 
in his late-life pessimism, though, Morris of-
fers us a lesson. So often it is the men who 
pour themselves into shaping and defending 
America who are the most disillusioned by her 
imperfections—even at the risk of losing sight 
of the goodness of what they’ve built. 

Tim Rice is associate editor of The Washington 
Free Beacon.
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A Novel 

Tom Piazza

“Who wouldn’t want to go to this conference?” 
—Greil Marcus

“The Auburn Conference is a brilliant imagining of an 1883 writers’ conference 
with Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, Frederick Douglass, Mark Twain, and 
other luminaries as characters. This august round table in Upstate New York 
grapples with the fate of American democracy and what constitutes literature. 
The dialogue imagined by Piazza—especially his treatment of Harriet Beecher 
Stowe—is dazzling. Piazza conjures a distant era that eerily translates to our 
own broken and troubled times. This is an epic novel by one of America’s great-
est writers.”—Douglas Brinkley

“An unexpected combination of wit, passion, and intellect that lands with tre-
mendous relevance.”—Mary Gaitskill

“Tom Piazza has gathered the nation’s most renowned writers in response to 
a provocative question: ‘What is an American?’ These four words posed by a 
character in the aftermath of the Civil War, resound today with such perfect 
timing. Through this tantalizing dialogue, the past interrogates the present 
and future, and we cannot play innocent or uninformed. To read The Auburn 
Conference is to be there, listening, raising one’s hand, nodding one’s head, or 
even rising to one’s feet in protest or applause.”—Yusef Komunyakaa

“What do Frederick Douglass and Mark Twain discuss over brandy and cigars? 
What gets Emily Dickinson out of the house? The Auburn Conference is an ebul-
lient work of loving homage, pitch-perfect ventriloquism, and drawing-room 
farce that unfolds into an examination of grand American questions: What, 
finally, is America? And does it deserve to be saved?”—Nathaniel Rich

“The Auburn Conference  is a display of intellectual pyrotechnics, a fictional 
nineteenth-century writers’ conference in which modern and historical ob-
servations abound on literature, celebrity, and ego, culminating in a grand 
debate over slavery, women’s suffrage, and the American ideal. Both witty and 
intellectually acute, this is a powerful novel.”—Roxana Robinson

“The mother of all writers’ conferences. Piazza doesn’t force anything, and he 
doesn’t miss a trick.”—Roy Blount Jr.

9
Tom Piazza’s twelve books include A Free State. He was a principal writer 
for the HBO series Treme, and is a Grammy Award winner for his album notes 
to Martin Scorsese Presents the Blues: A Musical Journey. He lives in New Orleans. 
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“It’s rare for a novel to probe the psyches of its 

characters as deeply as Mark Ernest Pothier does in  

Outer Sunset. Many writers don’t even suspect such depths exist.  

They do, though, and here’s the proof.”—RICHARD RUSSO, author, Empire Falls

 Outer Sunset
by Mark Ernest Pothier

$��.�� 
paperback 
original
��� pages



1317 W. Foothill 

Blvd, Suite 120, 

Upland, CA 

91786

Upland, CA 

“�e Claremont Review of Books is 
an outstanding literary publication 

written by leading scholars and 
critics.  It covers a wide range of 
topics in trenchant and decisive 

language, combining learning with 
wit, elegance, and judgment.”

—Paul Johnson

“The Claremont Review of Books 
is one of the very few existing 

publications actually worth hand 
distributing via mimeograph in the 

politically correct police state its 
enemies would like to see.”

—Peter Thiel

“Under the editorship of Charles Kesler, 
the Claremont Review of Books has become 
the best written quarterly in America and 

absolutely required reading for anyone who 
cares about erudition, intellect and letters. It 
is at the forefront of the re-opening of the 

American mind.”

—Andrew Roberts

“The Claremont Review of Books 
is serious, lively, always sound 

yet delightfully unpredictable, a 
model of intellectual journalism 
as a source of education and of 

pleasure.”

—Joseph Epstein

Subscribe to the CRB today and save 25%
off the newstand price. A one-year 

subscription is only $19.95.

To begin receiving America’s premier 
conservative book review, visit 
claremontreviewofbooks.com 

or call (909) 981 2200.

“It is a joy to read the 
Claremont Review of Books.”

—Victor Davis Hanson




