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  Context


  James Madison's life (1751–1836) spanned the entire period of the gestation and birth of the United States of America. He was involved in the political movement toward American independence. He was the genius behind the drafting of the U.S. Constitution. He was the fourth U.S. president, overseeing the prosecution of the War of 1812 and entering into a long period of retirement in which he actively served the causes of higher education and the anti-slavery movement in his native Virginia, which remained his home throughout his eighty-five years.


  Along with George Washington, John Adams, and his close friend Thomas Jefferson, Madison was one of the giants of America's founding era. Alongside Washington and Jefferson, his fellow Virginians, Madison devoted the prime of his life to the cause of American independence and free government. He entered politics two years before the signing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776, and he took a seat in the Continental Congress several years later. By 1781, the thirteen revolutionary American states were well on their way to real independence. Fighting ceased with the surrender of General Cornwallis at Yorktown, and the Treaty of Paris was signed between Great Britain and the United States in 1783.


  The 1780s were the critical period for the formation of the American government. James Madison was one of the most avid supporters of a strong, central government. He was the chief architect of the Virginia Plan for the American Constitution which was adopted by the Constitutional Convention at Philadelphia as its working model. The Virginia Plan proposed the formation of a strong federal republic with a popularly elected Executive, a Legislature composed of a Senate and a House of Representatives, and a Judicial branch of the government which would guard the rule of law.


  After much debate at the Convention itself and throughout the American nation, a modified version of the Virginia Plan was ratified and cemented into law. A great deal of the support the Constitution received came about as a result of the convincing arguments for federalism set forth in the anonymously penned publication The Federalist. The publication was in fact the work of Madison and ardent Federalists Alexander Hamilton and John Jay. Their arguments aimed and succeeded at dispelling many fears that a central government would endanger the freedom of the people more than would a confederate system of sovereign states.


  In the succeeding years, Washington, Adams, and Jefferson each took their turn as Chief Executive of the new nation. During the years of their presidencies, the nation contended with sharp partisan divisions between Federalists and Democratic-Republicans. Adams and Jefferson were the key figures at the two ideological poles. Madison himself came to favor Republicanism and to differ sharply with the Federalists on many issues, particularly their general opposition to France in the 1790s, when that nation was brimming over with revolutionary violence as well as declaring war on nations such as Great Britain.


  With Jefferson's 1801 inauguration as president came an era of great expansion for America. The 1803 acquisition from Napoleon's France of the giant territory known as Louisiana Purchase just about doubled the size of the United States. Lewis and Clark explored this territory as far as the Pacific northwest, and subsequent years saw the movement of many Americans out west in a drive to stake land claims and settle parts of the American Midwest. James Madison was Jefferson's Secretary of State during these years and oversaw the diplomatic missions which attended the purchase.


  During Madison's term as president (1809–1817), he addressed many foreign policy issues, the foremost of which wwas the ongoing trading dispute between the United States, Great Britain, and France. After a series of British acts of aggression on the high seas toward American cargo ships, Congress declared war against Great Britain in the spring of 1812. The War of 1812 lasted the following year and a half, and Americans witnessed the burning of their capital at Washington, D.C. by invading British troops.


  Madison was a popular president when he stepped down in 1817. By that time, the United States was dealing with the first major controversies of northern and southern sectionalism over states' rights and slavery. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 allayed some of the controversy for a short time. At the close of the 1820s, the election of populist Andrew Jackson brought America into a new era of assertive democratic politics, forging new ideological splits in the electorate.


  James Madison died at the end of Jackson's term in 1836, having authored and witnessed some of the great political developments of the modern age. American constitutionalism was considered the foremost of these developments, as it has served as a most prominent model for democracies all over the world for over two centuries. We owe much of the credit for American constitutionalism to Madison's mind and political determination. His life is closely related to that of the early part of his country's, which gives his story a visible significance shared by few men of America's founding era.


  Summary


  James Madison, the fourth President of the United States, was born on March 16, 1751 to Nellie Conway Madison and James Madison, Sr. in Orange County Virginia. He was the eldest of twelve children, only seven of whom survived infancy. He atttende school in Virginia for part of his youth and tutored at home until the age of eighteen, when he enrolled at the College of New Jersey, later known as Princeton University. He excelled at his studies, graduating early in 1771. He was frail and sickly, however, and suffered a nervous disorder that affected his spirits greatly as a young man. He lacked ambition until the outbreak of the American Revolution, when he devoted himself entirely into politics.


  Madison was elected to office for the first time in 1774. Two years later, he took a seat at the Virginia Constitutional Convention, which played a major role in the drive toward American independence from the British Crown. Between 1777 and 1779, he was a member of the Virginia Council of State, serving Virginia governors Patrick Henry and Thomas Jefferson, who became his lifelong friend. In 1780, Madison was elected as a delegate to the Continental Congress, which met at Philadelphia. At twenty-nine, he was the youngest member of this Congress.


  With the end of the Revolution in 1783 came the need to form a strong government for the United States. Madison took a leading role at the Constitutional Convention, drafting the Virginia Plan which became the basis of the U.S. Constitution. In defense of the Constitution during the crucial period of its ratification by the states, Madison authored a series of papers with Alexander Hamilton and John Jay which became known collectively as The Federalist.


  During the presidential administrations of George Washington and John Adams, Madison became a major leader of the Democratic-Republicans along with Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson's pro-French politics and fear of a strong, commercial centralized government led him to disagree with the Federalists in the government. Madison married the young widow Dolley Payne Todd on September 15, 1794.


  With Thomas Jefferson's election in 1800, Madison moved from Congress to the executive branch as Secretary of State. In this office, he oversaw the acquisition from France of the giant territory known as the Louisiana Purchase, which virtually doubled the size of the United States. Madison was elected president in 1808 on the Democratic-Republican ticket. The years of his presidency were occupied by trade disputes between the United States, Britain, and France. Madison urged his countrymen into war against Britain. The War of 1812 began and ended under his jurisdiction; the Treaty of Ghent was signed on Christmas Eve, 1814.


  In February 1817, Madison left office and retired to his estate, Montpelier, in Virginia. His retirement was long and active. He spent much of his time farming, working for the antislavery cause as a founding member of the American Colonization Society, and helping Thomas Jefferson to found the University of Virginia, of which he became rector in 1826. He was also active in Virginia state politics, serving as a delegate to the state's 1829 Constitutional Convention, where he stood as an opponent to the pro-slavery states' rights advocates and defended his view of America's fundamental unity as a nation. He died on June 28, 1836. He was eighty-five years old.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Articles of Confederation - Original set of laws for the United States before the ratification of the U.S. Constitution. It delineated very few direct powers for the central government, and maintained in principle the sovereignty of the states.

  


  
    Bill of Rights - The first ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution which define rights–such as free speech, freedom of the press, freedom to bear arms, right to a trial by jury–which state governments and individual citizens can claim before the powers of the federal government. James Madison's was the primary pen behind the drafting of these amendments.

  


  
    Continental Congress - Legislative body formed during the years of the American Revolution which claimed to represent the people of the several states of the union. It governed for a time under the Articles of Confederation and was the power which called to order the Constitutional Convention of 1788.

  


  
    Democratic-Republicans - One of the original political parties in the United States, which resisted the continued attempts by the Federalists to expand the powers of the federal government. They were often known simply as the Republicans, and they often represented agricultural and state interests against the claims of mercantile, commercial, and federal interests. James Madison and Thomas Jefferson were prominent leaders of this party.



OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to James Madison



		Title Page



		Context



		Summary



		Important Terms, People, and Events



		Summary and Analysis		The Young Virginian



		Early Days in Politics



		Becoming a Leader



		Father of the Constitution



		Partisan of Republicanism



		Dolley Madison



		Secretary of State



		President Madison



		Commander-in-Chief



		Retirement









		Essay Topics



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
sparrnotes

When your books and teachers don’t make sense, we do.





