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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The collaborative process during the Constitutional Convention produced a 

document that, with only twenty-seven amendments in over 235 years, has served the 

needs of an entire country. This dissertation seeks to examine the drafts of the 

Constitution to explore how the language evolved from draft to draft when the delegates 

used a collaborative process to negotiate changes. Examining the recorded convention 

notes and history of the Constitution drafts will aid in understanding the collaborative 

process and style choices that went into creating the Constitution.  Understanding the 

collaborative process and the evolution of the language in the Constitution may help 

technical writers to improve their work by communicating more effectively. 

In that the artistic seeks to go beyond the obvious, all studies can be an art: math, 

chemistry, cooking, painting, and writing. The mathematician, chemist, cook, painter, or 

writer may produce an end product, and that product may be artistic, but the process to 

create the product is just as much art as the final product. In this way, the collaborative 

process is also an art form, and to best understand it as such, technical communicators 

must look at all the parts of collaboration when it works smoothly, as well as when it 

breaks down. Etymology professionals who work for Merriam-Webster define 

collaboration as “to work jointly with others or together especially in an intellectual 

endeavor.” This rudimentary definition forms the basis of the definition used to define the 

process used to create the Constitution as a collaborative process. In 1787, fifty-five 
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delegates, invited from thirteen different states, met to work jointly to develop a 

government based on the best scholarly thinking of their time and culture. These 

delegates collaborated to create a governing document that functions as an instruction 

manual for running the nation of the United States. A set of instructions is inherently 

technical because instructions break goals down into steps that people can accomplish; 

therefore, the Constitution of the United States, which functions as a set of instructions, is 

a technical document. The survival of this technical document, which is still in use today, 

proves the success of the collaborative process that went into creating it. 

When collaboration works well, the team members follow established rules, take 

the job seriously, and respect the other members. A group of team members who have 

never worked together before must set up ground rules that apply to everyone. Team 

members must also overcome the fear of presenting their work to others. The best way to 

overcome that fear is for all team members to show up prepared to work on their own 

project sections. They should avoid interfering with other team members' sections until or 

unless those members ask for help. Interference can cause problems. 

Problems occur when one or more of the team members fails to communicate, 

follow the rules, or respect deadlines. Imagine the “Job Switching” television episode of I 

Love Lucy where Lucy and Ethel wrap chocolates. In the episode, Lucy and Ethel must 

wrap chocolates that come to them on a conveyer belt. Their supervisor informs them that 

they must keep any unwrapped chocolates from moving past them into the next room. As 

the belt speeds up to a normal rate for the unseen, seasoned employees, new employees 

Lucy and Ethel fall behind. They are unaware of how to slow the conveyor belt or how to 
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keep pace with the machine. They are afraid to ask for help and worry that someone will 

catch them, and they will end up jobless. Lucy and Ethel find their own solution, one 

which is against the company's best interests. They eat the chocolates that they cannot 

package and stuff their hats and shirts with the chocolates they fail to eat or wrap. 

Although this performance is hilarious, the scenario illustrates why people must 

work together to achieve a desired result. Had this collaboration failure occurred in a real 

business, these uninformed employees would have slowed production and cost the 

business money. Had Lucy and Ethel received good instructions and known how to 

communicate with their fellow workers, they could have performed better in their 

collaboration at the chocolate factory. 

One way to study effective collaboration is to look at a process which (unlike 

Lucy and Ethel’s attempt) worked, exemplified good communication, produced an 

enduring technical document, and added to the overall understanding of collaboration in 

technical communication. One of the oldest and most successfully collaborated American 

technical documents, which was also a good example of collaborative work, is the United 

States Constitution. The collaborative process that produced the Constitution was well-

documented by the delegates at the Constitutional Convention of 1787. 

After team members have collaborated on the content details that they will 

include in a project, they should consider the style of language in the project to make sure 

they choose the words that most effectively communicate to their audience. According to 

The Elements of Style by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White, “There is no satisfactory 

explanation of style, no infallible guide to good writing, no assurance that a person who 
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thinks clearly will be able to write clearly, no key that unlocks the door, no inflexible rule 

by which writers may shape their course” (Strunk, 66). In short, Strunk and White define 

style as a mystery. Technical communicators should remember that style is a mystery and 

that a choice which may work for one writing situation may be inappropriate for another 

writing situation. To help writers navigate the murky territory of style, Strunk and Write 

wrote a set of twenty-one guidelines for style: 

1. Place yourself in the background. 

2. Write in a way that comes naturally. 

3. Work from a suitable design. 

4. Write with nouns and verbs. 

5. Revise and rewrite. 

6. Do not overwrite. 

7. Do not overstate. 

8. Avoid the use of qualifiers. 

9. Do not affect a breezy manner. 

10. Use orthodox spelling. 

11. Do not explain too much. 

12. Do not construct awkward adverbs. 

13. Make sure the reader knows who is speaking. 

14. Avoid fancy words. 

15. Do not use dialect unless your ear is good. 

16. Be clear. 
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17. Do not inject opinion. 

18. Use figures of speech sparingly. 

19. Do not take shortcuts at the cost of clarity. 

20. Avoid foreign languages. 

21. Prefer the standard to the offbeat. (Strunk, 70-81) 

Although other scholars have attempted to define style, they often repeat the ideas and 

guidelines laid out in The Elements of Style, which makes this book a primary resource 

for both new and experienced writers. I reference two of these rules in the style chapter as 

my guideline for examining the style choices in the Constitution. 

Jacques Barzun, an author who has spent a lifetime writing and editing prose, 

defines style in Simple & Direct, as: 

A mode or pitch of expression [that] will be called a (plain, high, arrogant, low, 

facetious) style…a most important conception of style is that which has in view a 

particular mixture of words, constructions, rhythms, and forms of expression 

characteristic of a writer, and which makes his [or her] work recognizable even 

when unsigned. Style so understood is a natural outgrowth of the person’s mind 

and not something put together by an act of will. (Barzun, 82-82) 

Barzun continues his definition with: 

A writer will say that he makes a choice between acceptable means of expression 

for stylistic reasons; that is, not grammar or syntax, clarity or logic requires the 

choice, but some other virtue that belongs to good style. The quality may be 



5 

elusive or at least hard to name. Smoothness, elegance, force, even harshness may 

be wanted in a given passage. (Barzun, 83) 

Barzun’s longer definition fails to define style in more specific terms than Strunk and 

White and their list of guidelines. Barzun’s definition of style confirms Strunk and 

White’s assertion that style is mysterious when he labels the qualities of style as elusive. 

A textbook, written by Gerald J. Alred, offers a more technical definition of style. 

In the book, Handbook of Technical Writing, Alred defines the goal of technical writing 

as a way to enable readers to use a specific piece of technology, to understand a process, 

or to understand a concept. On style, Alred writes, “Because the subject matter is more 

important than the writer's voice, technical writing style uses an objective, not a 

subjective, tone. The writing style is direct and utilitarian, emphasizing exactness and 

clarity rather than elegance or allusiveness. A technical writer uses figurative language 

only when a figure of speech would facilitate understanding” (Alred, 521). This technical 

perspective on style provides more tangible guidelines for writing than does Barzun, and 

this perspective lends more weight to Strunk and White’s guidelines because those 

guidelines offer concrete suggestions for achieving good style. 

Considering Strunk, White, Barzun, and Alred’s definition of style, this 

dissertation defines style as how writers make a document reader-oriented. In relation to 

collaborative documents, this dissertation will define style as how writers communicate 

with one unified voice for all the team members involved in creating a document. 

Furthermore, when considering a set of instructions, such as those found in the 

Constitution, this dissertation will examine how effective the style used communicates 
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the instructions for readers to interpret and successfully follow. According to Bertie E. 

Fearing and W. Keates Sparrow, “Technical Writers…must also find ways to make the 

necessary information immediately accessible and instantly understandable to the 

technical specialist” (Fearing, 65). The Constitution functions as a set of instructions for 

running a country, and these instructions should (if successful) allow readers to 

understand the instructions without unanswered questions concerning how to proceed. 

Although the Constitution is an enduring and successful set of instructions, the document 

may have style flaws that affect interpretation. 

Writing style affects interpretation. Readers then can misinterpret the meaning of 

a sentence and pursue a direction the writers did not intend. When writers use non-

specific language, they risk interpretation errors. While those style problems may be only 

inconvenient if readers are constructing a Lego toy, these style problems could derail a 

government, causing enormous political division over the interpretation of language. In 

the case of the Constitution, the convention delegates debated their choices for the benefit 

of immediate and future interpretations of their style choices. 

I do not seek to provide a comprehensive list of problems in understanding the 

whole Constitution, nor do I seek to encourage one interpretation over another. Instead, I 

will use examples from the Constitution to show how both clear and unclear passages 

affect interpretation as well as giving textual examples that can cause readers to have 

problems interpreting certain sections of the Constitution. 

Historical Setting 

Eleven years after the Declaration of Independence marked the first major 
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technical communication shot in a war that resulted in the birth of the United States of 

America as a nation, fifty-five men met in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania to revise the 

Articles of Confederation. During those eleven years, the United States of America had 

been more of a collection of sovereign states than a unified country. From the beginning 

of the Philadelphia Convention of 1787, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and other 

delegates intended to create a new government instead of revising the existing one. The 

convention delegates knew they had to make changes or their newfound country would 

fail. These delegates had learned from their mistakes and were meeting to correct them. 

The Philadelphia Convention of 1787, more commonly known at the 

Constitutional Convention, had a rough beginning. Poor road and travel conditions 

delayed the start of proceedings from May 1, 1787 until May 25, 1787. The state of 

Rhode Island refused to send delegates, and many of the people in the state legislatures 

were suspicious of the intentions of the delegates in forming a new government during 

the convention. Despite these setbacks, the delegates collaborated to forge a new 

government that would overcome the deficiencies of the existing government, overcome 

the suspicions of the people, serve the will of the people, and last well into their future. 

The Constitution produced by these delegates is a legal and political document 

that supersedes all other legal and political documents in the United States. That 

definition means that all laws made by individual state or local governments must avoid 

contradictions with the Constitution. To ensure that the best possible laws governed the 

entire country, without infringing on states' rights, the delegates at the Constitutional 

Convention were careful to include all the states in the development, to engage all the 
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states’ concerns in debates, and to set up a ratification process through which all the 

states would have the ability to accept or reject the proffered new law. Once the states 

ratified the Constitution, this document became our governing legal document and our 

longest-lasting set of collaborative American instructions—an owner’s manual for United 

States’ citizens. 

The delegates were creating a major change in the governing body of the United 

States. Before the convention, the governing document (the Articles of Confederation) 

failed to provide enough authority for a single federal body to speak internationally on 

behalf of the states. The states were much more independent, but they were also more 

vulnerable to attacks from outsiders, or even from neighboring states. No law existed to 

encourage or provide for a national defense. Individual states could choose whether or 

not to send their militias to defend another state. Furthermore, trade between the states 

was becoming problematic. Additionally, the Articles of Confederation allowed the states 

to establish state religions, but these religions within state governments caused problems 

between the different states. To correct these deficiencies, the Constitutional Convention 

invited delegates from all the states to participate in the process of collaboration to 

improve their government. 

The delegates were educated men who vehemently believed in differing radical 

philosophies about government and individuals. Philosophers, who inspired and 

influenced the creation of the United States Constitution through their theories on the 

social contract, included Hugo Grotius, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Charles de 

Secondat (Baron de Montesquieu), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 
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In 1625, Grotius introduced, in On the Law of War and Peace, the idea of 

individuals having natural rights, a concept directly alluded to in The Declaration of 

Independence’s opening sentence, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 

are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable 

rights...” Grotius’s definition of people as individuals with rights led him to conclude that 

people have the right to save themselves from harm, and that if everyone accepted this 

idea, that people should try to avoid harming each other, thus working together for a 

common good: the survival of all. That basic form of collaboration theory led to Hobbes 

theory of a social contract. 

In Leviathan (1651), Hobbes published a detailed theory of the social contract. In 

his theory, Hobbes expanded on the idea of collaboration by noting that individual rights 

surrendered voluntarily for the safety of the group established a society. Succinctly, 

society needs collaboration and authority to exist. This rudimentary idea of social 

collaboration led, through a long and evolutionary path, to the existence of governments 

and influenced the idea of state rights. A lack of collaboration by individual state 

governments under the Articles of Confederation primed the new nation for failure. The 

delegates to the Constitutional Convention sought to avert that failure. 

In Second Treatise of Government (1689), Locke introduced the idea of authority 

only being valid if it worked for the common good of the people. He introduced the idea 

of an impartial authority that would mediate for the members of a society. Locke also 

defined the role of that authority by assigning to it the duty of protecting the lives, 

freedoms, and property of the members of its society. Borrowing heavily from Locke’s 
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ideas, Charles de Secondat Baron de Montesquieu published The Spirit of Laws (1748), a 

treatise on political theory, which the United States government archives cite as the most 

influential book of the Constitutional Convention. 

In Of the Social Contract, or Principles of Political Right (1762), Rousseau 

theorized that people in a community agree to a specific authority, and that that authority 

should, under the direction of the people’s will as a whole, provide for the common good. 

These ideas, put simply, coalesce into the concept that for people to benefit as a group 

they must work together, each agreeing to specific rules and authority. Without these 

rules and authority, people cannot function as a group and cannot gain the benefits of 

group collaboration. With all these philosophies as part of their popular culture, the 

delegates who attended the Constitutional Convention were mindful of the concepts of 

respecting the rights of each delegate, respecting the contributions of each delegate, 

respecting the sacrifices and compromises of each contributor, and respecting the process 

necessary to accomplish their weighty goal. 

Because the Constitution is over 225 years old, the language may seem archaic to 

modern readers. New technologies have been invented, such as personal computers and 

cell phones, that the delegates could not have foreseen during their time. The late 

eighteenth century had its own set of problems, and the delegates did what they could to 

prevent future problems, but they knew they could not predict all of them, so the 

delegates included an amendment process which made the Constitution a "living" 

document. The people of the United States can change the Constitution, amend it, and 

keep it current with new philosophies and perceptions. 
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During the Constitutional Convention, spelling was not yet regulated by any 

literary body or book. Webster's Dictionary had not yet come out, and it was the first 

book of its kind to regulate the American version of English, so the delegates had no 

formal system of standardized American spelling. The printing press did exist, but all of 

the notes and early drafts of the Constitution were hand-written before being sent to 

press. The delegates were allowed to make notes on the debates about the formation of 

the Constitution. Additionally, the delegates created two drafts of the Constitution before 

the final draft. Scholars can use these notes and drafts to examine the mindset and 

changing text of the Constitution. 

Rationale for My Project 

Because technical communication is a relatively new academic field, technical 

communicators need to establish their history. Technical communicators who work in the 

business world with American corporations are working with businesses driven by 

American ideals. This correlation is relevant knowledge when trying to establish a 

historical American theory of technical communication in relation to collaboration. These 

technical writers could benefit from study of American documents as much as (or more 

than)  from the study of foreign models. American technical documents reflect American 

culture. American ideals permeate these documents, allowing American technical 

communication scholars to connect with their American audiences. 

The Constitution can teach technical communicators about a collaborative process 

that worked. The process produced a long-lasting set of instructions that has only had 

seventeen amendments in over 225 years. By examining the process, updating it, or 
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adjusting it for modern conventionalities, but staying true to the spirit of collaboration, 

technical communicators can gain valuable insights into the process of collaboration. 

To some, the process used in 1787 may seem outdated because of the number of 

rules used at the convention. Twenty-first century writers work in a world of relaxed 

formality, and the sociable informality that has resulted often leads people to relax 

formality in situations where formality would be useful. Relaxing this formality can lead 

to chaos during collaborative processes. Collaboration requires planning at all stages of a 

project, including setting down the rules for how to communicate. Collaborating team 

members should avoid glossing over this phase of any project because this phase sets the 

tone of communication and seriousness with which team members need to approach a 

project. A study of the collaborative process for the Constitution will help define and 

enhance American understanding of the need for order and some level of formal process 

during collaborative projects. 

We need to study the style of the Constitution because the style shows us how 

specific the delegates at the convention were about the choices they made for the 

governing document. The delegates created three drafts of the Constitution, and for the 

first draft, the delegates commissioned a Committee of Detail to codify the results of the 

debates into a single, unified document. After that draft was complete, the delegates 

debated the details and the language of the draft and commissioned the Committee of 

Style to cast the document into a proper style. That delegates chose to establish both of 

these committees shows the commitment to detail and style that the delegates exhibited in 

the matter of creating such a document. 
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Because of the limits of the printing press in 1787, the delegates gave more time 

and consideration to changes made from draft to draft. In the technological age, writers 

became used to being able to scan drafts separately for individual problems. Some writers 

(but not all) expect to write a large number of drafts of any given text. Computers make 

small changes to drafts easy, but in 1787, someone had to either copy each draft by hand 

or set print keys into individual trays to produce print copies. This process was slow and 

time-consuming, so people would often wait until they had a final draft before sending 

any copies to a printing. Even writing a draft by hand took a long time, and thus writers 

had to compose on scrap paper or in their minds before committing any sentences to a 

draft. This process is no longer in regular use in the business world, but technical 

communicators can still benefit from examining the stylistic changes from these drafts 

and the types of considerations that went into producing written work and changes in the 

written work. 

Finally, this dissertation is important because I was unable to find any documents 

examining the collaborative process of the Constitution or of using it to develop a theory 

for writing style. The research I carried out for this dissertation is new and may open a 

new path to the history and examination of technical documents. In the next chapter, I 

discuss the few documents relevant to studying the Constitution and the collaborative 

process involved in arriving at its final draft. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The primary challenge of analyzing the literature surrounding the collaborative 

process of the Constitutional Convention and the three drafts of the Constitution is that 

little has been written that examines the delegates’ collaborative process. This 

dissertation seeks to lay the groundwork for future study, while helping to define a 

critical point in American technical communication history. The research is new and may 

open a path to the history and examination of other historical technical documents. 

In 2009, Alan R. Palmiter published "Public Corporation as Private Constitution" 

in the Journal of Corporate & Securities Law. Palmiter’s article compares organizational 

schemas of American corporations and the Constitution. Palmiter claims that the 

Constitution heavily influenced the development of American corporations and that “at a 

rhetorical level, corporate governance borrows freely from political governance and, to 

some extent, vice versa” (Palmiter, 2). In his article, Palmiter noted four striking 

similarities to corporate governance. First, that one person received one vote became one 

share equals one vote. Although a person cannot have more than a single vote, in 

corporate structure, a single person can own many shares and each share carries the force 

of a vote, thus more shares equals more votes. Second, the idea that the government 

serves the will of people became the idea that the board of directors for a corporation 

could not force its will on the shareholders. Finally, that the ideas that people are 

themasters of all officials of the states and that those officials are the servants of the 
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people becomes the idea that the directors work for the shareholders, not the other way 

around (Palmiter, 2). Palmiter’s research makes an interesting connection between the 

Constitution and twenty-first century corporations. He writes, “If nothing else, this 

exercise suggests that an understanding of the US public corporation depends on an 

understanding of the US constitutional structure—our corporate metaphor” (Palmiter, 3). 

If scholars accept this premise as true, then the next logical step is to examine the 

product—the Constitution. 

Constitutional Literature 

Because this dissertation does not seek to interpret law or revise the Constitution, 

I only conducted a brief survey of legal interpretations. None of those texts directly 

applied to or influenced my analysis of the drafts and collaborative process. Instead, I 

took a more direct approach to analyzing the style of the text by examining all three 

drafts of the Constitution to discover the changes from draft to draft. 

The most informative literature on the Constitution came from the notes written 

by the delegates who attended the convention. These include the notes taken by William 

Jackson, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, Rufus King, Dr. James McHenry, 

William Paterson, Major William Pierce, and Robert Yates. Although Jackson was the 

official secretary for the convention, Madison took the most comprehensive notes. I 

valued Madison’s writing more highly than the writing of the other delegates because his 

notes were the most thorough. 

In addition to the original hand-written texts, I used the Avalon Project, created at 

Yale University, to aid in my interpretation of some difficult to read passages. I assume 
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academic credibility from the online website, and I allowed their interpretation of the 

difficult-to-read written words as the academic consensus of meaning for the notes taken 

during the Constitutional Convention. These notes of the debates that took place during 

the convention record the process by which the delegates came to agree on the details and 

style of the Constitution. The debate notes reveal a process that meets a scholarly 

definition of collaboration. Hunter College in New York City adapted a definition of 

collaboration from the National Network for Collaboration when their scholars adopted 

this working definition: 

Collaboration is a process of participation through which people, groups, and 

organizations work together to achieve desired results. Collaborations accomplish 

shared vision, achieve positive outcomes for the audiences they serve, and build 

an interdependent system to address issues and opportunities. Collaborations also 

involved the sharing of resources and responsibilities to jointly plan, implement 

and evaluate programs to achieve common goals. Members of the collaboration 

must be willing to share vision, mission, power, resources and goals. (Hunter 

College Resources) 

The Constitution meets the criteria of this definition for the following reasons. The 

delegates at the convention were people who represented groups of citizens and state 

governments. The delegates met to improve their government which was a shared and 

desired result. The delegates worked together to create a positive outcome for an 

improved government and its citizens, a fact proven by over 235 years of continued 

government under the document produced at this convention. These delegates jointly 
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planned, implemented, and evaluated each portion of the Constitution, and their shared 

goal was a fair and just government, united under a single supreme law of the land: the 

Constitution. 

Collaborative Process Literature 

Although scholars have studied the process of collaboration, no literature exists 

that discussed the collaborative process that took place during the Constitutional 

Convention. This area of study is new. Therefore, I relied on collaborative process 

theories from other fields and adapted them to this historical process. Robert T. Craig and 

Heidi L. Miller, in their article “Theorizing Communication: Readings Across 

Traditions” provide a working background for studying collaboration theory: 

Books and articles on communication theory seldom mention other works on 

communication theory except within narrow (inter)disciplinary specialties and 

schools of thought. Except within these little groups, communication theorists 

apparently neither agree nor disagree about much of anything. There is no canon 

of general theory to which they all refer. There are no common goals that unite 

them, no contentious issues that divide them. For the most part, they simply 

ignore each other. (Craig, 119) 

Even the literature reviews in communication theory articles, whose scholarly authors 

study communication during collaboration projects, could not define a collective 

standard. Without a consensus on collaboration theory, scholars must comb through a 

large amount of text to discover and define their own theory of collaboration for their 
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work. According to Craig and Miller, even the following in-depth survey of the literature 

failed to yield a consensus: 

Anderson (1996) analyzed the contents of seven communication theory textbooks 

and identified 249 distinct "theories,” 195 of which appeared in only one of the 

seven books. That is, just 22% of the theories appeared in more than one of the 

seven books, and only 18 of the 249 theories (7%) were included in more than 

three books. (Craig, 63) 

More theories have emerged since this study; however, a consensus appears to still be a 

long way off. Although studies about collaboration exist, they come from varied fields 

and have failed to coalesce into a single or even a small group of unified theories. As a 

result, no single theory of collaboration functions as a standard for my analysis. Instead, I 

let the proceedings at the Constitutional Convention guide my theory choice and analysis. 

In “Collaboration: The Social Context of Theory Evaluation,” John M. Levine 

and Richard L. Moreland discuss three stages of activity in collaboration teams. These 

stages are formation, performance, and dissolution. While Levine and Moreland’s 

theories on forming collaborative teams and team performance are relevant to the 

discussion of the collaboration at the Constitutional Convention, their theories on 

dissolution deal with ongoing concerns that were not present at the convention and are 

not be addressed in this dissertation. 

Levine and Moreland focus on how a group forms by citing two primary focal 

points: “a magnet place” where groups can meet, and a “gatekeeper” who ensures that 

members of a group share certain characteristics. According to Levine and Moreland, 
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most collaborative groups begin with three to five people, a theory that is borne out at the 

Constitutional Convention because a small group (including James Madison and 

Alexander Hamilton) had already met prior to the convention and determined to create 

new laws for government during the convention, thus, the collaboration of a few men 

invited the collaboration of a larger group. 

Levine and Moreland discovered that groups of two often produced more ideas 

than larger groups except in cases where the group members have the motivation to share 

their ideas. They suggest that “these [motivations] include the belief that one’s ideas are 

correct (e.g., because of one’s expertise) and the expectation that these ideas will be 

accepted (e.g., because the group encourages innovation)” (Levine, 167). When those 

characteristics are absent from a group, “special procedures must be implemented to 

increase their [group members’] motivation and ability to share ideas” (Levine, 167). In 

this dissertation, I examine that the processes the members of the Constitutional 

Convention created to facilitate the sharing of ideas. 

Style Literature 

To best analyze the style of the Constitution, this study needed a baseline of 

acceptable standards. I used the following texts to form that baseline. In 1806, Noah 

Webster published A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language. This book was 

the first American attempt to define words and standardize spelling for American 

English. In 1828, Webster published American Dictionary of the English Language, a 

dictionary specifically designed for Americans with American spelling. As a result of 

these changes and the lack of a prior standardized spelling in the newly formed United 
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States of America, I chose to ignore different spellings of words throughout the drafts of 

the Constitution and notes about the Constitutional Convention. The modern Merriam-

Webster Dictionary grew from Webster’s first dictionary, and the company maintains 

etymological records of the changes in American English over time. This line of 

dictionaries functions as the primary definitional reference for the textual analysis of the 

Constitution in this article. 

Founded in New York in 1883, the Modern Language Association’s (MLA) 

purpose was to “strengthen the study and teaching of language and literature of modern 

languages” (MLA Style Manual, Website). The MLA formed to fill an academic need and 

to create a unified standard style reference. In 1985, the MLA published the MLA Style 

Manual, which is in its third edition and is regularly used in universities and colleges 

across the United States. This weighty scholarly reference book on style from an 

American perspective is an appropriate reference source for analyzing the style of the 

Constitution from a scholarly point of view. The delegates to the convention were among 

the most educated and powerful of their time; a scholarly perspective was necessary for 

proper style analysis. 

In 1906, the University of Chicago Press created The Chicago Manual of Style to 

address the needs of the common reader including standard rules for style, grammar, and 

punctuation for common publications and editorial concerns. While the MLA Style Guide 

addressed scholarly concerns, The Chicago Manual of Style addressed the needs of the 

common reader and writer and continues as one of the American publishing industry 

standards in the twenty-first century. The common reader most easily understands and 
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uses simplified language and style to communicate concepts. Since 1906, the University 

of Chicago Press has published sixteen editions of The Chicago Manual of Style. This 

number of revisions reflects continuing change in the common style, compared to the 

relatively low number of changes appearing in the MLA Style Guide’s three revisions. To 

best analyze the Constitution from a technical writing perspective for an academic 

audience, both the common and the scholarly standards are necessary. 

In 1953, the Associated Press published the AP Style Guide to fill a business and 

legal need for a prescriptive standard for communication in American business. The fast 

pace and changing technology of business has caused the Associated Press to release 

forty-three versions of this guide. The AP Style Guide serves as the legal industry 

standard and thus directly relates to analyzing the Constitution from a modern 

perspective. This guide examines the technical aspects of language for business 

documents, business reporting, and correct terminology while assuming that the reader 

already possesses basic English language skills. 

Originally published in 1919 by William Strunk and updated over decades with 

help from E. B. White, The Elements of Style remains one of the most respected books on 

writing in the United States. Strunk argued for clarity and brevity and set a standard for 

American writing that continues to inform American notions of good writing in the 

twenty-first century. I used this standard to analyze the style of the language in the 

Constitution and discover places where the delegates adhered to the standards as well as 

places where not adhering to those standards leaves ambiguity. The Elements of Style set 

the stage for modern style preferences of concision in writing, a standard in technical 
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communication. 

Yahoo was one of the earlier successful internet search sites. From that small 

beginning, Yahoo expanded into hosting websites, discussion forums, group forums, 

email, and instant messaging. Yahoo’s historical presence and attention to the changes in 

modern media gives their style guide an authority worthy of consideration. In 2010, 

Yahoo published the Yahoo Style Guide, a guide intended to cover the basics for writing 

in digital media and print. This last reference serves to include the most up-to-date 

references that reflect the most recent changes in American English and technical 

communication over the internet. 

Surveying these reference guides allows an informed analysis of the text of the 

different drafts of the Constitution from a historical, scholarly, common, technical, and 

modern perspective. In chapter four, I apply these standards to my analysis of each text. 

In the concordance, I interpret different spellings of the same word as a single 

usage of the word meaning. Standardized spelling applied to this document outside of 

quotations serves only to enhance ease of reading and does not change the original 

meaning of the document. 

Textual analysis has existed since the printing press started churning out typeset 

documents. With textual analysis, we can examine a text and compare it to other versions 

of the same document to discover the changes over time and over drafts. Prior to the 

advent of computers, scholars performed textual analysis by hand, but now scholars can 

analyze texts with the help of computer algorithms. A computer algorithm is a pre-

programmed mathematical and logical step-by-step procedure capable of running on a 
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computer. The program goes through a text and examines each word, creating a list of 

how many times the text uses each word, and even calculates words used in conjunction 

with other words, which allows for contextual word analysis. From this analysis, scholars 

can discover patterns in a text. 

Scholars can perform three types of textual analysis with the aid of a simple 

computer program. The first method of analyzing text is to create a concordance. 

Scholars call this method concording. Concording creates a list of the words used 

throughout the document or set of documents. This list includes the frequency with which 

the words were used and the percentage of the total text that these words make up. The 

second method that scholars use to analyze text is content analysis. Content analysis 

usually involves creating a vocabulary list of terms; this list is sometimes called a 

dictionary of concepts. Scholars base their lists on words they have identified as 

important in the concordance as important. The scholars then examine these words for 

meaning and use them for statistical analysis. Finally, the third method of textual analysis 

is statistical. This method involves counting specific words or combinations of words and 

then applying mathematical concepts to examine the data and make inferences from that 

examination. The easiest type of statistical analysis produces a frequency list of one or 

more forms of a word. 

In addition to this information about statistical analysis, technical communication 

scholars must remember to define literacy for their audience. According to the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the National Assessment of Adult Literacy 

(NAAL) Survey defines literacy as task-based and skills-based. In both the 1992 and 
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2003 NAAL Survey, the survey focused on common literacy tasks that an adult could or 

could not do. For the 2003 survey, NAAL added the skills-based component to the survey 

to improve the understanding of skill differences between adults who are and are not able 

to perform the common literacy tasks. These skills include simple skills such as the 

ability to recognize words and progress to the upper level skills such as making 

inferences from continuous text. The NAAL divided the results of the 2003 survey into 

four groups: Below Basic, “no more than simple and concrete skills;” Basic, “can 

perform simple and everyday literacy activities;” Intermediate, “can perform moderately 

challenging literacy activities;” and Proficient, “can perform complex and challenging 

literacy activities” (NCES). 

The 2003 NAAL survey indicated that thirty million people (14% of the 

American population) are below basic literacy. Sixty-three million people (29% of the 

American population) have basic literacy. Ninety-five million people (44% of the 

American population) have intermediate literacy. Twenty-eight million people (13% of 

the American population) have proficient literacy. These literacy levels are the heart of 

technical communication when technical communication scholars provide insight into 

simplifying language to make it accessible to as many readers as possible. With 43% of 

the American population at or below basic literacy, documents such as the Constitution 

are beyond their comprehension ability. Without close study of this valuable document, 

the average reader would have trouble understanding the text due to the complexity of the 

style choices made by the delegates. 
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CHAPTER 3 

COLLABORATIVE PROCESS AT THE CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION 

Instructions, such as the United States Constitution, communicate the correct or 

easiest way of accomplishing a task. Instructions work like bits of computer 

programming for people. People take in the line-by-line code, interpret the code in their 

minds, and then carry out the appropriate behavior. For this metaphor, the primary 

difference between computers and people is free will. People can choose not to follow 

instructions. 

Good instructions allow readers to work through tasks easily. Poor instructions 

cause anxiety, frustration, and anger. In the introduction to this dissertation, I wrote about 

the episode of I Love Lucy titled "Job Switching." In this episode, Lucy and Ethel work at 

a chocolate factory with poor instructions, but in this chapter, I discuss the collaborative 

process that took place at home in the same television episode the Lucy and Ethel’s 

husbands, Ricky and Fred. While the women were out trying to earn money, the men 

were at home trying to run a household. Like the women, the men worked without 

instructions. After Ricky burns a dozen eggs off screen, he purchases breakfast from a 

local store and then fails to keep his purchase from his wife. Even after Lucy discovers 

Ricky’s breakfast deception, neither character brings up the topic of instructions, leaving 

each of them to their own machinations. Ricky burns clothing, shoots chicken up to the 

ceiling, and floods the kitchen with rice, while Fred mixes together chocolate frosting and 
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all the ingredients of a seven layer chocolate cake into a single batter before baking it in 

an oven. Fred’s baking project results in a “cake” that stands less than an inch high. 

Something similar to this comedic mess happens when people try to complete 

tasks without instructions. For example, imagine if the founders of the United States had 

not left any type of instructions for future governance. Each person would have his or her 

own idea of how to run the government, and these people might not check those ideas 

against other ideas or other governments. Ricky's idea of checking is to ask his buddy, 

Fred, for advice, but Fred knows no more about cooking than Ricky. They did not seek 

the advice of experts in the field, and because of that failure, their product was much less 

than desirable. 

Although Fred and Ricky collaborated, and Lucy and Ethel collaborated, they did 

not seek help from subject matter experts. Instead, these couples guessed and tried to hide 

their mistakes, which many people would do in the same situation. But a successful 

government, and by extension, a successful business or academic institution, needs more 

than guesswork and embarrassed hiding. These professional entities need subject matter 

experts to create the type of instructions necessary for good government, whether they be 

for governing a state, a business, or an academic institution. To best create that 

government, the people needed more than one person to determine the best path to the 

most successful government. The people needed a collaborative process. 

The fifty-five men who came together in 1787 to lend their expertise to revising 

and/or creating a new government were: William Samuel Johnson, Roger Sherman, and 

Oliver Ellsworth from Connecticut; George Read, Gunning Bedford, Jr., John Dickinson, 
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Richard Bassett, and Jacob Broom from Delaware; William Few, Abraham Baldwin, 

William Pierce, and William Houstoun from Georgia; James McHenry, Daniel of St. 

Thomas Jenifer, Daniel Carroll, John Francis Mercer, and Luther Martin from Maryland; 

Elbridge Gerry, Nathaniel Gorham, Rufus King, and Caleb Strong from Massachusetts; 

John Langdon and Nicholas Gilman from New Hampshire; David Brearley, William 

Houston, William Paterson, William Livingston, and Jonathan Dayton from New Jersey; 

Robert Yates, Alexander Hamilton, and John Lansing, Jr. from New York; Alexander 

Martin, William Richardson Davie, Richard Dobbs Spaight, William Blount, and Hugh 

Williamson from North Carolina; Thomas Mifflin, Robert Morris, George Clymer, Jared 

Ingersoll, Thomas Fitzimmons, James Wilson, Gouverneur Morris, and Benjamin 

Franklin from Pennsylvania; John Rutledge, Charles Pinckney, Charles Cotesworth 

Pinckney, and Pierce Butler from South Carolina; and George Washington, Edmund 

Randolph, John Blair, James Madison, George Mason, George Wythe, and James 

McClurg from Virginia. Rhode Island sent no delegates. 

The original governing document, the Articles of Confederation, was not allowing 

the country to operate smoothly. The men attempted to resolve those issues by creating a 

new governing document, and this chapter takes a look at the successful collaborative 

process that went into creating the Constitution, a long-lasting and powerful set of 

instructions. Technical communicators need to understand the process that went into 

creating the Constitution of the United States, so that they can reproduce that process and 

continue to create well-thought out documents. 

For their first order of business at the convention, the delegates established rules 
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of order. James Madison recorded notes concerning the debates during the convention. 

Historians often note Madison as the “Father of the Constitution,” which makes his 

detailed notes valuable for outlining how the Constitution came together during the 

convention and what rules the delegates created to secure the desired result. These rules 

were important because of the number of people involved. During the eighteenth century, 

as well as the twenty-first century, following the rules showed respect for the individual, 

the group, and the goal. Without these rules, the meetings could have descended into 

chaos. To the modern collaborator, the idea of strict adherence to these rules may seem 

outdated to the point of ridiculousness, but consider the advantages the rules bring and 

the time they save. Psychologist Robert B. Cialdini, PhD put the idea most succinctly 

when he wrote, “People simply like to have reasons for what they do” (4). 

I propose that an analysis of the rules created at the Constitutional Convention 

should provide a series of reasons to use (or not) the respective rules in modern 

collaborative processes.  For the purpose of easing away from the idea of static rules, 

collaborators could consider the types of rules created as guidelines for modern 

collaborative projects. I have divided the rules created by the delegates into discrete 

guidelines: 

Guideline 1: Pick a Leader 

Guideline 2: Establish General Rules 

Guideline 3: Use Small Committees 

Guideline 4: Establish a Quorum 

Guideline 5: Establish a Routine 
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Guideline 6: Establish Time-Saving Procedures 

Guideline 7: Limit Distractions and Disruptions 

Guideline 8: Consider Secrecy 

These guidelines function as part of the collaborative process that created our 

oldest, still used, American technical instruction manual--the Constitution. When 

establishing an American history of technical communication, scholars cannot afford to 

overlook this successful demonstration of the collaborative process in creating a 

foundational American document. 

The delegates at the Constitutional Convention established rules of order, and 

these rules allowed these men to form the longest-lasting American instruction manual. 

American technical communication scholars should work toward establishing an 

American perspective on the history of technical communication because establishing 

concrete points in American history to trace our understanding and use of a successful 

collaborative process can solidify our position as a field worthy of scholarly study by 

analyzing and evaluating the technical aspects of communication during historically 

significant events. American technical communication connects to American history 

through the empirical evidence provided by the notes about the debates during the 

Constitutional Convention. 

Other American documents can show us more about the American perspective on 

technical communication, but this collaboration and this process will continue to mark 

one of the longest-lasting successes of American collaboration on written instructions. 

Technical communicators should look to their history to learn from it and apply this 
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knowledge in the future, so that they do not repeat the mistakes of the past. 

Guideline 1: Pick a Leader 

One of the first lessons technical communicators can learn from the Constitutional 

Convention is that the leader helps set and control the tone of the meetings, and that that 

role is not perfunctory. Electing a leader was one of the first pieces of business dealt with 

by the delegates at the convention. People often need a designated authority to finalize 

decisions and focus their attention. On May 25, 1787, Madison wrote that Morris 

informed the delegates that: 

…by the instruction & in behalf, of the deputation of Pena. he proposed George 

Washington Esqr. late Commander in chief for president of the Convention. Mr. 

JNo. RUTLIDGE [sic] seconded the motion; expressing his confidence that the 

choice would be unanimous, and observing that the presence of Genl. Washington 

forbade any observations on the occasion which might otherwise be proper.” 

(Madison, May 25) 

That the delegates took these sentiments into account deserves contemplation. These men 

came together for a serious purpose, and they chose a man to lead them, whose history, 

experience, and reputation commanded respect. Technical communicators can apply this 

concept to leadership selection on collaborative projects. Whether groups elect their own 

leaders or someone appoints a group leader, the leader should be someone all team 

members can respect in the context of the position. 

Without an exact transcript of Washington’s words, Madison’s perception of 

Washington’s acceptance speech gives scholars a limited amount of information to 
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analyze; however, Madison’s perception is worth analyzing because he was someone 

directly affected by Washington’s response to the convention leadership role. According 

to Madison, Washington accepted the role as president of the convention with grace: 

…in a very emphatic manner [Washington] thanked the Convention for the honor 

they had conferred on him, reminded them of the novelty of the scene of business 

in which he was to act, lamented his want of better qualifications, and claimed the 

indulgence of the House towards the involuntary errors which his inexperience 

might occasion. (Madison, May 25) 

With this speech, Washington used self-deprecating pathos to continue the path to 

establishing mutual respect among the delegates and for the purpose of their gathering. 

The lesson technical communicators can learn from Washington’s response is that leaders 

should work toward reasonable humility and gracious acceptance when chosen from 

among peers to facilitate unity and acceptance. 

Guideline 2: Establish General Rules 

Once the delegates had elected a leader, they moved to create a process by which 

they could successfully conduct their business. The delegates recognized that they needed 

a list of rules to focus their time and efforts during the upcoming debates over amending 

the Articles of Confederation or creating a new document. At the end of the first day, the 

delegates of the convention voted to appoint a Committee for Preparing Rules. Rules are 

valuable because “rules…regulate the actions of individuals in relation to each other. 

Rules regulating behavior have the main purpose of promoting coordination among 

grouped individuals” (Frimodt-Moller, 4). 
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The delegates charged the Committee for Preparing Rules with the responsibility 

of preparing rules for that specific convention, which means that some of the rules were 

situationally important to this collaborative project but may not apply to all collaborative 

projects. For example, Madison wrote about this rule from the convention: 

When a debate shall arise upon a question, no motion, other than to amend the 

question, to commit it, or to postpone the debate shall be received. A question 

which is complicated, shall, at the request of any member, be divided, and put 

separately on the propositions, of which it is compounded. The determination of a 

question, altho' fully debated, shall be postponed, if the deputies of any State 

desire it until the next day.” (Madison, May 28) 

This rule kept delegates from changing the subject of a current debate once a delegate put 

forth a motion. The delegates at the convention had to make decisions on each motion 

before they could move forward. Although, at first glance, this rule may seem to slow the 

collaborative process, the rule serves an important function in collaboration. This rule 

allowed each delegate to have his motions taken seriously, something important to each 

of the representatives at the convention. Technical communicators can incorporate this 

rule into their collaboration projects to keep all team members focused on one problem at 

a time during large or small team meetings. However, if debate is not going to be part of 

a specific project’s collaborative process, this rule would be unnecessary. 

Another area to consider when establishing rules for a collaborative project is if 

the team members will vote on important matters. If voting will be part of the 

collaborative process, then the process used at the convention suggests that technical 
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communicators should consider the different aspects of collaboration which will arise as 

a result of allowing team members to vote. The delegates at the convention decided to 

allowed each member to cast his vote with a majority determining the decision. 

According to Madison’s notes, Mason put forth the following rule: 

The determination of a question, altho' fully debated, shall be postponed, if the 

deputies of any State desire it until the next day. A writing which contains any 

matter brought on to be considered, shall be read once throughout for information, 

then by paragraphs to be debated, and again, with the amendments, if any, made 

on the second reading; and afterwards, the question shall be put upon the whole, 

amended, or approved in its original form, as the case shall be. (Madison, May 

28) 

This rule allowed for a calming and thoughtful period after a debate if some delegates felt 

that tempers were too high for a rational vote or that the delegates needed time for 

consideration. The rule also allowed time for delegates to make bargains in smaller 

groups that would or would not benefit the whole but avoided taking up time during the 

regular meetings. Whether this rule was to acknowledge and allow political machinations 

behind the scenes or the rule was to allow a time for pondering the different positions 

presented, the rule helped the collaborative process continue smoothly during the 

convention. Scholars could learn a valuable lesson about problem solving by considering 

this rule. 

According to Madison’s notes, the delegates expanded rules about voting by 

adding this additional rule: 
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That a motion to reconsider a matter which had been determined by a majority, 

may be made, with leave unanimously given, on the same day on which the vote 

passed; but otherwise not without one day's previous notice: in which last case, if 

the House agree to the reconsideration, some future day shall be assigned for the 

purpose. (Madison, May 29) 

This rule allowed the delegates to reconsider matters at a later time. The rule was 

important because the delegates foresaw the possibility that more research or new 

arguments might become valuable. This rule also allowed delegates who felt they had not 

iterated their points as well as possible to have a second chance on matters that were 

important to them. Technical communicators can learn that having a process to deal with 

second thoughts or options can benefit a group project by allowing team members to 

redress any errors or implement changes resulting from by new information. 

Guideline 3: Use Small Committees 

The Constitutional delegates did not conduct all their business in large groups. 

Instead, they broke into smaller groups, and they faced this process of breaking into 

smaller groups with the same foresight that they used to set up all other rules of the 

convention. According to Madison’s notes: 

Committees shall be appointed by ballot; and the members who have the greatest 

number of ballots, altho' not a majority of the votes present, shall be the 

Committee- When two or more members have an equal number of votes, the 

member standing first on the list in the order of taking down the ballots, shall be 

preferred. (Madison, May 28) 
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This rule provided for election of committees with provisions for those elections that kept 

the process as fair as possible. By deciding in advance how to handle problems that may 

have arisen (no majority, ties), this rule prevented delays later in the collaborative process 

and kept other delegates from seeming unseemly if they were forced to decide on these 

problems at a later date. Technical communicators can continue to learn that planning out 

the process of collaboration can avoid process problems later in a project. 

The Committee for Preparing Rules consisted of three members and reported back 

two days after their appointment with a list of rules for the members to consider 

concerning the collaborative process that was to take place at the convention. This 

practice showed an understanding that such a large group of collaborators needed rules to 

keep the meetings from devolving into unproductive arguments and keep the focus of the 

meetings on the task at hand. In this way, the framers of the Constitution avoided 

unnecessary delays and fostered forethought among the participants. The small size of the 

Committee for Preparing Rules allowed for speed because having three people debate and 

agree on a preliminary list is an easier goal to meet than having fifty-five people perform 

the same job. The result produced by the Committee for Preparing Rules backs up the 

theory that small committees with focused tasks can increase efficiency. From this 

choice, technical communicators should learn that an efficient method of working with 

large groups is to divide the whole group into smaller, task-oriented groups that will 

present their results to the whole group for consideration. 

One caveat to using small committees occurs with scheduling. Madison wrote that 

the delegates added to the rules proposed by the Committee for Preparing Rules: “That 
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Committees do not sit whilst the House shall be or ought to be, sitting” (Madison, May 

29). This rule prevented committees from superseding the whole meetings of convention 

delegates. This rule was valuable because a committee was small and easy to gather, 

while gathering a large group was more difficult. The delegates needed a rule of 

precedence to govern attendance and scheduling and prevent overlap, and twenty-first 

century technical communicators should consider these rules for the same reasons. 

Guideline 4: Establish a Quorum 

To conduct business with enough members present, the delegates created rules for 

a quorum. Madison wrote, “A House to do business shall consist of the Deputies of not 

less than seven States; and all questions shall be decided by the greater number of these 

which shall be fully represented: but a less number than seven may adjourn from day to 

day” (Madison, May 28). This rule established the definition of a quorum that would 

allow the delegates of the convention to move forward with a minimum number of 

people. The delegates knew that too little representation would halt the collaborative 

process. They needed enough members to keep the meeting large enough to produce 

acceptable progress without ignoring varied perspectives. Technical communicators can 

learn from this rule that creating a rule that establishes the number of collaborators 

necessary to move forward and making the number known to each team member can halt 

possible disagreements about process, while placing the responsibility of showing up to 

make decisions with each of the collaborators. This rule communicates that each member 

of the project is valuable, but that progress will continue even if some members choose to 

miss a meeting. 
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Guideline 5: Establish a Routine 

Another rule set the precedent for beginning each day and provided a convenient 

way for the President to signal to all members that the day's proceedings were about to 

begin. Madison wrote that, “Immediately after the President shall have taken the chair, 

and the members their seats, the minutes of the preceding day shall be read by the 

Secretary” (Madison, May 28). The secretary knew he would begin the meeting by 

reading out the minutes of the last meeting. This rule let each delegate know who to look 

to and focused them on where to begin. Technical communicators can confirm that 

routine helps lay the groundwork for efficiency, however, with twenty-first century 

technology, the rules that served as memory aides during the Constitutional Convention 

may seem obsolete. Although twenty-first century technical communicators are unlikely 

to work in a place without the technology available to facilitate memory, these scholars 

should consider the reasons behind these rules when designing more modern 

collaborative process counterparts. 

The delegates continued establishing procedure for the daily routine. Madison 

wrote, "Orders of the day shall be read next after the minutes, and either discussed or 

postponed, before any other business shall be introduced” (Madison, May 28). This rule 

set up the daily proceedings and established a routine that each delegate could rely upon. 

If a delegate forgot something from the minutes or the daily task list, he received a 

reminder at the beginning of each day. If a delegate missed a day due to illness or other 

reasons, he caught up by listening to the minutes of the previous day. In this way, the 

delegates avoided intentionally leaving other delegates out or behind. 
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The rule for rereading the minutes of the last meeting to refresh each delegate’s 

memory about the topics took care of any delegates with poor memories or who did not 

take the time to prepare before the meeting. In modern collaboration, especially in the 

classroom where technical communication professors need to set up working models for 

students to learn good collaboration practices, this practice can help to focus all 

collaborators on the tasks accomplished as well as the tasks ahead. This rule also 

prevented a delegate from rushing his agenda on a given day by forcing all the delegates 

to wait until they concluded the business of the prior day. Technical communicators can 

follow this procedure for the same reasons. 

According to Madison’s notes, “A motion made and seconded, shall be repeated, 

and if written, as it shall be when any member shall so require, read aloud by the 

Secretary, before it shall be debated; and may be withdrawn at any time, before the vote 

upon it shall have been declared” (Madison, May 28). This rule allowed any delegates 

whose minds wandered or who stepped out of the room during the convention (or were 

late to return after a break) to catch up with the proceedings by listening to the reading. 

Reading each motion aloud (and allowing it to be reread) helped to focus the delegates on 

the task in front of them and to refer back to the motion when necessary. Technical 

communicators can use this method to keep all team members up-to-date on progress, 

options, and decisions up for vote. 

Madison recorded this rule concerning reminding the delegates of an entire matter 

before a vote: 

A writing which contains any matter brought on to be considered, shall be read 
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once throughout for information, then by paragraphs to be debated, and again, 

with the amendments, if any, made on the second reading; and afterwards, the 

question shall be put on the whole, amended, or approved in its original form, as 

the case shall be. (Madison, May 28) 

This rule allowed debate over specific language. The rule also allowed the large group to 

focus on small areas in the context of a single section or in the context of the whole 

document. Because this rule came before the existence of computers or copy machines, 

this rule allowed each delegate several chances to hear, understand, and debate the 

language used or any motion concerning the Constitution. Twenty-first century technical 

communicators may wish to use a modified version of this rule requesting collaborators 

to prepare their remarks about specific language in advance. Technical communicators 

could also offer electronic copies of the text to force team members to organize their 

thoughts before meetings to avoid unnecessary delays. 

The delegates also put rules in place to govern how to end each workday. 

Madison wrote, “Upon a question to adjourn for the day, which may be made at any time, 

if it be seconded, the question shall be put without a debate. When the House shall 

adjourn, every member shall stand in his place, until the President pass him” (Madison, 

May 28). This rule allowed any delegate to check to see if the other delegates were ready 

to adjourn, and it provided a method for ending a session. The rule prevented confusion 

about leaving for the day. The delegates would not be able to make the excuse that they 

thought everyone had adjourned. This rule also allowed the delegates to continue to show 

respect for the office of President, the person elected to that office, and the matters 
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discussed. Technical communicators could learn that establishing an end of day 

procedure would give each team member an end to the meeting routine to avoid 

confusion or unintentional miscommunication. 

Guideline 6: Establish Time-Saving Procedures 

With a group as large as the fifty-five delegates at the Constitutional Convention, 

the delegates needed to establish time-saving procedures. One of the biggest time-wasters 

is undirected conversation. One of the Constitutional Convention rules dealt with the 

number of times a person could speak on each topic. This rule stated that a delegate could 

only speak twice on a subject unless given permission from the President.  If the delegate 

wished to speak a second time, he had to wait until all the delegates who wanted to speak 

on a subject had spoken. This rule limited the ability of one person to take control of a 

meeting and use all the time with his own ideas. The rule helped each delegate avoid 

feeling that he was not given the opportunity to contribute. The rule also placed power 

with the President by giving him the authority to stop a speaker from speaking a third 

time when he repeated only his first words without adding a new interpretation or new 

information the second time he spoke. The rule of allowing only one speaker at a time 

produces the quiet necessary to communicate ideas. The rule also allows the speaker to 

have confidence that his or her audience is paying attention or, at least, can pay attention. 

With this rule in place, each meeting could proceed at a reasonable pace without wasting 

time by repeating discussions for those who were not listening or could not hear due to 

other noise. Technical communicators can learn from this example the value of limiting 

the number of times a person can speak on a topic while allowing each person the 
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opportunity to speak. 

According to Madison’s notes, Mason put forth this sentence, “A member shall 

not speak oftener than twice, without special leave, upon the same question; and not the 

second time, before every other, who had been silent, shall have been heard, if he choose 

to speak upon the subject” (Madison, May 28). This rule prevented chaos in the meetings 

and placed the onus of preparation on the delegates. Because the rule guaranteed the 

delegates the ability to address the entire group at the convention a maximum of twice on 

a particular subject, the rule forced each delegate to use his time carefully or risk having 

his ideas unheard. With such a large group, turn limits helped the delegates stay on task 

because the debate before each task could not last longer than the time it took for each of 

the fifty-five delegates to speak twice on the subject. Although having all fifty-five 

delegates speak twice on each subject did not happen (according the convention notes), 

the delgates foresaw the possibility. To avoid unnecessary delays twenty-first century 

technical communicators could learn to exhibit the same type of foresight to limit the 

number of times the same team member may speak on a subject. 

Another rule dealt with the order and process for delegates to speak. Madison 

wrote: 

Every member, rising to speak, shall address the President; and whilst he shall be 

speaking, none shall pass between them, or hold discourse with another, or read a 

book, pamphlet or paper, printed or manuscript-and of two members rising at the 

same time, the President shall name him who shall be first heard. (Madison, May 

28) 
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This rule established a code of conduct for the delegates. This code of conduct directed 

the delegates on the suitable ways to show respect to their peers while providing limits on 

activities that could distract them from the goal. Although a delegate might lose interest 

in a particular speaker or point being addressed, the delegate could not remain present yet 

noticeably withdrawn from the meeting without appropriate consequences. Additionally, 

this rule focused the responsibility for leading the meetings on the President, where the 

focus belonged. Twenty-first century technical communicators may find the idea of 

standing to speak outmoded, but in large groups, standing offers a physical attention 

point for listeners. Although this method of taking turns while speaking may be 

unnecessary in small groups, technical communicators should consider the focal point a 

similar theory could offer to meetings. 

Guideline 7: Limit Distractions and Disruptions 

After the Committee of Rules presented their rules for debate, the delegates added 

more rules. The delegates understood the need to set limits on distractions. They included 

a rule against certain behaviors such as reading a newspaper. That rule could easily 

translate into a twenty-first century rule by creating rules against cell phones or internet 

use. This rule limited the amount of things a delegate could focus on that would distract 

him from the goal of the meeting. This rule also provided an avenue for the delegates to 

show respect for the group and the work. 

Madison wrote, “That no member be absent from the House, so as to interrupt the 

representation of the State, without leave” (Madison, May 29). This rule prevented 

delegates from disrupting the proceedings at the convention by refusing to attend. 
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Additionally, a delegate had to report, so he could obtain permission to be absent from 

the convention. Technical communicators could use a rule concerning absences to 

prevent team members from intentionally withdrawing their help from a project without 

an accepted cause. This type of rule would help prevent unnecessary delays and force the 

team members to take meetings seriously. 

The delegates remembered that people would break the rules, so they established 

a process for dealing with disruptions. Madison wrote in his notes, “A member may be 

called to order by any other member, as well as by the President; and may be allowed to 

explain his conduct or expressions supposed to be reprehensible.- And all questions of 

order shall be decided by the President without appeal or debate” (Madison, May 28). 

This rule allowed delegates an avenue to express their thoughts and feelings about other 

members' conduct if they felt the President had not kept those members in line. This rule 

had value because it kept the authority with the President, yet allowed others to bring 

matters to his attention, and the rule provided for a final authority on those matters. 

Technical communicators should note that having a pre-established process in place to 

deal with disruptions and inappropriate behavior can prevent feelings of discontent that 

might arise if penalties they established after an infraction. 

Guideline 8: Consider Secrecy 

Finally, technical communicators should consider secrecy. Madison wrote that the 

delegates added, “That no copy be taken of any entry on the journal during the sitting of 

the House without leave of the House” “That members only be permitted to inspect the 

journal,” and “That nothing spoken in the House be printed, or otherwise published or 
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communicated without leave” (Madison, May 29). These rules worked to prevent early 

leaks to the public about the topics debated during the convention. At the time, secrecy 

was important to temper the worries of the people who were understandably concerned 

about losing rights to a single government. Twenty-first century technical communicators 

should consider whether secrecy is important to their project and whether any rule should 

govern the freedom of information and materials used on the project. This level of 

attention to concerns over secrecy could prevent valuable information leaks. 

The delegates took politics and external pressures into account when they debated 

the rule that any member of the convention could call for a yea or nay vote and have each 

member’s vote recorded in the minutes. These delegates addressed the concern that 

members would feel more bound to their responses if the delegates recorded their votes, a 

common problem politicians face in the twenty-first century with twenty-four hour news 

and a web that hosts audio and video records. This debate reflected an understanding of 

the internal desire for humans to be consistent in their behavior “…because it is so 

typically in our best interests to be consistent, we easily fall into the habit of being 

automatically so, even in situations where it is not the sensible way to be” (Cialdini, 60). 

The delegates chose to remove the obstacle to change in opinions in advance, so their 

collaboration could move forward with as much ease as possible. Technical 

communicators need to consider the advantages and disadvantages of of public, private, 

and no records of their proceedings. 

Conclusion 

From this study, we have learned that large groups need a leader. In the business 
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community, elections are not always suitable for leadership positions; however, in 

matters that allow for leader election, giving voice to the team members can help them 

feel involved. For the Constitutional Convention as well as in business, leaders 

nominated should be ones who have demonstrated competence in their field and in 

leadership positions for weightier matters. The elected or chosen leader should accept the 

position with grace and decisiveness to earn or continue respect for the person and for the 

position. 

The second step after selecting a group leader is to set up a process that all team 

members are aware of and can adhere to easily. These guidelines or rules of order should 

be established and implemented quickly. The goal of these rules should be to provide a 

unified process with the least amount of friction while still maintaining open 

communication and involvement for all team members. Fostering fairness and 

communication within a collaboration team is an essential part of the collaborative 

process as evidenced in the collaboration chapter of this dissertation. 

One of the most important rules we discovered in the collaboration chapter was 

the speaking limitation rule. Although that rule may seem outrageous in a society that 

guarantees the right of free speech, each team member must understand that benefits of 

the limitations and that these limitations are only to benefit the whole team by forcing 

people to make their points effectively or move forward to the next topic. 

Another important rule we studied in the collaboration section was the rule about 

eliminating distractions. During the Constitutional period, these distractions were 

newspapers and journals, while today technical communicators must deal with cell 
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phones, text messages, email, computer games, music players, and other media devices 

that often distract users. Setting rules to limit how team members work together on a 

project that includes limitations on distractions is a wise idea. Fewer distractions equal 

more productivity. At times, team leaders will need to remind everyone on the team of 

these rules against distractions. If this rule becomes lax, the collaborative process can 

easily break down. 

As discussed earlier, voting is an important aspect in helping team members feel 

as if they are contributing in decisions and having the opportunity to voice their opinions. 

We learned that the delegates at the Constitutional Convention dealt with these issues by 

allowing members to debate all motions put forth, vote on the motions, and request the 

postponement of a vote until the next meeting. These steps are essential to team 

collaboration projects. Voting was taken further by the convention delegates. In business, 

technical communicators should consider extending the same voting rights to their teams. 

The delegates voted on what number of people was necessary to for a quorum, the 

minimum number necessary for the group to legitimately hold a meeting and still 

consider itself speaking mostly for the whole. This number of people, decided on by the 

group as a whole, prevents a tiny group from making team decisions and maintains the 

legitimacy of meetings. Additionally, voting on each motion with limitations to the length 

of debates helps keep the collaborative process moving forward. Furthermore, the 

delegates elected committee members by ballot. This process continued to keep all the 

delegates involved in the decision process. Additionally, the ballots kept each person's 

vote secret thus derailing possible political problems that could arise from an open vote. 
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In this chapter, we also learned about other process rules that are valuable in 

modern collaboration projects. Basic process rules such as how to end each meeting, how 

to obtain permission to be absent, or how to report an absence may seem like minutia that 

a team can handle as the problem arises, but lack of planning and well-communicated 

guidelines can create a breakdown in team collaboration. Technical communicators 

should avoid a communication breakdown by planning ahead. But sometimes, a team 

member will not adhere to the rules, and the team leader will have to deal with the 

disobedience. The convention delegates wrote about how to call another delegate to order 

if the leader did not address the situation first, however, they did not specify specific 

punishments for lapses in obedience. Perhaps specific punishments were unnecessary in 

the political arena, but in modern business, outlined punishments may benefit small and 

large collaborative projects. 

The rules creation section of the Constitution Convention ended with a focus on 

rules about precedence concerning small committee meetings not taking precedence over 

whole group meetings, rules about document security, and motions to reconsider votes. 

The last rules were added after the Committee of Rules presented their draft of rules. The 

added rules functioned to address some concerns that the Committee of Rules failed to 

consider. These additions also provide a good example for how the rules allowed the 

delegates to amend them for a better process. This study also showed how the 

collaborative process has not changed much. The needs and appropriate ways of meeting 

those needs, though enhanced by new technology and new understanding, translates well 

down through the ages. Technical communicators could easily model collaboration 
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projects off the example set forth at the Constitutional Convention of 1787. The main 

lesson from this section of the collaboration chapter is that although rules are necessary, 

they should always have built within them the process for amending the rules. This 

concept allows team members to work within the system to address concerns without 

derailing the collaborative process. 

Although I have outlined each rule from the Constitution Convention, more work 

is necessary. Although the astute technical communicator can infer the reasons for each 

rule, our field would benefit from tracing the application of each rule in both the 

Constitutional Convention of 1787 and team collaboration projects. A comparison and 

contrast of adherence to the rules and dealing with the situation when the rules are not 

adhered to would likely provide a wealth of examples of why these rules have value. 

The next step in this project should be to include examples of how well the 

convention rules worked during the convention. Each guideline I created would become a 

single chapter in a book -length project which must, to be of value, include a comparison 

to the collaborative process of at least one equally long-lasting American instruction 

manual in use for over 200 years, preferably one for running an American business or an 

American education institution to continue trace a purely American path to technical 

communication history. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CONSTITUTIONAL PASSIVE VOICE AND NEGATIVE LANGUAGE 

During the Constitutional Convention of 1787, the delegates created 

subcommittees to draft the new Constitution. In a document as important and binding as 

the Constitution, the delegates needed to be specific about their word choices because of 

the long-term effect each  choice of diction could have on running the country. The first 

major committee involved was the Committee of Detail, which the delegates charged 

with creating the first draft of the Constitution, based on the debates and votes that the 

entire group of delegates had participated in during the previous weeks of work. The 

Committee of Detail drafted the document and presented it to the whole body of the 

convention on August 6, 1787. The delegates then set about debating the individual 

articles of the first draft of the Constitution to change any content and language that 

might adversely affect interpretation. After the delegates debated the August 6 draft of 

the Constitution, they sent it to a new committee, the Committee of Style, to change the 

language to reflect the outcome of the debated sections. The Committee of Style returned 

its draft on September 12, 1787. The delegates then debated the language in the 

individual articles of this draft. After this series of debates, the final draft of the 

Constitution was typeset and then sent out for ratification by the states. 

I have sought to examine the drafts of the Constitution to explore how the 

language evolved from draft to draft, using a collaborative process. Although the 

Constitution is enduring and successful, the document does have style flaws that affect 
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interpretation for readers defined by the National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) 

surveys of 1992 and 2003 who scored at below basic and basic literacy levels. These 

readers make up 43% of the adults (roughly ninety-three million people) in the United 

States. If I assume that the Constitution’s outdated language adds an increased level of 

difficulty to reading the text, then I can assume that adults who scored as intermediate on 

the NAAL Survey would also have some difficulty in interpreting the Constitution. 

Adding in the intermediate literacy populations brings the percentage of adults in the  

United States who would be unable to understand the Constitution as written without a lot 

of work to 87%, which means an estimated 188 million people are unable to easily read 

the Constitution. 

In this chapter, I do not seek to provide a comprehensive list of problems in 

understanding the whole Constitution, nor do I seek to encourage one interpretation over 

another. Instead, I use examples from the Constitution to show how both clear and 

unclear passages affect interpretation. I examine the stylistic deficiencies in the 

Constitution and discuss how to avoid those mistakes in modern technical writing. 

Style Problems 

Perhaps one of the reasons the preamble of the Constitution is the most 

memorable portion is because the opening sentence lacks the style errors of passive voice 

and negative language which make other parts of the Constitution less easily understood: 

“We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish 

Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, [sic] promote the 

general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do 
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ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America” (Constitution). 

The language demonstrated in the preamble avoids passive voice by stating who (“We 

the People of the United States”) is performing the action in this sentence. Additionally, 

the language used provides strong verbs without negating the verbs with negative 

language. These verbs include: establish, insure [sic], provide, promote, secure, and do 

ordain. Few other sentences in the final draft of the Constitution are as strong as this 

sentence. Despite creating a Committee of Style and then debating the September 12 draft 

of the Constitution, the delegates approved style choices such as passive voice and 

negative language that writing scholars consider problematic. 

Passive voice has long been a concern of scholars interested in improving writing 

style. William Strunk and E. B. White, who wrote and edited The Elements of Style, 

which remains one of the most recommended books on writing in the United States. They 

wrote, “The active voice is usually more direct and vigorous than the passive” (Strunk, 

18). 

William Zinsser, often cited by scholarly writers, wrote, “Use active verbs unless 

there is no comfortable way to get around using a passive verb. The difference between 

an active-verb style and a passive-verb style—in clarity and vigor—is the difference 

between life and death for a writer” (Zinsser, 67). His explanation is more verbose than 

Strunk and White’s explanation, but Zinsser expresses the same points, “A style that 

consists of passive structure will sap the reader’s energy. Nobody ever quite knows what 

is being perpetrated by whom and on whom” (Zinsser, 67). For readers who scored below 

basic or below basic on the NAAL 2003 Survey, Zinsser’s statement is likely; however, 
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more advanced readers will likely have less difficulty. 

Rebecca E. Burnett, who wrote a book called Technical Communication, gives 

some detailed reasoning, “The audience and purpose of your process explanation affect 

your diction, or the language you use. One of your most important decisions is whether to 

select active or passive voice. If you want to emphasize the operator, the doer of the 

action, or the activating agent, use active voice. However, if you want to emphasize the 

recipient of the action or if the person doing the action is insignificant or unimportant, use 

passive voice” (Burnett, 593). Burnett wrote more strongly of active and passive voice 

when she wrote, “Active voice is more direct; the audience does not have to work as hard 

to figure out who does what. Active voice is less wordy because the ‘to be’ verb form 

necessary to create a passive voice construction is omitted. In general, you can use active 

voice unless you have a specific reason not to” (Burnett, 247). In these sentences, Burnett 

draws attention to the idea that the reader should not have to work hard to discover the 

meaning of an author's work. The responsibility of for clarity rests solely with the author 

who is responsible for communicating ideas to a literate audience. 

Echoing the sentiments of Strunk, White, Zinnser, and Burnett, other technical 

communication scholars, such as Sharon J. Gerson, Steven M. Gerson, and James Glenn 

Stoval, add their similar interpretations of the pitfalls of passive voice to help form a 

growing consensus. In short, “Passive constructions are often unclear” (Gerson, 54). The 

Gersons follow their assertion with strong reasoning against passive voice, when they 

wrote, “Passive sentences are often wordy. Passive sentences always required helping 

verbs (such as has been)” (Gerson, 54). Shorter sentences logically lead to shorter works, 
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thus shorter works should convince the reader that he or she will be putting forth little 

effort to read the work and thus using less of his or her time to gain the knowledge. 

Human nature usually takes the path of least resistance, so providing a short work helps 

the author communicate his or her message. “Avoid the passive voice. The passive 

voice—in business letters as in all other forms of writing—deadens writing” (Stoval, 

331). 

Perhaps the most straightforward of the passive voice admonitions comes through 

the explanation of the issues such as, “Passive-voice verbs indicate that someone or 

something is being acted upon” (The Yahoo Style Guide, 295). The Yahoo Style Guide 

authors continue to explain the issues, “The passive voice tends [sic] to make sentences 

longer, harder to grasp, and weaker, because the most important information—the actor 

and the action—is not leading the sentence” (295). With these problems written in such a 

straightforward fashion, one wonders why passive voice continues to be such a common 

format in modern writing. 

The prohibition against passive voice is so common that even a standard reference 

such as The Chicago Manual of Style addresses the passive voice. In The Chicago 

Manual of Style, the editors wrote, “As a matter of style, passive voice…is typically, 

though not always, inferior to active voice…” (The Chicago Manual of Style, 176-177). 

Unlike many of the other authors and books, The Chicago Manual of Style takes the time 

to define passive voice verbs, and for the purpose of this dissertation, I will use this 

definition to examine the United States Constitution. This definition is, “The verb to be 

has eight forms (is, are, was, were, being, been, be, and am)…” (The Chicago Manual of 
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Style, 182). I used this list of the eight forms of “to be” to search the Constitution and 

drafts for instances of passive voice because the computer algorithm could only detect 

single words or phrases. The past tense verbs associated with the passive voice were in a 

variable position. 

Using computer algorithms in a program called Word History with settings set to 

American English, I discovered the approximate usage of the forms of the verb “to be” 

over time. I set the parameters to begin in 1780, only seven years before the delegates 

wrote the Constitution, and to end in 2010, the year before I am finishing this dissertation 

to have a full year’s worth of text to compare against. I omitted consideration of the 

words “were,” “are,” and “am” because the program found zero instances of those words 

in any drafts of the constitution. 

In recorded written texts, “is” made up roughly .5% of written words in 1780, 

reaching a peak in slightly over .9% in about 1916, and falling to .77% in 2010. Overall, 

the use of “is” has risen by .23% since 1780. The August 6 draft of the Constitution 

contained three instances of the word “is.” The September 12 draft of the Constitution 

contained one instance of the word “is.” The final draft of the Constitution contained one 

instance of the word “is.” 

The use of “was” in 1780 was roughly .3%. In 1890, the use of “was” peaked near 

.71%. Usage fell to .49% in 2010, but that number still indicates an increase of .19% 

since 1780. The August 6 draft of the Constitution contained zero instances of the word 

“was.” The September 12 draft of the Constitution contained one instance of the word 

“was.” The final draft of the Constitution contained one instance of the word “was.” 
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The use of “being” in 1780 was roughly .045%. In 1790, the use of “being” 

peaked near .135%. Usage fell to .05% in 2010, but that number still indicates an increase 

of .005% since 1780. The August 6 draft of the Constitution contained two instances of 

the word “being.” The September 12 draft of the Constitution contained one instance of 

the word “being.” The final draft of the Constitution contained one instance of the word 

“being.” 

The use of “been” in 1780 was roughly .09%. In 1835, the use of “been” peaked 

near .41%. Usage fell to .125% in 2010, but that number still indicates an increase of 

.025% since 1780. The August 6 draft of the Constitution contained four instances of the 

word “been.” The September 12 draft of the Constitution contained nine instances of the 

word “been.” The final draft of the Constitution contained eight instances of the word 

“been.” 

The use of “be” in 1780 was roughly .325%. In 1785, the use of “be” peaked near 

.77%. Usage fell to .405% in 2010, but that number still indicates an increase of .08% 

since 1780. The August 6 draft of the Constitution contained 113 instances of the word 

“be.” The September 12 draft of the Constitution contained 118 instances of the word 

“be.” The final draft of the Constitution contained 125 instances of the word “be.” 

Individual peaks all of the “to be” verbs have declined in usage, and if history is 

an indicator, they should continue to decline. However, these “to be” verbs are only half 

of the equation needed for passive voice. The individual use of each variant form of “to 

be” verb has declined, which indicates a corresponding decline in the use of passive voice 

as defined by The Chicago Manual of Style, but these numbers can only give part of the 
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statistics. Because the second half of the passive voice equation requires a past participle 

and the American English language has an enormous number of past participles, an 

accurate method to determine percentage decline of passive voice is impossible at this 

time. These statistics only indicate trends in single word usage; however, with all of the 

prohibitions against passive voice, scholars may feel surprised to learn that the first draft 

of the Constitution was nineteen percent passive with sixty-three passive phrases. The 

second draft increased the use of passive voice to twenty-five percent with eighty-six 

passive phrases. The final draft of the Constitution used passive voice in forty percent of 

the sentences with 117 passive phrases. This astonishing change to more passive 

constructions from draft to draft deserves further examination. 

In addition to a surprisingly large number of passive clauses, the final draft of the 

Constitution also contained an excessive amount of negative language. Strunk and White 

wrote, “Put statements in positive form” (Strunk, 19), as their fifteenth guideline for good 

style. They go on to define their reasons for avoiding negative language as, “Consciously 

or unconsciously, the reader wishes to be told what is. Hence, as a rule, it is better to 

express even a negative in positive form…Negative words other than not are usually 

strong” (Strunk, 20). Strunk and White advise writers to “Make definite assertions. Avoid 

tame, colorless, hesitating, noncommittal language. Use the word not [authors’ emphasis] 

as a means of denial or in antithesis, never as a means of evasion” (Strunk, 19). These 

statements by Strunk and White concisely explain the reasons for avoiding negative 

language; however, Strunk and White were not the only writing scholars to address this 

issue. 
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Technical communication authors also address the issue of negative language. 

The Gersons addressed negative language when they wrote, “…Use…positive words 

[authors’ emphasis] which motivate the reader to action” (Gerson, 309). From this idea, 

scholars should conclude that the positive form of words communicates motivation more 

easily than the negative form. In a document meant to set the rules which govern a 

country, forbidding certain actions is unavoidable, but, according to Gerson’s 

approbation to use positive language to motivate the reader to action, that same document 

should use positive language whenever possible to motivate its users to act in accordance 

with the rules. 

In her chapter titled “Revising and Editing,” Burnett wrote, “Psychologists and 

linguists know that readers and listeners understand positively phrased sentences more 

quickly and accurately than negatively phrased sentences, which the human brain takes 

slightly longer to process” (Burnett, 277). Burnett means that the human brain works 

better with positively phrased information than the brain works with negatively phrased 

information. She claims that “the most obvious negative words, which include no, not, 

none, never, and nothing, [authors’ emphasis] are added to a positive sentence to negate 

the idea” (Burnett, 277). One easy example of this idea is the use of double-negatives. In 

a sentence such as, “Tom does not not have a book to read” the double use of the 

negative word “not” forces the reader to slow their reading and process the double 

negative. To examine the Constitution for negative, language, I used Burnett’s list of 

“obvious negative words” to determine whether the document contained negative 
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language. Because the program detected zero instances of none and never, I removed 

them from the discussion list. 

The use of “no” in 1780 was roughly .118%. In 1790, the use of “no” peaked near 

.22%. Usage fell to .5% in 2010. That number indicates a decrease of .018% since 1780. 

The August 6 draft of the Constitution contained eight instances of the word “no.” The 

September 12 draft of the Constitution contained twenty-four instances of the word “no.” 

The final draft of the Constitution contained twenty-seven instances of the word “no.” 

The use of “not” in 1780 was roughly .225%. In 1790, the use of “not” peaked 

near .55%. Usage fell to .3% in 2010, but that number still indicates an increase of .075% 

since 1780. The August 6 draft of the Constitution contained eight instances of the word 

“not.” The September 12 draft of the Constitution contained twenty-two instances of the 

word “not.” The final draft of the Constitution contained twenty-two instances of the 

word “not.” 

The use of “nothing” in 1780 was roughly .012%. In 1790, the use of “nothing” 

peaked near .043%. Usage fell to .0175% in 2010, but that number still indicates an 

increase of .0055% since 1780. The August 6 draft of the Constitution contained zero 

instances of the word “nothing.” The September 12 draft of the Constitution contained 

one instance of the word “nothing.” The final draft of the Constitution contained one 

instance of the word “nothing.” 

Analysis: Article I of the Final Draft of the Constitution Written in 1787 

In this section of the dissertation, I analyze the passive voice and negative 

language added to or left in Article I of the final draft of the Constitution. I only include 
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Article I for this dissertation because to examine the entire Constitution is more suited to 

a longer, book-length project. For each instance of passive voice, I indicate if the choice 

was understandable, such as “…the passive voice is acceptable and may even be 

preferable in some circumstances. It’s OK to use the passive voice when the actor is 

implied, relatively unimportant, or unknown, or when you prefer to be indefinite” (The 

Yahoo Style Guide, 296). I also indicate when the choice to use passive voice harmed 

clarity. For each instance of negative language, I also indicate whether the choice 

advanced or interfered with clarity. All bold font is my emphasis of either passive phrases 

as defined by The Chicago Manual of Style or negative language as defined by Burnett. 

Article I, Section 1 contains one instance of passive voice and zero instances of 

negative language: “All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress 

of the United States, which shall consist of a Senate and House of Representatives” 

(Constitution, ArtI Sec1). This article contains the first words after the preamble, which 

means that no other explanatory passages exist between the preamble and the first article. 

This lack of explanatory phrase combined with the passive phrase “shall be vested” raises 

the question of who is granting these legislative powers. If the reader looks back to the 

poetic preamble, the answer is an easy one to discover: “We the People of the United 

States.” With this group of people in mind, the reader can reasonably assume that all 

powers vested by the Constitution, unless otherwise specified, are powers granted by the 

people of the United States, but because the delegates chose to leave out a restatement of 

“the people,” the reader has to keep those people in mind while reading the document. 

Another possible interpretation is that the Constitution itself grants the powers to 
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Congress, however, without the people supporting the Constitution, the document could 

not do anything, therefore, the people must be the ones to invest the Constitution with 

power and by extension, the Congress with power. 

Article I, Section 2 contained eight instances of passive voice and four instances 

of negative language. The first paragraph contained one instance of passive voice: 

The House of Representatives shall be composed of Members chosen every 

second Year by the People of the several States, and the Electors in each State 

shall have the Qualifications requisite for Electors of the most numerous Branch 

of the State Legislature. (Constitution, Art1 Sec2) 

The passive phrase “shall be composed” does not directly refer back to “we the people” 

as easily as the passive in section one of the article. Instead, this passive refers to the 

people later in the sentence indicated by the phrase “by the People,” although this phrase 

could relate only to those doing the choosing and not the composing. The language is 

unclear and would benefit from a more active form of the sentence. 

The second paragraph contained one instance of passive voice and three instances 

of negative language: 

No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have attained to the Age of 

twenty five Years, and been seven Years a Citizen of the United States, and who 

shall not, when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State in which he shall be 

chosen. (Constitution, Art1 Sec2) 

The passive phrase “shall be chosen” does not indicate who is doing the choosing. The 

reader can suppose this information is unimportant because the people are doing the 
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choosing the previous paragraph, and this paragraph focuses more on the qualifications 

for office than the mode of election. Of more concern in this paragraph is the use of 

negative language. Instead of focusing on what the potential representatives had not 

attained, such as years and residence, the delegates should have listed the minimums in 

positive language for easier reading. 

The third paragraph contained six instances of passive voice and two instances of 

negative language: 

Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States 

which may be included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, 

which shall be determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, 

including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not 

taxed, three fifths of all other Persons. The actual Enumeration shall be made 

within three Years after the first Meeting of the Congress of the United States, 

and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such Manner as they shall by 

Law direct. The Number of Representatives shall not exceed one for every thirty 

Thousand, but each State shall have at Least one Representative; and until such 

enumeration shall be made, the State of New Hampshire shall be entitled to 

chuse [sic] three, Massachusetts eight, Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations 

one, Connecticut five, New-York six, New Jersey four, Pennsylvania eight, 

Delaware one, Maryland six, Virginia ten, North Carolina five, South Carolina 

five, and Georgia three. (Constitution, Art1 Sec2) 

The first sentence contains three passive phrases: “shall be apportioned,” “may be 
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included,” and “shall be determined.” These passive phrases are missing the information 

about who will apportion, include, and determine in each of these instances. If the reader 

follows the supposition that all the passive phrases refer back to the “people” as listed in 

the preamble, then they might interpret that the people apportion, include, and determine 

instead of the Representatives as is our current practice. One could assume that the 

people elect the Representatives to apportion, include, and determine, and thus the agent 

in the paragraph ultimately refers to the people, but the syntax choices make this 

information unclear. 

The second and third sentences of the third paragraph uses the passive phrase 

“shall be made” but do not indicated who will make the “enumeration.” This information 

may have been unimportant to the delegates because they were concerned more with the 

idea that a census exist than with the details of who performed the census, however, the 

passive phrase does indicate a need for further information concerning the organizational 

details of census taking. The last passive phrase in this paragraph is “shall be entitled,” 

and it also fails to indicate who entitles New Hampshire to choose, and by implication all 

the states to choose. This last passive choice has no bearing on twenty-first century 

interests because the states made these choices over 235 years ago,  and the United States 

has conducted a census every ten years. The census numbers now determine the number 

of Representatives for each state. 

The negative language “not” used in the phase, “Indians not taxed” did not negate 

taxes but indicated a group of people who remained untaxed during the time period. 

Although the meaning of “not taxed” is qualitatively no different that the meaning of 
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“untaxed,” the delegates chose the negative language instead of the positive language. 

The last two paragraphs of Section 2 for this article contained zero passive voice and zero 

negative language. Next, I examined Article I, Section 3. 

Article I, Section 3 contained nine instances of passive voice and six instances of 

negative language. The first paragraph of section three of the article contained one 

instance of passive voice and zero instances of negative language: 

The Senate of the United States shall be composed of two Senators from each 

State, chosen by the Legislature thereof for six Years; and each Senator shall have 

one Vote. (Constitution, Art1 Sec3) 

The passive phrase “shall be composed” does not indicate who is doing the composing. 

The reader can find this information by reading further in the sentence, but this action 

slows reading and interferes with clarity. A more active form of the sentence would make 

for easier reading and increased clarity. 

The second paragraph of section three of the article contained four instances of 

passive voice and zero instances of negative language: 

Immediately after they shall be assembled in Consequence of the first Election, 

they shall be divided as equally as may be into three Classes. The Seats of the 

Senators of the first Class shall be vacated at the Expiration of the second Year, 

of the second Class at the Expiration of the fourth Year, and of the third Class at 

the Expiration of the sixth Year, so that one third may be chosen every second 

Year; and if Vacancies happen by Resignation, or otherwise, during the Recess of 

the Legislature of any State, the Executive thereof may make temporary 
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Appointments until the next Meeting of the Legislature, which shall then fill such 

Vacancies. (Constitution, Art1 Sec3) 

The passive phrase “shall be assembled” does not indicate who is doing the assembling, 

but the reader can conclude that the delegates were referring to the Senators from the 

previous paragraph. The passive phrase “shall be divided” does not indicate who is doing 

the dividing, which isn’t an issue in the twenty-first century but could have been an issue 

at the first meeting of the Senate. The passive phrase “shall be vacated” does have “Seats 

of the Senators” earlier in the sentence which indicates what is being vacated but doesn’t 

not explicitly state that the Senators are doing the vacating. The passive phrase “may be 

chosen” does have “one third” earlier in the sentence which implies, but does not 

explicitly state, who is doing the choosing again. In all four cases of passive voice in the 

paragraph, the delegates could have improved to clarity of the language by choosing 

active phrasing. 

The third paragraph of section three of the article contained one instance of 

passive voice and three instances of negative language: 

No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have attained to the Age of thirty 

Years, and been nine Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, 

when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State for which he shall be chosen. 

(Constitution, Art1 Sec3) 

The passive phrase “shall be chosen” does not indicate who is doing the choosing, but 

because this paragraph focuses more on the qualifications of potential Senators, this use 

of passive voice may be excusable. The negative language in this paragraph forces the 
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reader to think in negative terms, which slows comprehension, and would benefit from 

positive phrasing. 

The fourth paragraph of section three of the article contained one instance of 

passive voice and one instance of negative language: 

The Vice President of the United States shall be President of the Senate, but shall 

have no Vote, unless they be equally divided. (Constitution, Art1 Sec3) 

The passive phrase “be equally divided” does not indicate who is doing the dividing; 

however, from context, the reader can conclude that the Senators have divided their 

votes. The negation of vote by the “no” negative language is unnecessary. The delegates 

could have easily chosen a positive form. An active and positive statement, such as “The 

Vice President of the United States shall be President of the Senate, and will only vote 

when the Senate reaches a tied vote” would make the sentence clearer. 

The fifth paragraph of section three of the article contained zero instances of 

passive voice and zero instances of negative language, so I moved on to the sixth 

paragraph. The sixth paragraph of section three of the article contained two instances of 

passive voice and one instance of negative language: 

The Senate shall have the sole Power to try all Impeachments. When sitting for 

that Purpose, they shall be on Oath or Affirmation. When the President of the 

United States is tried, the Chief Justice shall preside: And no Person shall be 

convicted without the Concurrence of two thirds of the Members present. 

(Constitution, Art1 Sec3) 

The passive phrase “is tried” does not directly indicate who is holding the trial; however, 
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because the delegates gave this information in the first sentence of the paragraph, so this 

passive voice does not interfere with clarity. The passive phrase “shall be convicted” does 

not indicate who is doing the convicting, but again, this information is earlier in the 

paragraph. Even though the information needed comes earlier in the paragraph for “shall 

be convicted,” this sentence does require the reader to think back further and would 

benefit from active phrasing. Although the “no” before “Person” is an understandable 

usage of negative language, a positive form would strengthen the sentence. The seventh 

paragraph of section three of the article contained zero instances of passive voice and 

zero instances of negative language, so I moved on to the Article I, Section 4. 

Article I, Section 4 contained one instance of passive voice and zero instances of 

negative language: 

The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for Senators and 

Representatives, shall be prescribed in each State by the Legislature thereof; but 

the Congress may at any time by Law make or alter such Regulations, except as to 

the Places of chusing Senators. (Constitution, Art1 Sec4) 

The passive phrase “shall be prescribed” does not indicate who is doing the prescribing. 

The reader has to look further in the sentence to find that information: “by the 

Legislature.” This instance of passive voice is unnecessary and only serves to slow 

reading and comprehension. 

Article I, Section 5 contained two instances of passive voice and zero instances of 

negative language. The first paragraph of section five of the article contained one 

instance of passive voice: 
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Each House shall be the Judge of the Elections, Returns and Qualifications of its 

own Members, and a Majority of each shall constitute a Quorum to do Business; 

but a smaller Number may adjourn from day to day, and may be authorized to 

compel the Attendance of absent Members, in such Manner, and under such 

Penalties as each House may provide. (Constitution, Art1 Sec5) 

The passive phrase “may be authorized” does not indicate who is doing the authorizing. 

In this case, the sentence structure causes clarity issues. First, the part which reads “but a 

smaller Number may adjourn from day to day, and may be authorized to compel the 

Attendance of absent Members” (Constitution, ArtI, Sec5) appears to indicate that the 

smaller number may received the authorization to compel the attendance of those absent 

members; however, that smaller number also appears to be the absent members. This 

phrasing is unclear, and the implications are confusing. Had the delegates chosen an 

active structure for this part of the sentence, the clarity issues would not be so great. 

The second paragraph of this section contained zero instances of passive voice 

and zero instances of negative language. The third paragraph of this section contained 

one instance of passive voice and zero instances of negative language. 

Each House shall keep a Journal of its Proceedings, and from time to time publish 

the same, excepting such Parts as may in their Judgment require Secrecy; and the 

Yeas and Nays of the Members of either House on any question shall, at the 

Desire of one fifth of those Present, be entered on the Journal. (Constitution, Art1 

Sec5) 

The passive phrase “be entered” does not indicate who does the entering. This 
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information may be unimportant to the governing document, perhaps something the 

delegates wished to leave to the two houses in Congress. Leaving this instance of passive 

voice is an understandable choice. The fourth paragraph contained zero instances of 

passive voice and zero instances of negative language, so I move to Article I, Section 6. 

Article I, Section 6 contained seven instances of passive voice and one instance of 

negative language. The first paragraph of the section contained three instances of passive 

voice and one instance of negative language. 

The Senators and Representatives shall receive a Compensation for their Services, 

to be ascertained by Law, and paid out of the Treasury of the United States. 

They shall in all Cases, except Treason, Felony and Breach of the Peace, be 

privileged from Arrest during their Attendance at the Session of their respective 

Houses, and in going to and returning from the same; and for any Speech or 

Debate in either House, they shall not be questioned in any other Place. 

(Constitution, Art1 Sec6) 

The passive phrase “to be ascertained” who does the ascertaining. If the reader looks to 

the next words “by law,” the reader may conclude that the law will ascertain the 

compensation for the Senators; however this conclusion is illogical because the law is not 

a person who can perform actions. The law is series of rules that a person may follow, but 

in and of itself, the law does nothing. The sentence would benefit from active voice. The 

passive phrase “be privileged” does not explain who is doing the privileging, or in more  

modern terminology, who is doing the excusing (because the interpretation is that the 

Senators, except in certain cases, are excused from being arrested). This sentence would 
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benefit from active voice. The passive phrase “shall not be questioned” does not indicate 

who is doing (or not doing) the questioning, and the phrase also includes negative 

language. The negative language is necessary for understanding, but the passive phrase is 

not necessary. The delegates could easily have changed this phrasing to active voice for 

more clarity. 

The second paragraph of this section contained four instances of passive voice 

and zero instances of negative language: 

No Senator or Representative shall, during the Time for which he was elected, be 

appointed to any civil Office under the Authority of the United States, which 

shall have been created, or the Emoluments whereof shall have been encreased 

during such time; and no Person holding any Office under the United States, shall 

be a Member of either House during his Continuance in Office. (Constitution, 

Art1 Sec6) 

The passive phrases “was elected” and “be appointed” do not indicate who is doing the 

electing and appointing. This information is less important for this paragraph because the 

delegates focused the paragraph on events that could happen to an elected or appointed 

Senator or Representative. The passive phrase “shall have been created” does not indicate 

who does the creating. In this instance, the reader must remember that the people are the 

ones who gave the government the authority, and in that case, those in the position of 

authority will be the ones who do the creating. This instance of passive phrasing is 

unclear and interferes with readability. Finally, the negative language “no” before 

“Person” does not negate the person and is an understandable usage. 
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Article I, Section 7 contained eleven instances of passive voice and three 

instances of negative language. The first paragraph of the article contained zero passive 

voice and zero negative language. The second paragraph contained seven instances of 

passive voice and three instances of negative language: 

Every Bill which shall have passed the House of Representatives and the Senate, 

shall, before it become a Law, be presented to the President of the United States: 

If he approve he shall sign it, but if not he shall return it, with his Objections to 

that House in which it shall have originated, who shall enter the Objections at 

large on their Journal, and proceed to reconsider it. If after such Reconsideration 

two thirds of that House shall agree to pass the Bill, it shall be sent, together with 

the Objections, to the other House, by which it shall likewise be reconsidered, 

and if approved by two thirds of that House, it shall become a Law. But in all 

such Cases the Votes of both Houses shall be determined by yeas and Nays, and 

the Names of the Persons voting for and against the Bill shall be entered on the 

Journal of each House respectively. If any Bill shall not be returned by the 

President within ten Days (Sundays excepted) after it shall have been presented 

to him, the Same shall be a Law, in like Manner as if he had signed it, unless the 

Congress by their Adjournment prevent its Return, in which Case it shall not be a 

Law. (Constitution, Art1 Sec7) 

First, the passive phrase “be presented” does not indicate who is doing the presenting. 

The reader must assume that someone, but not a specific someone, from Congress will 

present the bill to the President. This information is unimportant, and the delegates chose 
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well in leaving it out. Second, the passive phrase “shall be sent” does not indicate who is 

doing the sending. The reader can infer that the House will send the bill to the other 

house, but the delegates did not specify this information directly. In such a long sentence, 

more problems exist with clarity than scholars can explain from the narrow perspective of 

avoiding passive voice, but that one change could have helped readers avoid at least one 

impediment to understanding. Third, the passive phrase “shall likewise be reconsidered” 

does not directly indicate who is doing the reconsidering. The reader can infer that house 

will reconsider, but the lack of directness adds difficulty to an already tedious passage. 

Fourth, the passive phrase “shall be determined” does not indicate who is doing 

the determining, but reading further in the sentence, the reader does discover the how 

instead of the who. This delegates were more concerned with the how to count votes, not 

the individual who would do the counting. In this case, the passive phrasing is excusable. 

Fifth, the passive phrase “shall not be returned” does not indicate who is doing (or who is 

not doing) the returning--if the reader reads further in the sentence, the reader will 

discover that the President is the one doing (or not doing) the returning. This is an 

unnecessary instance of passive voice. Sixth and last of the passive phrases in this 

paragraph, the passive phrase “shall have been presented” does not indicate who 

presented.   If the reader looks back over the paragraph, the reader can infer that this 

missing actor is the same missing actor from the first passive phrase. Although that 

information was unimportant in the case of the original passive phrase, putting another 

passive phrase that refers back to the same missing actor puts too much strain on the 

average reader’s mind for comfort. This passive is unnecessary, and the sentence could 
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have been better in active form. Next, the negative language in the phrase “if not he shall 

return it” is needs a comma between “not” and “he” for clarity. With that comma, this 

negative language is appropriate. Finally, the negative language in the phrase “shall not 

be a Law” is appropriate because the delegates needed to negate the bill from becoming 

law. 

The third paragraph of this section contained four instances of passive voice and 

zero instances of negative language: 

Every Order, Resolution, or Vote to which the Concurrence of the Senate and 

House of Representatives may be necessary (except on a question of 

Adjournment) shall be presented to the President of the United States; and before 

the Same shall take Effect, shall be approved by him, or being disapproved by 

him, shall be repassed by two thirds of the Senate and House of Representatives, 

according to the Rules and Limitations prescribed in the Case of a Bill. 

(Constitution, Art1 Sec7) 

The passive phrase “shall be presented” does not indicate who will present the 

information to the President, but this information is unnecessary, and thus the passive 

phrase is excusable. The passive phrases “shall be approved” and “being disapproved” 

does not indicate who will approve or disapprove. The only interpretation possible is that 

the President will approve or disapprove the presented information. Although the actor is 

easy to infer, the passive phrasing is unnecessary in both cases. The passive phrase “shall 

be repassed” does not indicate who will be repassing the order, resolution, or vote. The 
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reader can find the information by reading further in the sentence, but the passive 

phrasing unnecessary. 

Article I, Section 8 had comparatively few style errors with only one instance of 

passive voice and one instance of negative language in an otherwise long section. Section 

8 used a list to enumerate the powers of Congress. Item sixteen in a list of eighteen in 

section eight includes the only instance of passive voice in this section: 

To provide for organizing, arming, and disciplining, the Militia, and for governing 

such Part of them as may be employed in the Service of the United States, 

reserving to the States respectively, the Appointment of the Officers, and the 

Authority of training the Militia according to the discipline prescribed by 

Congress; (Constitution, ArtI Sec8) 

The passive phrase “may be employed” does not indicate who will do the employing. 

This passive phrase comes in an already confusing sentence and only adds to the 

confusion. Active voice could clear up the meaning. 

Item seventeen in a list of eighteen included the only instance of negative 

language in this section: 

To exercise exclusive Legislation in all Cases whatsoever, over such District (not 

exceeding ten Miles square) as may, by Cession of particular States, and the 

Acceptance of Congress, become the Seat of the Government of the United States, 

and to exercise like Authority over all Places purchased by the Consent of the 

Legislature of the State in which the Same shall be, for the Erection of Forts, 
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Magazines, Arsenals, dock-Yards, and other needful Buildings;--And 

(Constitution, ArtI Sec 8) 

The negative language in “not exceeding ten Miles square” is unnecessary. The delegates 

could have easily used a more positive tone with phrase such as “with a limit of ten miles 

square.” 

Article I, Section 9 contained twelve instances of passive voice and nine instances 

of negative language. This section of the article uses a list form to enumerate the rules 

listed. The first item in a list of eight contained two instances of passive voice and one 

instance of negative language: 

The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing 

shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the 

Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty may be imposed on 

such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person. (Constitution, ArtI 

Sec9) 

The passive phrase “shall not be prohibited” does not indicate who would want to 

prohibit. The reader can discover that the actor is Congress by reading further in the 

sentence, but this passive phrasing is unnecessary. The passive phrase “may be imposed” 

does not indicate who would impose the tax or duty. This omission could have posed 

problems for the citizens of the United States prior to the Civil War but is no longer an 

issue in the twenty-first century. The negative language in the passive phrase “shall not 

be prohibited” is also unnecessary. The delegates could have increased the clarity and 

used a positive tone by writing, “Congress must allow….” 
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The second item in a list of eight contained one instance of passive voice and one 

instance of negative language: “The Privilege of the Writ of Habeas Corpus shall not be 

suspended, unless when in Cases of Rebellion or Invasion the public Safety may require 

it” (Constitution, ArtI Sec9). The passive phrase “shall not be suspended” does not 

indicate who would suspend Habeas Corpus. The reader can infer the actor would be the 

government, but with specific language, the meaning is unclear. This sentence would 

benefit from active voice. 

The third item in a list of eight contained one  instance of passive voice and one 

instance of negative language: “No Bill of Attainder or ex post facto Law shall be 

passed” (Constitution, ArtI Sec9). The passive phrase “shall be passed” does not indicate 

who would pass the Bill of Attainder or ex post facto law. The reader can infer that 

someone or some group in the government would wish to pass these, and leaving the 

specific group or person unnamed allows the broadest interpretation of the sentence, 

which benefits the people of the nation the most, and is thus acceptable. The negative 

language “No” is necessary for strong negation of the possible actions. 

The fourth item in a list of eight contained two instances of passive voice and one 

instance of negative language: “No Capitation, or other direct, Tax shall be laid, unless 

in Proportion to the Census or enumeration herein before directed to be taken” 

(Constitution, ArtI Sec9). The passive phrase “shall be laid” does not indicate who would 

levy the taxes. Again, the reader can infer that this action would come from inside the 

government, and leaving the specific group or person unnamed allows the broadest 

interpretation of the sentence, which benefits the people of the nation the most, and is 
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thus acceptable. The passive phrase “to be taken” does not indicate who would be taking 

the taxes. The reader can infer little from this extremely poorly written sentence. 

Changing the passive voice to active voice would benefit the sentence, but more changes 

would be necessary for clarity. The negative language “No” is necessary for strong 

negation of the possible actions. 

The fifth item in a list of eight contained one instance of passive voice and one 

instance of negative language “No Tax or Duty shall be laid on Articles exported from 

any State” (Constitution, ArtI Sec9). The passive phrase “shall be laid” does not indicate 

who would levy the tax or duty. The reader can infer that this action would come from 

inside the government, and leaving the specific group or person unnamed allows the 

broadest interpretation of the sentence, which benefits the people of the nation the most, 

and is thus acceptable. Again, the negative language “No” is necessary for strong 

negation of the possible actions. 

The sixth item in a list of eight contained two instances of passive voice and one 

instance of negative language “No Preference shall be given by any Regulation of 

Commerce or Revenue to the Ports of one State over those of another; nor shall Vessels 

bound to, or from, one State, be obliged to enter, clear, or pay Duties in another” 

(Constitution, ArtI Sec9). The passive phrase “shall be given” does not indicate who 

would give the preference just as the passive phrase “be obliged” does not indicate who 

would oblige. The reader can infer that this action would come from inside the 

government, and leaving the specific group or person unnamed allows the broadest 

interpretation of the sentence, which benefits the people of the nation the most, and is 
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thus acceptable. The negative language “No” is necessary for strong negation of the 

possible actions. 

The seventh item in a list of eight contained two instances of passive voice and 

one instance of negative language “No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in 

Consequence of Appropriations made by Law; and a regular Statement and Account of 

the Receipts and Expenditures of all public Money shall be published from time to time” 

(Constitution, ArtI Sec9). The passive phrase “shall be drawn” does not indicate who 

would draw the money. The reader can infer that this action would come from inside the 

government, and leaving the specific group or person unnamed allows the broadest 

interpretation of the sentence, which benefits the people of the nation the most, and is 

thus acceptable. The passive phrase “shall be published” does not indicate who would 

publish the statement and account, but this specific information is unnecessary for clarity. 

The negative language “No” is necessary for strong negation of the possible actions. 

The eighth item in a list of eight contained one instance of passive voice and two 

instances of negative language 

No Title of Nobility shall be granted by the United States: And no Person 

holding any Office of Profit or Trust under them, shall, without the Consent of the 

Congress, accept of any present, Emolument, Office, or Title, of any kind 

whatever, from any King, Prince, or foreign State. (Constitution, ArtI Sec9) 

The passive phrase “shall be granted” does not indicate who would grant the title; 

however, the reader can infer that this action would come from inside or outside the 

government, and leaving the specific group or person unnamed allows the broadest 
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interpretation of the sentence, which benefits the people of the nation the most, and is 

thus acceptable. The negative language “No” at the beginning of this item is necessary 

for strong negation of the possible actions. The negative language “no” in the second 

clause of this item is unnecessary because the delegates could have changed the main 

verb of the sentence from “accept” to “refuse” and avoided the negative language. 

Article I, Section 10 contained zero instances of passive voice and three instances 

of negative language. The first paragraph of this section contained one instance of 

negative language: 

No State shall enter into any Treaty, Alliance, or Confederation; grant Letters of 

Marque and Reprisal; coin Money; emit Bills of Credit; make any Thing but gold 

and silver Coin a Tender in Payment of Debts; pass any Bill of Attainder, ex post 

facto Law, or Law impairing the Obligation of Contracts, or grant any Title of 

Nobility. (Constitution, ArtI Sec10) 

The negative language “No” at the beginning of this item is necessary for strong negation 

of the possible actions. 

The second paragraph of this section contained one instance of negative language: 

No State shall, without the Consent of the Congress, lay any Imposts or Duties on 

Imports or Exports, except what may be absolutely necessary for executing its 

inspection Laws: and the net Produce of all Duties and Imposts, laid by any State 

on Imports or Exports, shall be for the Use of the Treasury of the United States; 

and all such Laws shall be subject to the Revision and Controul of the Congress. 

(Constitution, ArtI Sec10) 
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Additionally, the third paragraph of this section contained one instance of negative 

language: 

No State shall, without the Consent of Congress, lay any Duty of Tonnage, keep 

Troops, or Ships of War in time of Peace, enter into any Agreement or Compact 

with another State, or with a foreign Power, or engage in War, unless actually 

invaded, or in such imminent Danger as will not admit of delay. (Constitution, 

ArtI Sec10) 

The negative language “No” at the beginning of both the second and third paragraph are 

unnecessary for clarity. The delegates could easily have changed the beginning of the 

sentences to “States must have the Consent of Congress….” Finally, the negative 

language “not” before “admit” is unnecessary because the delegates could have used 

stronger words, such as “needs immediate action” to communicate their meaning. 

Conclusion 

This style chapter yielded surprising results about the trends of change from draft 

to draft of the Constitution, but even though those results directly oppose modern views 

on good writing, the debates on the language used to convey the new law of the land are 

still valid. That the delegates devoted weeks to debating the language they used in the 

Constitution (as well as the details of time and numbers) shows that the delegates 

respected the power of language. Technical communicators must develop a similar 

reverence for language in their own work and foster that attention to detail in 

collaborative projects. 

The sheer amount of passive voice in the Constitution goes against modern 
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conceptions of good writing. In this style chapter, we learn that the August 6 draft of the 

Constitution was nineteen percent passive. The September 12 draft had an increased 

amount of passive voice up to twenty-five percent of the document. This increase 

continued in the final draft of the Constitution, leaving a shocking forty percent of the 

language as passive. Although the delegates had reasons for each of their changes, that 

much passive in a governing document set a standard for conflated language that we do 

not need in our writing. Passive voice use fell out of favor in written language in the early 

1900's, so we must take the period into account when examining this document. The 

passive voice is excessive for a modern document, but it was within accepted usage for 

1787. Although I cannot prove my supposition at this time, I suspect that the delegates 

accepted the passive phrases in the Constitution because they wanted each sentence to 

have weight and felt that these syntax choices reflected a more easily digestible change 

for citizens. The lack of direct references to active agents in the sentences may stem from 

the idea of making the document palatable to the masses by avoiding directly making an 

agent of the federal government during an era where the American people feared the 

power of a centralized federal government. Any language changes recommended in this 

chapter are purely academic considerations. 

The decrease in the number of sentences in the drafts does follow modern 

conventions of concision at first glance. The August 6 draft had 136 sentences. The 

September 12 draft had 146 sentences, but because it is a second draft and not the final 

draft, this increase merely indicates added material. The final draft had only eighty-seven 

sentences. The smaller number of sentences might lead the reader to think that 
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eliminating this number of sentences would lead to corresponding decrease in the word 

count, but while the number of sentences decreased, the number of words per sentence 

increased. The August 6 draft had an average of 25.4 words per sentence. This number 

increased to 28.2 for the September 12 draft. The final draft of the Constitution had an 

average of 44.6 words per sentence. Additionally, we learned that the number of words 

per draft increased. The August 6 draft had 3,724 words. The September 12 draft 

increased to 4,171 words. The final draft had 4,461 words. The increase in number of 

words and words per sentences disproved the theory that fewer sentences automatically 

make a document more concise. 

The next statistics of interest are the increase in the number of paragraphs from 

draft to draft and the corresponding decrease in the number of sentences per paragraph. 

The August 6 draft had seventy-seven paragraphs. The September 12 draft increased to 

ninety paragraphs. The final draft of the Constitution had 114 paragraphs. At first glance, 

the increasing number of paragraphs easily accounts for the increased number of words 

per draft; however, the delegates included fewer sentences per draft. The August 6 draft 

only had an average of 2.5 sentences per paragraph. The September 12 draft reduced the 

average number of sentences per paragraph to 1.8. The final draft had an average of 1.2 

sentences per paragraph. 

Despite these differences, this study should aid in providing an examination of 

our historical technical communication. We can see how language has changed over the 

years. Living languages will always have changes that make the text of any document 

dated. Further study of the changes in language use would enrich this history and provide 
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further illumination. The next step in this study should be to examine each article in the 

Constitution for similar problems with passive voice and negative language. Although I 

did trace the changes from draft to draft, this study would benefit from a deeper 

examination of the language in the earlier drafts of the Constitution and a comparison of 

each evolution of the passages to discern changes to the “spirit of the law” in addition to 

the changes to the “letter of the law.” Each Article of the Constitution would constitute a 

single chapter for a book-length project. 
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