
describe the political institution
dickinson wants to maintain
describe the political institution dickinson wants to maintain is a critical inquiry into
the political philosophy and institutional preferences of John Dickinson, a prominent figure
in early American history. Dickinson, often called the "Penman of the Revolution," played a
pivotal role in shaping the political landscape during the formation of the United States. His
advocacy centered around preserving a balanced political institution that upheld the rule of
law while safeguarding individual liberties and state sovereignty. Understanding the
political institution Dickinson aimed to maintain provides insight into the foundational
debates over federalism, governance, and the balance of power. This article explores the
characteristics of the political institution Dickinson supported, his views on governance
structures, and the historical context influencing his position. It further examines how his
ideas influenced the drafting of key documents and the eventual development of American
political institutions.
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The Political Philosophy of John Dickinson
John Dickinson’s political philosophy was grounded in a cautious yet principled approach to
governance. He believed in a political institution that balanced authority and liberty,
ensuring that government power was neither absolute nor arbitrary. Dickinson emphasized
the importance of law as a framework that both empowers and limits government actions.
His writings reveal a commitment to protecting individual rights while maintaining an
effective and orderly government. This philosophy was shaped by Enlightenment ideals,
colonial experiences, and a desire to avoid the excesses of both tyranny and anarchy.
Dickinson’s approach reflected a moderate path between radical revolutionary change and
conservative loyalty to British institutions.

Commitment to Balanced Government
Dickinson advocated for a political institution that incorporated checks and balances to
prevent the concentration of power. He feared that unchecked authority could lead to
despotism, while too little authority might result in chaos. His vision entailed a government



structured with clear divisions of power among legislative, executive, and judicial branches.
This balance was essential to uphold justice and prevent encroachments on liberty.

Emphasis on Civic Virtue and Responsibility
A crucial component of Dickinson’s political thought was the role of civic virtue. He believed
that citizens and leaders alike had responsibilities to the common good. The political
institution he wanted to maintain was one where participation, informed judgment, and
adherence to law were foundational principles. Such a system would foster social cohesion
and political stability.

Characteristics of the Political Institution
Dickinson Advocated
The political institution John Dickinson sought to maintain was defined by several key
characteristics that ensured a stable and just government. These included adherence to
constitutional principles, the protection of rights, and a system that balanced power
between different levels of government.

Constitutionalism and Rule of Law
Dickinson’s ideal political institution was firmly rooted in constitutionalism, where the rule
of law governed political actions. He opposed arbitrary rule and championed a written
constitution that clearly delineated the powers and limits of government. This principle was
vital to ensuring accountability and preventing abuses of power.

Protection of Individual and Collective Rights
Another defining feature was the safeguarding of individual rights alongside the interests of
the collective community. Dickinson recognized the necessity of protecting freedoms such
as property rights, liberty of conscience, and legal protections against unjust government
interference. At the same time, the political institution had to promote the welfare of the
society as a whole.

Separation of Powers and Balanced Governance
The institution Dickinson envisioned included separation of powers among branches of
government to prevent domination by any single entity. Legislative authority was to be
distinct from executive power, and an independent judiciary was essential to uphold laws
impartially. This framework promoted accountability and prevented tyranny.



Dickinson’s Views on Federalism and State
Sovereignty
John Dickinson’s political institution was deeply influenced by his views on federalism and
the role of states within a union. He sought to maintain a system where states retained
significant sovereignty but cooperated under a central authority for common interests.

Advocacy for Strong State Governments
Dickinson believed that state governments were closest to the people and thus essential in
safeguarding liberty. He argued that states should retain substantial powers to govern their
internal affairs without undue interference from a central government. This position was a
reaction to fears that a powerful central authority might encroach upon local rights and
freedoms.

Support for a Limited Central Government
While valuing state sovereignty, Dickinson acknowledged the necessity of a central
government with limited but effective powers. This government would handle matters that
transcended state borders, such as defense, foreign affairs, and regulation of interstate
commerce. Dickinson’s institution aimed for a balanced federal system where the central
government’s powers were carefully delineated and constrained.

Federal Cooperation and Mutual Respect
Dickinson envisioned a political institution marked by cooperation and mutual respect
between states and the federal authority. He promoted mechanisms for resolving disputes
and ensuring that both levels of government functioned harmoniously to serve the public
good.

Role of Law and Governance in Dickinson’s Vision
The foundation of the political institution Dickinson wanted to maintain was a system
governed by law and principles of good governance. The law was not merely a tool of power
but a framework for justice and order.

Law as a Limitation on Government Power
Dickinson emphasized that law must limit government authority to prevent tyranny. Laws
had to be clear, stable, and applied equally to all citizens, including government officials.
This legal framework was essential to secure liberty and protect rights.



Accountability and Transparency in Governance
Good governance, according to Dickinson, required accountability of public officials and
transparency in decision-making. The political institution needed mechanisms to hold
leaders responsible and ensure that their actions aligned with the public interest and
constitutional mandates.

Citizen Participation and Representation
Another pillar of Dickinson’s vision was meaningful citizen participation through
representative government. He supported elected legislatures that reflected the will of the
people and operated within constitutional limits. This representation was vital for legitimacy
and responsiveness in government.

Historical Context and Influence on American
Political Development
The political institution Dickinson wanted to maintain was shaped by the historical context
of colonial America, revolutionary pressures, and early debates over the new nation’s
structure. His ideas contributed significantly to the formation of American political
institutions and constitutional design.

Reaction to British Colonial Rule
Dickinson’s political thought emerged in response to perceived abuses under British
colonial governance. His desire to maintain a political institution that respected rights and
limited government power reflected lessons learned from colonial grievances against
arbitrary rule.

Contribution to the Articles of Confederation
Dickinson was instrumental in drafting the Articles of Confederation, the first governing
document of the United States. This document embodied many principles he advocated,
such as state sovereignty and a limited central government, though it also revealed the
challenges of balancing these elements in practice.

Influence on the U.S. Constitution and Federalism
Debate
Though cautious about a strong central authority, Dickinson’s ideas influenced the debates
that led to the U.S. Constitution. His emphasis on balance, law, and rights became part of
the broader discourse that shaped federalism and the separation of powers in the American
political system.



Balanced government structure with separation of powers

Rule of law as a safeguard against tyranny

Protection of individual rights and state sovereignty

Limited but effective central government

Citizen participation through representative institutions

Frequently Asked Questions

What political institution does Dickinson want to
maintain?
Dickinson wants to maintain the Articles of Confederation as the primary political institution
governing the United States.

Why does Dickinson support maintaining the Articles of
Confederation?
Dickinson supports maintaining the Articles of Confederation because he believes it
preserves state sovereignty and prevents the concentration of power in a central
government.

How does Dickinson view the balance of power in the
political institution he wants to maintain?
Dickinson favors a political institution where states retain significant independence and the
central government has limited authority, ensuring a balance that protects individual state
rights.

What are Dickinson's concerns about changing the
political institution?
Dickinson is concerned that altering the political institution to create a stronger central
government could lead to tyranny and the erosion of individual and state freedoms.

In what historical context does Dickinson advocate for
maintaining this political institution?
Dickinson advocates for maintaining the Articles of Confederation during the post-
Revolutionary War period, when the new nation was debating how to structure its



government.

How does Dickinson’s vision for the political institution
compare to the idea of a strong federal government?
Dickinson’s vision contrasts with the idea of a strong federal government; he prefers a
decentralized system that limits federal power in favor of state autonomy.

What role do states play in the political institution
Dickinson wants to maintain?
In Dickinson’s preferred political institution, states play a central role as sovereign entities
with significant control over their own affairs.

How has Dickinson’s position influenced debates on
American political structure?
Dickinson’s position has influenced debates by emphasizing the importance of state rights
and cautioning against the dangers of centralizing too much power in a national
government.

Additional Resources
1. The Federalist Papers
This collection of 85 essays, written by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay,
advocates for the ratification of the United States Constitution. It explains the political
principles underlying the new government structure and argues for a strong federal system
that balances power between the national and state governments. The papers emphasize
the importance of checks and balances and the separation of powers to prevent tyranny.

2. Democracy in America
Written by Alexis de Tocqueville, this book offers an insightful analysis of the American
political system and society in the early 19th century. Tocqueville explores the strengths
and weaknesses of democratic institutions, highlighting the importance of civic
engagement, local governance, and the rule of law. His observations underscore the value
of political institutions that promote liberty while maintaining order.

3. On Liberty
John Stuart Mill’s classic work discusses the nature and limits of individual freedom within a
political society. Mill argues for the protection of individual rights against the tyranny of the
majority, emphasizing the need for institutions that safeguard personal liberty while
enabling democratic governance. The book advocates for a political framework that
balances freedom and social order.

4. The Spirit of the Laws
Montesquieu’s influential treatise examines different forms of government and the
principles that sustain them. He introduces the concept of separation of powers among the



legislative, executive, and judicial branches to prevent despotism. His ideas form a
foundational basis for modern political institutions that Dickinson likely supports in
maintaining balanced governance.

5. Two Treatises of Government
John Locke’s work argues for government as a social contract with the primary role of
protecting individual rights to life, liberty, and property. Locke’s theories underpin liberal
political institutions that emphasize limited government authority and popular consent. This
book is essential for understanding the political institution Dickinson wishes to uphold,
which respects natural rights and rule of law.

6. The Constitution of Liberty
Friedrich Hayek’s book defends classical liberalism and the importance of limited
government, rule of law, and individual freedom. Hayek stresses that political institutions
should prevent arbitrary power and foster a spontaneous order that allows personal and
economic liberty. The book supports the preservation of constitutional frameworks that
maintain freedom and stable governance.

7. American Government: Institutions and Policies
This comprehensive textbook offers an overview of the structure and function of American
political institutions, including Congress, the presidency, and the judiciary. It highlights how
these institutions maintain a balance of power and ensure democratic accountability. The
book also explores federalism and the roles of state and local governments in sustaining
the political system Dickinson aims to preserve.

8. Political Institutions and Public Policy
This academic text analyzes how political institutions shape policy outcomes and maintain
social order. It discusses the design of institutions that encourage cooperation, limit
conflicts, and uphold democratic principles. The book provides a framework to understand
how Dickinson’s preferred political institution functions to balance competing interests
within society.

9. The Origins of Political Order
Francis Fukuyama’s work traces the development of political institutions from prehuman
times to the French Revolution. It emphasizes the role of strong institutions in establishing
rule of law, accountable government, and political stability. The book illustrates the
historical foundations and importance of maintaining political institutions like those
Dickinson seeks to preserve.
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