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 On this day in history, December 15, 1791, the United States ratifies 
the Bill of Rights.  On December 15, 1791, Virginia became the 10th of 14 
states to vote to ratify the first ten amendments to the Constitution.  14 
states?  Yes, Vermont had already come in as the 14th state on March 4 
of the same year. 
 
 When the new US Constitution was being debated, many people 
refused to ratify it because they thought it did not give enough 
protection to individual rights.  Proponents of the Constitution agreed 
to add a bill of rights in the first Congress if the opponents would agree 
to support it.  This argument persuaded enough opponents to see the 
new Constitution ratified. 
 
 In the first Congress, James Madison proposed twenty 
amendments to the Constitution, the most popular from a long list of 
amendments proposed by the states.  According to the Constitution's 
directions for the amendment process, Congress debated them and 
recommended twelve of them to the states.  Each state then had its own 
internal debate and ten of them were eventually ratified, becoming the 
Bill of Rights. 
 
 The Bill of Rights contains a list of restrictions on the federal 
government and guarantees various rights to the people and the 
states. The Bill of Rights guarantees freedom of speech, freedom of 
religion, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, the right to keep 
and bear arms and freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures 
of private property. 
 
 The Bill of Rights also guarantees that the government cannot 
house soldiers on private property except in case of war, the right to 
have a grand jury review infamous criminal charges, the right to trial by 
jury, the right not to incriminate oneself in court and the right to be tried 
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in the district where criminal charges are alleged. 
 
 The Bill of Rights also guarantees that a criminal defendant must 
be informed of the charges against him, be able to obtain witnesses in 
his favor and be able to confront the witnesses against him.  It also 
guarantees the right to have an attorney represent you in court, bans 
excessive bail, fines and cruel and unusual punishments.  Finally, the 
Bill of Rights states the federal government only has the powers 
specifically given to it in the Constitution and reserves every other 
power and right to the states and individuals in them. 


