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AMERICA 2026
NEW PERSPECTIVES ON CONSTITUTIONS
IN THE ERA OF REVOLUTIONS

In the early 19" century, French lawyer and writer Alexis de Tocqueville travelled to
the United States of America to study its prison system. He wrote his observations on the
political culture and the social characteristics of this early American republic, and he
published them in two volumes in his classic Democracy in America (1835,1840). On May
16-17, 2024, the conference “New Perspectives on Constitutions in the Era of Revolutions”
will take place at the Chéateau de Tocqueville in Normandy, and we are delighted to organize
this conference in such a significant historical location.

This international conference is part of a series of scientific events organized by the
AMERICA 2026 consortium, and it has a double objective. The first one is to provide new
perspectives on late 18M-century Western constitutions, most particularly the French and
American Constitutions. Among other things, the conference will highlight points of
convergence (for instance, the production of republican constitutions in the Age of
Revolutions), as well as contrasts between the French constitutional model — the succession
of several national constitutions since the French Revolution—, and the American one —both
the national constitution and state constitutions are considered. The second main goal consists
in studying recent debates on the limits of constitutionalism in the United States and France,
such as the role and power of the French Conseil Constitutionnel. At a time when
constitutional liberalism is questioned in the very geographic and cultural areas where it first
developed, this conference will assess both the strengths and weaknesses of our constitutional
systems in the face of unprecedented challenges.

Our panelists come from a diverse range of academic fields, and they have written
extensively on the history and interpretation of constitutional thought in the 18" century and
beyond. This breadth of expertise will allow us to reconsider the crucial importance of the
constitution-writing enterprise that took place in the early American states. For too long, the
centrality of the Federal Constitution in the American political life has obscured the fact that
“between 1776 and 1798 the first fourteen states wrote and approved a total of twenty-five
constitutions.”! By comparing the state constitutions and the federal constitution, we hope to
offer a more nuanced approach of the debates that took place in the era of revolutions. During
this exceptional period of intellectual activity, the fundamental concepts of modern
republicanism — political representation, federalism, and the separation of powers — were
defined.

! Donald S. Lutz, « The theory of Consent in the Early State Constitutions », Publius, Vol. 9, n° 2, 1979, p. 11.



PROGRAM

Thursday May 16, 2024

9:30-10:00 am - Welcome and introduction by Robert Morrissey (The University of
Chicago)

Scientific committee: Linda Garbaye and Hugo Toudic, and Bertrand Van Ruymbeke
Presentation of the conference and sponsorship by Hugo Toudic and Linda Garbaye

10:00-11:00 am
Chair: Eric Slauter (The University of Chicago)

Keynote Speaker: Jack N. Rakove: “The Whole Object of the Present Controversy':
The Invention of American Constitutionalism”

Break

11:20 am-12:30 pm - New Perspectives on American Constitutions: A Historical Approach

Patrick Spero: “A Revolution in Flux: Writing and Revising Constitutions in the Early
Republic”

Brendan McConville: “A Political Galapagos: The Origins of American State Constitutions
and the Paradox of Revolutionary Constitutionalism, 1776-1787 "

Break

2:00-3:00 pm - New perspectives on the American and the French Constitutions

Chair: Nathan Perl-Rosenthal (University of Southern California)

Eric Slauter: “The Pocket Constitution: Bearing Rights in Revolutionary America and
Beyond”

Céline Spector: “A divided sovereignty” (Tocqueville)? American and European federalism

Break

4:20-5:20 pm - The Limits of Constitutionalism




Chair: Hugo Toudic (International Institute of Research, The University of Chicago)

Lauréline Fontaine: “How to ensure the supremacy of the Constitution? A look at the failures
of contemporary judicial review and constitutional justice ”

Margaux Bouaziz: “The Debate over the Separation of Powers: The French Revolution at
Odds with Montesquieu”

5:20 pm - The Issue of Slavery in Constitutions

Chair: Agnés Trouillet (Paris Nanterre University)

Pierre-Frangois Peirano: “The interpretation of the 'Revolutionary Era' during the secession
crisis and its consequences on the drafting of the Confederate Constitution”



Friday May 17, 2022

10:15-11:45 am - New Perspectives on Constitutions: A Political Approach

Chair: Jennifer Pitts (The University of Chicago)

Jack Bevacqua: “Alexis de Tocqueville and the Politics of Self-Forgetting ”

Luke Foster: “Federalism in Mexico: Lucas Alaman and Tocqueville on the Particularity of
the American Constitution”

Emilie Mitran: “Navigating Constitutional Landscapes: The French and American
Constitutions and the Significance of Comparisons”
Break

12:00-1:00 pm - Comparing the American and French Constitutions: A Transatlantic
Perspective

Chair: Linda Garbaye (University of Caen-Normandy)

Gabriel Darriulat: “The Viability of Democracy: The Reception of the Pennsylvania
Constitution in Pre-Revolutionary France (1776-1789)”

Sophia Rosenfeld: “Early French and American Constitutions, Human Rights, and the
Question of Choice”

Break

2:30 pm - Other European Views on Constitutions

Chair: Hugo Toudic (International Institute of Research, The University of Chicago)

Florence Petroff: “Plans of imperial union in the 1770s: The alternative to independence ”

End of the conference
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