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The members of the convention did not have the authority to “form some new system of government.” Congress had called the meeting “for the sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation.”  However, many delegates argued that revising the Articles would not be enough.  Early on, the delegates voted to keep their debates secret. Despite the heat, windows remained tightly shut. Guards kept out members of the public. The delegates would be free to speak their minds—even if their discussions took the convention far beyond its original aims.  The Delegates In all, 55 delegates from 12 states took part in the convention. Only Rhode Island did not send any representatives.  Some delegates, such as George Washington and Ben Franklin, had been respected leaders of the Revolution. Washington was quickly voted president of the convention. Most delegates, however, were younger. Alexander Hamilton of New York was only 32. Another influential delegate was 36-year-old James Madison of Virginia. Madison took careful notes on the meetings. Published after his death, Madison’s notes became a rich source of historical information. 
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The smaller states strongly opposed this idea.  They wanted each state to have the same number of votes in Congress, as was the case under the Articles of Confederation.  On June 15, William Paterson of New Jersey introduced a modified plan on behalf of the small states. This New Jersey Plan stood in sharp contrast to the Virginia Plan. It called for a single house of Congress, with equal representation for each state. The plan also expanded the powers of Congress to raise money and regulate commerce.  In the summer heat, delegates argued day after day over the great issues at stake. Emotions ran so high that some feared the convention would fail and the Union would break apart.
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On the third day of the convention, Edmund Randolph of Virginia proposed a plan for a new, strong central government. James Madison was the principal author of this Virginia Plan. For the next month, debate focused on this proposal.  The Virginia Plan called for the central government to have three separate branches.  Congress would continue to be the legislative branch. But two additional branches would be created. The executive branch would carry out the laws. The judicial branch would consist of a system of courts to interpret the law.  Many delegates believed that a strong executive was necessary to correct the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation. But should the executive be one person or a group of people Randolph proposed that Congress appoint three people to serve jointly as chief executive. One person alone, he said, would never be able to win the people’s confidence. Others objected. A single executive, they said, could act more quickly when urgent action was required. Eventually the delegates voted to have one person, called the President, serve as executive.

The Virginia Plan called for a change in the composition of Congress. Rather than a single legislative body, it would consist of two parts—a lower house and an upper house.  The states representation would be based on the size of its population
Finally, Roger Sherman of Connecticut worked out a compromise that he hoped would satisfy both the large and small states. A compromise is an agreement in which each side gives up part of what it wants. On July 16, 1787, delegates narrowly voted to accept Sherman’s proposals, which came to be known as the Great Compromise.

The key to the Sherman’s plan was a two-house Congress. To please the large states, the lower house, called the House of Representatives, was to be based on population. Bigger states would thus have more votes. Representatives would be chosen by a vote of the people to serve two-year terms. To please the small states, each state would have two seats in the upper house, or Senate. State legislatures would choose senators, who would serve six-year terms.
The Great Compromise was a vital step in creating a new Constitution.  Now, small-state delegates were willing to support a strong central government.


Three-Fifths Compromise Southern delegates said that enslaved people should be counted in calculating how many representatives a state should have in Congress. Northern delegates said that because enslaved people could not vote, they should not be counted toward a state’s representation.  Finally, Congress agreed to a plan called the Three-Fifths Compromise. Each enslaved person would be counted as three fifths of a free person. Thus, 500 enslaved people would count as 300 free people. The Three-Fifths Compromise was a gain for the South, which got more seats in the House. Northern delegates reluctantly agreed in order to keep the South in the Union.  The Three-Fifths Compromise was a blow to African Americans. It helped preserve slavery in the new Constitution by making a distinction between “free persons” and “all other persons.” The compromise was finally overturned when slavery was banned in 1865.
Background

In 1786, the Virginia legislature adopted the Statue for Religious Freedom, written by Thomas Jefferson.  The law is still part of the Virginia state constitution.  Other states followed Virginia’s lead.  The Statue on Religious Freedom later became the basis for the First Amendment to the United States Constitution, which guarantees freedom of religion.

Excerpt

Whereas, Almighty God hath created the mind free…that to compel a man to furnish contributions of money for the propagation of opinions which he disbelieves and abhors, is sinful and tyrannical…that our civil rights have no dependence on our religious opinions, any more than our opinions in physics or geometry…

Be it…enacted by the General Assembly, that no man shall be compelled to frequent or support any religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, molested, or burdened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer, on account of his religious opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by argument to maintain, their opinions in matters of religion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish, enlarge, or affect their civil capacities.  

And although we well know that this Assembly, elected by the people for the ordinary purpose of legislation only, have no power to restrain the acts of seceding assemblies, constituted with powers equal to our own, and that therefore to declare this act to be irrevocable would be of no effect in law; yet we are free to declare, and do declare, that the rights hereby asserted are of the natural rights of mankind, and that if any act shall hereafter be passed to repeal the present, or to narrow its operation, such an act will be infringement of natural right.

The Anti-federalist Position Opponents of ratification were called Anti-federalists. Leading Anti-federalists, such as George Mason and Patrick Henry of Virginia, agreed that the Articles of Confederation were not strong enough. However, they felt the Constitutional Convention had gone too far.  Anti-federalists were not all united in their reasons for opposing the Constitution. Some of their most frequent arguments included:

· Weakening the States Anti-federalists argued that the Constitution dangerously weakened the state governments. They feared that a too-strong central government, like that of England, would wipe out state power and individual freedom. “There never was a government over a very extensive country without destroying the liberties of the people,” warned Mason.

· No Bill of Rights Some Anti-federalists pointed out that the proposed Constitution offered no protections for basic freedoms.  Unlike the constitutions of many states, it had no bill of rights.

· President or King? Another objection was that the Constitution provided for a President who could be reelected again and again. Said Henry, “Your President may easily become a king.
Supporters of the new Constitution called themselves Federalists because they favored a strong federal, or national, government. James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay published the Federalist Papers, a series of 85 newspaper essays in support of the Constitution. At the heart of the Federalist position was the need for a stronger central government. For the Union to last, they argued, the national government had to have powers denied to it under the Articles of Confederation, including the power to enforce laws. Hamilton wrote:

“Government implies the power of making laws. It is essential to the idea of a law that it be attended with . . . a penalty or punishment for disobedience. If there be no penalty . . . the resolutions or commands which pretend to be laws will, in fact, amount to nothing more than advice.”
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James Wilson Pennsylvania (large state)


You were born in Scotland in 1741 or 1742, and you were educated at universities there.  You came to America in 1765 and decided to study law. After becoming involved in Revolutionary politics, you wrote a pamphlet on the British Parliament that was widely read in both England and America. As a delegate to the Continental Congress, you were one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence. During the war, you were a conservative Patriot who associated with the wealthy and powerful. As a lawyer, you defended the interests of Loyalists. You have been elected to Congress twice.  You are respected for your honesty and are very influential at the Constitutional Convention, where you are one of the most active speakers.


Views on Issues at the Constitutional Convention


Issue 1: You strongly believe that states must be represented in the national legislature on the basis of their populations. You think that the legislature should have two houses.


Issue 2: You believe that three fifths of the slaves should be counted for determining a state’s representation in the national legislature as well as the taxes to be paid by a state.


Issue 3: You believe the national executive should be elected directly by the people, but you are willing to listen to other options.











James Madison Virginia (large state)


You were born in Virginia in 1751 to a family of wealthy planters. Sickly as a youth, you received an excellent education from private tutors and private schools. After graduating from college, you returned to Virginia. You embraced the Patriot cause and became very politically active. You helped draft Virginia’s constitution, you served in the House of Delegates, and you represented Virginia in the Continental Congress. You wrote extensively about problems with the Articles of Confederation, and you were influential in the movement to call a Constitutional Convention. At the convention, you work tirelessly for a strong central government. Although you are not a great speaker, you speak more than 150 times. You are the single most influential delegate, and your detailed journal is the best record of the convention.  


Views on Issues at the Constitutional Convention


Issue 1: You strongly believe that states should be represented in the national legislature on the basis of their population. You think that the legislature should have two houses.


Issue 2: You believe that three fifths of the slaves should be counted only for determining a state’s representation in the national legislature.


Issue 3: You believe that the executive should be chosen by the national legislature. You firmly oppose having the executive elected directly by the people








Alexander Hamilton New York (large state)


You were born in 1757 in the British West Indies. As a youth, you showed great intelligence and talent. You lived with your mother, and after she died, people on your island raised money to send you to school in New York. However, your college studies were interrupted by the Revolution. Although you were not yet 20 years old, you wrote several pamphlets to support the Patriot cause. When war broke out, you became an army officer and quickly rose to become an assistant to General George Washington. After the war, you became a lawyer. You were elected to the Continental Congress, and you also served in the state legislature.  Charming, passionate, and ambitious, you are a leading supporter of a strong central government and a powerful nation.


Views on Issues at the Constitutional Convention


Issue 1: You believe that states should be represented in the national legislature based on their population. You think that the legislature should have two houses.


Issue 2: You believe that three fifths of the slaves should be counted for determining both a state’s representation in the national legislature and the taxes to be paid by a state. 


Issue 3: You believe the executive should be chosen by electors selected by the people.








Gouverneur Morris Pennsylvania (large state)


You were born in 1752 to a wealthy family in New York. Early in life, you lost a leg in a carriage accident. You were well educated as a youth. After graduating from King’s College in New York City, you studied law and became a lawyer. When the Revolution began, many of your friends were Loyalists. Although you worried about mob rule, you sided with the Patriots. You served in the militia and helped to draft New York’s state constitution. You also served in the state legislature and the Continental Congress. In 1779, you moved to Philadelphia, where you again practiced law.  A colorful and forceful speaker, you are one of the most active speakers at the Constitutional Convention.


Views on Issues at the Constitutional Convention


Issue 1: You think the national legislature should have two houses. In the first house, all states should have an equal vote. In the second house, representation should be based on the amount of property and wealth a state has, as well as the size of its population.


Issue 2: You oppose counting slaves when determining representation in the national legislature or the taxes to be paid by a state.


Issue 3: You believe that the national executive should be elected directly by the people, but you are willing to consider other options.











Roger Sherman Connecticut (medium state)


You were born in Massachusetts in 1723. As a boy, you did a lot of reading when you weren’t helping your father with farming. Your father also taught you the cobbler’s (shoemaker’s) trade. He died when you were a young man, and you moved to Connecticut, where you bought a store and became a county surveyor. You also became a community leader, and you were elected to the colonial legislature. Even though you had not been trained in the law, you became a lawyer and a judge. You served in the Continental Congress, where you were appointed to the committees that drafted the Declaration of Independence and the Articles of Confederation. In 1784, you were elected mayor of New Haven.  A respected leader, you are known for your careful reasoning and skill in debate as well as your willingness to compromise.


Views on Issues at the Constitutional Convention


Issue 1: You want a national legislature with two houses. In the lower house, states would be represented by population; and in the upper house, each would have an equal vote.


Issue 2: You oppose counting slaves for determining either representation in the national legislature or the taxes to be paid by a state.


Issue 3: You believe that the executive should be appointed by the national legislature.
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