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Convention Proceedings and Compromises
As you read, think about answers to these questions:
* What decisions did the delegates make in the opening days of the Convention?
* In what ways was the Virginia Plan different from the New Jersey Plan?
* Which of the compromises reached by the Convention were most important?
* What important sources influenced the work of the delegates?
* What final steps did delegates take to finish the Constitution?

* The Convention Opens

quorum the minimum
number of members who
must be present for the valid
transaction of business
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The Constitutional Convention did not get off to a smooth
start. Although James Madison arrived in Philadelphia a full
11 days before the Convention was scheduled to begin and George
Washington arrived a day early, only a handful of delegates from
two states showed up in the Pennsylvania State House on May
14. Spring rains and muddy roads delayed the arrival of many of
the delegates for days.
Finally, on May 25, the Convention achieved a quorum. On
that day 29 delegates from nine states gathered in the east
chamber of the State House. They unanimously elected George
Washington president of the Convention and went on to adopt
several rules of procedure.
Altogether the Framers met 89 of the 116 days from May 25
through their final meeting on September 17. Of the 55 delegates
who ultimately participated in the Convention, an average of 40
attended the daily sessions during those four months. The full
number of 55 was not reached until August 6, when John Francis
Mercer of Maryland arrived and was seated.
The Need for Secrecy. When the delegates adopted the rules of
the Convention, they decided that all debates and discussion
should be kept secret. Although there was criticism of this decision — from Thomas Jefferson, for one — the delegates had good
reasons for agreeing to it. The Convention had already attracted
much public attention and speculation. By adopting a secrecy
rule, delegates hoped to protect themselves from outside pressure
and insure their ability to speak their minds freely. To enforce
secrecy they placed sentries at the State House doors. On the
whole, the rule was well kept.
The Decision to Write a New Constitution. The Congress of
the Confederation had called for a Federal Convention "for the
sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation." The delegates shared a strong sense of urgency about the
task ahead of them. It was clear that the Articles did not give
the government the power it needed to resolve the squabbles
and misunderstandings that had arisen between the states.
"If no Accommodation takes place," wrote Caleb Strong of
Massachusetts, "the Union itself must be dissolved."
Even before the Convention began, many of the delegates
believed that more was needed than a simple revision of the Articles. James Madison had been working on an outline of a new
constitution for weeks. Alexander Hamilton declared that the
Articles "are fit neither for war nor peace" and that the nation "is

sick and wants powerful remedies." George Washington, normally a cautious man, wrote, "My wish is that the Convention
may probe the defects of the [Articles] to the bottom, and provide
radical cures."
Just five days into the Convention, on May 30, the delegates
adopted a proposal put forth by Edmund Randolph of Virginia.
The proposal stated clearly that, rather than merely revise the
Articles of Confederation, the delegates would write a completely
new constitution.
On September 17,1787, delegates
from the 12 states represented
at the Convention signed the
new Constitution. The strong
disagreements that had threatened
the success of the Convention
were settled by "a bundle of
compromises."

* The Virginia and New Jersey Plans
In the early weeks of the Convention, the delegates spent
much of their time debating the merits of two very different
proposals.
The Virginia Plan. A day before the Convention's momentous
decision to create a new government, Edmund Randolph had also
put forward the first plan for the new constitution. Written
largely by James Madison, the "Virginia Plan" called for a
new government with three separate branches: legislative,
executive? and judicial The plan proposed a two-house national
legislature, or Congress, consisting of the House of Representatives and the Senate. Representation in both houses was to be
based upon a state's population. Voters in each state would elect
the members of the House of Representatives which, in turn,
would choose the members of the Senate from lists of persons
nominated by state legislatures.
According to the Virginia Plan, Congress would have all the
powers it held under the Articles plus the power to make laws for
the states, to override state laws, and to force states to obey
national laws. Congress would also choose members of the judiciary and a president, who would serve for seven years.
Some delegates who feared giving too much power to a central government objected to the authority that the Virginia Plan

legislative having the
power to make laws
executive having the power
to carry out laws
judicial having the power
to tell what laws mean and
decide if they are carried out
fairly
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proportional representation A system of
representation based on
differences in population
size between areas

popular sovereignty

self-government based on the
will of the people

compromise a settlement of
differences in which each side
gives up something
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gave Congress over state legislatures. The main subject of the
debate, however, was proportional representation- Delegates
from small states, such as New Jersey and Delaware, protested
that this system would give larger states too much power in the
national government.
The New Jersey Plan. After two weeks of debate William Patterson of New Jersey proposed an alternate plan. Like the Virginia Plan, the "New Jersey Plan" called for three branches of
government and gave the central government the power to raise
taxes, regulate trade, and enforce national laws.
But the plan also suggested that each state, large or small,
have an equal voice in Congress, just as it had under the Articles.
According to the New Jersey Plan, Congress would consist of only
one house, to be elected by the state legislatures, not directly by
the people. The federal executive, moreover, would include several people who would be chosen by Congress. This multi-person
executive would have the power to appoint the federal judiciary.
In effect the New Jersey Plan maintained the major features
of the Articles of Confederation. The Virginia Plan, on the other
hand, pictured a new and more powerful national government.
The delegates argued the strengths and weaknesses of these two
plans for weeks. At times the debate grew heated, and several
delegates on both sides of the issue threatened to withdraw. It
looked for a while as if the conflict would destroy the Convention.
* A "Bundle of Compromises"
Although the Framers debated a number of critical points,
it is important to remember that they agreed on many of the
basic issues they faced. The delegates were all dedicated to the
concepts of popular sovereignty and of limited national government. Most did not question for a moment the wisdom of a representative system of government. The principles of separation of
powers and of checks and balances were also accepted by a majority of delegates. Their differences, in other words, did not concern
fundamental questions.
The disputes that arose were, nonetheless, serious and threatened the success of the Convention on several occasions. In
the end the Constitution was born out of a series of imaginative
compromises'
The Great Compromise. Just when it seemed that the debate
over the Virginia and New Jersey plans would bring the Convention to an end, Roger Sherman of Connecticut offered a compromise proposal to the delegates. It proved to be the central
compromise of the entire Convention. The Great Compromise —
or Connecticut Compromise, as it is sometimes known — proposed that the Congress should consist of two houses, a House of
Representatives and a Senate. In the House, a state's representation would be based upon current population. This satisfied the
heavily populated states. In the Senate each state would have two
representatives. This pleased the small states.
On July 16 delegates narrowly accepted Sherman's plan. This
vote not only had a lasting impact on the government of the
United States, but marked a turning point in the Convention as

well. The willingness to compromise on this crucial issue opened
the door for other compromises.
The Three-Fifths Compromise. The acceptance of the Great
Compromise immediately raised a new question for the Convention. It was a question that split northern and southern delegates: Should slaves be counted as part of the population?
Southerners, who wanted to increase their representation in the
House, answered yes. Northerners protested, arguing that slaves
couldn't vote and shouldn't be counted.
After another long and bitter dispute, the Framers again
compromised. They agreed that three-fifths of the slaves in any
state would be counted in population figures. The southerners
won more representation as a result of this compromise, but they
also agreed that all taxes levied by Congress should be based on
these figures. In short the southerners could count their slaves,
but they would also have to pay for them.
Today the Three-Fifths Compromise seems curious and
morally troubling to most people. Through it the Framers
seemed to be giving their indirect approval of slavery. They also
seemed to be saying that a black person was only worth "threefifths" of a white person. The compromise was removed from the
Constitution with the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment,
which abolished slavery, in 1865.
The Commerce and Slave Trade Compromise. The South's economy was more dependent on the export of agricultural products
than the North's. Consequently, southern delegates worried that
northern business interests would try to hurt the interests of the
agricultural South. Before they would agree to give the national
government the power to control national and international
trade, southerners insisted that Congress be forbidden the
authority to tax the export goods of any state.
The southern delegates also argued that the slave trade was a
crucial element of their region's economy. By contrast many
northerners wished to abolish it completely. According to the
compromise the delegates finally worked out, Congress could not
abolish the slave trade for a period of at least 20 years after the
Constitution went into effect.
Other Compromises. Although the above three compromises
were the most significant in the making of the Constitution, there were many others. As a result, some historians
have called the Constitution a "bundle of compromises." Or as
Benjamin Franklin said, the delegates spent much of their time
"sawing boards to make them fit." Many sections of the Constitution - - those dealing with the selection of the president, the
treaty-making process, the structure of the national court system, and the amendment process — all took their final form as a
product of give-and-take among the Framers. Without compromises these issues could never have been resolved.

"If men were angels," James
Madison wrote, "no government
would be necessary." Madison
played a key role in planning the
new government and making the
Constitutional Convention a
success.

* Sources of the Constitution
The Framers did not create the Constitution out of thin air.
Well educated and widely read, they were familiar with the governments of Greece and Rome, as well as those of contemporary
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England and Europe. As discussed in Chapter One, they
also knew the political writings of their time, including
Baron de Montesquieu's The Spirit of the Law, Jean Jacques
Rousseau's Social Contract, and John Locke's Two Treatises of
Civil Government.
Even more important, perhaps, was the Framers' own colonial experiences. Many of them had stood behind the Declaration
of Independence and helped shape the Articles of Confederation
and their own state governments. Some of what went into
the Constitution came directly, sometimes word for word,
from the Articles. A number of provisions were also drawn from
various state constitutions.
* The Convention Completes Its Work
On August 6 the delegates asked a Committee of Detail to
assemble the various resolutions they had passed. During the
next month this group produced a document of 23 clauses. Then
the Committee on Style, headed by Gouverneur Morris, put the
Constitution into its final, clear, concise form.
The delegates assembled in the State House for the
last time on September 17. Few were completely happy with
the document they had worked so hard to create. Many probably
agreed with Benjamin Franklin, who pledged his support with
these words:
Mr. President, I confess that there are several parts of this
Constitution which I do not at present approve, but
I am not sure I shall never approve them: For having lived
long, I have experienced many instances of being obliged
by better information or fuller consideration, to change
opinions, even on important subjects, which I once
thought right, but found to be otherwise. It is, therefore, that the older I grow, the more apt I am to doubt my
own judgment, and to pay more respect to the judgment of
others.
I cannot help expressing a wish that every member of
the Convention who may still have objections to it, would
with me, on this occasion doubt a little of his own infallibility - - and to make manifest our unanimity, put his
name on this instrument.
In these sentiments, Sir, I agree to this Constitution
with all its faults...
Franklin's speech may well have swayed some of the undecided
delegates. Of the 41 still attending the Convention, 38 from 12
states came forward to sign the Constitution. Of the three who
refused to sign - - Edmund Randolph, George Mason, and
Elbridge Gerry — Randolph later supported Virginia's ratification of the Constitution.
When they gathered in Philadelphia in May, most of the delegates believed that they were simply going to revise the Articles.
Some, like Washington and Madison, feared that the convention
might end in stalemate and failure. Yet in a few short months the
delegates had set up the framework for a lasting government.
Their work, however, was not over. Winning the approval of the
states — perhaps an even more difficult job — still lay ahead.
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Section 3 Review
1. Defining Constitutional Terms
Write a brief definition for each of the following terms.
a. quorum
b. legislative
c. executive .
d. judicial —
e. proportional representation
f. popular sovereignty
g. compromise
2. Reviewing Social Studies Skills: Putting Events in Sequence
Rewrite the following list of events in chronological order.
The Three-Fifths Compromise is reached.
1.
The delegates sign the Constitution.
2.
The New Jersey Plan is introduced.
3.
The delegates decide to write a new Constitution. 4.
The Virginia Plan is introduced.
5.
x
The Great Compromise is reached.
6.
3. Reviewing the Main Idea
Write a brief answer — one or two sentences — for each of the following questions.
a. What important decisions did the delegates reach in the first few days of the Convention?
b. How were the Virginia and New Jersey plans similar, and how were they different?
c. What compromises were most crucial to the success of the Convention?
d. What were some of the writings and experiences that helped the delegates create the
Constitution?
e. What did the delegates do to complete the process of writing the Constitution?
4. Critical Thinking Skills: Understanding the Constitution
On a separate piece of paper, answer the following question in a brief paragraph.
How would the Constitution and the system of government it created have been different if they
had been based on the New Jersey Plan?
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