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Excerpts from The Constitution: A History
[http://www.archives.gov/exhibit_hall/charters_of_freedom/constitution/constitution_history.html] an essay available on the
EDSITEment resource Digital Classroom [http://www.archives.gov/digital_classroom/index.html].

� The Virginia Plan
The proposed government had three branches—legislative, executive, and judicial—each branch structured to check the
other. Highly centralized, the government would have veto power over laws enacted by state legislatures...

The introduction of the so-called Virginia Plan at the beginning of the convention was a tactical coup. The Virginians
had forced the debate into their own frame of reference and in their own terms.

� The New Jersey Plan
On June 13 delegates from smaller states rallied around proposals offered by New Jersey delegate William Paterson. The
"New Jersey resolutions" called only for a revision of the articles to enable the Congress more easily to raise revenues
and regulate commerce. It also provided that acts of Congress and ratified treaties be "the supreme law of the States."

For 3 days the convention debated Paterson's plan, finally voting for rejection. With the defeat of the New Jersey
resolutions, the convention was moving toward creation of a new government, much to the dismay of many small-state
delegates. The nationalists, led by Madison, appeared to have the proceedings in their grip. In addition, they were able to
persuade the members that any new constitution should be ratified through conventions of the people and not by the
Congress and the state legislatures—another tactical coup. Madison and his allies believed that the constitution they had
in mind would likely be scuttled in the legislatures, where many state political leaders stood to lose power. The
nationalists wanted to bring the issue before "the people," where ratification was more likely.

� Hamilton’s Plan
On June 18 Alexander Hamilton presented his own ideal plan of government. Erudite and polished, the speech,
nevertheless, failed to win a following. It went too far. Calling the British government "the best in the world," Hamilton
proposed a model strikingly similar an executive to serve during good behavior or life with veto power over all laws; a
senate with members serving during good behavior; the legislature to have power to pass "all laws whatsoever."

� The Great Compromise (The Connecticut Plan)
On July 12 Oliver Ellsworth proposed that representation for the lower house be based on the number of free persons and
three-fifths of "all other persons," a euphemism for slaves. In the following week the members finally compromised,
agreeing that direct taxation be according to representation and that the representation of the lower house be based on the
white inhabitants and three-fifths of the "other people." With this compromise and with the growing realization that such
compromise was necessary to avoid a complete breakdown of the convention, the members then approved Senate
equality.

� Other Issues
…serious controversy erupted over the question of regulation of commerce. The southern states, exporters of raw
materials, rice, indigo, and tobacco, were fearful that a New England-dominated Congress might, through export taxes,
severely damage the South's economic life. C. C. Pinckney declared that if Congress had the power to regulate trade, the
southern states would be "nothing more than overseers for the Northern States."

On August 21 the debate over the issue of commerce became very closely linked to another explosive issue—slavery.
When Martin of Maryland proposed a tax on slave importation, the convention was thrust into a strident discussion of
the institution of slavery and its moral and economic relationship to the new government. Rutledge of South Carolina,
asserting that slavery had nothing at all to do with morality, declared, "Interest alone is the governing principle with
nations." … delegates from South Carolina and Georgia, who most feared federal meddling in the slave trade, made a
deal with delegates from the New England states. In exchange for the New Englanders' support for continuing slave
importation for 20 years, the southerners accepted a clause that required only a simple majority vote on navigation laws,
a crippling blow to southern economic interests.
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