The Philadelphia Convention
The 1780s are often referred to as the “CRITICAL DECADE” in American history because the government set up under our first constitution, the ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION, was too weak to govern effectively and as a result, the new country nearly died in its infancy.
Under the Articles, each state was allowed to act almost like an independent country, pushing its own interests and pursuing its own destiny, often to the detriment of the others.  Trade wars and boundary disputes between the states, and an armed insurrection called Shays’ Rebellion in Massachusetts alarmed supporters of the union and filled them with fears of chaos and anarchy.

The Articles needed to be revised and the national government needed to be strengthened.  JAMES MADISON of Virginia and ALEXANDER HAMILTON of New York worked together to organize a convention to be held at Independence Hall in Philadelphia in May of 1787 to suggest possible revisions to the Articles of Confederation.  Since the Articles could only be amended with a unanimous vote of the 13 states, it was vital as many states as possible attend the Convention.

Since Madison and Hamilton were relatively young and unknown outside of their own states, it was necessary for them to get better-known political leaders to attend the Convention.  This would convince others the convention was important.  Unfortunately for Madison and Hamilton, two of the key political leaders of the Revolution, THOMAS JEFFERSON and JOHN ADAMS were both serving as ambassadors overseas – Jefferson in Paris, and Adams in London.  As a result, neither would be available to attend.

In the absence of these two, Madison and Hamilton promised the attendance of two other big names, BEN FRANKLIN (a co-author of the Declaration of Independence and the best-known resident of Philadelphia) and the much-revered GEORGE WASHINGTON (the leader of the Continental Army during the War for Independence).  Although Washington was originally reluctant to leave his retirement home in Mount Vernon to spend the summer in Philadelphia, Madison was able to convince him his presence at the Convention was necessary, by telling him several states had only agreed to attend if Washington attended.  In addition, SHAYS’ REBELLION in Massachusetts convinced Washington the country was definitely headed in the wrong direction.

The depth of the crisis of the 1780s is reflected in the fact Congress voted to authorize the Convention to be held and 12 states would eventually agree to send delegates to it.  Only RHODE ISLAND would refuse to send anyone.  In all 55 individual delegates would take part in the Convention and contribute to improving the government.

Once assembled in Philadelphia, the delegates made THREE decisions at the very outset of the convention which would have a big impact on how they would proceed.

1) GEORGE WASHINGTON was chosen by his fellow delegates to serve as the PRESIDENT of the Convention.  Since GW was a war hero and the most respected individual in the country, this gave the Convention automatic legitimacy.

2) The delegates took a SECRECY OATH.  They agreed nothing discussed between them during the Convention would be repeated outside of Independence Hall.  This gave them the freedom to speak their minds and not worry about the reaction of people outside the Convention to every single idea they might present.

3) Although they had been called only to suggest revisions to the ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION, in very short order, the delegates decided the Articles were so badly flawed they should simply be ABOLISHED and replaced with a brand new Constitution.  It had been agreed decisions at the Convention would be made by a SIMPLE MAJORITY vote of the states PRESENT, with each state getting a SINGLE VOTE.  The decision to discard the Articles was made so early in the convention only 9 states had arrived – but when 6 of them voted to abolish the old constitution in favor of trying to create a new one, the Articles were pretty much dead.
The move by the delegates to the Convention to abolish the Articles of Confederation can be viewed as a fairly desperate measure during somewhat desperate times.  The delegates hoped a new Constitution might be the answer to forming “a more perfect union” among the squabbling states.  The alternative was sticking with the Articles and risking the country spinning out of control.

The Virginia Plan
Of all the delegates who met in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787, the one who deserves the most credit as far as the creation of the new Constitution is concerned is JAMES MADISON.  In fact, Madison is now often referred to as the FATHER OF THE CONSTITUTION.

Madison had studied government under the guidance of his friend and mentor Thomas Jefferson.  In 1787, with Jefferson away in Paris, Madison, although only in his early 30s, was perhaps the best-read and most-knowledgeable person in the Americas regarding how government works.

Madison showed up to the Convention in Philadelphia with a blueprint for an entirely new government already in hand.  He knew if educated men were given a chance to deliberate, they would quickly reject the weak confederation government established by the Articles.  Madison’s brilliant plan was to have the outline for a new and stronger government ready to present to the delegates of the Convention just as soon as they agreed to abandon the old one.
Madison was self-aware enough to know he was not a very prominent figure and many of the delegates in Philadelphia would likely not even know who he was.  If he were to present his own plan to the Convention, it might be rejected simply because he was a relative nobody.  To avoid this possible pitfall, Madison arranged to have a very well-known and very well-respected delegate to the Convention present his plan for him.  This person was the Governor of Virginia, EDMUND RANDOLPH.

Early on at the Convention, Randolph proposed the Articles of Confederation be abolished and Madison’s plan be considered as a possible replacement.  When the delegates from the majority of the states in the room agreed, Madison’s plan became the starting point for the discussion of what a new constitution should look like.

Madison’s plan (now known as the VIRGINIA PLAN) proposed that a bicameral, unitary, parliamentary system of government be established to replace the government of the Confederation.  Recognizing Great Britain was the richest and most powerful country in the world, Madison borrowed many elements from the British government and incorporated them into his plan.

Madison proposed THREE branches for the new government:

1)  CONGRESS – Madison proposed a bicameral Congress with the power



to tax, the power to regulate trade, and the power to



maintain a standing army and navy.  Madison also



proposed the new Congress be allowed to nullify



any state laws it did not like, and even invade the



states if they refused to obey national laws (in other



words, the central government would have UNITARY



power and all the states would be subservient to the



Congress).  States would be represented in the two

houses of this new Congress based on the sizes of their

various populations (a.k.a., PROPORTIONAL

REPRESENTATION).  And Congress would make laws
with a simple majority vote of both houses.
2)  PRESIDENT – Madison proposed a presidency be established to



enforce the laws passed by Congress.  Madison believed



the Congress should have the power to choose this



president (much the way the Parliament chooses the



Prime Minister in Great Britain) and each president 



should serve only a single, 7-year term so he would not 



have the chance to become a dictator.

3)  SUPREME COURT – Madison proposed a national court system be



established to hear all cases involving national laws.

Judges should be chosen by the Congress and serve for
life.

If adopted as written, Madison’s Virginia Plan would have made the American government look very similar to the government of Great Britain (but of course, without a king!).  Ten years earlier, in 1777, in the middle of the War for Independence, when the Articles of Confederation were written by the members of the Second Continental Congress, no one would have even suggested we adopt a government which looked anything like the British system.
But now, in 1787, facing the specter of the near-anarchy created by the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation, Madison had come full circle.  A BICAMERAL, UNITARY, PARLIAMENTARY, British-style system was his answer to the crisis.  The story of the Philadelphia Convention would be how Madison’s Virginia Plan would be debated and revised through a series of compromises made in Philadelphia over the next 3 months.  The delegates to the Convention knew they would have to shape Madison’s ideas into something they could take home and get approved in their states – and it took them a lot of arguing and a good long time to agree on exactly what this shape should be.
