The Philadelphia Convention
The 1780s are referred to as the “Critical Decade” in American history, as the government set up under our first constitution, the Articles of Confederation, was too weak to govern effectively.

Under the Articles, each state acted like an independent country, pursuing its own destiny, often to the detriment of the others.  Trade wars, boundary disputes, and armed insurrections like Shays’ Rebellion in Massachusetts alarmed supporters of the union and filled them with fears of 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 try and organize a convention to be held at Independence Hall in Philadelphia in May of 1787 to discuss revising the Articles of Confederation.  Since the Articles could only be amended with a unanimous vote of the 13 states, it was vital that 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 that 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.  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 resident of Philadelphia) and the much-revered George Washington.  Although Washington was originally reluctant to leave his retirement home in Mount Vernon and spend the summer in Philadelphia, Madison convinced him that his presence was necessary by telling him that several states had only agreed to attend if Washington attended.  In addition, Shays’ Rebellion convinced Washington that the country was headed in the wrong direction.
The depth of the crisis of the 1780s is reflected in the fact that 12 states would eventually agree to send delegates to the Convention.  Only Rhode Island would refuse to send anyone.  In all 55 different individuals would take part in Convention and contribute to improving the government.

Once assembled in Philadelphia, the delegates made THREE decisions at the very outset of the convention that would have a big impact on how they would proceed.
1) George Washington was chosen as the PRESIDENT of the


Convention.  This gave the Convention automatic legitimacy


since GW was the most respected individual in the country.

2)  The delegates agreed to take a SECRECY OATH among them. 


This gave them the freedom to speak their minds and not worry

about the reaction of people outside the Convention to every

single idea that might be presented.

3)  Although they had been called to simply revise the Articles of

Confederation, in very short order, the delegates decided that

the Articles were so badly flawed that they should simply be

ABOLISHED and replaced with a new Constitution.  It had


been agreed that 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 with 9 states present and 6 of them voting to abolish the

old constitution in favor of trying to create a new one.

The move by the delegates to the Convention to abolish the Articles of Confederation can be viewed as a desperate measure during somewhat desperate times.  It was hoped that a new Constitution might be the answer to forming “a more perfect union” among the squabbling states.  The alternative was to stick with the Articles and risk 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.

Madison had studied government under the tutelage of Thomas Jefferson.  In the 1780s he was perhaps the best-read and most-knowledgeable person in the Americas regarding how governments work.

Madison came to Philadelphia with a blueprint for an entirely new government already in hand.  He knew that educated men given a chance to deliberate would quickly reject the weak confederation government established by the Articles.  He intended to have his new plan ready for presentation as the basis of a new constitution to replace the old.
Madison was self-aware enough to know that he was not a very prominent figure and that many of the delegates in Philadelphia would 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 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.

Randolph proposed Madison’s plan early on at the Convention, and it became the starting point for the discussion of what a new constitution should look like.

Madison’s plan (known as the VIRGINIA PLAN) proposed that a unitary, parliamentary system of government be established to replace the Confederation.  Recognizing that Great Britain was the richest and most powerful country in the world, Madison borrowed many elements of 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 that the new Congress be allowed to nullify



any state laws that 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 the states would be subservient to the



Congress).  The Congress would make laws with a



simple majority vote and states would be represented



in the two houses of Congress based on their various



populations.
2)  PRESIDENT – Madison proposed that a presidency be established to



enforce the laws passed by Congress.  Madison believed



that the Congress should have the power to choose this



president (much the way that the Parliament chooses the



Prime Minister in Great Britain) and that he should only



serve one, seven-year term so that he would not have the



chance to become a dictator.

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



established to hear cases involving national laws, and that





the judges should be chosen by the Congress.

Madison’s Virginia Plan was very British in its orientation.  Ten years earlier, 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 ever suggested that we adopt a government that looked anything like the British system.  Now, facing the specter of the
near-anarchy created by the Articles of Confederation, Madison has come full circle.  A unitary, parliamentary, British-style system was his answer to crisis.  The story of the Convention would be how Madison’s plan would be
revised over a 3-month period and turned into something that the delegates believed they could take home and get approved in their states.
