
CRITICAL PERIOD CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION RATIFICATION

1783: Treaties of Paris

1786: Shays's Rebellion

Founders abandon
Articles of Confederation

1781: Articles ratified

The Virginia Plan

Large
States

Small
States

Popular sovereignty

National law is supreme 

Bicameral legislature; representation in 
both houses based on population

Majority vote to pass laws

Congressional power to regulate commerce 
and tax

No restriction on strong single executive

National judiciary

Popular ratification of amendments

Articles of Confederation
State sovereignty

State law is supreme

Unicameral legislature; 
equal votes for all states

Two-thirds vote to pass important laws

No congressional power to levy taxes, 
regulate commerce

No executive branch; laws executed by 
congressional committee

No national judiciary

All states required to pass amendments

The New Jersey Plan
State sovereignty

State law is supreme 

Unicameral legislature; 
one vote per state

Extraordinary majority to pass laws

Congressional power to regulate 
commerce and tax

Multiple executive

No national judiciary

All states required to pass amendments

The Constitution
People are sovereign

National law is supreme 

Bicameral legislature; equal votes in Senate; 
representation by population in House

Simple majority to pass laws in Congress; 
presidential veto

Congressional power to regulate 
commerce and tax

Strong executive

Federal court system

Amendment process is complex

THe BIg PIcTuRe: HOw wE gOT tO tHe COnStItUtIoN FRoM tHe ARtIcLeS oF COnFeDeRaTiOn

The Virginia
Plan

The New 
Jersey Plan

Northern
States

Southern
States

Federalists Anti-
Federalists

Connecticut 
Compromise

3/5 Compromise

How much power does the 
national government have vis à 
vis the states and individuals?

If representation is 
based on population, 

who should be counted?

Both state and national sovereignty 
preserved. Flexible balance of power 
between the levels. Protections for 

individuals come later in the Bill of Rights.

• economic downturn

• political instability

• weak central government 

• state-level legislative chaos

Representation in the House to be based 
on population, counting all “free Persons” 

and “three fifths of all other Persons.”

Two legislative chambers, one 
based on population, one on 

equality across states.

Federal Compromise

Bill of Rights
ratified (1791)

Central issues:
• national power 
• states’ rights
• individual liberties

Vigorous Debate

Federalist
Papers

Anti- 
Federalist 

Papers

1787 1787 1788 1789 1791

Should representation be 
based on population or be 

equal across states?

First Congress 
convenes;

George Washington

 (1789)

Constitution 
ratified (1788)

Articles of
 Confederation

 The Said
States

hereby severally 
enter into a 
firm league of 
friendship with 
each other...

The 
Constitution

We the
People

of the United 
States, in 
Order to form 
a more perfect 
Union...


