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Fifty-five delegates from twelve states assembled in Philadelphia on 25 May 1787. Only Rhode Island, which opposed national regulation of trade, refused to send a delegation. The delegates were the elite of the American republic: lawyers, merchants, physicians, planters, and at least nineteen slaveowners. Over half were college-educated, more than thirty were lawyers or had studied law, approximately forty had served in Congress, thirteen had held state offices, as many as twenty had helped write state constitutions, and one-third were Continental Army veterans. The delegates included Benjamin Franklin, Gouverneur Morris, and James Wilson of Pennsylvania; Alexander Hamilton of New York; and Edmund Randolph, George Mason, and James Madison of Virginia. (Contrary to popular belief, Thomas Jefferson did not attend the convention; he served as U.S. minister to France from 1785 to 1789.) They unanimously elected George Washington as president of the Constitutional Convention and voted to keep their deliberations secret. Men in favor of a powerful national government were in the majority, and, after little debate, the delegates voted to scrap a revision of the Articles of Confederation in favor of a new plan of government. The task at hand was a daunting one, for as James Madison cautioned his fellow delegates: “It is more probable we are now digesting a plan which in its operation will decide forever the fate of republican government.”
“Father of the Constitution.” 

The Constitution was not the work of one person, but James Madison of Virginia earned the title of “Father of the Constitution” for his contributions as a political theorist and practical politician. In the month before the convention opened Madison consulted books on history and government and drew on his legislative experience in Congress and the Virginia legislature to analyze the “Vices of the Political System of the United States.” In Madison's view the state constitutions of the period with weak governors, wider voting rights, small electoral districts, annual elections, and the voters’ right to instruct their representatives, all intended to protect the people from their rulers, actually contributed to a breakdown of social order. Various “interests and factions” used majority rule to pass laws to protect their private interests. Thus, Rhode Island passed paper money laws that helped farmers and hurt their creditors, and Maryland and New York passed navigation laws that favored their commercial interests over the interests of other states or the United States. To end this factionalism and self-interest, Madison advocated the establishment of a large national republic whose legislators would act in the best interests of all the people. “Extend the sphere and you take in a greater variety of parties and interests,” he later wrote in Federalist, number 10, “and you make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens.”

Virginia and New Jersey Plans. 

Edmund Randolph submitted the Virginia Plan, representing the ideas of James Madison and the interests of the large states, to the Constitutional Convention on 29 May 1787. The plan called for a bicameral, or two-house, national legislature, with representation based on population. The people would elect the members of the lower house (House of Representatives), who would then elect the members of the upper house (Senate). The national legislature would, in turn, choose a national executive. The Virginia Plan also provided for a national judiciary and granted the national legislature the power “to negative all laws passed by the several States.” William Paterson of New Jersey, representing the small states, presented his alternative plan on 15 June. The New Jersey Plan suggested giving Congress more power over commerce and revenue but keeping equal state representation in the legislature. The delegates supported the popular election of representatives in the lower house, but they argued for five weeks over representation in the Senate. Madison believed that having the lower house elect senators would filter out the “fickleness and passion” that existed in popularly elected legislatures. “A necessary fence against this danger,” Madison contended, “would be to select a portion of enlightened citizens, whose limited number and firmness might seasonably interpose against impetuous counsels.” Delegates from the smaller states, represented by Luther Martin of Maryland, argued that the only way to preserve a state role in the federal government was to allow the state legislatures to choose senators and to allow each state equal representation in the U.S. Senate. Under the “Great Compromise,” proposed by Roger Sherman of Connecticut on 16 July, the people would elect members of the House of Representatives based on their respective states’ populations (proportional representation), and the state legislatures would each choose two United States senators.
The Document. 

The final version of the Constitution approved on 17 September 1787 created a federal government with broad powers. Article I, Section 8 gave Congress far-reaching control over domestic, economic, and foreign affairs. In addition Congress had the power “to make all Laws which shall be necessary and proper” for executing its other powers. The Constitution also contained a long list of powers that were forbidden to the states. The president had widespread authority over the military, foreign policy, and appointments to office, and, in time, the Supreme Court would assume the power of reviewing the constitutionality of state laws that had been denied to Congress. James Madison reassured Americans that this powerful federal republic would not threaten liberty, since the powers were separated among three branches of the federal government, and a division of power between the federal and state governments would prevent any branch of government from “drawing all powers into its impetuous vortex.”

Slavery. 

All of the delegates assembled in Philadelphia agreed with Pierce Butler of South Carolina that government “was instituted principally for the protection of property.” Disagreement arose when delegates from southern states demanded protection for what George Mason of Virginia called their “peculiar species of property.” The delegates’ discomfort over slavery can be seen in the text of the Constitution where the word slave is never used; instead, slaves are called “other persons” or “such persons.” Southern delegates wanted to prevent Congress from taxing or outlawing the slave trade, and they wanted to consider the slave population equal to the white population for the purpose of representation. Gouverneur Morris of Pennsylvania described his predicament of being “reduced to the dilemma of doing injustice to the Southern States or to human nature.” Morris could not bring himself to protect slavery even though he knew “those States would never confederate on terms that would deprive them of that right.” In the end the delegates decided that these “difficulties,” as James Wilson of Pennsylvania said, “must be overruled by the necessity of compromise.” On 11 July the delegates compromised by agreeing that three-fifths of the slave population would be counted for the purposes of representation and taxation. Although the delegates believed they were taking the “middle ground,” they provided several protections for slavery. Article IV, Section 2 of the Constitution required the return of fugitive slaves to their masters; Article V stated that no constitutional amendments made before 1808 could affect the protection of the slave trade; and Article IV, Section 4 committed the U.S. government to protecting the states “against domestic violence,” including slave revolts. Finally, the “three-fifths clause” made the southern states an important force in national politics by giving them representation for slaves who could not vote, thus making it unlikely that slavery would be abolished in the new republic.

Federalists and Anti-Federalists. Proponents of the Constitution adopted the name “Federalists,” cleverly taking the name away from their opponents, who claimed that the Confederation was a true federal government. Federalist leaders included such individuals as Madison, Hamilton, and John Jay, who together wrote a series of eighty-five newspaper essays collected in a book called The Federalist (1788). As nationally known figures they used their prestige, education, and political skill to organize support for the Constitution. They attracted not only merchants, lawyers, planters, and other elites, but also artisans, shopkeepers, farmers, and others of the middling classes whose livelihoods would benefit from stronger national economic control. Most Anti-Federalists were not prominent national leaders; they were not an organized political party; and they opposed the Constitution for various reasons. Some were most alarmed by Congress's taxation power, others by the president's sweeping authority, and still others by the omission of a Bill of Rights to protect individual liberties. In general, however, the Anti-Federalists, many of whom were small farmers and men of modest means, feared that the Constitution created a national government that would be dominated by aristocrats whose nearly limitless power would deprive ordinary people of their independence. Amos Singletary, a Massachusetts Anti-Federalist, warned that “lawyers, and men of learning, and moneyed men” would control the government, and with “all the power and all the money,” they would “swallow up all us little folks.”
Ratification. 
After quick ratifications by Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Georgia, and Connecticut in the winter of 1787–1788, the first important challenge to acceptance of the document occurred in Massachusetts. When the Constitutional Convention in that state opened on 9 January 1788, Anti-Federalists were in the majority. The enthusiastic support for the Constitution expressed by Boston mechanics and tradesmen led by Paul Revere, John Lucas, and Benjamin Russell may have played a role in convincing Samuel Adams, John Hancock, and other important leaders to vote for the Constitution. The Federalists’ decision to let delegates submit proposals for future amendments to the Constitution also probably contributed to ratification by the narrow vote of 187–168 on 6 February 1788. The Constitution went into effect on 21 June 1788, when New Hampshire became the ninth state to ratify the document, but it was inconceivable to imagine the new federal republic without Virginia or New York. When the Virginia convention opened on 2 June 1788, Federalists and Anti-Federalists were present in almost equal numbers. The Federalist James Madison and the Anti-Federalist Patrick Henry, joined by the leaders of Virginia political society on both sides, debated the pros and cons of the Constitution for four weeks. Determined to play a leading role in the new republic, Virginia voted to ratify the Constitution with recommendations for a Bill of Rights and other amendments by the vote of 89–79 on 25 June 1787. In New York the well-organized Anti-Federalists were in the majority at the Constitutional Convention, but Federalist threats that New York City and the southern counties would secede convinced the delegates to approve the Constitution by a vote of 30–27 with recommendations for several amendments. North Carolina rejected the Constitution in August 1788, and Rhode Island voters also expressed their disapproval. Both states reconsidered after the new government went into effect and a Bill of Rights was added. North Carolina ratified the Constitution on 21 November 1789, and Rhode Island ratified the Constitution by the narrow vote of 34-32 on 29 May 1790.

