Conflicts surrounding the Constitutional Convention
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1. Representation: One of the most important conflicts among the Framers was about representation in Congress. They disagreed over how many representatives each state should be able to send to Congress. The conflict was between delegates from states with small populations and those from states with large populations. The small states were afraid that the larger states would control the new government. They proposed that each state should have the same number of representatives. This was called equal representation and was contained in what was called the New Jersey Plan, which called for one house of Congress. The states with larger populations believed that representation should be proportional, meaning that it is determined by population. This was included in James Madison’s Virginia Plan, which called for two houses. The debate between these two groups almost ended the convention. A committee appointed to solve the problem was led by Benjamin Franklin, who proposed a solution know as the Great Compromise. It stated that there would be a bicameral Congress, the two houses being the Senate and the House of Representatives. The Senate would be elected on the basis of equal representation. The House of Representatives would be elected on the basis of proportional representation. The House would be given the power to develop all bills (proposed laws) for taxing and government spending. The result was that the large states would have slightly more influence over the creation of laws on taxation and how money would be spent. Bills passed by the House could always be checked, or rejected, by the Senate where the small states had equal representation. The compromise was hotly debated. It finally passed by one vote.
2. Tariffs and Slavery: The economy of the South was almost completely agricultural. People who owned plantations (large farms) in these states depended on slave labor. Slaves were considered property and could be bought or sold. They sold products such as cotton, tobacco, and indigo to the northern states as well as to some European nations. The South bought most of its manufactured goods from Britain. The economy of the North was much more diverse than in the South and relied on paid laborers. The North was also a center of shipbuilding and trade with other nations. For this reason, it was in direct competition with Britain. These economic differences caused a conflict of interest between delegates from the North and South. They disagreed over the issues of protective tariffs and slavery. Protective tariffs are taxes on products imported from other nations which increase their cost. The different positions of the delegates on protective tariffs were as follows. The northern states believed that protective tariffs were necessary to allow their businesses to be competitive with England’s and prosper. Protective tariffs on English products would make Americans more likely to buy products from the area. Farmers from the North wanted the Constitution to give the new national government the power to control trade between the states and trade with foreign nations. The South argued that protective tariffs would increase the cost of foods that they bought from Europe. They also did not want other countries to put tariffs on their agricultural products. They did not want the national government to regulate trade.

The conflict over slavery was more complicated. Slavery was established in the colonies soon after the first settlements. Many of the Framers were opposed to slavery. Still, some people in the South depended on slaves as workers. Slaves were considered person property, and slave owners wanted to continue to use them. Delegates from three southern states said that they would refuse to be part of the national government if it denied their citizens the right to own and import slaves. Framers from other states were against slavery, but they wanted to be sure all states would join the Union. After a long debate, a number of compromises were made. Congress was given the power to place tariffs on imports as well as the ability to control both interstate and foreign commerce. For the North to get this passed they had to compromise on the question of slavery. They agreed that the national government would not interfere with the slave trade until at least 1808. The northern delegates also agreed to several more demands. They agreed that each slave was to be counted as three-fifths of a person. This is the famous three-fifths clause. This number was to be used in deciding how many representatives a state could send to the House. Each slave was to be counted as three-fifths of a person for purposes of taxation. Finally, they also added the fugitive slave clause in Article Iv. It meant that slaves who escaped to other states must be returned to their owners.

Questions:  1. Why was deciding the structure of Congress such a big issue?

2. What was Benjamin Franklin’s solution to the problem?

3. What compromise did the North make in order to secure protection tariffs?
