
compromise of 1787 explained
The United States Constitution, a foundational document of American democracy, was the
product of intense debate and negotiation during the summer of 1787. The compromise of
1787 explained is crucial to understanding how this landmark agreement came to be. This
pivotal moment in American history saw delegates from the newly formed states grappling
with fundamental disagreements about representation, the balance of power, and the very
structure of the government they intended to create. Without these critical compromises,
the United States as we know it might not exist. This article will delve into the major
issues that led to these compromises, explore the key agreements reached, and analyze
the lasting impact of the compromise of 1787 explained on American governance and
society. Understanding these concessions is essential for grasping the genius and the
inherent tensions within the U.S. Constitution.
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The Road to the Constitutional Convention
Following the American Revolutionary War, the newly independent United States operated
under the Articles of Confederation. This initial governing document, however, proved to
be fundamentally weak. It created a loose confederation of states with a very limited
central government. The national government lacked the power to tax effectively, regulate
interstate commerce, or raise a standing army, leading to significant economic instability
and a general sense of disarray. Shays' Rebellion in 1786-1787, an uprising of farmers in
Massachusetts protesting economic hardships, highlighted the severe deficiencies of the
Articles and the potential for internal unrest. This event served as a stark warning to
national leaders about the need for a stronger, more unified government capable of
maintaining order and promoting prosperity.

In response to these mounting problems, delegates from twelve of the thirteen states
(Rhode Island notably did not send delegates) convened in Philadelphia in May 1787. Their



original mandate was to revise the Articles of Confederation. However, the severity of the
existing governmental flaws quickly became apparent, and the delegates soon shifted their
focus to drafting an entirely new framework for government: the United States
Constitution. This transformation from revision to radical reconstruction underscores the
deep dissatisfaction with the status quo and the pressing need for a more effective system
of governance. The delegates understood the magnitude of their task, recognizing that
they were not just reforming a document, but forging the future of a nation.

Key Issues Dividing the States
The delegates at the Constitutional Convention were a diverse group, representing states
with vastly different interests, populations, and economic structures. This diversity
naturally led to significant disagreements on fundamental aspects of government. The
most pressing issues revolved around the structure of the legislature, the representation
of states within that legislature, and the thorny question of slavery. These divisions
threatened to derail the entire convention, making the eventual compromises all the more
remarkable.

One of the most contentious issues was how states would be represented in the new
federal government. Smaller states, fearing that they would be dominated by larger, more
populous states, advocated for equal representation, where each state would have the
same number of representatives regardless of its population. Conversely, larger states,
with greater populations and therefore a larger tax base, argued for representation based
on population. This fundamental disagreement, often framed as the conflict between the
"large states" and the "small states," was a central hurdle that needed to be overcome for
any meaningful progress to be made. The debate over representation was not merely a
procedural matter; it touched upon the core principles of fairness and the distribution of
political power.

Another major point of contention was the issue of slavery. The Southern states, whose
economies were heavily reliant on enslaved labor, were deeply concerned about any
federal interference with this institution. Northern states, where slavery was either
abolished or in the process of abolition, held different views. This included whether
enslaved people should be counted for the purposes of representation in Congress and for
taxation. The differing economic and social systems of the North and South created a deep
ideological chasm that permeated discussions about the nature of the Union and the rights
of individuals. The question of slavery was so sensitive that it threatened to fracture the
fragile unity of the newly formed nation.

The Great Compromise: Balancing Power
The deadlock over representation in the legislature was eventually broken by the
Connecticut Compromise, also known as the Great Compromise, proposed by delegate
Roger Sherman of Connecticut. This ingenious solution provided a bicameral legislature,
satisfying both the larger and smaller states. The Great Compromise established a House
of Representatives, where representation would be based on a state's population, thereby
appeasing the concerns of the larger states.

Simultaneously, the compromise created a Senate, where each state would have equal
representation, with two senators from every state, regardless of its size or population.



This provision addressed the fears of the smaller states that they would be overshadowed
by their more populous counterparts. The Great Compromise was a masterful piece of
political negotiation, as it managed to reconcile seemingly irreconcilable interests and lay
the groundwork for a functional legislative branch. It demonstrated the willingness of
delegates to find common ground and forge a path forward, even in the face of deep
divisions. The success of the Great Compromise was a critical turning point, signaling that
a new Constitution was indeed possible.

The Three-Fifths Compromise: A Contentious
Solution
The issue of how to count enslaved individuals for the purposes of both representation and
taxation proved to be one of the most ethically challenging and politically explosive
compromises of the convention. Southern states wanted to count enslaved people to
increase their representation in the House of Representatives, but they did not want to
count them for direct taxation. Northern states, conversely, argued that if enslaved people
were to be counted for representation, they should also be counted for taxation purposes.
This fundamental disagreement highlighted the deeply entrenched economic and social
differences between the North and the South, particularly concerning the institution of
slavery.

The resolution to this deeply divisive issue was the Three-Fifths Compromise. Under this
agreement, it was decided that for every five enslaved people, three would be counted for
both representation in the House of Representatives and for the apportionment of direct
taxes. This compromise was a pragmatic, albeit morally questionable, attempt to break the
legislative gridlock. It allowed for the continuation of the Union by appeasing the Southern
states, but it also embedded the institution of slavery more deeply into the fabric of the
new government. The Three-Fifths Compromise stands as a stark reminder of the
compromises made to achieve national unity, and its legacy continues to be debated and
scrutinized in modern American discourse. It is a crucial element when the compromise of
1787 explained in its entirety.

Other Significant Compromises
Beyond the Great Compromise and the Three-Fifths Compromise, several other significant
agreements were reached during the convention that shaped the final Constitution. These
involved issues such as the balance of power between the executive and legislative
branches, the regulation of commerce, and the slave trade itself. Each of these
concessions, while perhaps less prominent than the representation or slavery
compromises, played a vital role in the overall document.

One such compromise concerned the regulation of commerce. Northern states, with their
commercial economies, favored stronger federal control over trade, including the power to
regulate imports and exports and to enact tariffs. Southern states, particularly those
producing agricultural goods, were more hesitant, fearing that federal regulations might
harm their trade interests or lead to discriminatory policies. The compromise reached
allowed Congress to regulate interstate and foreign commerce, including the power to
levy tariffs, but it also included provisions that protected the Southern states' agricultural



exports and prohibited Congress from banning the slave trade for twenty years.

The issue of the slave trade was particularly contentious. Many delegates recognized the
moral depravity of slavery and the slave trade. However, the Southern states made it clear
that they would not ratify a Constitution that immediately abolished the slave trade.
Consequently, a compromise was struck: Congress was prohibited from outlawing the
importation of slaves until 1808, a period of twenty years. This concession, like the Three-
Fifths Compromise, was a pragmatic decision to secure the ratification of the Constitution,
though it perpetuated the transatlantic slave trade for another two decades. These various
compromises, taken together, illustrate the complex give-and-take that characterized the
entire process of drafting the Constitution, demonstrating that the compromise of 1787
explained is a story of many interwoven agreements.

The Lasting Impact of the Compromise of 1787
The compromises forged in 1787 had a profound and lasting impact on the development of
the United States. The Great Compromise established a bicameral legislature that has
proven remarkably durable, providing a balance between popular representation and
states' rights. This structure continues to be the cornerstone of American federalism. The
Senate, with its equal representation for all states, ensures that smaller states have a
voice and prevents the disproportionate influence of a few highly populous states.

However, the compromises related to slavery, particularly the Three-Fifths Compromise
and the twenty-year ban on prohibiting the slave trade, left a stain on the foundational
document. These compromises, while instrumental in securing the ratification of the
Constitution and preserving the Union in the short term, ultimately sowed the seeds for
future conflict. The acknowledgment of slavery in the Constitution, even in a modified
form, contributed to the ongoing tensions that would eventually erupt into the Civil War.
Understanding the compromise of 1787 explained requires acknowledging both its
successes in nation-building and its inherent moral failings regarding human bondage.

The compromises of 1787 also established a precedent for political negotiation and
problem-solving within the American system. They demonstrated that compromise, even
on deeply divisive issues, is often necessary to achieve national goals. This legacy of
compromise has been a recurring theme throughout American history, shaping the way
laws are made and how political disagreements are resolved. While the specific issues
addressed in 1787 have evolved, the underlying principle of seeking consensus and
making concessions remains a vital aspect of American governance.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Compromise
The compromise of 1787 explained is a testament to the extraordinary challenges and
triumphs of the Founding Fathers. Faced with a fractured nation on the brink of collapse,
these individuals engaged in arduous debates and ultimately forged agreements that
allowed for the creation of a new, more robust government. The Great Compromise
established a balanced legislature, while the Three-Fifths Compromise, though deeply
problematic, addressed the inescapable reality of slavery at the time. These, along with
other concessions, were essential for achieving the consensus needed to draft and ratify
the U.S. Constitution.



The Constitution, as a product of these compromises, is a document that reflects both the
ideals of its creators and the practical realities of their era. It provided a framework for a
stronger union and a more effective government, setting the United States on a path
toward becoming a global power. However, the concessions made on the issue of slavery
ultimately led to immense suffering and a devastating civil war, highlighting the long-term
consequences of unresolved moral issues. The enduring legacy of the compromise of 1787
explained is thus a dual one: it is a story of foundational achievement and a cautionary tale
about the compromises that can perpetuate injustice. The ability to negotiate and find
common ground, even amidst profound disagreements, remains a critical skill in
democratic governance, a lesson indelibly etched in the history of the nation's founding.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary goal of the Compromise of 1787?
The primary goal of the Compromise of 1787, also known as the Great Compromise, was
to resolve the dispute between large and small states over representation in the newly
proposed U.S. Congress.

What were the two main proposals that the Compromise
of 1787 merged?
The Compromise of 1787 merged the Virginia Plan, which favored large states with
representation based on population, and the New Jersey Plan, which favored small states
with equal representation for all states.

What did the Great Compromise establish as the
structure of the U.S. Congress?
The Great Compromise established a bicameral legislature, consisting of the Senate (with
equal representation for each state) and the House of Representatives (with
representation based on state population).

How did the Compromise of 1787 address the issue of
slavery?
The Compromise of 1787 addressed slavery through the Three-Fifths Compromise, which
counted three-fifths of a state's enslaved population for both representation in the House
and for direct taxation.

Why is the Compromise of 1787 considered so
significant to the U.S. Constitution?
The Compromise of 1787 is considered highly significant because it was crucial in
overcoming a major deadlock during the Constitutional Convention, paving the way for the



ratification of the U.S. Constitution and the formation of the United States as a unified
nation.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Compromise of 1787, with descriptions:

1.

Forging a Nation: The Great Compromise and the Birth
of the United States
This book delves into the intense debates and political maneuvering that characterized the
Constitutional Convention of 1787. It meticulously details the contentious issues
surrounding representation in the new government, highlighting the crucial role of the
Connecticut Compromise in resolving the deadlock between large and small states. The
narrative explores the personalities involved and the intellectual currents that shaped this
foundational agreement.

2.

The Bicameral Bargain: How Compromise Shaped
American Governance
This work examines the enduring legacy of the Compromise of 1787, specifically focusing
on the establishment of a bicameral legislature. It analyzes how the Senate's equal
representation for states and the House of Representatives' proportional representation
created a delicate balance of power. The book traces the impact of this compromise on
subsequent American political history and legislative processes.

3.

The Shadow of Slavery: Compromise and the Road to the
Civil War
This title explores the uncomfortable truth that the Compromise of 1787, while vital for
the Union's creation, also embedded the issue of slavery into the Constitution. It details
how compromises like the Three-Fifths Clause and the Fugitive Slave Clause deferred a
national reckoning with human bondage. The book argues that these concessions
ultimately sowed the seeds for future sectional conflict.

4.

Delegates of Destiny: The Men Who Forged the
Constitution
This biographical approach focuses on the key figures who participated in the
Constitutional Convention and their contributions to reaching compromises. It highlights



the varied backgrounds and motivations of the delegates, showcasing how their
willingness to negotiate and find common ground was essential. The book provides
intimate portraits of individuals like Roger Sherman, James Madison, and Alexander
Hamilton.

5.

The Great Debate: Representation and the Federal
System
This book offers a deep dive into the philosophical and practical arguments surrounding
representation during the Convention. It contrasts the Virginia Plan's call for proportional
representation with the New Jersey Plan's emphasis on equal state representation. The
analysis centers on how the Connecticut Compromise emerged as a pragmatic solution
that satisfied the core demands of both factions.

6.

A House Divided: The Compromise of 1787 and State
Power
This work scrutinizes the impact of the Compromise of 1787 on the relationship between
federal and state governments. It examines how the agreement established a federal
system with a careful allocation of powers, influenced by the compromises reached on
representation. The book assesses how this balance has evolved and been tested
throughout American history.

7.

The Connecticut Compromise: A Critical Examination
This title presents a scholarly analysis of the specific terms and implications of the
Connecticut Compromise, also known as the Great Compromise. It delves into the debates
that led to its creation and its immediate effects on the structure of the legislative branch.
The book offers a nuanced perspective on the successes and potential shortcomings of this
pivotal agreement.

8.

Founding Fault Lines: The Compromises That Built
America
This broader narrative explores various compromises that occurred during the founding
era, with a significant focus on the Compromise of 1787. It situates the representation
debate within a larger context of negotiations over economic policy, slavery, and national
power. The book argues that the art of compromise was fundamental to the very survival
of the nascent American experiment.

9.



The Art of the Possible: Negotiating the U.S.
Constitution
This book emphasizes the practical realities and political strategies employed at the
Constitutional Convention to achieve consensus. It highlights how the Compromise of
1787 exemplified the "art of the possible" by finding a workable solution to an otherwise
intractable problem. The narrative focuses on the negotiation skills and pragmatic
compromises that enabled the delegates to create a durable framework for government.
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