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The Crucial Question: Constitutional Convention US States

Represented in 1787

Constitutional convention us states represented in 1787 was a pivotal moment in American history, a
gathering that would ultimately forge the foundational document of the United States. The assembly,
convened in Philadelphia, aimed to address the significant shortcomings of the Articles of
Confederation, the nation's first governing charter. Understanding which states sent delegates and the
individuals who participated is key to grasping the complexities and compromises that shaped the
Constitution. This article will delve into the participation of each state, the prominent figures involved,
and the broader implications of their presence and contributions to this landmark event. We will
explore the journey from the initial call for a convention to the final signing, highlighting the often-
uneven representation and the debates that ensued over the balance of power and the very structure

of the new republic.
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e The Legacy of State Participation in the Constitutional Framework

The Genesis of the Convention: Addressing the Weaknesses of

the Articles of Confederation

The year 1787 marked a critical juncture for the fledgling United States. The Articles of Confederation,
ratified in 1781, had proven to be an inadequate framework for governance. Its inherent weaknesses,
particularly the inability of the central government to effectively tax, regulate commerce, or enforce
laws, led to widespread economic instability and a growing sense of national disarray. States often
acted in their own self-interest, leading to trade disputes and a fractured national identity. This chaotic
period highlighted the urgent need for a stronger, more unified government capable of fostering

national prosperity and security.

Various events underscored the dire situation. Shays' Rebellion in Massachusetts, a farmer's uprising
against economic hardship and perceived government overreach, served as a stark alarm bell,
demonstrating the potential for internal unrest and the inability of the national government to respond
effectively. Leading figures like James Madison and Alexander Hamilton recognized that without a
fundamental restructuring of the government, the American experiment was in peril. Thus, the idea of a
convention to revise, and ultimately replace, the Articles began to gain traction, with the hope of

creating a more perfect union.

States That Sent Delegates: A Comprehensive Look at

Participation

The call for the Constitutional Convention, initially intended for May 14, 1787, in Philadelphia, saw a

varying degree of response from the thirteen original states. While the intention was for all states to be



represented, the reality was a dynamic process of attendance, with some states arriving late and
others facing initial reluctance. Ultimately, twelve of the thirteen states would send delegates, with

Rhode Island famously abstaining from the proceedings.

New Hampshire: A Late but Crucial Arrival

New Hampshire was one of the last states to have its delegates arrive, finally joining the convention in
late July 1787. Their initial absence was due to internal political divisions and a delay in appointing
delegates. Despite their late start, their eventual participation was vital in achieving the consensus
needed for the Constitution's adoption, adding another voice to the growing chorus for a stronger

federal government.

Massachusetts: A State of Vigorous Debate

Massachusetts sent a delegation that included prominent figures like Rufus King and Elbridge Gerry.
The state had recently experienced the unrest of Shays' Rebellion, which significantly influenced its
delegates' perspectives on the need for a more robust national authority. Their debates within the
convention were often robust, reflecting the concerns of a state grappling with internal stability and the

broader economic challenges facing the young nation.

Rhode Island: The Lone Dissenter

Rhode Island stands out as the sole state that refused to send delegates to the Constitutional
Convention. This decision stemmed from a deeply ingrained agrarian populism and a fear that a strong
central government would undermine the interests of its merchants and farmers. The dominant political
faction in Rhode Island favored the continuation of the existing loose confederation, fearing that
increased federal power would lead to burdensome taxes and regulations. Their absence, while

significant, did not ultimately halt the process of drafting the Constitution.



Connecticut: The "Great Compromise' and Beyond

Connecticut's delegation, including luminaries like Roger Sherman and Oliver Ellsworth, played a
crucial role in shaping the convention's outcome. Roger Sherman, in particular, was instrumental in
brokering the Connecticut Compromise (also known as the Great Compromise), which resolved the
contentious issue of representation in the legislature by creating a bicameral Congress with
proportional representation in the House and equal representation in the Senate. This compromise was

a watershed moment, allowing the convention to move forward.

New York: Internal Divisions and Key Figures

New York's representation was marked by internal divisions. Alexander Hamilton was a strong
proponent of a powerful federal government and a leading voice at the convention. However, his co-
delegates, John Lansing Jr. and Robert Yates, were less enthusiastic about discarding the Articles of
Confederation and often opposed the more radical proposals for a stronger national structure.
Hamilton's persistent advocacy and his eventual efforts to ratify the Constitution, through the Federalist

Papers, were indispensable.

New Jersey: A Counterpoint to Strong Centralization

New Jersey's delegation initially advocated for a system that maintained more power for the states,
reflecting a concern about the potential for overreach by a federal government. They proposed the
New Jersey Plan, which would have kept a unicameral legislature with equal representation for each
state, similar to the Articles of Confederation. While this plan was ultimately superseded, it represented

a significant viewpoint that had to be addressed.

Pennsylvania: The Host State and Intellectual Hub

As the host state, Pennsylvania had a strong presence and a powerful intellectual contingent at the

convention. Its delegates included Benjamin Franklin, the venerable statesman, and James Wilson, a



brilliant legal mind who made significant contributions to constitutional theory. The sheer number of

delegates from Pennsylvania reflected its importance and influence in the nascent nation.

Delaware: A Champion for State Equality

Delaware arrived with a clear agenda: to protect the equal representation of states, a principle they
strongly believed in. Their efforts were crucial in ensuring that smaller states would not be
overshadowed by larger ones in the new federal structure. Their commitment to state parity was a

driving force behind many of the debates.

Maryland: Navigating the Chesapeake Concerns

Maryland's delegates participated in the debates, bringing the perspectives and concerns of their state
to the table. While perhaps not as prominently featured as some other states' representatives, their
presence ensured that the diverse interests of the Eastern Shore and the broader Chesapeake region

were considered in the formation of the new government.

Virginia: The Birthplace of the Constitution's Framework

Virginia's delegation was arguably the most influential. James Madison, often hailed as the "Father of
the Constitution," meticulously documented the proceedings and proposed the Virginia Plan, which
served as a significant starting point for the convention's deliberations. George Washington, presiding
over the convention, lent immense authority and legitimacy to the process. Edmund Randolph and

George Mason also contributed significantly, though Mason would later refuse to sign the Constitution.

North Carolina: A State of Growing National Interest

North Carolina's delegates joined the convention, recognizing the growing national imperative to

address the shortcomings of the Articles. Their participation reflected a state that was beginning to



assert its role within the larger American context, contributing to the ongoing discourse on federalism

and states' rights.

South Carolina: Economic Interests and Compromise

South Carolina's delegates, including Charles Cotesworth Pinckney and Pierce Butler, brought the
perspective of a Southern state with significant economic interests, particularly in agriculture and
slavery. Their contributions were vital in navigating the complex compromises related to issues like

representation and the regulation of commerce, often influenced by the institution of slavery.

Notable Delegates and Their Influence

The caliber of individuals who gathered at the Constitutional Convention was extraordinary. These
were not merely politicians; they were often lawyers, soldiers, planters, and thinkers who had shaped
the Revolution and were now tasked with building a lasting republic. Their diverse backgrounds and
intellectual prowess fueled the intense debates and intricate negotiations that defined the summer of

1787.

James Madison's intellectual leadership was undeniable. His foresight and deep understanding of
governmental structures laid much of the groundwork for the Constitution. Alexander Hamilton, with his
vision for a strong, centralized government, was another forceful advocate. Figures like Benjamin
Franklin provided wisdom and a calming presence, while others like Gouverneur Morris shaped the
very language of the document, penning the Preamble. The presence of George Washington as
president of the convention lent immense gravitas and respect to the entire undertaking, ensuring that

the proceedings were taken seriously by all participants and the public.



States That Did Not Send Delegates and Their Reasons

As mentioned, Rhode Island was the only state that completely abstained from sending delegates.
Their refusal was rooted in a deep-seated skepticism of strong central authority and a preference for
remaining an independent entity within the confederation system. They feared that a new Constitution
would diminish their sovereignty and potentially impose unfavorable economic policies. Their absence,
though a point of contention, ultimately did not derail the convention's progress, though it meant that

the resulting document would not have the unanimous endorsement of all original states.

The Significance of State Representation in the Convention

The representation of each state at the Constitutional Convention was more than just a headcount; it
was a reflection of the diverse interests, ideologies, and political realities of the time. The fact that
twelve states ultimately sent delegates underscored a general recognition that the existing system was
failing and that a stronger national framework was necessary. The debates over representation,
particularly the conflict between large and small states, were central to the convention's proceedings.
The ultimate resolution, the Great Compromise, ensured that both the population size and the
sovereignty of individual states were acknowledged, creating a balanced system of governance that

persists to this day.

Challenges and Compromises in Achieving Representation

Achieving a representative assembly was not without its hurdles. Initial attendance was sparse, with
many states delaying their decisions or struggling to appoint delegates due to internal political
wrangling or the sheer logistical challenge of traveling to Philadelphia. Furthermore, the very idea of
representation sparked significant debate. The Virginia Plan favored proportional representation based

on population, a stance supported by larger states. Conversely, the New Jersey Plan advocated for



equal representation for all states, a position championed by smaller states fearing marginalization.
The eventual compromise, establishing the House of Representatives with proportional representation
and the Senate with equal state representation, was a monumental achievement born out of these
conflicting viewpoints. This delicate balance was crucial for securing the agreement of enough states

to move forward.

The Legacy of State Participation in the Constitutional

Framework

The participation, or lack thereof, of each state in the Constitutional Convention profoundly shaped the
enduring framework of American governance. The debates and compromises forged in Philadelphia
created a federal system that sought to balance the power of the national government with the
sovereignty of individual states. The very structure of Congress, with its two distinct chambers, is a
direct legacy of the differing interests and needs of the represented states. Even Rhode Island's
dissent served as a reminder of the ongoing tension between federal power and states' rights, a
dialogue that continues to shape American political discourse. The Constitution, therefore, is not just a
document of abstract principles, but a tangible outcome of the diverse wills and aspirations of the

states that came together, imperfectly yet resolutely, to form a more perfect union.

Frequently Asked Questions About Constitutional Convention

US States Represented

Q: Which states were represented at the Constitutional Convention of



17877

A: Twelve of the thirteen original states were represented at the Constitutional Convention in
Philadelphia. These states were New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina. Rhode Island was the

only state that refused to send delegates.

Q: Why did Rhode Island not send delegates to the Constitutional
Convention?

A: Rhode Island abstained from the Constitutional Convention due to a strong anti-federalist sentiment
within the state and a fear that a stronger central government would undermine the interests of its
merchants and farmers. They preferred to maintain the existing confederation system and feared

increased taxation and regulation.

Q: Who were some of the most influential delegates at the
Constitutional Convention from the represented states?

A: Prominent delegates included James Madison and George Washington from Virginia, Alexander
Hamilton from New York, Benjamin Franklin and James Wilson from Pennsylvania, and Roger
Sherman from Connecticut. These individuals played critical roles in shaping the debates and

compromises that led to the Constitution.

Q: Did all states have their full delegation present from the beginning
of the convention?

A: No, attendance varied. Some states' delegates arrived late. For instance, New Hampshire was one

of the last states to have its full delegation present, joining the convention in late July 1787.



Q: How did the representation of states influence the structure of the
US government?

A: The differing interests of large and small states led to significant debates about representation. This
conflict was ultimately resolved by the Great Compromise, creating a bicameral legislature: the House
of Representatives with representation based on population and the Senate with equal representation

for each state.

Q: What was the significance of the states that sent delegates to the
Constitutional Convention?

A: The participation of twelve states demonstrated a collective understanding that the Articles of
Confederation were failing and that a new form of government was needed. Their presence and

contributions were essential for the legitimacy and eventual ratification of the Constitution.

Q: How did the Virginia Plan and the New Jersey Plan reflect the
different interests of represented states?

A: The Virginia Plan, proposed by Virginia, favored proportional representation based on population,
which benefited larger states. The New Jersey Plan, supported by smaller states, advocated for equal

representation for all states, preserving their autonomy within the federal structure.
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