COMPROMISES, COMPROMISES
A BUNDLE OF COMPROMISES
In 1787, from May 25 to September 25, 55 delegates met in Philadelphia at the
Constitutional Convention chaired by George Washington to argue: the pros and cons
of our government structure, how power should be distributed in the central
government, and the proper relationship between the federal government and states
and the individual and our federal government. The shared ideal was to preserve the
natural right of the citizen to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
It was a very hot summer. They had no air conditioning and kept the windows closed
to preserve secrecy. Many wore wigs. All wore jackets or vests, long sleeved shirts,
leggings, and pants. Despite their extreme discomfort, they stayed.
Most of these men came with fixed ideas about how our government should work and
what principles were essential to our young democracy. They quickly learned that any
hope of creating a lasting Constitution depended on their ability to listen to one
another, to change opinions and sometimes to put aside personal preferences in
order to move the process ahead. They knew that the future of our country depended
upon them.
Historians talk about the major compromises (sometimes called “a bundle of
compromises”) that were made in order to create the Constitution:

The Great Compromise: Instead of representation in a single legislative body based on
state population, there would be two bodies. The lower, House of Representatives, would
be based on state population; the upper, Senate, would have two senators per state.
3/5th’s compromise: The southern states would be allowed to count 3 people for every 5
slaves for the purpose of representation.
A ban on the slave trade was delayed (until 1808).
Tariffs on imported goods were allowed but not on exports.
Citizens did not vote directly for the president but for electors who participated in an
electoral college to elect the president.
Questions to Consider - Constitutional Convention Timeline
When you review the timeline can you imagine the various personalities?
1.
Can you tell when big decisions are being made?
3.
How many decisions get a unanimous vote?
4.
Who plays key roles in the debate?
5.
What kind of role do they play?
6.
What lessons can we learn from this Convention for our own conduct today?

_______
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THE CONSTITUTIONAL
CONVENTION, 1787
• The Convention lasted
approximately four months and
was held in Philadelphia, the
nation’s largest city at the time
with 400,000 residents.
• James Madison, “the Father
of the Constitution,” was the
first to arrive in Philadelphia
for the Convention. He came
with the blueprint for the new
Constitution.
• Of the 42 delegates who
attended most of the meetings,
only 39 actually signed the
Constitution.
• The oldest person to sign the
Constitution was Benjamin
Franklin (81), who required
assistance while signing, and
the youngest was Jonathan
Dayton of New Jersey (26).

RESOURCES
• Check out the National
Archives’ site to view artist
Barry Faulkner’s, “The
Constitution” an interactive
mural showcasing the signers of
the Constitution.
• Visit the U.S. Constitution
Center’s interactive 200-year
timeline to explore how
we have lived with our
Constitution over time.

