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The United States Constitution, drafted in 1787, was a product of intense debate, negotiation, and
compromise among the founding fathers. Central to these discussions was the Virginia Plan, proposed by James
Madison, which sought to establish a strong national government with a particular structure of
representation and authority. Many elements of Madison's Virginia Plan influenced the final Constitution,
shaping the foundation of American federalism and governance. Among these, the most significant element
retained was the concept of a bicameral legislature with proportional representation in the lower house. This
article explores the core features of Madison's Virginia Plan, examines what elements were incorporated into
the U.S. Constitution, and discusses their lasting impact on American political structure.

Understanding James Madison's Virginia Plan

Overview of the Virginia Plan

The Virginia Plan was introduced by James Madison during the Constitutional Convention of 1787 as a
blueprint for a new national government. Its primary goal was to create a stronger central authority that
could effectively address the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation, which had limited power and lacked
a strong executive or judiciary.

Key features of the Virginia Plan included:

- A three-branch government (legislative, executive, judicial)
- A bicameral legislature with representation based on population or financial contribution
- A national executive chosen by the legislature
- A national judiciary to interpret laws

Madison believed that representation should be proportional to the population or wealth of each state,
favoring larger states. This was a departure from the equal representation favored by smaller states under
the Articles.

Core Components of the Virginia Plan

The main elements of Madison's Virginia Plan included:

- Bicameral Legislature: Two chambers—an upper house and a lower house—with the lower house elected
directly by the people and the upper house chosen by the lower house from a list of nominees.
- Proportional Representation: Representation in both houses was to be based on state population or wealth,
giving larger states more influence.
- Separation of Powers: Clear division among the legislative, executive, and judicial branches.
- Power to Legislate and Veto: The national legislature would have the authority to make laws binding on
the states, with the power to veto state legislation if necessary.
- National Sovereignty: The plan aimed to establish a government with sovereignty that could override state
laws when necessary.

While the Virginia Plan was influential, it also faced opposition from smaller states that feared domination by
larger states.



Elements of the Virginia Plan Retained in the U.S. Constitution

The final U.S. Constitution, drafted during the Constitutional Convention, incorporated several key elements
from Madison's Virginia Plan. The most prominent among these was the structure of the legislative branch,
particularly the establishment of a bicameral Congress with proportional representation in the lower house.

The Bicameral Legislature

One of the most significant elements retained from Madison’s Virginia Plan was the creation of a two-chamber
legislative body:

- House of Representatives: Reflecting Madison’s proposal, the House was to have members elected directly by
the people, with representation apportioned by population. This ensured that larger states had proportionally
more influence, aligning with Madison's vision of proportional representation.
- Senate: The upper chamber, the Senate, was to be composed of representatives chosen by state legislatures
(originally, before the 17th Amendment), providing a balance between popular representation and state
sovereignty.

This bicameral structure was designed to balance the interests of both large and small states, and it remains a
cornerstone of American government today.

Proportional Representation and the Great Compromise

The debate over representation was a primary obstacle at the Convention. Smaller states feared being
overshadowed by larger states if representation was solely based on population, as proposed in the Virginia
Plan.

To resolve this, the Great Compromise (also known as the Connecticut Compromise) was reached:

- The House of Representatives would have representation based on population, satisfying the Virginia Plan’s
emphasis on proportionality.
- The Senate would have equal representation for each state (two senators per state), satisfying the smaller
states' concerns.

This compromise blended elements from Madison’s Virginia Plan and the New Jersey Plan, which advocated for
equal representation regardless of size.

Separation of Powers and Checks & Balances

Madison's advocacy for a separation of powers among the legislative, executive, and judicial branches was
largely adopted in the Constitution. This framework was designed to prevent any one branch from becoming too
powerful and to ensure a system of checks and balances.

- The Legislative Branch (Congress) was empowered to make laws.
- The Executive Branch (President) was given the authority to enforce laws.
- The Judicial Branch (Supreme Court and lower courts) was established to interpret the laws.

This separation reflects Madison’s vision of a government with distinct but interconnected branches that
could check each other's powers.



Federal Authority and Supremacy

While the Constitution retained the idea of a strong national government, it also established a system of
federalism, balancing state sovereignty with national authority. The Supremacy Clause (Article VI, Clause 2)
explicitly states that the Constitution, federal laws, and treaties are the supreme law of the land.

Although Madison's Virginia Plan envisioned a government with significant authority over the states,
compromises during the Convention ensured that states retained considerable powers, leading to a federal
system that has persisted for over two centuries.

Elements of the Virginia Plan Not Fully Adopted

While many elements of Madison’s Virginia Plan influenced the Constitution, some ideas were modified or rejected:

- National Executive as a Single President: The Virginia Plan called for a plural executive, but the
Constitution established a single President.
- Veto Power of the Legislature: The plan envisioned Congress having the power to veto state laws; however,
the Constitution provides for judicial review and other checks.
- Direct Election of Senators: The original plan called for the Senate to be elected by state legislatures; this
changed with the 17th Amendment, which mandated direct election by the people.

These modifications reflect compromises and adaptations to ensure broader acceptance among the states.

Impact of Madison’s Virginia Plan on Modern American Government

The influence of Madison’s Virginia Plan on the U.S. Constitution is profound and lasting:

- The bicameral legislature remains central to the federal government.
- The proportional representation in the House ensures larger states have influence, while the equal
representation in the Senate protects smaller states.
- The separation of powers and checks and balances form the foundation of American governance.
- The federal system balances state sovereignty with national authority.

These elements have enabled the U.S. to function as a stable democracy with a flexible yet resilient
constitutional framework.

Conclusion

In summary, the element of James Madison's Virginia Plan that was most notably retained in the U.S.
Constitution is the structure of a bicameral legislature with proportional representation in the lower house.
This provision, along with the separation of powers and federal principles, reflects Madison’s vision of a
balanced government capable of both strong national authority and protection of individual and state rights.
While some aspects of the Virginia Plan were altered during the Constitutional Convention, its core ideas
continue to underpin the American political system, demonstrating the lasting influence of Madison’s
foundational principles on U.S. governance.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What key element of James Madison's Virginia Plan was retained in the U.S.
Constitution?

The most significant element retained was the establishment of a strong, centralized federal government with a
bicameral legislature based on proportional representation.

How did James Madison's Virginia Plan influence the structure of the U.S.
Congress?

It led to the creation of a two-chamber Congress, consisting of the House of Representatives, with
representation based on population, and the Senate, with equal representation for states.

Was the idea of proportional representation from Madison’s Virginia Plan
adopted in the Constitution?

Yes, the Constitution incorporated proportional representation in the House of Representatives, a core aspect
of Madison's plan.

Did James Madison's Virginia Plan propose a national executive, and was it
included in the Constitution?

Yes, the Virginia Plan proposed a national executive, and the Constitution ultimately established a single
President as the executive head of the federal government.

How did Madison's Virginia Plan influence the federal system established by
the Constitution?

It emphasized a stronger federal government with distinct powers, balancing state and national authority,
which became a foundational principle of the U.S. Constitution.

Were any elements of the Virginia Plan rejected during the Constitutional
Convention?

Some proposals, such as a multi-person executive and representation based solely on population without
checks, were modified or rejected, but the core structure of a strong federal government was retained.

What role did James Madison's Virginia Plan play in shaping the Great
Compromise?

Madison's plan's emphasis on proportional representation influenced the compromise, leading to a bicameral
legislature with both population-based and equal state-based representation.

Did the Virginia Plan's proposal for a national judiciary influence the U.S.
Constitution?

Yes, the plan's call for a national judiciary was incorporated into the Constitution, establishing a federal
court system.



Is James Madison considered the father of the Virginia Plan, and how did it
impact the Constitution?

Yes, James Madison is credited as the primary architect of the Virginia Plan, which significantly shaped the
structure and principles of the U.S. Constitution.

Additional Resources
What Element Of James Madison's Virginia Plan Was Retained In The U.S. Constitution?

James Madison's Virginia Plan stands as a foundational blueprint in the development of the United States
Constitution. Drafted during the Constitutional Convention of 1787, Madison’s plan was revolutionary in its
approach to structuring the new federal government. While not all aspects of the Virginia Plan were adopted
verbatim, certain core elements—particularly those concerning the structure of the legislative branch—were
retained and became integral to the Constitution. This article explores the elements of Madison's Virginia Plan
that persisted in the U.S. Constitution, analyzing their origins, significance, and lasting impact on American
governance.

---

Overview of James Madison's Virginia Plan

Origins and Purpose
The Virginia Plan was introduced by James Madison as a proposal to create a new, stronger federal government
that would replace the Articles of Confederation. At the time, the Articles had proven inadequate, especially
in regulating commerce, raising revenue, and providing national stability. Madison’s plan aimed to address these
deficiencies by establishing a government with distinct and balanced powers.

Key Features of the Virginia Plan
The Virginia Plan proposed several significant features:
- Bicameral Legislature: A two-chamber Congress with representation based on population or financial
contributions.
- National Executive and Judiciary: A separate executive branch and a national judiciary.
- Powerful Central Government: The plan favored a strong central authority with powers to veto state
laws, regulate commerce, and enforce national policies.
- Proportional Representation: Representation in both houses of Congress was to be determined by population,
favoring larger states.

---

The Core Element Retained: The Bicameral Legislature

The Virginia Plan’s Proposal for a Bicameral Congress
One of the most distinctive features of Madison’s Virginia Plan was the establishment of a bicameral
legislature—meaning two legislative chambers. The plan proposed:
- Lower House (House of Representatives): Representatives chosen based on population, with larger states



wielding more influence.
- Upper House (Senate): Originally envisioned to be selected by the lower house or by state legislatures, with
representation also apportioned proportionally.

Madison believed that a two-chamber system would balance the interests of large and small states, prevent
tyranny of the majority, and ensure a more deliberate legislative process.

Adoption into the U.S. Constitution
While the specific details of the Virginia Plan’s bicameral structure were modified during the Convention, the
fundamental concept was retained and became a cornerstone of the Constitution:
- Article I, Section 1: Establishes that “All legislative Powers herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of
the United States,” which is bicameral.
- The House of Representatives: Established based on proportional representation, directly reflecting Madison’s
vision.
- The Senate: Originally envisioned to be elected by state legislatures (per the original Constitution), but
later changed by the 17th Amendment to direct election by the people.

Significance:
The bicameral Congress embodies Madison's idea of balancing the influence of populous states with that of
smaller states, a compromise that helped secure the Constitution’s ratification.

---

Representation and the Great Compromise

The Clash of Interests
During the Constitutional Convention, intense debates arose over how states should be represented in
Congress:
- Large states favored representation based on population, aligning with Madison’s Virginia Plan.
- Small states demanded equal representation regardless of size, fearing domination by larger states.

This conflict threatened the unity of the fledgling nation.

The Great Compromise (Connecticut Compromise)
To resolve this dispute, the delegates adopted the Great Compromise, which combined elements of both plans:
- House of Representatives: Representation based on population, as Madison proposed.
- Senate: Equal representation for each state, with two Senators per state, regardless of size.

The Enduring Impact
While the Senate’s structure diverged from Madison’s original vision, the core idea of a bicameral legislature
with proportional representation in the lower house remains a direct reflection of Madison’s Virginia Plan. This
structure achieved a delicate balance between the interests of large and small states and was instrumental in
shaping the legislative framework of the U.S. government.

---



Federalism and the Balance of Power

Madison’s Advocacy for a Strong Central Government
Madison’s Virginia Plan emphasized the importance of a central authority capable of managing national
concerns effectively. Key features included:
- A national executive with the power to execute laws.
- A national judiciary to interpret and uphold laws.
- The authority for the federal government to veto state laws and regulate commerce.

Incorporation into the Constitution
Although the Constitution granted significant powers to the federal government, it also preserved state
sovereignty—creating a system of federalism. Notably:
- Supremacy Clause (Article VI): Ensures federal laws take precedence over state laws, reflecting Madison’s
emphasis on a strong national government.
- Enumerated Powers (Article I, Section 8): Grants Congress specific powers, echoing Madison's desire for an
empowered legislative branch.
- The Executive Branch (Article II): Established a singular President to execute federal laws.
- Judicial Branch (Article III): Created a Supreme Court and federal judiciary to interpret laws.

Analysis:
Madison’s vision of a robust federal government was partially realized, with the Constitution creating a
government capable of addressing national issues while respecting states’ rights.

---

Checks and Balances: The Madisonian System

Madison’s Theoretical Foundations
Madison believed that ambition must be made to counteract ambition. His plan incorporated a system of checks
and balances across the branches of government to prevent any single branch from becoming too powerful:
- Legislative Branch: Responsible for making laws.
- Executive Branch: Enforces laws.
- Judicial Branch: Interprets laws.

Each branch was designed to have some measure of influence over the others, creating a “double security” for
liberty.

The Implementation in the Constitution
The Constitution explicitly embodies Madison’s ideas:
- Separation of powers: Clearly delineated branches.
- Checks and balances: Each branch has specific powers to check the others, such as presidential vetoes,
congressional oversight, and judicial review.
- The Impeachment process: Provides Congress with the power to remove executive and judicial officials.

Impact:
This system has endured as the hallmark of American constitutional design, directly rooted in Madison’s
theoretical principles.



---

Limitations and Modifications of Madison’s Virginia Plan

Changes During the Convention
While the core elements of Madison’s Virginia Plan survived, many specifics were altered:
- The Senate was originally to be selected by state legislatures, not directly by the people.
- Representation in the Senate was equal for all states, not proportionally based on population.
- The executive was initially envisioned as a plural body, but was ultimately a single president.

Influence of Other Plans and Compromises
The New Jersey Plan, which favored equal representation for all states, and other proposals influenced the
final structure. Madison’s vision was integrated but modified to accommodate diverse interests, leading to a
constitutional framework that balanced federal authority with state sovereignty.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Legacy of Madison’s Virginia Plan

The elements of James Madison’s Virginia Plan that were retained in the U.S. Constitution—most notably the
bicameral legislature with representation based on population—have profoundly shaped American governance.
These features fostered a system designed to balance the diverse interests of large and small states, prevent
tyranny, and promote effective federalism.

Madison’s emphasis on a strong yet accountable government, combined with mechanisms for checks and balances,
laid the groundwork for the resilience and adaptability of the U.S. political system. While subsequent
amendments and political developments have evolved the structure, the core principles originating from
Madison’s Virginia Plan remain central to understanding the Constitution’s design and its enduring success as a
framework for American democracy.

In essence, the most significant element of Madison’s Virginia Plan retained in the U.S. Constitution is the
concept of a bicameral legislature with proportionate representation in the House of Representatives and
equal representation in the Senate—an enduring legacy of Madison’s vision for a balanced and effective federal
government.
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