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The question of how to structure the legislative branch of the newly formed
United States was a central point of debate during the Constitutional
Convention of 1787. Large states, which had significant populations and thus
greater influence, sought a plan that would ensure their interests and voices
were adequately represented in the new government. The proposal put forth by
these states was known as the Virginia Plan, a comprehensive framework that
fundamentally shaped the development of the U.S. Constitution. This plan
emphasized proportional representation based on population, establishing a
bicameral legislature with distinct powers and structures. Its adoption
marked a pivotal moment in American political history, reflecting the balance
of power considerations between populous and less populous states and laying
the foundation for the legislative branch we recognize today.

The Context Leading to the Virginia Plan

The Articles of Confederation and Its Limitations

Before the Constitutional Convention, the United States operated under the
Articles of Confederation. This framework created a weak central government
with a unicameral legislature where each state, regardless of size or
population, had equal representation. This structure often led to deadlock
and inefficiencies, especially when large states felt underrepresented and
small states sought to protect their sovereignty.

The Call for a New Constitution

Recognizing these shortcomings, leaders called for a new constitution that
would create a stronger federal government. The debate centered on how to
structure the legislative branch: should representation be based on
population or equality? Large states argued that proportional representation
was necessary to reflect their greater numbers and influence, while small
states favored equal votes to safeguard their interests.

The Virginia Plan: The Large States’ Proposal



Origins and Key Proponents

The Virginia Plan was primarily drafted by James Madison and presented by
Edmund Randolph during the opening sessions of the Constitutional Convention.
It represented the interests of the large states, advocating for a
legislative structure that would favor populous states.

Main Features of the Virginia Plan

The Virginia Plan proposed a radical restructuring of the legislative branch,
with several key features:

e Bi—Cameral Legislature: The plan called for a two—-chamber Congress
consisting of a House of Representatives and a Senate.

e Proportional Representation: Representation in both chambers would be
based on state population or total wealth, giving larger states more
influence.

e Separation of Powers: The plan emphasized a clear division between
legislative, executive, and judicial branches, with the legislature
holding significant power.

e Power to Legislate and Veto: The Congress would possess broad
legislative powers, including the ability to veto state laws if they
conflicted with national interests.

e Strong Central Government: The plan favored a government with
substantial authority over states to ensure stability and effective
governance.

Rationale Behind the Virginia Plan

Large states supported this plan because they believed that proportional
representation would better reflect their population size, ensuring their
voices carried more weight in national decisions. They argued that a
legislature based on population would provide a fairer and more effective
government, preventing smaller states from dominating or obstructing policy.

Impact and Reactions to the Virginia Plan

Support and Opposition

The Virginia Plan garnered significant support from states with large
populations, including Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts. However,
smaller states opposed it, fearing they would be marginalized and their
interests ignored.



Leading to the Great Compromise

The disagreements over representation led to intense negotiations. To bridge
the gap, delegates proposed the Connecticut Compromise (also known as the
Great Compromise), which combined elements of the Virginia Plan and the New
Jersey Plan (which favored equal representation). This resulted in a
bicameral legislature with:

e House of Representatives: Representation based on population, aligning
with the Virginia Plan.

e Senate: Equal representation for each state, as advocated by smaller
States.

The Great Compromise ultimately shaped the structure of the U.S. Congress,
balancing the interests of large and small states.

Legacy of the Virginia Plan in the U.S.
Constitution

Influence on Legislative Structure

The Virginia Plan’s emphasis on proportional representation and bicameralism
became foundational elements of the U.S. legislative branch. The House of
Representatives directly reflects the plan's principles.

Checks and Balances

By advocating for a separation of powers and a strong legislative branch, the
Virginia Plan influenced the broader system of checks and balances that
characterizes American government today.

Representation and Federalism

The compromise between proportional and equal representation set the stage
for ongoing debates about federalism, state sovereignty, and the balance of
power in the United States.

Other Proposals and Their Role

The New Jersey Plan

While the Virginia Plan focused on proportional representation, the New
Jersey Plan proposed equal votes for each state, regardless of size. It aimed
to preserve the sovereignty of small states and prevent dominance by larger
States.



The Connecticut Compromise

As mentioned, the combination of these two plans led to a bicameral Congress
that balanced population-based representation in the House with equal
representation in the Senate.

Conclusion

The large states’ proposal, known as the Virginia Plan, was a pivotal
blueprint that shaped the legislative branch of the United States. Its
emphasis on proportional representation and a bicameral legislature addressed
the concerns of populous states seeking to have their influence reflected in
national governance. Although it faced opposition from smaller states, its
principles ultimately influenced the structure of Congress through the Great
Compromise. The Virginia Plan’s legacy endures in the design of the U.S.
legislative system, embodying the principles of representation, federalism,
and balanced power that continue to define American democracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the main proposal suggested by the large
states for establishing the new legislative branch?

The large states proposed the Virginia Plan, which suggested representation
in Congress based on each state's population or wealth.

How did the Virginia Plan influence the structure of
the U.S. Congress?

It led to a bicameral legislature with the House of Representatives, where
representation was proportional to population, and the Senate, with equal
representation.

Why did the large states favor the Virginia Plan
during the Constitutional Convention?

They favored it because it would give them greater influence in legislation
due to their larger populations and thus more representatives.

What was the reaction of smaller states to the
Virginia Plan proposed by the large states?

Smaller states opposed the Virginia Plan because it would diminish their
influence, leading to the proposal of the New Jersey Plan for equal
representation.

How did the debate over the Virginia Plan shape the
final structure of the U.S. Congress?

The debate resulted in the Great Compromise, which combined elements of both



the Virginia Plan and the New Jersey Plan, creating a bicameral legislature
with proportional representation in the House and equal representation in the
Senate.

What role did the Virginia Plan play in the
development of the U.S. Constitution?

The Virginia Plan served as a foundational proposal that influenced the
structure of Congress and helped shape the compromise that formed the basis
of the Constitution.

Additional Resources

What Plan Was Suggested By The Large States As A Basis For The New
Legislative Branch?

The question of how to structure the legislative branch of the United States
government was a central issue during the Constitutional Convention of 1787.
Large states, which had more population and thus greater influence, proposed
a plan that aimed to ensure their interests would be adequately represented
in the new government. This proposal, known as the Virginia Plan, became a
pivotal point in the debates over the structure and function of the
legislative branch. Understanding the Virginia Plan’s provisions, its
rationale, and its implications provides valuable insight into the formation
of the U.S. Constitution and the foundational principles of American
governance.

The Virginia Plan: The Proposal of the Large
States

The Virginia Plan, drafted primarily by James Madison and presented by Edmund
Randolph, was a comprehensive blueprint for the new government. It was
designed to replace the Articles of Confederation with a more robust federal
system that would cater to the needs of a growing nation. The plan was
motivated by the large states’ desire to have a legislative structure that
reflected their significant populations and economic power.

Core Features of the Virginia Plan

The Virginia Plan proposed several key features for the legislative branch:

— Bicameral Legislature: A two-chamber Congress consisting of a lower house
(House of Representatives) and an upper house (Senate).

— Representation Based on Population: Both houses would be apportioned
according to state population, giving larger states more representatives.

— Proportional Representation: The number of representatives for each state
would be directly proportional to its population size.

— Separation of Powers: The plan emphasized a division of powers among the
legislative, executive, and judicial branches.

- Power to Legislate and Veto: The Congress would have broad authority to
legislate on national matters, and the executive branch would have veto power



over legislation.

Rationale Behind the Virginia Plan

Large states favored this plan because it protected their interests by
ensuring they would have substantial influence in the legislative process.
Their reasoning included:

— Fair Representation: Larger populations meant more political power, which
the Virginia Plan sought to enshrine.

- Efficiency in Governance: A bicameral system with proportionate
representation would create a more effective legislative process.

— Protection of Interests: Larger states feared that small states would be
overshadowed under equal representation systems, so they pushed for
proportional representation to safeguard their influence.

Advantages of the Virginia Plan

The Virginia Plan had several notable advantages that appealed to large
states and supporters of a stronger federal government:

- Representation Reflects Population: Ensuring larger states have more
representatives aligns with the democratic principle of proportionality.

- Encourages National Unity: A single, powerful legislature can better
address national issues, promoting cohesive governance.

— Checks and Balances: The separation of powers and the veto authority create
a system of checks within the federal government.

— Foundation for a Stronger Federal Government: The plan laid the groundwork
for a government with significant authority over state matters, countering
fears of weak central authority.

Pros:

— Fairly represents populous states.

- Facilitates a more efficient legislative process.

- Promotes national cohesion and stronger central authority.
— Supports a system of checks and balances.

Cons:

- Marginalizes smaller states, leading to fears of dominance.

— Could lead to the concentration of power among large states.

— May cause unequal influence among states, undermining the principle of
equal sovereignty.

Criticisms and Limitations of the Virginia Plan

Despite its advantages, the Virginia Plan faced significant opposition,
primarily from smaller states and critics concerned about the concentration
of power:

- Neglects Small States: States with smaller populations feared they would
have minimal influence, potentially leading to disenfranchisement.
- Potential for Tyranny of the Majority: Larger states could dominate the



legislative process, marginalizing minority interests.

— Uncertain Representation for States: The plan's emphasis on population
could lead to disparities that might undermine the federal nature of the
government.

These criticisms fueled fierce debates at the Convention, highlighting the
need for a compromise that balanced large and small states’ interests.

The Great Compromise: Bridging the Divide

The disagreements between large and small states prompted the famous
Connecticut Compromise, which combined elements of the Virginia Plan and the
New Jersey Plan (which advocated for equal representation). This compromise
led to the structure of the U.S. Congress as it exists today, with:

— A House of Representatives based on proportional representation, satisfying
large states.
- A Senate with equal representation, giving small states an equal voice.

This hybrid approach aimed to balance the interests of both large and small
states, ensuring fairness and functionality in the legislative branch.

Impact of the Virginia Plan on the U.S. Constitution

The Virginia Plan’s emphasis on proportional representation and a bicameral
legislature directly influenced the structure of the U.S. Congress. Its
principles:

— Formed the basis for the House of Representatives: Reflecting population-
based representation.

- Informed debates on federal power: Encouraging a stronger national
government.

- Led to further compromises: Such as the equal representation in the Senate,
to appease smaller states.

The adoption of the Virginia Plan’s core ideas was instrumental in shaping a
balanced and functional legislative system that aimed to reflect the diverse
interests of the states.

Conclusion: Legacy of the Virginia Plan

The Virginia Plan was a landmark proposal that significantly shaped the
legislative framework of the United States. Its focus on proportional
representation and a bicameral legislature reflected the large states' desire
for influence commensurate with their population size. While it faced
opposition and required compromises, its principles laid the foundation for
the structure of Congress and the broader federal system.

The debates surrounding the Virginia Plan exemplify the delicate balancing
act in American constitutional design—between the interests of populous

states and smaller states, between federal authority and state sovereignty,
and between democratic representation and protective safeguards. Its legacy



endures in the structure of the U.S. Congress, embodying the compromise and
ingenuity that characterized the founding of the nation. Understanding the
Virginia Plan provides essential insight into the foundational principles of
American democracy and the ongoing balancing of diverse interests within the
federal system.
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