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The Constitutional Convention of 1787 was a pivotal event in American
history, where delegates from various states gathered to create a new
framework for the United States government. Among the critical debates was
the structure of representation in the new Congress. The Virginia Plan,
proposed by James Madison and Edmund Randolph, called for a strong central
government with a bicameral legislature based on population. While this plan
aimed to create a government that reflected the will of the people, it faced
significant opposition from the smaller states. Their primary objection
centered on the concern that the Virginia Plan would marginalize their
influence and diminish their power in the national government. This article
explores in detail what the smaller states' major objection to the Virginia
Plan was, examining their fears, arguments, and the implications of their
stance during the Constitutional Convention.

The Context of the Virginia Plan

Before delving into the objections, it is essential to understand the
fundamentals of the Virginia Plan. Presented as a proposal to overhaul the
Articles of Confederation, the Virginia Plan sought to establish a government
with three branches: legislative, executive, and judicial. The legislative
branch was to be bicameral, with representation in both houses based on state
population or financial contributions to the national government. This
structure favored larger states like Virginia, Pennsylvania, and
Massachusetts, which had larger populations and more significant economic
resources.

Major Objection of the Smaller States: Fear of
Losing Political Power

The core concern of the smaller states was that the Virginia Plan would
significantly diminish their influence in the new government. This
apprehension stemmed from several interconnected fears:

e Reduced Representation



e Unequal Power Distribution

e Loss of Sovereignty

Reduced Representation

Small states argued that basing representation on population would translate
into fewer delegates and less political influence in Congress. For example,
states like Rhode Island, Delaware, and New Jersey, with relatively small
populations, would have fewer votes and less say in national legislation,
thereby risking their interests being overlooked.

Unequal Power Distribution

The smaller states contended that the Virginia Plan's proportional
representation system would favor larger states disproportionately. They
believed that this imbalance would lead to policies that benefitted larger
states at the expense of smaller ones, effectively creating a government that
was skewed toward the interests of the populous.

Loss of Sovereignty

Smaller states also feared that their sovereignty would be compromised under
the Virginia Plan. They worried that a government dominated by larger states
could impose policies detrimental to their economic or political interests,
leading to a loss of control over their own affairs.

The Virginia Plan vs. The Small State Plan

To counter the Virginia Plan, smaller states proposed alternative frameworks,
the most prominent being the New Jersey Plan. This plan emphasized equal
representation regardless of size, aiming to preserve the sovereignty and
influence of smaller states.

Key Features of the Small State Plan (New Jersey
Plan)

e Maintained a unicameral legislature with equal votes per state
e Strengthened the Articles of Confederation rather than replacing them

e Ensured that smaller states retained significant influence



This plan was designed to prevent larger states from dominating the
legislative process, reflecting the smaller states' desire to safequard their
interests.

The Connecticut Compromise and Its Impact

Recognizing the impasse, delegates proposed the Great Compromise (also known
as the Connecticut Compromise), which combined elements of both plans.

Features of the Connecticut Compromise

e Created a bicameral legislature with the House of Representatives based
on population (favoring larger states)

e Established the Senate with equal representation for each state
(favoring smaller states)

This compromise aimed to satisfy both large and small states, ensuring that
smaller states would not be marginalized while allowing larger states
proportionate influence.

The Importance of State Equality and Power
Balance

The objection of the smaller states was rooted in a fundamental principle:
the desire to preserve their sovereignty and ensure fair representation.
Their concerns underscored the importance of balancing power among states of
varying sizes to prevent dominance by the most populous regions. This tension
between large and small states remains a central theme in American political
development.

Legacy of the Smaller States’ Objections

The objections and subsequent compromises at the Constitutional Convention
had lasting effects on the structure of the U.S. government:

e Preservation of state sovereignty through equal representation in the
Senate



e Protection of minority interests within a predominantly democratic
system

e Establishment of a federal system that balances power between states and
the national government

These principles continue to influence American politics today, exemplifying
the importance of accommodating diverse interests in a democratic federation.

Conclusion

The smaller states' major objection to the Virginia Plan at the
Constitutional Convention was primarily centered around the fear of losing
political influence and sovereignty due to a system based on proportional
representation. Their concerns highlighted the challenge of creating a
government that fairly represents both populous and less populous states.
Through vigorous debate and compromise, the framers ultimately designed a
bicameral legislature that sought to balance these competing interests,
laying the foundation for the federal system of the United States.
Understanding these objections offers crucial insight into the compromises
that shaped the nation’s founding documents and the ongoing importance of
balancing power among diverse states and populations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary concern of smaller states
regarding the Virginia Plan?

Smaller states were worried that the Virginia Plan's proposed proportional
representation would marginalize their influence, favoring larger states with
bigger populations.

How did the Virginia Plan's structure threaten the
interests of smaller states?

It threatened smaller states' interests by proposing a bicameral legislature
with representation based on population, which would give larger states more
power and diminish the voice of smaller states.

Did smaller states oppose the Virginia Plan
outright, or did they seek modifications?

While many smaller states opposed the plan outright, some sought



modifications such as equal representation in certain chambers to balance
power.

What alternative to the Virginia Plan did smaller
states support at the Convention?

Smaller states favored proposals like the New Jersey Plan, which called for
equal representation regardless of population, to protect their interests.

How did the objections of smaller states influence
the final structure of the U.S. Congress?

Their objections led to the Great Compromise, creating a bicameral
legislature with the House of Representatives based on population and the
Senate providing equal representation for all states.

Why was the issue of representation so crucial for
smaller states during the Constitutional Convention?

Representation determined political influence and power; smaller states
wanted to ensure their voices were not drowned out by larger states'
populations, making this a key issue in shaping the Constitution.

Additional Resources

Virginia Plan: A Deep Dive into the Smaller States’ Major Objection

The Constitutional Convention of 1787 was a pivotal moment in American
history, aiming to forge a new framework of government that would unify the
thirteen former colonies under a cohesive and functional system. Central to
this debate was the Virginia Plan, proposed by James Madison, which sought to
establish a strong national government with proportional representation.
While the plan was influential and garnered significant support, it also
sparked intense opposition, particularly from the smaller states. Their
primary objection centered around the issue of representation-specifically,
how seats in the national legislature would be allocated. This article
explores in depth the core concerns of the smaller states, their objections
to the Virginia Plan, and how these debates shaped the future of the U.S.
Constitution.

The Virginia Plan: An Overview of Its Proposals

Before delving into the objections, it’s essential to understand what the



Virginia Plan entailed. Drafted primarily by James Madison, the Virginia Plan
proposed:

- A bicameral legislature with two houses: the House of Representatives and
the Senate.

- Representation in both houses based on population or financial
contributions by the states.

- A strong national executive and judiciary.

- The ability for the national government to overrule state laws and force
compliance.

The plan aimed to create a robust federal government capable of addressing
national issues with authority that would, in many respects, supersede state
governments. Its emphasis on proportional representation was a departure from
the Articles of Confederation, which had granted equal votes to each state
regardless of size.

The Smaller States’ Major Objection: The Fear
of Losing Power and Influence

1. The Principle of Equal Sovereignty

The smaller states' fundamental concern was rooted in the principle of
sovereignty. They feared that the Virginia Plan’s proportional representation
system would marginalize their influence in the federal government.

- Equal Representation under the Articles of Confederation:

Under the Articles, each state had one vote, ensuring that smaller states
maintained an equal voice despite disparities in population and economic
power.

- Loss of Influence:

The proposed plan threatened to diminish their power, as larger states like
Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts would dominate the legislative
process. Smaller states worried that their interests—often related to trade,
security, and local governance—would be overshadowed.

- Risk of Marginalization:

If representation was solely based on population, smaller states believed
they would be increasingly ignored when national policies were made, leading
to a loss of political influence and autonomy.



2. The Disparity in Representation and Voting Power

The core issue centered around disproportionate voting power:

- Population-Based Representation:
Larger states could leverage their populations to secure more seats and
influence, effectively diluting the voice of smaller states.

- Potential for Dominance:

The fear was that the larger states could dominate the legislative agenda,
pass laws unfavorable to smaller states, and impose policies that did not
reflect their interests.

- Protection of State Sovereignty:
Smaller states sought to preserve a system where each state, regardless of
size, retained a significant voice in federal decision-making.

Counterarguments and Defense of the Virginia
Plan

While the smaller states’ objections were substantial, proponents of the
Virginia Plan argued that:

- A strong, unified national government was essential for addressing economic
and security issues.

- Population-based representation was the fairest way to reflect the will of
the people.

- The plan would prevent tyranny of the majority by establishing a system
where larger states had proportionate influence.

However, these arguments did little to quell fears among smaller states,
which felt their sovereignty was at risk.

The Compromise: The Connecticut Compromise and
Its Impact

The intense disagreements over representation led to the drafting of
compromises that would satisfy both large and small states:



1. The Connecticut (Great) Compromise

- Bicameral Legislature:

The compromise established a two-house Congress:

- The House of Representatives, where representation would be based on
population.

- The Senate, where each state would have equal representation (two senators
per state).

- Balance of Power:

This structure aimed to balance the influence of populous states with that of
smaller states, addressing their fears while still creating a system capable
of effective governance.

2. Significance of the Compromise

- It was instrumental in securing broad support for the Constitution.
- It acknowledged the importance of both population and state sovereignty.
- It laid the foundation for the current structure of Congress.

In-Depth Analysis of the Smaller States’
Concerns

To fully appreciate the depth of the smaller states’ objections, let’s
analyze their motivations, fears, and strategic responses.

1. Preservation of Political and Economic Power

Smaller states relied heavily on their existing influence within the Articles
of Confederation. They feared that the shift to proportional representation
would:

- Reduce their ability to influence legislation.

- Diminish their economic interests, especially in trade and tariffs.
- Weaken their bargaining power in national affairs.

2. Fear of Marginalization and Loss of Autonomy

Many smaller states viewed sovereignty as a vital aspect of their identity.
They worried that:



- A system favoring larger states would lead to domination.

- Their local laws and policies could be overridden by a powerful central
government.

- They would become subordinate to the interests of larger states.

3. Concerns Over Fairness and Justice

Justice and fairness were central to their objections:

- Equal representation under the Articles was seen as a safeguard for smaller
states.

- Moving away from this system threatened the principle of equal sovereignty.
- They sought assurances that their interests would still be protected.

4. Strategic Political Alliances and Negotiations

Smaller states often banded together to negotiate:

- They formed alliances to oppose proposals that threatened their influence.
- They leveraged their collective voice in debates to push for protections,
such as equal representation in the Senate.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Smaller States’
Objection

The objections of the smaller states to the Virginia Plan underscored a
fundamental tension in the formation of the United States: balancing the
democratic principle of “one person, one vote” with the sovereignty of
individual states. Their concerns prompted key compromises that are still
central to American governance today.

The incorporation of the Connecticut Compromise exemplifies pragmatic
negotiation—acknowledging the importance of population-based representation
while safeqguarding smaller states through equal representation in the Senate.
This dual system reflects a nuanced understanding of federalism, ensuring
that both populous and less populous states have a voice in the legislative
process.

In essence, the smaller states’ objections were not merely about preserving
influence; they were about safeguarding the principles of fairness,
sovereignty, and balance that continue to define American democracy. The
debates and compromises of 1787 serve as a testament to the complexity of



nation-building and the importance of accommodating diverse interests in
creating a unified federal system.

Final Thoughts

Understanding the major objections of the smaller states to the Virginia Plan
provides valuable insight into the founding principles of the United States.
It highlights the delicate negotiations that shaped the Constitution and
underscores the importance of compromise in forging a nation built on diverse
interests. Today, the structure of Congress remains a reflection of these
historic debates, embodying the enduring legacy of balancing influence among
all states—large and small alike.
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