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The Constitutional Convention of 1787 was a pivotal event in American history, shaping the
foundation of the United States government as we know it today. Held in Philadelphia, this
historic gathering brought together delegates from twelve states (Rhode Island abstained)
with the primary goal of revising the Articles of Confederation. However, what began as a
quest for amendments quickly evolved into a heated debate over fundamental issues that
could determine the future of the new nation.

Among the many contentious topics discussed during the Convention, a few stand out as
particularly explosive—those that threatened to fracture the unity of the delegates and
even derail the entire process of creating a new Constitution. These issues ranged from
disagreements over representation and state sovereignty to conflicts between Northern
and Southern states over slavery. Understanding what made these debates so intense
offers crucial insight into the complexities of American constitutional development.

In this article, we will explore the most explosive issues that arose during the Constitutional
Convention, analyzing their origins, the debates they sparked, and their lasting impact on
the formation of the United States government.

The Context of the Constitutional Convention

Before delving into the specific issues, it is essential to understand the context that set the
stage for these debates.

The Weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation
The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first governing document of
the United States. While it established a loose confederation of states, it proved to be
ineffective in many ways:
- Lack of a strong central government
- No power to tax or regulate commerce
- Difficulty in passing legislation
- No executive branch or independent judiciary

These weaknesses led to economic instability, interstate disputes, and a general sense that
a stronger, more functional federal government was necessary.



The Call for a Constitutional Convention
In 1786, amid economic turmoil and mounting calls for reform, leaders from various states
convened the Annapolis Convention to discuss interstate trade issues. The success of that
meeting prompted calls for a broader convention to overhaul the entire
system—culminating in the Philadelphia Convention of 1787.

Major Explosive Issues During the Constitutional
Convention

Several issues ignited fierce debates among delegates, threatening to divide the
convention before a consensus could be reached. Among these, three stand out as
particularly explosive:

1. Representation in Congress
2. Slavery and the Three-Fifths Compromise
3. Federal Power vs. States’ Rights

Let's examine each in detail.

1. Representation in Congress

The Dispute Between Large and Small States
One of the earliest and most contentious issues was how states would be represented in
the new national legislature. The debate centered around two main proposals:

- The Virginia Plan: Proposed by Edmund Randolph and favored by larger states. It called for
a bicameral legislature with representation based on population or financial contributions.
- The New Jersey Plan: Proposed by William Paterson, favored by smaller states. It called for
a unicameral legislature with equal representation for each state, regardless of size.

The Explosive Nature of the Debate
This issue was explosive because it directly challenged the principle of state sovereignty
and the balance of power:
- Larger states argued for proportional representation to reflect their greater populations.
- Smaller states insisted on equal representation to prevent domination by larger states.

The deadlock threatened to derail the entire convention, with delegates fiercely defending
their interests. Ultimately, the Connecticut Compromise (Great Compromise) was reached,
creating a bicameral Congress with:
- The House of Representatives based on population
- The Senate with equal representation (two senators per state)

This compromise was a breakthrough but left lingering tensions about power distribution.



2. Slavery and the Three-Fifths Compromise

The Moral and Political Dilemma
Slavery was perhaps the most morally charged and explosive issue at the convention.
Southern states depended heavily on enslaved labor for their economies and wanted their
enslaved population to be fully counted for representation purposes.

Northern states, where slavery was less prevalent, opposed counting enslaved people fully,
citing moral objections and economic differences.

The Three-Fifths Compromise
To resolve this deadlock, delegates agreed on the Three-Fifths Compromise:
- Enslaved individuals would be counted as three-fifths of a person for purposes of
apportioning representation and taxation.

Why Was This Issue Explosive?
- It highlighted the deep moral divisions over slavery.
- It gave Southern states increased political power based on their enslaved populations.
- The compromise temporarily deferred the moral reckoning with slavery, which would
eventually lead to the Civil War.

The issue of slavery remained a contentious and unresolved moral crisis for decades,
embedded in the constitutional fabric through compromises like this.

3. Federal Power vs. States’ Rights

The Balance of Power
Another highly explosive debate revolved around how much authority the federal
government should wield versus the rights of individual states:
- Federalists argued for a strong central government to maintain order, regulate commerce,
and provide national stability.
- Anti-Federalists feared that a powerful federal government would infringe on states'
sovereignty and individual liberties.

The Key Issues
- Control over taxation and spending
- Authority to raise and maintain an army
- Regulation of interstate and international commerce
- The inclusion (or exclusion) of a Bill of Rights

The Outcome
The Federalists succeeded in advocating for a stronger national government, culminating in
the Constitution's ratification. However, the anti-federalist fears persisted, leading to the
adoption of the Bill of Rights as a compromise to protect individual liberties and limit
federal power.

The debate over federalism was explosive because it struck at the core of American ideals
of liberty and governance, setting the stage for ongoing political conflicts.



The Aftermath and Lasting Impact of Explosive
Issues

The issues discussed above did not simply resolve their immediate conflicts; they shaped
the trajectory of American political development.

The Great Compromise and the Structure of
Government
The resolution of representation issues led to the creation of the bicameral Congress,
balancing the interests of large and small states.

The Legacy of Slavery and the Three-Fifths Compromise
While temporarily resolving representation disputes, this compromise institutionalized
slavery's economic and political influence, setting the stage for future conflicts that
culminated in the Civil War.

Federalism and the Bill of Rights
The debate over federal power resulted in the Bill of Rights, ensuring protections for
individual liberties and limiting federal authority—a compromise that continues to shape
American political discourse.

Conclusion

The most explosive issues during the Constitutional Convention—namely, representation,
slavery, and federalism—were not merely academic debates but fundamental conflicts over
the soul of the nation. These issues threatened to fracture the convention and delay the
creation of the Constitution but ultimately led to compromises that defined the structure of
American government.

Understanding these debates provides crucial insight into the delicate balancing act that
the Founding Fathers performed—balancing state sovereignty with federal authority, moral
ideals with political realities, and the diverse interests of a young nation. Their ability to
navigate these explosive issues laid the groundwork for a resilient and adaptable
Constitution, though not without leaving unresolved tensions that would challenge the
country for generations.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Which issue during the Constitutional Convention was
considered the most explosive?
The most explosive issue was the debate over representation in Congress, specifically
between large and small states, leading to the Great Compromise.

How did the dispute over states' representation
threaten to derail the Constitutional Convention?
It created a deadlock between large states wanting proportional representation and small
states insisting on equal representation, risking the collapse of the convention.

What role did the issue of slavery play in the
Convention's conflicts?
Slavery was a contentious issue, especially regarding how enslaved people would be
counted for representation and taxation, leading to heated debates and compromises.

Why was the issue of executive power considered so
contentious during the Convention?
Debates centered on whether to establish a strong president, risking tyranny, or a weak
one, risking instability, making it a highly explosive topic.

How did the disagreement over the inclusion of a Bill of
Rights become an explosive issue?
Initially, some delegates opposed a Bill of Rights, fearing it would limit federal power,
leading to intense debates about individual protections.

What was the controversy surrounding the issue of
state sovereignty versus federal authority?
Delegates debated how much power states should retain versus the power of the national
government, with tensions threatening to fracture the Union.

In what way did economic interests create an explosive
atmosphere during the Convention?
Disagreements over tariffs, trade regulations, and economic policies fueled tensions,
especially between commercial and agrarian states.



Overall, which issue proved to be the most divisive and
nearly prevented the Constitution's creation?
The issue of representation and the structure of Congress was the most divisive, ultimately
leading to the Connecticut Compromise that allowed the Constitution to be adopted.

Additional Resources
The Most Explosive Issue During the Constitutional Convention: A Deep Dive into the
Founding Fathers’ Contentious Battles

The Constitutional Convention of 1787 is often celebrated as the birthplace of the United
States Constitution, a landmark event that shaped the foundation of American democracy.
Yet beneath the surface of this historic gathering lay intense debates, ideological clashes,
and unresolved tensions. While many issues confronted the delegates, one stands out as
the most explosive—the dispute over representation and the structure of the federal
government. This contentious debate not only nearly derailed the convention but also laid
the groundwork for the complex system of checks and balances we recognize today.

This article explores the intricacies of the most explosive issue during the Constitutional
Convention, examining its origins, key players, the competing proposals, and the ultimate
resolution that defined the future of American governance.

---

The Context: A Nation in Flux

Before diving into the debates, it’s essential to understand the tumultuous backdrop of
post-Revolutionary America. The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, created a loose
confederation of states with a weak central government. While this structure preserved
state sovereignty, it also resulted in significant problems:

- Lack of Federal Authority: The national government had limited power to tax, regulate
commerce, or enforce laws.
- Economic Instability: Disputes between states over tariffs and trade hampered economic
growth.
- Foreign Threats: The weak central government struggled to defend American interests
abroad.
- Internal Discontent: Uprisings like Shays’ Rebellion exposed the weaknesses of the
Articles, pushing leaders to seek a more robust federal system.

These issues made clear that a new, more effective constitution was necessary. However,
the process of creating this new framework was anything but smooth, with fundamental
disagreements threatening to fracture the convention.

---



Key Issues Leading to Explosive Tensions

Among the many disagreements—such as the power of the executive branch, slavery, and
the scope of individual rights—the debate over representation in the new government was
the most explosive. It cut to the core of how power would be distributed between large and
small states, free and slave states, and urban versus rural populations.

Main issues involved:

- Population-based Representation: Should states be represented based on their
population?
- Equal Representation: Should every state have an equal voice, regardless of size?
- The Structure of the Legislature: Should there be a unicameral or bicameral Congress?
- The Role of Slavery in Representation: How should enslaved populations influence
congressional seats and taxation?

These questions exposed deep-seated fears, economic interests, and ideological divides,
making the debate highly contentious and, at times, explosive.

---

The Major Proposals and Counterpoints

The convention saw two predominant proposals to address representation:

The Virginia Plan: Representation by Population

Proposed primarily by Edmund Randolph and James Madison, the Virginia Plan advocated
for a strong national government with a bicameral legislature. Representation in both
houses would be based on population, favoring larger states like Virginia, Pennsylvania, and
Massachusetts.

Core features:

- Bicameral Legislature: An upper and lower house.
- Representation Based on Population: Larger states would wield more influence.
- Power to Veto State Laws: The national government could override state legislation.
- Proposal for a Strong Executive and Judiciary.

This plan was attractive to larger states because it promised greater influence proportional
to their populations. However, smaller states feared marginalization.

The New Jersey Plan: Equal Representation



Countering the Virginia Plan, William Paterson introduced the New Jersey Plan, which called
for equal representation for each state, regardless of size. It retained the structure of the
Articles of Confederation but proposed granting the national government expanded powers,
such as the ability to tax and regulate commerce.

Core features:

- Unicameral Legislature: One house with equal votes per state.
- Protection of State Sovereignty: Smaller states could ensure their interests were
protected.
- Limited Federal Power: Focused on amending the Articles rather than replacing them
entirely.

The New Jersey Plan appealed to smaller states worried about being dominated by larger
neighbors, but it was seen as insufficient for creating a strong, effective national
government.

---

The Explosive Clash: The Great Compromise

The debate over representation was so heated that it threatened to derail the entire
convention. The impasse was only resolved through what is famously known as The Great
Compromise (or Connecticut Compromise), proposed by Roger Sherman and Oliver
Ellsworth.

Key elements of the compromise:

- Bicameral Legislature: The House of Representatives would be based on population,
satisfying larger states.
- Equal Representation in the Senate: Each state would have two senators, satisfying
smaller states.
- Combined Approach: This structure balanced the influence of both large and small states,
fostering compromise.

Why was this compromise so significant?

- It averted a potential collapse of the convention by reconciling conflicting interests.
- It laid the foundation for the modern legislative structure of the U.S. Congress.
- It exposed the deep-seated fears of marginalization and dominance, which still echo in
American political discourse today.

The debate’s explosive nature stemmed from the stakes involved—control over national
policy, economic interests, and state sovereignty. Delegates faced intense pressure to
protect their constituents’ interests, leading to heated exchanges, threats, and even
moments of outright deadlock.

---



Slavery’s Role in Representation: An Additional
Layer of Tension

The issue of how enslaved populations would influence representation added fuel to the
fire. The Three-Fifths Compromise emerged as a pivotal, yet contentious, solution:

- Three-Fifths Compromise: For purposes of apportioning seats in the House and taxation,
each enslaved person would be counted as three-fifths of a free person.

This compromise was explosive because:

- It acknowledged slavery explicitly within constitutional negotiations.
- It enhanced the political power of slaveholding states.
- It ignited moral debates that would persist for generations.

The debate over slavery and representation underscored the larger ideological rifts, making
the convention not only a fight over governance but also a battleground for moral and
economic interests.

---

The Aftermath: A Fragile yet Functional
Resolution

The resolution of the representation debate through the Great Compromise was a pivotal
moment, but it did not end the convention’s tensions. Instead, it set the stage for further
compromises on issues like the slave trade, executive authority, and federalism.

Implications of the compromise:

- Federal Balance: Established a system that balanced power between large and small
states.
- Foundation for Bicameralism: The two-chamber Congress remains a cornerstone of
American legislative structure.
- Precedent for Compromise: Demonstrated the importance of negotiation and mutual
concessions in constitutional design.

While the debate was explosive and fraught with conflict, the eventual agreement
exemplified the Founders’ ability to forge a workable compromise amidst deep divisions.

---

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Representation



Debate

The dispute over representation during the Constitutional Convention was undoubtedly the
most explosive issue, characterized by fierce ideological clashes, political maneuvering, and
profound fears about power and sovereignty. Its resolution through the Great Compromise
not only saved the convention but also created a government structure capable of adapting
and enduring.

Today, the legacy of this debate persists in the American political system’s ongoing
struggles to balance the interests of populous states with those of smaller ones, urban
centers with rural communities, and different ideological factions. It exemplifies the delicate
art of constitutional design—where compromise is often the price of progress.

In essence, the representation debate was more than a constitutional issue; it was a
defining moment that shaped the very nature of American democracy—an explosive
confrontation turned foundational compromise.
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