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AN “AUTOBIOGRAPHY” OF THE ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION

Read the story of the first American government below.  Use the guided reading activity to make notes and respond to important questions as you read.  This should give you a good idea of the answer to our second essential question – “Why was there a need for a new government in 1787?”
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2. Analyzing Information How many
miles long and wide was a township?
A section?

roperty be clearly defined” by the government.
the Congress drafted another ordinance to pro-
tect the interests of hard-working settlers.

The Northwest Ordinance

The Northwest Ordinance, passed in 1787,
created a single Northwest Territory out of the
lands north of the Ohio River and east of the Mis-
sissippi River. The lands were to be divided into
three to five smaller territories. When the popula-
tion of a territory reached 60,000, the people could
apply for statehood. Each new state would come
into the Union on “an equal footing” with the
original 13 states.

The Northwest Ordinance included a bill of
rights for the settlers, guaranteeing freedom of

religion and trial by jury. It also stated, “There
shall be neither slavery nor involuntary servitude
in said territory.” This clause marked the national
government’s first attempt to stop the spread of
slavery.

The Confederation’s western ordinances had
enormous significance for American expansion
and development. These policies opened the way
for settlement of the Northwest Territory in a sta-
ble and orderly manner. (@59

Trouble on Two Fronts

Despite its accomplishments in dealing
with western lands, the Confederation
government had so little power that it could not
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After the American colonies declared independence in 1776 and continued to fight against the British, some guys in the Continental Congress realized that they needed some form of organization and rule if they wanted to win the war and keep some sense of order at home.  That’s why, on November 15, 1777, the Continental Congress voted to accept a plan of government called the Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union.  

That’s me – the Articles of Confederation.  You can call me “Arty” if you wish.  I am the first national constitution in the history of the United States of America.  If you read me, you would find the important principle that “each state should retain its sovereignty, freedom, and independence and every power, jurisdiction, and right not expressly delegated to the federal government”.  In other words, the states were very powerful.  Each state had written a new state constitution, and they were not looking to give up any of their strengths as individuals.  The national government that was created would be very weak and could do only what the individual states would allow it to do.  That’s what a confederation is – a loose alliance of states with a weak central or national government.  It took a long time for me to actually become law – four years, to be exact.  I was finally ratified, or approved, by all 13 states in 1781.
[image: image4.emf]You see, all of the 13 states wanted a weak national government, since they were trying to escape from the tyranny of the British king (Mean George III) and Parliament.  Also, each state wanted to protect its own interests, almost in a selfish way.  The 13 states were very different from one another, especially because of their geography.  The northern states were more involved in business and manufacturing, while the southern states were agricultural.  Slavery was an issue that divided the north and south as well.  According to Pierce Butler, a guy from South Carolina, the interests of the North and South are “as different as the interests of Russia and Turkey”.  
Many of the smaller states were worried that a powerful national government would bend to the will of the populous and prosperous states, so they wanted to make sure that each state had the same influence in the Confederation congress. Therefore, when I was written, they made sure that each state had one vote, no matter how big or small, rich or poor, populated or unpopulated.  Each state could name its own delegates to the national congress and pay them. Since the states could hire and fire their delegates, the representatives had to be boosters for the state and not for a strong national government.  It was all about the power of the states!
Before you think that the national government is a total wimp because of me, let me tell you a few things. Under my laws, the national government can negotiate foreign treaties and provide for a national defense by raising and maintaining and army and navy. The Confederation congress can also coin and print money and establish post offices and post roads in the country.   Our diplomats have made important alliances with European powers like France and Spain and also negotiated the Treaty of Paris which gained recognition of independence from Great Britain.  Let’s face it – we won the Revolution under me, so I can’t be all that bad, right?
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In addition, western lands were organized and settlement began under two major laws passed by the Confederation congress – the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787.  In the Land Ordinance, land in the Ohio country was divided up and sold, mostly to raise money for the meager treasury in the country.  The government negotiated with local Indians and the states of the country, and the land was divided into townships.  Each township was a square, six miles by six miles, and divided into thirty-six sections.  Those sections could be further divided for sale.  There would be on section set aside for a public school in each township – hooray for education!  
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Once people settled out west, the Northwest Ordinance provided territorial government and a way for the territory to enter the Union as a new state.  The Northwest Ordinance set the creation of at least three but not more than five states out of the Northwest Territory. Once sixty thousand people lived in a territory, they could apply for statehood, entering the union "on an equal footing with the original states." They could form a constitutional convention, draft a state constitution, and then submit the document to the United States Congress for approval.  The state constitution had to guarantee basic rights to its people, including religious freedom, trial by jury, the right to bail except in capital cases, and several additional rights. The states were to encourage education, but the Northwest Ordinance did not require states to provide public education. In addition the ordinance forbade slavery in the area!

What was the overall impact of these two laws?  Simple – it meant that the new United States would not be limited to the Atlantic coast.  People were going to spread to the west, all the way to the Mississippi River.  Westward settlement will certainly change the nation, and I’m sure it will bring its own benefits and challenges in the near future.

Even with all of those positive aspects, the government set up under me is turning out to be pretty lousy for the new nation.  First of all, it is very hard for the government to make decisions.  All decisions were made by committees, which can act very slowly.  For anything to pass through the congress, decisions had to be approved by nine of the thirteen states.  It was hard to get these different states to agree on anything!  It is even more difficult to amend or change me, since all 13 states would have to agree on a change – that’s nearly impossible!

Once a decision is made, there is no way to for the national government enforce it, since there is no executive branch or independent executive.  There is a President of the congress, whose actual title is “President of the United States in Congress Assembled.”  The first one of these guys to use the title was John Hanson of Maryland (even though he was actually the third person in the position). His position and duties weren’t really defined, however, so he wasn’t really an executive.  Still, you could (sort of) call him the first President of the U.S.!  Whatever you call him, it doesn’t mean that he has any real power.  If the Confederation congress passes a law, the states can pretty much choose to ignore it.  Congress isn’t going to send someone to the states to make sure they follow the law.  Also, there isn’t a national judicial system.  Without a national executive or a national court system, states can pretty much do as they please.
We are also experiencing problems with foreign nations.  Even though we beat the British in the Revolution, they are still hanging around in Canada and western forts and many of their troops have yet to leave American ports.  The Spanish are also claiming all of the land south of the Ohio River and they control the Mississippi River, not letting western settlers use the river to move their goods.  England and Spain aren’t very worried about the power of our young nation, especially since the government established under me is pretty weak.  

One of the big problems of our government is money (it’s always money, isn’t it?).  There is nowhere in me (the Articles) that says that the national government can collect taxes.  The states are supposed to collect taxes to pay for the government, but the national government can’t force them to pay anything!  Some states gave money to pay for the debt after the Revolution, but only $3 million of the $12 million asked for by Congress.  North Carolina and Georgia refused to pay anything!  Our government is so cash poor that we couldn’t even pay $200 ransom for American sailors captured by pirates over in the Mediterranean!
Also, the national government can’t solve land disputes between states.  States were given land in their colonial charters, but the land in the West was disputed.  Since land is so valuable, the states want as much as they can claim.  The area of Vermont wants to be independent from New York and New Hampshire, and it is talking about becoming a British colony – but the Confederation Congress can’t do anything about it!
In addition, the national government can’t regulate trade among the states.  Since most states aren’t trading much with Britain (for obvious reasons), they have to trade with each other.  However, the states see each other as competitors and not partners.  Some states have made very high tariffs on goods from other states to help improve the business within their borders.  In addition, some of the states with wealthy ports (like New York, Massachusetts, and Virginia) won’t share their economic benefits with others.  Other states have to use these ports to ship their goods, but the wealthier states tax the goods from other states – or sometimes simply confiscate the goods!  When states have problems about trade, there is nothing the national government can do about it.
When it all comes down to it, the states in the “United States” aren’t all that united right now.  They see each other more as foreign countries than as part of the same nation.  When I was ratified in 1781, they wanted an alliance of thirteen independent and sovereign states, entering into a “firm league of friendship with each other".  That’s what we have right now!  Each state has its own currency, which causes major confusion when trade happens between states.  States set taxes on each other, fight about boundaries in the west, and make agreements with other foreign countries.  Nine states actually have their won navies!  Critics have begun to call for a change in the government, mostly because of the problem of trade between states.

Specifically, there is a big trade problem between Maryland and Virginia, concerning the use of the river that runs between them, the Potomac.  Both states sent some representatives to the home of George Washington to try to solve the dispute.  Some of the big wigs in other states thought that the issue of trade or commerce was too much of a problem, so they decided to talk about it at a bigger meeting in Annapolis, Maryland in September of 1786.  Five states (only five) sent representatives to this Annapolis Convention, so the turnout wasn’t all that impressive.  While they were there to talk about trade, some of the delegates realized that there were bigger problems than just commerce.  They actually made a decision to call for another convention the following spring in order to discuss me, the Articles of Confederation.  The resolution that they made in Annapolis was sent to the Confederation Congress, which agreed to call a convention in May of 1787.
I guess I’m not a perfect form of government.  The big question is who really wants to change me?  Remember, the states all want a weak national government, especially after breaking away from the tyrannical British government.  Any change in me (the Articles) would probably lead to the states losing power.  Also, only five states sent representatives to Annapolis, so there must not be total agreement on making changes to me.  While some pretty important people, like Alexander Hamilton of New York and James Madison of Virginia, are pushing for a stronger national government and a huge change in me, I don’t think that opinion is popular throughout the nation.  So this resolution for a convention for “the sole and express purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation” doesn’t scare me too much.  Unless something drastic happens that changes people’s opinions …
ADDENDUM …

Remember how I mentioned that something drastic could change some people’s minds?  It happened in Massachusetts, and the government couldn’t do much … because of me!  Poor farmers were struggling to pay their debts, high taxes, and excessive legal costs in Massachusetts.  It was a mini-depression!   Many of these farmers had served in the Revolution, including Daniel Shays, a former captain in the Continental army.  If the farmers couldn’t pay, they would have their land taken or be sent to prison.  The farmers, led by Shays, rose up in rebellion, demanding lower taxes and protective laws to help them keep their land. In 1786, armed mobs prevented the sitting of the courts at Northampton, Worcester, Great Barrington, and Concord; and Shays, with his followers, broke up a session of the state supreme court in Springfield.  The problem?  The national government (under me) was too weak to stop them!

Early in 1787, Shays and his men marched into Springfield to seize the federal arsenal, but they were stopped by a force of Massachusetts militia.  The farmers were finally defeated a few weeks later, with most of the framers arrested.   Most of the men were pardoned later in the year; Shays, who was condemned to death, escaped to Vermont and was pardoned a year later.
A lot of people are worried that rebellions like this could happen in their towns, and people are calling for a change in the national government. What would that mean to me?  I may be revised a little, or even worse – changed completely.  We’ll see what happens …
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ARTY’S STORY (or, the reading about the Articles of Confederation) reading guide

As you read the story of the first form of American government, complete the following activities … and make sure you have some colored pens or highlighters!

· Underline the definition of a confederation, and write “confederation” in the margin near it. 
· Put a star (*) next to each of the reasons why the 13 states made a weak national government.
· Underline the reason why each state had only one vote in Congress.
· Using short phrases, write down the different powers that the national government had under the Articles in the space below.
· Underline or highlight Land Ordinance and Northwest Ordinance in the reading.
· On the map, clearly write “Land Ordinance” next to the grid of a township  On the map, clearly write “guarantee rights” and “outlaw slavery” on the Northwest Territory.
· Underline or highlight the impact of the two ordinances.
· Identify the various weaknesses of the government under the Articles below, and describe the problem caused by each weakness – an example is provided.
	WEAKNESS
	PROBLEMS CAUSED BY WEAKNESS

	Difficult to make decisions because of committees
	Problems can’t be solved in a timely manner
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	PROBLEMS CAUSED BY WEAKNESS

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


· Draw a funny mustache on the “first President of the United States”.

· Draw a box around the paragraph that details the problems between Virginia and Maryland, and underline the name of the convention where they tried to solve the problems.

· Underline the phrase describing the resolution made by Hamilton and Madison.

· Draw separate boxes around the cause, event, and impact of Shays’ Rebellion and label each.

· Double check the assignment, making sure you understand the essential question it should answer – “Why was there a need for a new government in 1787?”

· Make sure your name is on this page and your reading, and put both in your table of contents.

· Bring Taft a million dollars for a new souped-up minivan.
ARTY’S STORY





This is a more formal picture of me – courtesy of the Library of Congress





The states were spread across the eastern seaboard, and they united in name only!





The Land Ordinance and Northwest Ordinance – yeah Midwest!





John Hanson – not on the dollar bill!








