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State Constitutions, 1776–1780 

 State Constitutions influenced by ideas 

from: 

 John Locke 

 Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

 John Trenchard 

 Thomas Gordon 

 English Parliament 

 colonial legislatures 



Content 

 Bills of Rights 

 Limits on Participation 

 Separation of Powers 
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Results 

 State constitutions were valuable for 

working out different types of government 

 Many worked well for their citizens 

 How would the states participate in and 

contribute to a national body? 

 Most Americans were leery of a large 

national government 



The Articles of 

Confederation, 1777–1787 
 No legitimate federal government during 

the beginning of Revolutionary War 
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Origins 

 Articles of Confederation 



Division of Powers 

 Powers Reserved for the Federal 

Government 

 Powers Reserved for the States 



Achievements of the Articles 

 Established the United States as a 

government of laws that placed limits on 

the government’s authority 

 Created a national citizenship, which 

gave equal rights to qualifying members 



Weaknesses of the Articles 

 Inability to Raise Funds 

 The Need for Unanimity to Make 

Changes 

 Lack of Authority over Internal Trade 



Day-to-Day Operations 

of the Confederation 
 Three significant challenges:  

 managing the western expansion  

 foreign relations  

 debt 
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The Western Problem 

 Land Cessions 

 Organizing Territories 
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The Problem of Foreign 

Relations 
 The English 

 The Spanish 

 Pirates 



The Debt 

 Promissory Notes and Bonds 

 An Angry Army 

 Angry Farmers 

 Shays’s Rebellion 



p124 



The Failure of the Articles 

of Confederation 
 Calls for Change 



The Constitutional 

Convention 
 Effort to amend the Articles of 

Confederation became a Constitutional 

Convention in Philadelphia 

 Meetings were secret, allowing each 

member to speak his mind without fear of 

political retribution 



Membership 

 George Washington, president of the 

Convention 

 Fifty-four other delegates attended 

 Most were young lawyers (average age: 

forty-two), wealthy, and wanted to protect 

trade and promote economic and social 

stability 
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Preliminary Plans 

 The Virginia (Large States) Plan 

 The New Jersey (Small States) Plan 



Drafting the Constitution 

 The Great Compromise 

 Slave State Versus Free State 

 East Versus West 
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The Constitution 

 The Convention created a government of 

three branches—executive, legislative, 

and judicial—granting unique powers to 

each branch 



The Powers Given to Congress 

 collect taxes and raise revenue 

 regulate commerce, both foreign and 

domestic  

 declare war 

 maintain an army 

 make any changes necessary to pursue 

these powers. 



The Executive 

Branch 
 How Elected 

 Powers 

 make treaties  

 oversee the army and navy as commander-

in-chief 

 name diplomats with the consent of the 

Senate 

 execute the laws passed in Congress 

 veto acts of Congress 



The Judicial Branch 

 Federal system of courts, headed by a 

Supreme Court and regional courts 

 The president named the judges to serve 

lifetime appointments 

 Jurisdiction over constitutional questions 

and other federal cases 

 Supremacy Clause 



Federal and State Powers 

 Constitution forbade states from making 

their own money, levying customs, or 

infringing on the obligation of contracts 

 States maintained significant power 



Relationship of the Government 

and the Governed 

 The federal government could rule 

individuals directly 

 The federal government had the power of 

taxation 



The Ratification Debate 

 The conventioneers urged each state to 

hold a special convention to ratify the 

new document 

 Approval by nine states was enough for 

the Constitution to take effect—avoiding 

the need for unanimity 



A Slow Start 

 A few smaller states ratified the 

Constitution immediately 

 Other states with large populations 

generated opposition about the loss of 

sovereignty 



The Federalists 

 Federalists 

 Federalist Papers 

 Federalism 
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The Anti-Federalists 

 Wanted a weaker confederation of states 

and a more direct democracy 



The Debate 

 Compromise ultimately broke the 

deadlock between Federalists and Anti-

Federalists 

 June 1788, New Hampshire voted to 

ratify the Constitution, becoming the 

critical ninth state and putting the 

Constitution into operation 
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The Bill of Rights 

 Protect individual freedoms from the 

threat of potentially tyrannous federal 

government 
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