A Fragile Union
Introduction
In 1776 the Declaration of Independence formally broke America's ties with
England. In the years that followed, the states wrote constitutions and created new, independent governments. The states also ratified the first national
constitution, the Articles of Confederation. This document created a confederation of states called the United States of America. The lessons the founders learned in these early years of independence later helped them craft the
United States Constitution.
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Chapter 2 • A New Constitution

In the years after the Declaration of Independence, all of the
states created republican governments. A republic is a political system in which supreme power is held by the people, who
elect representatives to make decisions on their behalf. These
new state governments drafted new state constitutions.
Most state constitutions clearly set out the rights of the
people, such as freedoms of religion, speech, and the press.
These state constitutions also reflected the revolutionary
ideal of popular sovereignty. Each state constitution provided
for the people to elect their representatives in government.
Each state created a legislature. A legislature is the branch
of government that makes laws. The legislature is composed
of members who are elected by the people. These state legislatures could appoint a governor to carry out the laws and a
court to resolve disputes.
The legislature had great power. But there were several
ways in which its power was limited. Most states created a
bicameral legislature, which is a legislature composed of two
separate chambers. In those states, laws had to be passed by
both legislative chambers, so each chamber kept an eye on the
other.

In addition, all of the states' constitutions provided for elections every year. If
the people weren't happy with what the legislature had (or hadn't) done, the
people could vote representatives out of office. However, frequent elections
meant that the representatives often focused on improving things in the short
term. Little thought was given to the long term. And some state governments
focused on the wishes of the majority of voters, which meant that they passed
laws that were unfair to minorities. Laws changed quickly; no one could be sure
what the law was from one year to the next. Over time, state legislatures started
to take over the powers of the state governor and the state courts.

Articles of Confederation
Most colonists were strongly attached to their state and their local community.
Many colonists were suspicious of powerful government, and every colony had
its own government. The thirteen colonies were like thirteen different countries.
However, the colonists did have some things in common. They spoke the
same language and shared a resentment of Britain. When war broke out, they
needed to fight together to defeat a common enemy.
After the Declaration of Independence was signed in 1776, representatives from the colonies discussed the need to create a national government
to coordinate the fight against the British. These representatives had two
main goals: They wanted to create a government with enough power to make
important decisions for the nation, but they also wanted to leave much of the
power to govern in the hands of the states. With both of these concerns in
mind, a committee of colonial representatives drafted a document called the
Articles of Confederation.
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Did You
KNOW?
Article 11 of the Articles
of Confederation invited
Canada to join the United
States!

* Article 1 of the Articles of
Confederation named the
confederation of states. It was
to be called The United States
of America.
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Creating a Confederation

PRIVILEGES AND
IMMUNITIES
The national Congress
created by the Articles
of Confederation represented the states, not
the people. However, the
Articles did give people
some important rights that
they had not had before.
Article 4 gave citizens of
each state the "privileges
and immunities" of citizens in all the other states.
Each state had to treat all
people in the state equally,
whether they lived there
or not. This article was
later adopted in the U.S.
Constitution.

- After the Revolutionary War,
each state issued its own
currency. States often did not
accept currency from other
states.
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Chapter 2 • A New Constitution

The Articles of Confederation created a confederation of states. A
confederation is a loose union of independent states. A confederation seemed
to address both concerns that the representatives had. For example, Article 2
of the Articles of Confederation stated that each state retained its "sovereignty,
freedom, and independence." A confederation allowed each state to retain the
right to govern within its own borders. But the confederation also gave states
the power to join together to deal with some issues, such as fighting the war
against Britain and conducting foreign relations with other countries.
The Articles of Confederation created a national Congress to make decisions. The members of this Congress represented the interests of the states.
They did not directly represent the people. Under Article 5 of the Articles of
Confederation, each state could nominate between two and seven delegates
to represent it in Congress. However, each state was entitled to only one vote,
no matter how many delegates it had.

Problems Emerge
This first Congress had some important powers, such as the powers to declare
war, sign treaties, and appoint ambassadors. But soon after the Articles of
Confederation were ratified, states realized that the Articles had some serious
problems. It was difficult for Congress to make a decision, because 9 states
out of 13 had to agree to important measures. When the Congress did make a
decision, it had to depend on the individual states to enforce it—the national
Congress had no enforcement power.
Congress also had no power to collect taxes. It had to rely on the states to
contribute money to pay for such things as a national army. By the end of the
Revolutionary War in 1783, Congress had huge debts to pay to soldiers who
had fought in the army. Congress also owed money to citizens who had lent
supplies or money to the government during the war. But the national government was broke, and the individual states wouldn't give it any money.

Another problem with the Articles was that Congress could not regulate
commerce among the states. This weakness led to bitter fighting among states
as they squabbled over boundaries, currency, and trade.
Meanwhile, overseas, the reputation of the new United States of America
was suffering. European nations knew that the national government had little
control over the states and treated the United States with contempt. For example, Britain refused to move soldiers stationed in forts on American territory.
Some states wanted to change, or amend, parts of the Articles of
Confederation. But Congress could only amend the Articles if all 13 states
agreed. The states could never unanimously agree to an amendment.

Shays's Rebellion
Daniel Shays was a farmer who left his land in Massachusetts to fight against
the British in the Revolutionary War. When he returned home after the war,
times were hard. Farmers could no longer sell their goods to the British, so they
didn't have much money coming in. The state government of Massachusetts
owed large debts, and in order to pay them, Massachusetts raised taxes. Raising
taxes on the poor farmers was hard enough, but if a farmer couldn't afford to
pay the taxes, his land was seized and he was imprisoned.
In August 1786, Daniel Shays organized an armed rebellion of farmers to
protest these economic problems. The group barred access to court buildings,
which prevented the trial and imprisonment of debtors. In January of 1787,
Shays led 1200 rebels to capture a federal store of weapons. State armed forces
quickly suppressed the uprising and most of the rebels surrendered. But this
rebellion didn't go unnoticed.
During the chaos of the rebellion, more states realized how important it
was to have a strong national government. The uprising highlighted the fact
that the debt-ridden states were unstable.
Some landowners feared that
dissatisfied citizens would
rebel against other state
governments. In February,
1787, Congress authorized a meeting of the
states in Philadelphia
"for the sole and
express purpose of
revising the Articles
of Confederation."
Representatives from
12 states agreed to
attend.

* * if

A FAILED EXPERIMENT?
Many historians view the
Articles of Confederation
as a failed experiment.
However, the Articles
were important for several
reasons. For example, the
Articles of Confederation
• made it possible for
the states to work
together to win the
Revolutionary War
against the British,
•showed people the
advantages of having
a national government
in areas such as trade,
defense, and foreign
affairs, and
• showed people the
problems of not giving
the national government enough power.

A portrait of Daniel Shays,
leader of Shays's Rebellion.
This woodcut was probably
made after his death in 1825.
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