
Why did the colonies not approve the Articles of Confederation when it was first sent out by the Second Continental 
Congress? The new federal constitution had to be ratified by all thirteen colonies, and Maryland refused to agree. 
Maryland was a small state and feared that larger states would force their will on the smaller ones. To make matters 
worse, many of the larger states would get even larger with the addition of the western lands the colonies claimed 
beyond the Appalachian Mountains. Without Maryland’s approval, the Articles could not go into effect. 

The war was almost over when the larger states agreed to give up their western claims. Maryland then agreed to ratify 
the Articles. The ratification came just in time for the new nation to approve the Treaty of Paris 1783 that formally 
ended the Revolutionary War.

Section 7.1
Forming New Governments

Creating a New Nation

! Constitutional Republic – a government where the people agree to the way 
the government is to be run; the rules are written in the form of a constitution, and the people elect 
representatives to run the government

! Confederation – an alliance (or union) of states brought together by common needs and interests

! Articles of Confederation – the legal document to create a confederation of the thirteen colonies

! Suffrage – the right to vote

Shortly after the Declaration of Independence was ratified, the Second Continental Congress appointed another 
committee to write a constitution. If the colonists defeated England, it would form a constitutional republic, which is 
a government that is based on a written constitution and is ruled by elected representatives of the people. (Notice that 
the United States government is not considered a true democracy. In a true democracy, all of the people make all of 
the decisions all of the time by a majority vote. A republic is similar but more practical for a federal government since 
in a republic, people elect representatives to make the decisions on their behalf.)

The committee worked quickly and wrote this new constitution called the Articles of Confederation. The Articles of 
Confederation formed a confederation of the colonies. As a confederation, the colonies would become an alliance of 
states under a central, or “national,” government. The Articles were passed by the Continental Congress and then sent 
to the colonies for their approval. Unfortunately, that approval did not come until 1781, only seven months before 
Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown. 

Nearly all of the Revolutionary War was fought with no central government in place. The colonies fought and won a 
war with Great Britain with the Second Continental Congress acting as the government. The war was difficult to fight 
without having a true central government. George Washington and his troops were successful in battle, and 
fortunately, the Patriots were able win the war despite all the confusion and hardship.
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Approving the Articles of Confederation



Weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation
! Each state was permitted only one vote no matter the size or population of the state.

! Taxes could not be collected to operate the government.

! Trade between states was not regulated.

! There were no federal courts to interpret laws or to punish lawbreakers.

! It took 9 out of 13 votes to pass any law.

! Amendments required all 13 states to agree in order to pass.

! It was only a “league of friendship” and not a true central government.

The states were afraid of putting too much power in the hands of a federal government. The 
king and Parliament had abused the power they had when dealing with the colonies. States 
feared that a strong central government could do the same.

Question 1:If the Articles were so weak, why didn’t the states create a stronger government?

Section 7.2, continued
Articles of Confederation

Accomplishments Under the Articles of Confederation

Land Ordinance of 1785
The Land Ordinance of 1785 declared the land west of the Appalachian Mountains public land (meaning 
the land belonged to the government). The ordinance gave the government the authority to sell the land to 
raise money. This huge area was divided into 36 square mile townships. Each township was then subdivided 
into one square mile sections. Each section was 640 acres and cost at least a dollar per acre. 

Within each township, one section was given for the support of public education. This ordinance was the first 
law in the United States to give money to public education.

The majority of the public land was to be sold to people desiring to settle in the West. Most, however, did not 
have enough money to buy an entire section of land. Instead, banks, land companies, and even states bought 
the sections, divided them into smaller, more affordable pieces of land, and sold them to the settlers.
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The weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation quickly became a problem. A meeting was held in Annapolis, 
Maryland, in 1786 to discuss the issues. Only five states sent delegates. But in order to pass any new laws, 
representatives from a minimum of nine states were needed. The only thing the delegates could do was to call for 
another meeting to try to fix the Articles. It was decided the new meeting was to take place in Philadelphia the 
following year. 

In spite of its weaknesses, the new government under the Articles of Confederation 
was able to solve a couple of problems that allowed the United States to grow. 

Remember, one of the reasons the Articles were not ratified before 1781 was due 
to a dispute over newly gained territory west of the Appalachian Mountains called 
the Northwest Territory . Under the Articles of Confederation, the individual 
states had to give up their claims on that land. The question then became what to 
do with all that land. 

The Land Ordinance of 1785 settled that question. The Northwest Ordinance of 
1787 settled a similar one — how new states would be admitted to the Union.
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