
 

 

Explain the Ratification debate and the effect it had on the new regime 
 
After many problems arose from the Articles of Confederation, James Madison and Alexander 
Hamilton set out to create a new government. This proved difficult, as more than ever, the states 
and residents of those states were determined to protect their rights.  Significant leaders from each 
state came together in 1787 at the Philadelphia Convention, overseen by George Washington, to 
address the issues relating to the political structure of the new nation. The discussion arising from 
this convention lead to the drafting of the Constitution by Madison, Hamilton and Franklin. The draft 
was then taken to the people to be discussed further and ratified. This process became known as 
the ‘Ratification Debate’. This debate divided the people into two groups, Federalists and Anti-
Federalists. The Federalists included key players such as Madison, Hamilton and Washington and 
argued that a Constitution would empower people and that a strong federal government could 
properly defend the republic in a way that the Articles of Confederation government almost failed 
to. Those who did not support the notion of a Constitution became known as the Anti-Federalists, 
one of the most note-worthy being Patrick Henry. The Antifederalists believed that the Constitution 
gave too much power to the central government and left the states with too little.1 They were 
particularly concerned about personal liberties and some found the ratification process illegal 
because to amend the Articles of Confederation, all states had to be unanimous where as the 
Constitution only needed the support of nine states. Ultimately, the Federalists were victorious with 
the promise of a Bill of Rights. The Constitution was implemented in 1789 and was the “apotheosis 
of the revolution… it’s ideological fulfilment” according to Neo-whig Historian, Bernard Bailyn.  
 
 
To what extent was Liberty achieved in the USA by 1789? 
 
To some extent liberty was achieved in the USA by 1789 with the ratification of the Constitution, 
governance was based on the ideal of ‘power emanating from the people’ in the form of Congress 
to which representatives were elected and therefore the voters were represented. The Constitution 
also divided the country power into three - the legislature, executive and judiciary, and George 
Bancroft comments that the Constitution was “liberty’s greater protection”. However not all were 
granted liberty. It even clearly stated in the Constitution that not everyone would receive the 
benefits of the new society when it said in Article I that ‘including those bound to Service for a Term 
of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other persons.” Slavery was still a big 
money-maker in the South and Howard Zinn observes that the Founding Fathers “certainly did not 
want an equal balance between slaves and masters, propertyless and property holders, Indians 
and white. Women were also still restricted to a large extent and although some states passed 
divorce laws, they were difficult for women to obtain. In some states however women found it 
easier to trade but they mostly just remained in their domestic roles. Another group of people who 
were not afforded liberty were the First Nation Americans as they were regarded as a ‘foreign 
nation’ and they had land taken from them due to their alliance with the British during the 
Revolutionary War. Zinn notes once again that “some Americans were clearly omitted from this 
circle of united interest.”  
 
 
Explain how Shay’s rebellion represented a crisis for the new regime. 
 
“ Shay’s Rebellion”, the name given to a series of uprisings in Massachusetts in 1786 and 1787 led 
by Revolutionary war veteran, Daniel Shays, was a symptom of the problems of the new regime 
and represented the crisis of the government under the Articles of Confederation. Shay’s rebellion 
led to the Annapolis Convention, Philadelphia Convention and ultimately the U.S Constitutional 
Convention. After the war of Independence, America was faced with government, economic and 
military problems. With the ratification of the Articles of Confederation in 1777, the national 
government was stripped of almost all power and could not pass laws, tax or even raise and pay 
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for a national army without state approval. America was in debt to foreign powers for loans during 
the war and as each state had it’s own currency, Congress simply printed more banknotes. This 
lead to massive inflation and confidence in trade and business declined as a result. Obviously, this 
hurt farmers in particular who made a living through trade and were also punished by debtors’ 
court if they could not repay the creditors. There were also military problems because as there was 
no executive power, there was no central government to pay an army. As he was a soldier, a 
farmer and he lived in Massachusetts where the crisis was most intense, Daniel Shays was directly 
affected by the new regime, and in 1786 he  began to organise western communities in 
Massachusetts to forcibly stop foreclosures by prohibiting the courts from holding their 
proceedings. 2 Although the uprising collapsed, Shay’s Rebellion raised crucial questions regarding 
the relationship between the government and their citizens. It represented the economic problems 
and rising debt that occurred throughout the country however is can be seen to represent the flaws 
in the Articles of Confederation and the new regime. Radical-Left Historian, Howard Zinn, believes 
that “it seems that the rebellion against British rule allowed a certain group of colonial elite to 
replace those loyal to England… and leave poor, white working people in very much their old 
situation.”  
 
 
To what extent were the articles of Confederation flawed? 
 
The Articles of Confederation, passed in 1777, formed the first federal government in the United 
States, and its successes and failures are essential to understanding both the latter stages of the 
War of Independence and the subsequent Constitution and Bill of Rights. To a large extent the 
articles were flawed however there were some advantages to to the articles of Confederation. They 
successfully prosecuted and won the War of Independence. They managed to supply the army 
during the course of the war, although not always to the satisfaction of the generals. They also 
ratified the Treaty of Paris in 1783 and passed the Land Ordinance Act in 1785 which accelerated 
settlement because public lands were surveyed and subdivided into townships and then sold 
privately. The North West Ordinance Act of 1787 was able to be passed which dealt with the 
political organisation of new lands. The ordinance broke the new lands into sates and the new 
states could see a non-voting representative to Congress after it had gained a population of 5000 
male adults as well as form it’s own constitution and legislature. Another positive was that slavery 
would not exist in the new states. The weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation however, 
heavily outweighed the strengths. Under the ‘firm league of friendship’ there was no central 
government and there Congress did not have the power to tax. It also lacked strong and steady 
leadership and did not have the power to enforce laws. There was no national army or nave nor 
was there a system of national courts. Each state could issue its own paper money and could put 
tariffs on trade between states. These problems that arose from the Articles of Confederation lead 
to National government, economic and military problems which ultimately resulted in a structure 
change and the Constitution. Historian Hugh Brogan believes that the “problems of trade could 
never be solved… till Articles [were] re-drafted…[N]ational government needed a thorough 
overhaul.”  
 
Explain how the lives of Black Americans and Native American Indians were affected 
Independence  
 
Although the Constitution of the new nation was based on the Ideals of Justice and Liberty, this 
was the reality for black or Native Americans. Slavery formed the basis of the economy in the 
Southern States and many of the Founding Fathers, including Washington and Jefferson, were 
slave owners. In order to ratify the Constitution the issue of slavery had to be glossed over and this 
was done by the introduction o the Three fifths clause of Article I. This clause mean that a slave 
was only equal to three fifths of a free person, and therefore denied the rights to civil liberty 
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enjoyed by other Americans. In a similar way the Native American people were not considered to 
have the same citizenship rights. During the war of Independence the Native American tribes allied 
themselves with the British because American settlers were already encroaching on their land and 
they believe  they would have  a more secure future under British rule. After Independence was 
achieved the native American people were excluded from the Treaty of Paris which allowed for the 
division of land between the new nation and British territories in Canada, and they were left 
dispossessed and continued so for decades afterwards.  The notions of Justice and Liberty which 
were supposed to underpin the new nation’s foundations were hijacked by wealthy men who 
wanted to maintain their wealth and power.  As historian Howard Zinn pointed out, “the Constitution 
serves the interest of the wealthy elite.” 
 
Explain the significance of Thomas Jefferson during the period 1776 - 1789? 
 
Thomas Jefferson is considered one of the founding fathers in the American Revolution and as a 
champion of individual’s rights and freedoms, he drafted the Declaration of Independence. Before 
becoming the governor of Virginia, Jefferson authored the Statute for Religious Freedom. This 
statute separated the Church from the State and ensured freedom of thought and religion to people 
of all faiths.This was enacted five years before the Bill of Rights and formed the basis of the first 
amendment of the Constitution. During his years in the government of Virginia in the late 1770s, 
Jefferson was given the task of revising the state’s laws and he drafted 126 bills in three years. 
These included laws streamlining the judicial system and providing for general education. He 
abolished laws of entail and primogeniture which he considered “feudal and unnatural distinctions”. 
His legal background and his enlightened ideals and values, of personal liberty and equality, were 
significant in the development of the laws and structure of the new nation.  
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