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Westward Migration?A.The foundational policies established by the United
States government in the late 18th century played a crucial role in shaping
westward expansion. These ordinances provided a systematic framework for
settling and governing the vast territories acquired after the American
Revolution. By laying out clear guidelines for land distribution, settlement,
and governance, the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of
1787 facilitated organized westward migration, encouraged economic
development, and established precedents for future expansion. This article
explores the profound impact these ordinances had on American westward
movement, examining their provisions, influence on settlement patterns, and
long-term legacy.

The Land Ordinance of 1785: Setting the Stage
for Westward Expansion

Overview of the Land Ordinance of 1785
The Land Ordinance of 1785 was one of the earliest legislative acts passed by
the Congress of the Confederation to organize the settlement of the western
territories. It established a standardized process for surveying, dividing,
and selling land in the Northwest Territory, which encompassed present-day
Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin.

Key features of the ordinance included:

Survey System: Land was divided into a grid of townships, each six miles
square, further subdivided into 36 sections of one square mile (640
acres) each.

Public Land Sales: Sections were sold to settlers and speculators at
public auctions, generating revenue for the federal government.

Proceeds and Revenue Use: Funds from land sales were allocated for
public education and infrastructure.

Impact on Westward Migration
This ordinance was instrumental in promoting westward migration by:
- Providing Legal Clarity and Structure: The standardized survey system made
land claims clear, reducing disputes and encouraging settlement.
- Facilitating Organized Settlement: The systematic approach to land
distribution allowed new settlers to acquire land legally and securely.
- Stimulating Economic Activity: The sale of land created economic incentives
for pioneers, entrepreneurs, and speculators to move west.



- Encouraging Public Education and Development: Revenue generated from land
sales was used to fund education, which in turn supported a more stable and
educated frontier population.

Overall, the Land Ordinance of 1785 laid the groundwork for the orderly
expansion of American territory by transforming vast unsettled lands into
accessible, saleable parcels.

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787: Structuring
Governance and Settlement

Overview of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787
Building upon the land survey framework, the Northwest Ordinance of 1787
established a comprehensive system for governing the Northwest Territory and
facilitating its orderly settlement. It was a pioneering law that addressed
issues of governance, civil liberties, and the process for territories to
achieve statehood.

Major provisions included:

Territorial Governance: The creation of a governor, secretary, and
judges appointed by Congress to oversee the territory.

Path to Statehood: Criteria for territorial populations to apply for
statehood once they reached 60,000 inhabitants.

Civil Rights: Guaranteed freedom of religion, habeas corpus, trial by
jury, and other civil liberties.

No Slavery: Prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Territory, setting a
precedent for future states.

Impact on Westward Migration
The Northwest Ordinance significantly impacted westward migration by:
- Providing Political Stability: The ordinance established a clear governance
structure, making the territories more attractive for settlers wary of
lawlessness or instability.
- Encouraging Settlement: The promise of eventual statehood motivated
pioneers to settle in the region, knowing there was a structured path to
self-governance.
- Promoting Civil Liberties: The guarantee of civil rights and freedoms
attracted diverse groups seeking refuge or new opportunities.
- Preventing Slavery Expansion: By banning slavery, the ordinance influenced
migration patterns and the development of free states in the West.
- Fostering Community Development: The ordinance promoted the formation of
organized communities, towns, and infrastructure, accelerating the pace of
settlement.

Through these measures, the Northwest Ordinance not only facilitated physical
migration but also laid the foundation for stable, organized societies in the



frontier regions, thus accelerating westward expansion.

Long-Term Effects on American Expansion and
Settlement

Establishment of a National Framework
Together, the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787
created a cohesive system for territorial expansion:

Standardized land measurement and sale procedures.

Clear governance and legal frameworks for new territories.

Promotion of civil liberties and prohibition of slavery in new states.

This framework helped prevent chaos and disputes over land claims, ensuring a
relatively smooth westward expansion process.

Encouragement of Population Growth and Settlement
By making land accessible and establishing governance, these ordinances
encouraged large-scale migration:
- Pioneers and settlers moved en masse to claim land, establish farms, and
build communities.
- Speculators bought and sold land, further stimulating economic activity.
- Diverse groups, including immigrants and former soldiers, settled in the
new territories.

Influence on Future Policies and Expansion
The success of these ordinances influenced subsequent policies:
- The Homestead Act of 1862 built upon the idea of land distribution.
- The establishment of new states followed the process outlined in the
Northwest Ordinance.
- The approach to governance and civil rights served as a model for future
territorial administrations.

Conclusion

The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 were pivotal
in shaping the course of American westward migration. By providing clear,
organized methods for land surveyance, sale, governance, and civil rights,
these laws transformed vast, uncharted territories into accessible frontiers.
They encouraged a wave of migration, settlement, and economic development
that would define the United States’ expansion westward for decades to come.
Their legacy persists today, reflecting a commitment to organized growth,
civil liberties, and the orderly development of the nation’s frontier.



Frequently Asked Questions

How did the Land Ordinance of 1785 influence westward
migration in the United States?

The Land Ordinance of 1785 established a systematic method for surveying and
selling western lands, making land more accessible and affordable for
settlers, which encouraged westward migration and settlement.

What role did the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 play in
shaping westward expansion?

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 provided a framework for governing new
territories, promoting orderly expansion, encouraging settlement, and
ensuring rights and freedoms for settlers, thereby facilitating westward
migration.

How did the land policies under these ordinances
impact the development of new states in the West?

The ordinances laid the groundwork for creating organized territories that
could become states, attracting settlers, fostering growth, and integrating
new regions into the Union.

In what ways did the ordinances promote settlement
while also protecting property rights?

They established clear surveying procedures, land sale regulations, and
protections for property rights, ensuring settlers could acquire land
securely and confidently move westward.

Were there any social or economic impacts of these
ordinances on westward migration?

Yes, they spurred economic development by creating opportunities for land
ownership and farming, while also encouraging migration by providing a
structured and predictable land acquisition process.

Did these ordinances influence the pattern of
settlement and development in the Midwest?

Absolutely, they directed settlement patterns by defining land parcels and
governance, leading to the rapid development of towns and infrastructure in
the Midwest region.

How did the ordinances contribute to the idea of
westward expansion and Manifest Destiny?

By providing an organized process for settling and governing western
territories, they supported the belief in Manifest Destiny that Americans
were destined to expand across the continent.



Additional Resources
Land Ordinance of 1785 and Northwest Ordinance of 1787: Pioneering
Legislation Shaping Westward Migration

In the realm of American history, few legislative acts have had as profound
and lasting an impact on the nation’s expansion as the Land Ordinance of 1785
and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. These pioneering laws laid the
foundational framework for westward migration, territorial governance, and
the orderly development of the United States' vast frontier. As a
comprehensive blueprint for land distribution and settlement, they not only
shaped the physical landscape but also influenced the socio-economic fabric
of the young nation. Let’s delve into these landmark legislations, exploring
their provisions, implications, and enduring legacy.

---

The Land Ordinance of 1785: Structuring the
Westward Frontier

Background and Context

Following the American Revolution, the United States faced the challenge of
organizing its expansive western territories acquired through treaties,
purchases, and exploration. The Articles of Confederation, the nation’s first
governing document, lacked a coherent strategy for land management, leading
to disputes, chaos, and unregulated settlement. Recognizing the need for
systematic land distribution to promote settlement, economic development, and
revenue generation, Congress enacted the Land Ordinance of 1785.

This legislation was revolutionary in its approach, establishing a
standardized method to survey, divide, and sell western lands, primarily
those northwest of the Ohio River. Its design aimed to prevent chaos, ensure
fairness, and facilitate orderly expansion.

Key Provisions of the Land Ordinance of 1785

The ordinance introduced a meticulous framework with several critical
features:

- Survey System: The ordinance mandated the use of the Public Land Survey
System (PLSS), which divided land into townships and sections. Each township
was a square six miles on each side, subdivided into 36 one-mile-square
sections.

- Land Division and Sale:
- Each section, typically 640 acres, could be sold for a minimum of $1 per
acre.
- The proceeds from land sales were designated to fund public education and
other government functions.

- Township and Section Design:



- The township was the basic unit of land division.
- Sections were usually sold in parcels to individual settlers, promoting
small-scale farming and settlement.

- Reservation of Lands:
- Certain sections were reserved for public schools, reflecting an emphasis
on education.
- Other reservations included military land grants and Native American
territories.

- Transparency and Fairness:
- The uniform system aimed to prevent land fraud and speculation.
- Land was sold openly to settlers, with an emphasis on encouraging honest
settlement.

Impact of the Land Ordinance of 1785

The ordinance’s impact on westward migration was immediate and profound:

- Facilitation of Settlement:
- The systematic survey and sale process made land more accessible and
predictable for settlers.
- Small farmers could purchase affordable plots, encouraging family-based
settlement.

- Economic Development:
- The sale of land generated revenue for the federal government, aiding in
national development.
- Land sales spurred the growth of towns, trade routes, and infrastructure.

- Promotion of Education:
- The reservation of land for schools laid a foundation for future
educational development in the West.

- Standardization and Orderliness:
- The PLSS became the basis for land division in much of the Western United
States, influencing settlement patterns for generations.

- Reduction of Land Disputes:
- Clear survey lines and legal descriptions helped reduce conflicts over land
claims.

---

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787: Governing and
Growing the Northwest Territory

Background and Context

While the Land Ordinance of 1785 established how land would be surveyed and
sold, the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 focused on governance and the process
of territorial expansion into the northwest region. This territory comprised



the lands north of the Ohio River and east of the Mississippi River, areas
vital to America’s future growth.

The Northwest Ordinance addressed the need for a structured governmental
framework to manage these territories and set the stage for their eventual
statehood. It was a pioneering effort in establishing a policy of orderly
territorial development and incorporation into the Union.

Core Principles and Provisions of the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787

This ordinance was remarkably forward-thinking, emphasizing civil liberties,
education, and governance:

- Territorial Governance:
- Established a three-stage process for territorial progression:
1. Territorial Stage: Governed by a governor, secretary, and judges appointed
by Congress.
2. Admission to Statehood: When the population reached 60,000, residents
could draft a state constitution.
3. Statehood: Formal admission into the Union upon approval.

- Bill of Rights and Civil Liberties:
- Guaranteed rights such as freedom of religion, speech, and trial by jury.
- Prohibited slavery in the territory, setting a precedent for the future
abolition movement.

- Public Education:
- Mandated that a portion of land (one section per township) be reserved to
support public schools.
- Emphasized the importance of education for future citizens.

- Legal System and Civil Order:
- Provided mechanisms for establishing local governments and courts.
- Ensured fair treatment of settlers and protection of property rights.

- Native American Relations:
- Recognized existing Native American land rights, though in practice,
conflicts often arose.
- Proclaimed that land would not be taken without fair treaties.

- Prohibition of Slavery:
- The ordinance was one of the first major legislative acts to prohibit
slavery in new territories, influencing future policies.

Impact of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 on Westward
Migration

The ordinance’s influence on westward migration and territorial development
was multifaceted:

- Encouraged Settlement:
- Clear governance and protections made the territory attractive to pioneers
seeking opportunities.



- The emphasis on education and civil rights fostered a sense of community
and stability.

- Facilitated State Formation:
- The structured pathway from territory to statehood provided settlers with a
predictable process for political integration.
- States like Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin emerged
through this process.

- Promoted Social Progress:
- The prohibition of slavery in the territory attracted free settlers and set
a precedent for future anti-slavery policies.
- The focus on public education laid the groundwork for widespread literacy
and civic participation.

- Maintained Peace and Order:
- The legal framework helped manage conflicts, land disputes, and relations
with Native Americans, although challenges persisted.

- Set a National Policy:
- The ordinance became a model for future territorial expansion and statehood
procedures, reinforcing the federal government’s role in westward growth.

---

Collective Legacy and Long-term Impact

The combined influence of the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787 cannot be overstated:

- Foundation for American Expansion:
- These laws established the legal and procedural groundwork that allowed the
United States to expand rapidly and systematically across the continent.

- Promotion of Democracy and Civil Rights:
- The emphasis on education, civil liberties, and orderly governance fostered
democratic principles in new territories.

- Economic Growth and Settlement Patterns:
- The land survey system and sale policies encouraged the growth of
agriculture, towns, and infrastructure.

- Native American Displacement:
- Despite their progressive language, these laws facilitated the displacement
and marginalization of Native American tribes, a consequence that would shape
future conflicts and policies.

- Model for Future Legislation:
- The principles embedded in these ordinances influenced subsequent laws
governing territorial expansion, including the Homestead Act of 1862.

---



Conclusion: A Pioneering Blueprint for
Expansion

In summary, the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787
served as pioneering legislative frameworks that fundamentally shaped
westward migration in the United States. They provided the legal,
organizational, and moral foundation for the orderly settlement, governance,
and development of the western territories. Their emphasis on systematic land
division, education, civil rights, and structured progression from territory
to statehood set a precedent for future expansion and established principles
that continue to influence American policy to this day.

By fostering a vision of organized growth, promoting civil liberties, and
encouraging economic development, these ordinances helped transform the vast
and largely uncharted western frontier into a thriving part of the nation.
Their legacy endures as a testament to visionary policymaking that
prioritized stability, fairness, and progress—a true blueprint for America's
continental expansion.
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