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Introduction

The Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 were pivotal legislative measures passed by the Congress of the
Confederation following the American Revolution. These ordinances aimed to organize and regulate
the western territories acquired from Britain, laying the groundwork for the orderly expansion of the
young nation. While many historians focus on their role in shaping American westward expansion, an
often-overlooked aspect is how these ordinances reflected early efforts to address the contentious
issue of slavery and its expansion into new territories. This article explores the historical context of
these ordinances, their provisions related to slavery, and their lasting impact on American history.

Historical Context Leading to the Ordinances

Before delving into the specifics of the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785, it is essential to understand the
broader political and social landscape of the post-Revolutionary War United States.

The Post-Revolutionary War Era

- The United States gained independence from Britain in 1776, but faced significant challenges in
establishing a unified government.

- The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the nation’s first constitution but lacked
strong federal authority.

- The new nation held its first significant legislative efforts to manage western lands and territories.

The Issue of Western Expansion and Slavery

- The western territories, acquired through treaties and war, became a focal point for expansion.

- There was a growing debate over whether slavery would be permitted in these new territories.

- Northern states were increasingly opposed to expanding slavery, while Southern states sought to
protect their economic interests.



The Ordinance of 1784: An Early Attempt at Territorial
Governance

Overview of the Ordinance of 1784

- Drafted by Thomas Jefferson, the Ordinance of 1784 was one of the first legislative efforts to
organize the western territories.

- It aimed to establish a system for surveying and dividing land, encouraging settlement and
development.

Key Provisions of the Ordinance

- The ordinance proposed dividing the western territories into ten self-governing districts.

- These districts would eventually be admitted as states once they reached a population of 20,000.
- It emphasized the importance of education, stipulating that land should be set aside for schools.
- Notably, the ordinance discouraged slavery, suggesting that the new territories should be free of
involuntary servitude.

Limitations and Impact

- The Ordinance of 1784 was largely aspirational and lacked enforcement mechanisms.
- It reflected Jefferson’s anti-slavery stance but was not binding legislation.
- Its influence was limited, but it laid the philosophical groundwork for future anti-slavery measures.

The Ordinance of 1785: Surveying and Land Sale
Regulations

Overview of the Ordinance of 1785

- More comprehensive than the 1784 ordinance, it established detailed procedures for surveying and
selling western lands.

- It is often regarded as the foundation of the Public Land Survey System, which divided land into
townships and sections.



Key Provisions of the Ordinance

- Land would be surveyed into a grid system: townships 6 miles square, divided into 36 sections of 1
square mile each.

- Sections were to be sold at public auction, with proceeds used to fund public education.

- The ordinance mandated that one section in each township be reserved for the support of public
schools—a significant step toward promoting education.

Slavery and the Ordinance of 1785

- While the ordinance emphasized education and orderly land distribution, it did not explicitly ban
slavery.

- However, the land sales and survey system facilitated the settlement of free farmers and settlers
who generally opposed slavery.

- The ordinance’s emphasis on education and the reservation of land for public schools aligned with
Northern anti-slavery sentiments.

Early Anti-Slavery Sentiments in the Ordinances

Although neither ordinance explicitly abolished slavery, they reflected an emerging anti-slavery
stance within the early American political context.

Jefferson’s Vision and Anti-Slavery Principles

- Thomas Jefferson, a proponent of education and individual liberty, believed that the expansion of
free territories would eventually diminish slavery.
- His advocacy for “free soil” was embedded in the language of the Ordinance of 1784.

Implications for Slavery in the Western Territories

- The ordinances set a precedent for restricting slavery’s expansion into the Northwest Territory.
- They indicated a shift toward limiting slavery, especially in the territories destined to become free
states.

Contrasts with Southern Interests

- Southern states favored the continuation and expansion of slavery.
- The ordinances’ anti-slavery elements created tension between North and South, foreshadowing



future conflicts over states’ rights and slavery.

Legacy and Significance of the Ordinances

Foundation for the Northwest Ordinance of 1787

- The Ordinance of 1785 directly influenced the more comprehensive Northwest Ordinance of 1787.
- The 1787 ordinance expanded on these principles, explicitly prohibiting slavery in the Northwest
Territory and establishing a pathway to statehood.

Impact on American Westward Expansion

- These ordinances established a systematic approach to surveying, selling, and settling western
lands.
- They promoted orderly expansion, the spread of public education, and the growth of free states.

Early Steps Toward Abolition

- While not outright abolitionist documents, they signaled a move toward restricting slavery in new
territories.

- The emphasis on education and free land sales contributed to the development of a society less
dependent on slavery.

Modern Relevance and Historical Interpretation

- Understanding these ordinances offers insight into the early ideological battles over slavery and
territorial expansion.

- They exemplify how legislative measures can reflect broader social and political currents, shaping
future policies.

Conclusion

The Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 played a crucial role in shaping the political and social landscape of
the early United States. While their primary purpose was to organize western expansion and establish
land sale procedures, they also subtly embodied early anti-slavery sentiments. The emphasis on



education, the reservation of land for public schools, and the discouragement of slavery’s expansion
into new territories reveal the complex attitudes of the young nation toward liberty and human rights.
These ordinances laid essential groundwork for subsequent legislation, most notably the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787, which explicitly prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory. Their legacy
continues to influence American policies on land, education, and the ongoing struggle over slavery's
legacy in the United States.
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Meta Description:

Discover how the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 laid the foundation for American westward expansion
while reflecting early efforts to limit slavery's spread into new territories, shaping the nation's future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary goal of the Ordinances of 1784 and
1785 regarding western territories?

The primary goal was to establish a systematic process for surveying, selling, and governing western
lands to promote orderly expansion and settlement.

Did the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 address the issue of
slavery in the western territories?

No, these ordinances did not address slavery; their focus was on land organization and sale, not on
the abolition or regulation of slavery.

How did the Ordinance of 1784 aim to regulate land in the
Western territories?

It proposed dividing the western territories into districts that could eventually become states once
they had enough population and met certain criteria.



What was the significance of the Ordinance of 1785 in land
surveying?

The Ordinance of 1785 established a standardized system for surveying and selling land, including the
use of a grid system for townships and sections, which facilitated orderly settlement and property
ownership.

Why is the Ordinance of 1784 considered an important step in
American territorial expansion?

Because it laid the groundwork for how western lands would be surveyed, sold, and organized,
helping to promote westward expansion and settlement.

Did the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 have any provisions
related to slavery?

No, they did not include provisions related to slavery; their focus was solely on land management and
settlement policies.

Additional Resources

The Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 Represented An Attempt ToA. Eliminate Slavery In The Western
States.

The ordinances enacted in 1784 and 1785 stand as pivotal legislative efforts in the early history of the
United States, reflecting the young nation's attempt to organize its western territories and shape its
social fabric. While some interpret these laws as steps toward the abolition of slavery, it is essential to
examine their actual provisions, context, and impact to understand their true significance. Contrary to
the assertion that they aimed to eliminate slavery in the western states, these ordinances primarily
focused on territorial governance, land distribution, and establishing a framework for future
statehood. Nonetheless, their progressive stance on land policy and territorial management laid
important groundwork for the evolving American ideals surrounding liberty and equality.

Understanding the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785

The Ordinance of 1784, drafted by Thomas Jefferson, and the Ordinance of 1785, enacted under the
Confederation Congress, were foundational laws addressing the organization and settlement of
western lands. Their primary objectives revolved around orderly expansion, land sales, and
governance, rather than directly targeting slavery or its abolition.

The Ordinance of 1784

Overview and Purpose:
- Proposed by Thomas Jefferson in 1784, this ordinance aimed to establish a systematic process for



surveying and selling western lands.

- It envisioned a future where territories could evolve into states with equal footing among existing
states.

- It was groundbreaking in proposing a plan for territorial governance before statehood, emphasizing
the importance of education and civil liberties.

Key Features:

- Divided the western territories into ten self-governing districts, each with a governor and a
legislative body.

- Allowed settlers to establish local governments once a district reached a population of 20,000.
- Included provisions for the development of education, notably setting aside land for schools.

Pros:

- Promoted systematic settlement and land distribution, reducing chaos and land disputes.
- Emphasized education, reflecting Enlightenment ideals.

- Allowed for gradual self-governance in territories, preparing them for eventual statehood.

Cons:

- Did not explicitly address slavery or free labor, leaving questions about enslaved peoples' status in
these territories.

- The vision of self-governance was limited; full political rights were not granted to all settlers.

The Ordinance of 1785

Overview and Purpose:

- Enacted in 1785, it provided detailed procedures for surveying and selling the western lands,
especially in the Northwest Territory.

- Its principal aim was to facilitate the sale of land to generate revenue for the federal government.

Key Features:

- Established a standardized system of dividing land into townships of six miles square, with 36
sections of one square mile each.

- Sections were to be sold at public auction, with proceeds allocated to education and federal debt.
- Reserved sections, especially Section 16 of each township, for support of public schools.

Pros:

- Introduced a uniform land survey system that made land transactions transparent and predictable.
- Promoted the idea of using land sale revenues to fund public education, aligning with democratic
ideals.

- Helped prevent land disputes by creating clear boundaries.

Cons:

- Focused primarily on land revenue; did not address issues related to slavery, indentured servitude,
or free labor.

- The land system favored wealthier buyers, potentially marginalizing small farmers and settlers.



Relation to Slavery and the Western States

Despite their forward-looking features, the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 did not explicitly seek to
abolish slavery or restrict its spread into the western territories. Their primary concern was land
management and orderly expansion, reflecting the priorities of the federal government and land
speculators.

Slavery in the Context of the Ordinances

Key Observations:

- The Ordinance of 1784 did not mention slavery or involuntary servitude; its focus was on territorial
governance.

- The Ordinance of 1785 dealt solely with land surveying and sales, with no explicit clauses regarding
slavery.

- The Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which followed, is often mistakenly believed to be part of these
ordinances; it explicitly prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, but it is a separate law.

Implications:

- The absence of provisions on slavery in the 1784 and 1785 ordinances suggests they were not
designed as anti-slavery measures.

- Instead, they laid the groundwork for territorial growth, which later became a battleground over the
expansion of slavery.

Pros and Cons Regarding Slavery:

- Pros: Not directly associated with pro-slavery or abolitionist policies; their neutrality allowed for
future debates.

- Cons: Their failure to address slavery left unresolved tensions that would later lead to conflicts over
the expansion of slavery into new territories.

Impact and Legacy of the Ordinances

While the ordinances did not aim to eliminate slavery, they contributed significantly to the orderly
expansion of the United States and influenced future policies.

Positive Legacies

- Established a systematic process for land division and sale, facilitating westward migration.
- Promoted education and civil development by reserving land for schools.
- Provided a model for future territorial governance and statehood processes.

Limitations and Criticisms

- Their neutrality on slavery meant they did not address the moral and political conflicts surrounding
slavery's expansion.



- Land policies favored wealthy land speculators, which sometimes marginalized small farmers.
- The lack of provisions for the rights of Native Americans in these ordinances contributed to
displacement and conflict.

Conclusion: Were the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785
Attempts ToEliminate Slavery?

Based on their content, context, and subsequent developments, it is clear that the Ordinances of
1784 and 1785 did not represent attempts to eliminate slavery in the western states. Instead, they
primarily focused on providing a legal framework for land distribution, settlement, and governance in
the expanding territories. The omission of slavery from their provisions indicates that their primary
aim was territorial organization rather than social reform concerning slavery.

However, their legacy is complex. The emphasis on education, civil liberties, and systematic land
management reflected emerging democratic ideals. It was the later Northwest Ordinance of 1787 that
explicitly banned slavery in the Northwest Territory, marking a more direct effort toward limiting
slavery's spread.

In sum, the Ordinances of 1784 and 1785 laid essential groundwork for American expansion and
governance but did not directly challenge the institution of slavery. Their true significance lies in their
role in shaping the legal and territorial landscape of the young nation, setting the stage for future
debates on liberty, equality, and human rights.
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