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Understanding the origins of the federal government of the United States
requires a deep dive into the critical historical developments that took
place between 1778 and 1787. This period was marked by revolutionary ideas,
political upheaval, and foundational decisions that shaped the future of the
nation. From the end of the Revolutionary War to the drafting and
ratification of the U.S. Constitution, these years were transformative in
establishing a new form of government rooted in federalism and republican
ideals.

Historical Context Leading Up to 1778

The American Revolution and Its Impact

- The colonies' fight for independence from Britain culminated in the
Declaration of Independence in 1776.

- The revolution fostered a sense of unity among the colonies but also
revealed challenges in governance and coordination.

- The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first
governing document, emphasizing state sovereignty but lacking a strong
central authority.

The Challenges of Post-War Governance

- Economic instability and debt from the war.
- Disputes between states over borders, trade, and sovereignty.
- The need for a more effective national government to manage these issues.

Key Developments Between 1778 and 1787

The Articles of Confederation (1781)

- Served as the first constitution of the United States.
- Established a loose confederation with a unicameral Congress.



- Gave significant power to individual states, limiting the federal
government's authority.

- Strengths: Conducted diplomacy, waged war, and managed western territories.
- Weaknesses: Lacked authority to tax, regulate trade, or enforce laws,
leading to economic and political instability.

Shays' Rebellion (1786-1787)

- Armed uprising led by Daniel Shays of Massachusetts.

- Protested economic injustices and lack of government response to debt and
foreclosure issues.

- Highlighted the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation and the need
for a stronger federal system.

Diplomatic Challenges and International Relations

- The fledgling nation struggled to negotiate treaties and secure favorable
trade agreements.

- Britain retained forts in the Northwest Territory and imposed trade
restrictions.

- Spain controlled key strategic ports, complicating western expansion and
trade.

The Path Toward a New Constitution

Calls for a Constitutional Convention

- Leaders recognized the need to revise the Articles of Confederation.

- In 1786, delegates from Virginia and Maryland discussed commerce and border
disputes.

- The Annapolis Convention was convened in 1786, calling for a broader
gathering to address government reform.

The Philadelphia Convention (1787)

- Also known as the Constitutional Convention, held in Philadelphia from May

to September 1787.

- Originally intended to amend the Articles of Confederation but evolved into
drafting an entirely new constitution.

- Key figures included George Washington, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton,

and Benjamin Franklin.



The Key Debates and Compromises

- Representation: Virginia Plan favored population-based representation; New
Jersey Plan called for equal representation.

- The Great Compromise: Combined elements of both plans, establishing a
bicameral legislature with the House of Representatives and the Senate.

- Slavery and Commerce: The Three-Fifths Compromise counted slaves as three-
fifths of a person for representation and taxation.

- Executive Power: Creation of the presidency with powers to enforce laws and
conduct foreign policy.

- Federal vs. State Power: Discussions centered on balancing sovereignty
between states and the federal government.

Ratification and Establishment of the Federal
System

The Federalist Papers and Public Support

- A series of essays written by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John
Jay advocating for ratification.

- Addressed concerns about the potential tyranny of a strong central
government.

- Emphasized the benefits of a federal system that balanced power between
national and state governments.

The Ratification Process

- Required approval by nine of the thirteen states.

- Debates in states like Massachusetts and Virginia were crucial.

- The Bill of Rights was proposed as a safeguard for individual liberties to
secure ratification.

The Adoption of the Constitution (1788)

- New Hampshire became the ninth state to ratify in June 1788, making the
Constitution official.

- The government officially commenced on March 4, 1789.

- The first Congress under the new Constitution convened, establishing the
federal government structure as envisioned.

Conclusion: The Foundations of the Federal



Government

The period between 1778 and 1787 was pivotal in shaping the United States'
federal system. The weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation exposed the
need for a more robust and balanced government. The Constitutional Convention
addressed these issues through debates and compromises that laid the
groundwork for federalism, checks and balances, and representative democracy.
The ratification of the U.S. Constitution marked the beginning of a new
political era, establishing a federal government capable of unifying the
states while respecting their independence. These essential developments
during this formative period continue to influence American political life
and governance to this day.

Key Takeaways

- The Articles of Confederation created a weak federal government, prompting
calls for reform.

- Shays' Rebellion demonstrated the need for a stronger central authority.

- The Constitutional Convention produced compromises that balanced power
among states, the federal government, and individual rights.

- The ratification process involved extensive debates, ultimately leading to
the adoption of the U.S. Constitution.

- The foundation laid between 1778 and 1787 set the stage for the future
development of American democracy and federalism.

This historical overview underscores the importance of these years in
establishing the fundamental principles that continue to underpin the United
States government. Understanding these developments offers valuable insights
into the origins of the federal system and the enduring legacy of the
founding fathers' decisions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the key events between 1778 and 1787 that
shaped the origins of the Federal government in the
United States?

During 1778-1787, critical events included the drafting of state
constitutions, the Articles of Confederation's adoption in 1781, and debates
over federal authority, culminating in the Constitutional Convention of 1787
which aimed to create a stronger central government.

How did the weaknesses of the Articles of



Confederation influence the push for a stronger
federal government?

The Articles of Confederation lacked authority to tax, regulate commerce, or
enforce laws, leading to economic instability and interstate disputes, which
highlighted the need for a more robust federal system, prompting the
Constitutional Convention of 1787.

What role did the Constitutional Convention of 1787
play in the origins of the Federal government?

The Convention was pivotal in drafting the U.S. Constitution, establishing a
federal system with a stronger central government, balancing power between
states and national authority, and laying the foundation for the modern
federal government.

Which influential debates or figures from 1778-1787
contributed to the development of federalism?

Debates between Federalists and Anti-Federalists, along with key figures like
Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and George Washington, shaped discussions
on federal power, leading to the Federalist Papers and the ratification of
the Constitution.

How did the political and economic challenges
between 1778 and 1787 motivate the creation of a new
constitutional framework?

Challenges such as economic disarray, interstate conflicts, and weak national
authority underscored the need for a unified constitutional framework, which
resulted in the drafting and adoption of the U.S. Constitution to establish a
stronger federal government.

Additional Resources

Focusing On The Essential Historical Developments Between 1778 And 1787:
Explain The Origins Of The Federal

The period between 1778 and 1787 stands as a pivotal chapter in American
history, marking the tumultuous transition from revolutionary independence to
the establishment of a cohesive federal government. This era was
characterized by significant political, social, and economic shifts that laid
the groundwork for the United States Constitution. Central to this
transformation was the emergence of federal ideas, debates over sovereignty,
and the intricate process of drafting a new governing framework. In this
review, we will explore the key historical developments of this period,
emphasizing the origins of the federal system and how these events



collectively shaped the foundational principles of American governance.

The Context: Post-Revolutionary America
(1778-1783)

The Revolutionary War and Its Aftermath

- Continental Congress and War Efforts: By 1778, the United States was
embroiled in the Revolutionary War against Britain. The Continental Congress,
serving as the national authority, faced immense challenges in coordinating
military efforts and managing diplomatic relations.

- Treaty of Paris (1783): The war concluded with the Treaty of Paris, which
recognized American independence. This victory was not just military but also
political, as it underscored the necessity for a unified national identity
and governance framework.

The Challenges of State Sovereignty

- Weak Central Authority: Under the Articles of Confederation (adopted in
1781), the states retained most of their sovereignty. The national government
had limited powers—no power to tax, regulate commerce, or enforce
laws—leading to economic and political instability.

- Economic Disarray: Post-war debt and lack of a unified economic policy led
to inflation, interstate trade disputes, and currency issues, exposing the
weaknesses of the confederation system.

The Critical Developments Leading Up to 1787

The Articles of Confederation and Its Limitations

- Framework of Governance: Ratified in 1781, the Articles established a loose
alliance of sovereign states with a unicameral Congress.

- Major Weaknesses:

- No executive branch or national judiciary.

- Congress lacked power to levy taxes or regulate interstate commerce.

- Amendments required unanimous consent, making reforms nearly impossible.

- Consequences: These limitations led to economic chaos, diplomatic
difficulties, and internal unrest, illustrating the need for a more robust
federal system.



Shays' Rebellion (1786-1787)

- Background: Farmers, led by Daniel Shays, protested economic injustices,
high taxes, and mortgage foreclosures in Massachusetts.

- Impact: The uprising exposed the fragility of the Confederation government,
which was unable to suppress the rebellion effectively. This crisis
galvanized leaders to consider a stronger national government.

The Annapolis Convention (1786)

- Purpose: Originally convened to address interstate trade issues, only five
states sent delegates.

- Outcome: Recognized the need for broader constitutional revision; called
for a Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia to overhaul the Articles.

The Philadelphia Convention and the Birth of
Federalism (1787)

Constitutional Convention: Goals and Participants

- Scope: Convened in May 1787, initially to amend the Articles of
Confederation.

- Participants: Key figures included George Washington (president of the
convention), James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, Benjamin Franklin, and
others.

- Main Objectives: To create a stronger federal government that balanced
power among the states and the national authority.

Major Debates and Compromises

- Federalism vs. State Sovereignty: The core debate revolved around how much
power to vest in the federal government versus preserving state autonomy.
- Representation:

- Virginia Plan: Proposed by Madison, favored proportional representation
based on population.

- New Jersey Plan: Favored equal representation for all states.

- The Connecticut Compromise (Great Compromise): Established a bicameral
legislature with proportional representation in the House and equal
representation in the Senate.

- Slavery and Representation:

- Three-Fifths Compromise: Counted three-fifths of enslaved persons for
representation and taxation.

- Slave Trade Clause: Congress was forbidden to ban the slave trade before
1808.

- Executive and Judicial Branches:

- Created a single President with electoral college mechanisms.



- Established a federal judiciary with the Supreme Court at its apex.

The Federalist Foundations

- Federalist Papers: A series of essays written primarily by Hamilton,
Madison, and Jay, advocating for ratification and explaining the Federalist
philosophy.

- Key Principles:

- Separation of powers and checks and balances.

- Federalism as a means to prevent tyranny.

- Representation as a safeguard of liberty.

- Opposition: The Anti-Federalists raised concerns about the potential for
centralized power to encroach upon individual and states' rights, leading to
demands for a Bill of Rights.

The Origins of Federalism: From Concept to
Constitution

Philosophical Foundations

- Historical Influences: Ideas from Enlightenment thinkers like Montesquieu
and Locke influenced federalist thought, emphasizing limited government,
natural rights, and the importance of a balanced constitution.

- Federalist Ideology: Advocated for a union that would provide stability,
security, and economic growth, while still respecting states' sovereignty.

Practical Necessities for Federalism

- Economic Integration: The need for a unified system to manage trade,
currency, and interstate commerce.

- National Defense: A stronger federal government was necessary to coordinate
defense against external threats.

- Diplomatic Recognition: A central authority was essential to negotiate
effectively with foreign powers.

The Process of Ratification

- State Conventions: The Constitution was sent to state conventions for
ratification rather than state legislatures.

- Ratification Campaigns: Federalists and Anti-Federalists engaged in
vigorous debates, with Federalists promising a Bill of Rights to secure
ratification.

- Outcome: Delaware was the first to ratify in December 1787, followed by
others, leading to the official adoption of the Constitution on June 21,
1788.



Conclusion: The Significance of This Period

The years between 1778 and 1787 were foundational in shaping the United
States' political landscape. The weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation
revealed the necessity for a stronger federal system, prompting debates and
compromises that resulted in the Constitution. The origins of
federalism—balancing power between the national government and states—stemmed
from pragmatic needs, philosophical ideals, and the collective experiences of
revolution, rebellion, and reform. This period's developments set the stage
for the creation of a durable, adaptable federal system that has endured for
over two centuries. Understanding these origins provides critical insight
into the enduring principles of American governance—principles rooted in the
desire for liberty, order, and a union capable of enduring internal and
external challenges.
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