
We won, now what?

Even before the Revolutionary War ended, the Founding Fathers 
realized that a new nation would need a new government.  They 
recognized that the country should have a guide with rules that 
would unite the states, make sure people were treated in fairness, 
help keep peace, and protect liberty for the citizens.

In 1781, Continental Congress approved the first constitution, or 
written plan of government, for the United States.  It was called the Articles of Confederation.

This new government was called a republic.  In a republic, citizens elect leaders to run the nation.  
The Articles of Confederation called for the people of each state to vote for representatives who 
would then meet in a national legislature to make laws.

As time went on, problems with this system began.  To decide upon anything, nine of thirteen 
states had to agree.  Many of the states did not see eye to eye on matters and they almost never 
reached the nine-vote mark.  Not much was getting accomplished!

In this first constitution, it was clear that its writers were terrified of America becoming like Britain 
again.  They did not allow for anyone or any group to have too much power.  Americans just got 
rid of one king and they did not want another in his place!  Because of this fear, the Articles did not 
allow a single leader to control the government.  A national court system was not permitted, and it 
was forbidden to raise a national army.  These might sound like good ideas, but they led to states 
acting completely on their own.  It was almost as if there were thirteen different countries instead 
of one United States of America.

The Articles were also very clear about taxes.  The national government could not make tax laws.  
They relied on each state paying a fair share.  Since there was no real power to persuade the states, 
many of them did not pay money to help the government work.  Sometimes Congress didn’t even 
have enough to pay its own members!

The national government did make some laws about coins and money.  They began printing 
money that everyone in the country would use.  It turns out that they made a mistake by printing 
too much, which caused something called inflation.  This is when money loses its value because too 
much is being made.

Citizens of the newly formed country were having a hard time buying the items they needed to 
survive.  They were angry about the unorganized and indecisive Congress running our country.  It 
was great that Americans had won their freedom from Britain, but could this new nation survive 
with such a bad government?  Something had to be done!
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