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Foreign trade is essential to economic stability.

t is the spring of 1787. We are now in a critical We are saddled with war debt. Veterans and others
period. Our new republic is unstable and the who put their lives or livelihoods on the line haven’t
liberty we won just four years ago is threatened. We'’ve been paid, and farmers are going bankrupt. The loss
lost the unity inspired by our fight against Britain. of homes and farms to creditors has led to local upris-
Trade is difficult and our physical safety is uncertain. ings. Foreign creditors doubt our solvency. A recent
There are conflicts within and threats from without. rebellion led by Daniel Shays, a Revolutionary War
Being ruled by a monarch did not work. Neither veteran, resulted in bloodshed. In 1783, George

does this Confederation. The Congress can’t impose Washington sent a letter to all of the states express-
taxes and lacks the authority to enforce decisions. ing his concerns about the long-term viability of the
Too often, representatives don’t even show up for meet- country under the Confederation Congress. He urged
ings. Agreements made during the ratification of the the states to relinquish some powers and establish
Articles of Confederation aren’t being honored. “an indissoluble Union of the States under one Federal
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Head” or risk “anarchy and confusion.” Washington
concluded with a prayer that “the hearts of the
Citizens [would be inclined] to cultivate a spirit of
subordination and obedience to Government.” How-
ever, not everyone is so eager for citizens to submit
to the federal government. Richard Henry Lee, former
President of Congress (the highest national office
under the Articles of Confederation), has expressed
concern in a private letter that those rushing to
strengthen the federal government do so “without
reflecting that every free nation, that hath ever exist-
ed, has lost its liberty by the same rash impatience.”

Challenges from Near and Far

We face communication and transportation
challenges. Compared to Europe, the postal service
is inadequate and roads are poor. The countryside
is vast, with many different natural environments
and climates. Our only cities are Philadelphia (the
largest, with 34,000 residents), New York, Boston,
and Charleston. Ninety percent of Americans live in
rural areas.

In 1783, the Massachusetts Supreme Court ruled
that its state constitution is incompatible with
slavery, beginning the end of slavery in that state.
Congress is considering passing legislation that would
forbid slavery in the territories northwest of the Ohio
River; Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, Connecticut,
and Rhode Island have already passed legislation to
gradually emancipate slaves. But slaves still account
for one-fifth of our population, with 90 percent
residing in the southern states. The economic pro-
sperity of that region, and some say of the entire
Confederation, depends on slavery, but there is
increasing talk of abolishing the trans-Atlantic slave
trade. These disputes about slavery threaten to tear
apart our Confederacy.

Britain is doing everything it can to bring us down.
Many in Parliament are angry about the Revolution
and no longer wish to trade with us. They are restrict-
ing American exports to Britain and the West Indies.
At the same time, they are flooding the states with
cheap British-made goods. And, since we are no longer
part of the British Empire, we have lost the protec-
tion of the British navy. Our ships are now easy prey
for pirates. With exports down, we have a shortage of
gold and silver. To compensate, some state legislatures
have passed “tender laws” that require merchants to
accept paper money. But the value of this paper money
fluctuates wildly. A bag of flour that costs five dollars

one day could be
twice as much
just a few months
later. Our paper
money is just about
worthless.
Relationships
between states

tend to be competi-
tive, not coopera-
tive. Commercial, territorial, and boundary disputes
abound. We do not trust each other, and security is
weak. People are fearful, and there is conflict from
every corner—foreign countries pitting one state
against another, westward expansion igniting brutal
battles between colonists and Indians, and the

roiling threats of violence over slavery.

How to Govern?

It can take years for a critical issue to even be
considered in the Continental Congress, much less
resolved. Two years ago, in 1785, several commission-
ers from Virginia and Maryland met at Mount Vernon
to work on trade agreements and improving navigation
on the Potomac. This almost failed because, initially,
the Virginians didn’t show up.

Another meeting was held in Annapolis last year.
In addition to the trade problems, those present felt
that “the defects [of the Articles of Confederation]
upon a closer examination, may be found greater and
more numerous” than anticipated. A new meeting to
consider how to improve our government is planned for
this spring. It will be in Philadelphia, and delegates
from all thirteen states are asked to attend.

Everyone agrees that without some kind of change
we cannot maintain our liberty and prosper. If we
are to succeed, we need to figure out what kind of
government can work for Americans—we who are so
politically, geographically, economically, culturally,
and socially diverse.

Our Options

The current state of affairs has sparked conversa-
tions in pubs and shops, town squares and farmyards.
Everywhere, people are asking the same questions:
What should we do? How will we survive? How can
our hard-won liberty be sustained? The questions
boil down to this: What kind of government should
we have?
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Shays’ Rebellion

In 1786, Boston officials tried to collect back taxes from
the populace to pay off the state’s war debt. Farmers
could not afford to pay, in part because many were vet-
erans who had not been compensated for their military
service. Animals, furniture, and land were seized and
sold, often at below-market value. The farmers also faced
high legal fees and debtors’ prison. Many feared they
would become tenant farmers instead of free men.

In response, Daniel Shays, a 39-year-old veteran and
farmer, led a rebellion. Shays and his followers, who
believed a new government was needed, formed an
army. In January of 1787, they marched on a Continen-
tal Army arsenal in Springfield. Congress authorized
raising an army to restore order, but was unable to fund
it. Bventually, Boston merchants and the governor used
their own money to put down the rebellion. Daniel
Shays escaped, but in April five men were tried for trea-
son and condemned to hang.

Some thought “Shays men” were heroes; others called
them dangerous rebels. One of the rebels said, ‘I
earnestly stepped forth in defense of this country, and
liberty is still the object I have in view.”

©Bettmann/CORBIS
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Now is the time to share our ideas with the del-
egates to the Philadelphia convention. What happens
there might very well affect each and every one
of us for years to come.

Option One:
Strengthen the Current Partnership Among
Equals

The Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union
need to be amended. The current one-vote-per-state
Confederation Congress assures that we are a union
of equal members, but the current central government
lacks the power to raise funds or make binding deci-
sions. It needs to have the power to hold states ac-
countable without impinging on their rights. We must
figure out a workable balance that gives the central
government more power and yet still respects each
state’s autonomy.

Option Two:
Create a Strong Central Government

To maintain our independence, we must ensure
our stability. We need a strong central government
to protect our liberty. Too much freedom at either
the state or the personal level can be destructive.
A republican form of federal government, with
proportional representation from all of the states,
guarantees that individual citizens will still have
a say. A stronger central government in a new fed-
eral union of the states will also have the authority
to safeguard our economic stability and physical
security.

Option Three:
Let States Govern Themselves

Now that we have our liberty, we should dissolve
the Confederation and let the states govern them-
selves as independent republics. Local governance
works best. We are too economically, geographically,
and culturally diverse to form one nation. Each
state has its own traditions of self-governance, some
going back a century or more. Each has its own way
of determining citizenship. We’ve proven we can
successfully unite in the face of a common threat,
and we can do it again if need be.



OFPTION ONE

Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union

The Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union created

a confederation based on the ideal of a “league of friendship,”
which guaranteed that people could move freely from one state to
another. It was drafted in 1776, used by the Continental Congress
beginning in 1777, but not ratified by all states until 1781. A
confederation is a form of government where all sovereign power
is held by the states. Each state, regardless of size, has one vote in

Congress.

Under the Articles, the only powers possessed by the Confedera-
tion Congress are those allowed by the states. This includes the
powers to declare war, appoint military officers, sign treaties, make
alliances, appoint foreign ambassadors, and manage relations with
Indians. Only the states have the power to tax. Congress can raise
money by asking the states for funds, borrowing from foreign

governments, or selling the western lands. Congress cannot draft

soldiers or regulate trade.

Strengthen
the Current
Partnership
Among Equals

Keep the Articles of Confederation
and Perpetual Union in place,

but amend them.

'N:'?,l._ e ___'
A RTLCACES
o F :'
Confederation
A N D ;
Perpetval Union
BETWEEN THE |
S T A T E&s
0 F
w9 LLIAMSEEBUREG
Printed by ALEXANDER PURDFE

he Articles are too weak as they now stand,

according to this option, but they are worth
keeping and should be improved. This Constitution
was strong enough to hold us together during a war
against the strongest nation on earth. Now that the
crisis of war is behind us, we must develop ways of
making sure the states live up to their commitments.
There also needs to be a way to fund the activities
of the central government, and to mediate conflicts
between states.

People who favor this option feel we were too
cautious when we intentionally created our weak cen-
tral government. While this made sense given our
history with Great Britain, the past decade has shown
us that we must have greater accountability among
Confederation members. In addition, we need to figure
out a way to fund the appropriate activities of the
central government, and to create a means for resolving
squabbles between states if this “league of friendship”
is to continue.

This option’s priority is to maintain and improve
the confederation of states by improving how the
partnership operates. The current “one state, one vote”
rule in the Confederation Congress guarantees that we
are a union of equal members. However, states must be
held accountable, not only to the Congress, but to our
own agreements with each other.

NATIONAL ISSUES FORUMS



Ensure Accountability

Poor attendance is hampering the Confederation
Congress’s ability to do its work. For example, when
the Treaty of Paris, which formally ended our war
with Britain, was sent to Congress in 1783, it was not
considered for weeks because there weren’t enough
delegates present for a quorum.

Critical work related to our security, stability, and
prosperity is continually put off. There need to be ap-
propriate consequences for absenteeism. First on the
list of reforms should be an attendance policy. This
option holds that we should not accommodate bad
behavior by delaying votes or rescheduling meetings.
If delegates neglect their responsibilities, this should
result in the loss of their state’s vote on the legislation

©Albright-Knox Art Gallery/Art Resource, NY

being considered. This will allow those present to do

Republi can Motherhood their jobs and will provide adequate punishment for
those who shirk.

While women are not seen as legally separate from We also need to develop a more nimble process for
their husbands, our understanding of women’s roles amending the Articles of Confederation. We are a young
and responsibilities is changing in 1787. Bver since the republic, and our needs will change over time. We have
Revolution, women have proven that they are patriotic already tried to amend the Articles, but efforts have
and can run households when men are absent. They always failed—twice due to the veto of a single state.
are also the primary caregivers for children. We are The current requirement for a unanimous vote should
beginning to recognize that girls must be educated if be replaced with a two-thirds majority, or nine out of
they are to become mothers who can raise their own thirteen states. This is what is required for all other
children to be virtuous citizens. important legislative decisions, even declaring war, yet
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= Abolition and Slavery, 1775-1785

1777:
Constitution of the Vermont Republic
partially banned slavery, freeing men
over 21 and women older than 18 at
the time of its passage. The ban was

not strongly enforced.

©Leonard de Selva/Corbis

1775-1783: 1775:

Britain’s rebellious North American Pennsylvania Abolition Society
Colonies temporarily ban or suspend formed in Philadelphia, the first
the Atlantic slave trade as part of the abolition society within the
boycott against British imports. territory that is now the United

States of America.
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a single state can block an amendment. This allows one
state to stop the progress of the entire union, even if
every other state is in agreement.

Provide for a Loyal and
Effective Defense

Those in favor of strengthening the Confederation
say we must be prepared to defend ourselves against
aggression from other nations and in territorial battles
with Indian tribes. Because most men'’s loyalties lie
with their states, we should establish a national militia
of citizen soldiers. This would not be a central army,
but a cooperative force. Each state would have a quota,
roughly based on population as well as can be deter-
mined. While the states will contribute the soldiers,
their salaries and provisions will be paid for by the
Confederation. In this way, everyone is guaranteed
compensation, and soldiers’ loyalties will be more
evenly divided between their state and the central
government.

Of course, each state will also continue to maintain
its own militia, comprised of citizen soldiers sufficient
for its own protection. These various units may also
form alliances with other states or support the national
militia as needed to face foreign threats, as was done
during the Revolution.

1780: 1783:
Pennsylvania passes An Act for the
Gradual Abolition of Slavery, freeing
future children of slaves. Those born
prior to the Act remain enslaved.
The Act becomes a model for other

Northern states. Last slaves freed 1847.

1783:

Massachusetts Supreme Judicial
Court rules slavery unconstitu-
tional, a decision based on the

1780 Massachusetts Constitution.

New Hampshire begins a
gradual abolition of slavery.

Pay for Defense and
Mail with Tariffs

During the Revolution, the soldiers were poorly
equipped and were not compensated in a timely man-
ner. Since so many soldiers preferred to serve in their
state militias, the Continental Army offered entice-
ments, including bonuses, offers of free land after the
war, and pensions for officers. But these promises
were broken. After acrimonious negotiations, some-
times verging on mutiny, soldiers finally received back
pay, and officers were only given five years of full pay,
instead of the pensions of half pay for life they had
been promised.

To prevent the threat of future mutinies, this view
argues that the Confederation Congress must be given
the authority to raise the money needed to support its
militia by imposing tariffs on foreign trade. The mon-
ies from these tariffs should also be used to pay off
any remaining war debt.

Everyone—but especially businesses, the army, and
settlers on the frontier—depends on the post office for
the timely conveyance of vital information. It is one of
the only ways we have to stay connected. The Articles
specify that Congress has “the sole and exclusive right
and power of . . . establishing or regulating post offices
from one State to another, throughout all the United
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1784:

Connecticut begins a
gradual abolition of slavery,
freeing future children of

slaves, and later, all slaves.

1780-1785

1784:
Rhode Island begins a
gradual abolition of slavery.
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States, and exacting such postage on the papers pass-
ing through the same as may be requisite to defray the
expenses of the said office.” Yet this essential service
is chronically underfunded.

So this option holds that a portion of the tariffs col-
lected by the Confederation Congress should be used to
better fund and expand the postal service.

Congress should establish a common exchange rate
and a standard system of weights and measures so that
the tariffs are equitably levied. While the Congress will
be required to use these standards, the states should
be free to use them or opt out as they wish.

Minimize Confusion and
Conflict Among the States

In the current Articles, states are prohibited from
forming treaties with each other, yet the mechanism
for resolving differences concerning interstate trade
and boundary disputes is elaborate and rarely used.
Too often, competition breeds hostility. Those who
favor this option say there should be a neutral third
party to resolve state disputes. Furthermore, clearly
established boundaries, both internal between the
states and along the western frontier, will increase
everyone’s security and foster economic expansion.

Therefore, we should amend the articles to create
a court for arbitration, comprised of judges from each
of the thirteen states, to resolve interstate commerce
and border disputes. The basic principles should be
established by the Confederation Congress, but this
court should act independently of the Congress. For
example, each state could appoint two judges for
five-year terms. The judges from the plaintiff states
should recuse themselves from any cases involving
their states.

What We Could Do

Here is a summary of what should be done so the
Articles of Confederation will work more effectively.

1. Develop an attendance policy that, if violated, will
result in the loss of a state’s ability to vote on the
legislation being considered in that Congressional
session.

2. Require a two-thirds majority—not the current
unanimous one—for approval of amendments to
the Articles of Confederation, as is the case with
other important legislative decisions.

3. Establish a national militia of citizen soldiers
drawn from states to protect the territories and our
merchants.
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Ebenezer Hazard, the Postmaster General

During the Revolutionary War, Ebenezer Hazard, the
Postmaster General, expended enormous personal
effort to ensure General Washington’s letters were
delivered. There wasn't enough money for a horse, so
the Postmaster followed the army on foot. In a letter,
Hazard described the impact of underfunding. “Those
incidents which are usual in time of peace; such as
office rent, firewood, sealing-wax, etc.,” he explained,
‘cannot justly be construed to include the extraordinary
expenses occasioned by the present war.” Since then,
Hazard has created new east-west post routes, including
a route to the frontier town of Pittsburgh. He has also

reestablished the monthly mail service to Europe.

. Give the Confederation Congress a limited right to

impose tariffs to support Confederation activities,
including a national militia, the post office, and a
court for arbitration.

. Support the establishment of common exchange

rates and a standard system of weights and mea-
sures for use by the Confederation.

. Create a joint judicial system for arbitrating inter-

state commerce and border disputes.




OPTION TWO

Create a
Strong
Central
Government

Replace the Articles of
Confederation with a new federal
constitution that gives the central

government more power.

©Bettmann/CORBIS

ccording to this option, there are fatal flaws
in the Articles that no amount of revising can
fix. Now is the time to make things right.

In 1783, General George Washington pessimisti-
cally said, “To suppose that the general concerns of
this country can be directed by thirteen heads, or one
head without competent powers, is a solecism, the bad
effects for which every man who has had the practical
knowledge to judge from, that I have, is fully convinced
of; tho’ none perhaps has felt them in so forcible and
distressing a degree.” As we all know, a solecism is
something that is not just poorly done. It is completely
unacceptable.

At first, diplomat John Jay was more optimistic, but
gradually he began to share Washington’s doubts. Last
summer, in a letter to Thomas Jefferson, Jay wrote,
“To be respectable abroad it is necessary to be so at
Home, and that will not be the Case until our public
Faith acquires more Confidence, and our Government
more strength.” Washington’s criticism came from his
military experiences; Jay’s sprang from his diplomatic
efforts with foreign relations. That they so agree is
striking.

This option’s priority is to create a central govern-
ment that is more powerful than the current one. We
need a Congress with the authority to safeguard our

NATIONAL ISSUES FORUMS
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Currency

Trade requires currency: money that all parties
recognize as valuable. Everyone in our society
recognizes coins minted from precious metals like
gold as being valuable. But paper notes are backed
only by government promises that they can be
redeemed for coins or accepted as payment for
taxes. They can become worthless quickly.

With a shortage of available coins in the early
colonies, Americans came to rely on currency issued
by other nations. Each colony, and later the states,
produced their own paper money as well. During and
after the war, the Confederation did the same. State
currencies were in pounds, while the Congress used
the Spanish dollar. Many of these currencies are now
traded far below face value, though none as low as
Continental dollars.

The notes issued by various states differ in value; a
Virginia pound is not the same as a Massachusetts
pound. With thirteen different state currencies, the
worthless Continental, and various international
coins in circulation, conducting trade requires
difficult calculations and conversions. In 1786, the
Confederation Congress passed legislation that will
establish a national mint and create a new dollar.
However, under current law, the various states can

continue to create their own currencies.

economic stability and physical security, both domestic
and foreign. Rather than depending on the states as
intermediaries, the citizens should relate directly to
the national government.
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Make a Fresh Start

During the Revolution, the aristocrat and the com-
mon man shared a bond. Economic conflicts were set
aside. While there were fewer options for indentured
white workers and free Africans—and almost none for
slaves—the war offered free white men opportunities
to improve their social and economic status. Many
new homesteads and towns were pioneered by some of
these veterans and their families.

Now things are different. Financial instability has
led to the excessive loss of homes, farms, and busi-
nesses. This hurts communities and harms the econ-
omy. We need a stronger central government in a new
federal union to resolve disputes before everyday people
are driven to violence like that of Shays’ Rebellion.

This option holds that we need to abolish the
Articles and create a new constitution that turns the
Confederation into a true republic that is accountable
to citizens. We need to create a new federal system that
divides powers between a strong central government
and several state governments. In this view, the new
federal government should include a representative leg-
islature that is proportional to each state’s population,
and the delegates should be chosen by popular vote.

Also, in order to assure that such representation
is fairly distributed, the federal government needs to
regularly conduct a census to track population and
wealth. While slaves are not considered citizens, they
do contribute to the wealth of each state, especially
in the South. Therefore, those calling for a census
have suggested that slaves be counted at three-fifths
of their population.

Maintain Stability

Consistency in governmental affairs will also
enhance stability. The legislature should appoint an
executive for a seven-year term. Having a single execu-
tive officer who is secure in his position will help
us launch the new government, just as having one
leader—General Washington—inspired the trust
needed to launch a new nation.

Rights of citizenship and voting vary from state
to state, so we need to establish nationwide standards
for rights, citizenship, and voting. Over the past decade,
many states have expanded the land-holding require-
ments for voting to include other forms of property,
such as ships or other material assets. In large part,
this was so veterans could vote. The land-holding
requirement had also unjustly penalized many hard-
working merchants, sailors, and tradesmen.

We are not a direct democracy, but have a tradition
of representative government. Those who are drawn to



this option are not calling for universal voting rights
for the entire population. Most hold that any white
man over the age of 21, who is not financially beholden
to another person, should have this right. This means
he should not be in debt or indentured, and must own
land or other tangible assets outright. Proponents of
this idea argue that people without financial indepen-
dence are vulnerable to manipulation. For example,
since voting is not private, an employer could demand
that employees vote according to his directive. They
say that since a wife is bound to follow her husband’s
lead, to give her the vote would really mean giving her
husband two votes.

Strengthen Our Military

Our experiences with the British military have
made many wary of standing armies. Yet a strong
defense is the best protection against foreign and
domestic aggression. At this time, we only have
the First American Regiment—barely 700 soldiers.
Those few men can hardly guard a border that
stretches from Canada to the Carolinas. And with-
out the protection of the British navy, the Barbary
pirates are destroying our merchant trade.

Those who favor a strong central government say
state politics must not influence our military opera-
tions. If soldiers from state militias are required to
serve in the regular army, we can’t trust that they
will remain neutral. Some states may not fulfill their
obligation. We need a neutral, fairly paid army with
a clear line of command. To keep morale high and
loyalties uncompromised, the forces must be under
the control of the Congress. Therefore, proponents of
this view argue that the new constitution should give
Congress the authority to create and fund a regular
army and navy. The commanders-in-chief of both
forces should report to the Congress, not to a single
executive authority.

Put Our Financial Affairs
in Order

When we were colonies, we relied on French, Span-
ish, and British currency. States, and eventually the
Continental Congress, then began issuing paper money.
These “Continentals” were supposed to be backed by
revenues from taxes, but that never happened. Now we
say “not worth a Continental” to mean something is
worthless.

Due to the shortage of coins, which are the most
dependable currency, a complicated system has
emerged. Along with paper money and coins, we have
personal notes and a barter system. It’s difficult to

figure out how much something is really worth. In this
view, we need a single national currency, and states
and other entities should be prohibited from issuing
their own currencies.

Additionally, to have a sound economy, Congress
should have the right to raise funds by taxation to pay
the war debt and other governing expenses, including
supporting a standing army. This money should be
used to pay all war debts incurred by the states and
the central government. Allowing the Congress to raise
funds directly is the most efficient approach.

Build a Common Identity

Our national character is marked by civic virtue and
a common commitment to the principles of our Decla-
ration of Independence. We are willing to set aside self-
interest for the public good. We have left aristocratic
regimes—like those of the British Empire—behind to
create a new way of life. Excellence arises from virtuous
behavior, not bloodlines. Our leaders owe their author-
ity to the people.

This unique American identity draws on our shared
history of patriotism. Those who call for a strong cen-
tral government say we need to collectively celebrate
our new republic by establishing common holidays
and a national anthem to mark our independence and
honor our veterans. This would bring us together and
send a clear message to other nations about what the
United States of America stands for.

What We Could Do

Here is a summary of what this option says ought
to be done in order to form a new constitutional govern-
ment more powerful than the one we have now.

1. Abolish the Articles of Confederation. Create a new
federal constitution and a representative legisla-
ture that is proportional to each state’s population,
with slaves being counted at three-fifths.

2. Allow the new Congress to appoint an executive
for a seven-year term.

3. Establish nationwide standards for citizenship
and voting rights.

4. Give Congress the authority to create and direct
a regular army and navy.

5. Give Congress the right to levy tariffs to pay
our war debts, including the debts owed by the
states. Establish a single national currency, and
prohibit states and other entities from issuing

their own currencies.

6. Celebrate our identity by establishing national
holidays and a national anthem.

NATIONAL ISSUES FORUMS 10



OPTION THREE

ivision, Washington D.C. 20540 USA
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Washington taking leave of the officers of his army at Francis’s Tavern, Broad Street,

New York, December 4th, 1783

Let States
Govern
Themselves

Dissolve the Confederation.
The states are sovereign and

should govern themselves.

11 A NEW LAND: WHAT KIND OF GOVERNMENT SHOULD WE HAVE?

his option says it is unnatural for such a far-
flung and diverse people to unite as one nation.
We fought for self-rule, not to be ruled by a new and
closer power. We rejected being ruled by a government
thousands of miles away, so why should we submit to
one hundreds of miles away?

As General Washington observed, the states are
bound together by “a rope of sand.” Rather than turn
that rope into a chain, this option holds that we should
dissolve the Confederation. There are state legislatures
that trace their history back a century or more, and
even the newest legislatures now have experience with
issuing currency, imposing taxes, and regulating trade.
Nine have armies, and several have navies.

The Declaration of Independence states we have
the right “to alter or to abolish [the government], and
to institute new Government, laying its foundation on
such principles and organizing its powers in such form,
as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety



and Happiness.” This option’s priority is to institute
self-governance at the state level, and to focus on the
more intimate institutions and civic practices essential
for local self-rule.

This option suggests that states boycott the meet-
ing planned in Philadelphia. Even Patrick Henry, the
great patriot of the American Revolution, has refused
to participate. While publicly he said the absence is
because his personal affairs need his attention, he has
privately acknowledged it is because, in his words, “I

smell a rat.”

Let States Make Their
Own Decisions

The gentlemen elected to national office do not al-
ways represent the interests of common farmers. Those
drawn to this option say that local rule is preferable
because it is closer to the people. Smaller societies
are less likely to be corrupted, because those who live
and work with local leaders are better able to evaluate
the quality of their characters. Proponents of this view
believe we should disband the Congress of the Confed-
eration and acknowledge the state governments as fully
sovereign, independent republics.

The states still face potential military threats from
Indians, the Barbary pirates, and European intruders.
However, proponents of sovereign states say every state
should be solely responsible for its own defense, since
each faces different threats. They argue that, without
the state-based citizen militias, we would never have
won the war, and professional soldiers cannot match
the passion and intensity of a man defending his home.

Proponents of this option say each state knows how
to best manage its own Indian relations, because they
vary widely by location. Most Indian tribes were allied
with the British during the war. Many are continuing
to fight against westward expansion, while others are
observing the peace.

If shared interests or region-wide threats emerge,
states can voluntarily band together. During the Revo-
lution, we proved we can quickly unite in the face of a
common threat. If necessary, we can do it again. This
option says that government and military leaders from
the states should meet on a regular schedule, or in
response to emerging crises, to consider shared security
concerns. But these meetings ought to be advisory,
with no power to compel actions by the states. The
meetings will foster good diplomatic relations and mu-

tual cooperation among the sovereign states, and could

Portrait of Captain Paul Cuffe (1759-1817), New England Historic

Genealogical Society, www.AmericanAncestors.org

Paul Cuffee
A petition filed in 1780 by a group led by Paul Cuffee,

a free African merchant captain, demonstrates our
regional differences. Using the same principles put
forth in the Declaration of Independence, Cuffee
filed a protest with the Massachusetts legislature
claiming that, if free Africans had to pay taxes, they
should be allowed to vote. The petition states,

[W]e apprehend ourselves to be aggrieved,

in that, while we are not allowed the privilege
of freemen of the State, having no vote or
influence in the election of those that tax us,
yet many of our colour (as is well known)
have cheerfully entered the field of battle in

the defense of the common cause.

Cuffee called on the logic of the Revolution to
claim his voting rights. Such arguments were
successful and the state’s 1780 constitution removed
voting restrictions against black men. If the rights
of citizenship are based on responsibilities, then as
Cuffee asserts, those who pay taxes and fought for
their country have demonstrated that they should
be awarded those rights.

also include negotiations to resolve various state claims
concerning the western lands. In times of war, these
meetings could form the basis for a temporary military
union among the states, raising and commanding a
new Continental Army.

This view states that no one should be responsible
for losses suffered by speculators who were trying to
profit from the war. It’s true that many of the original
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Citizenship, Rights, and Responsibilities

As it now stands, the rights of Africans, Indians,
and women differ by state. Also, although
property requirements vary from state to state,
thirty to forty percent of America’s white male
citizens do not own sufficient property to qualify

for the vote.

In 1776, New Jersey gave propertied, single
women the right to vote, something that no other
state has done. In most states, women are not
authorized to speak in public sessions and can
only own property under limited conditions. In
some states, adult single women and widows are
recognized as having an independent financial
and/or legal status. According to the legal doctrine
of coverture, a wife does not have an identity
separate from her husband’s, and so all wages and

property are under her husband’s control.

The political, economic, and social activities

of free or emancipated Africans are restricted in
many states. Most forbid interracial marriage,
and churches and schools are segregated.
Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, Connecticut,
and Rhode Island have all passed legislation to
gradually abolish slavery, and the state constitu-
tion makes slavery illegal in Massachusetts.
However, many of the southern states would
never consider such a thing, and are also pressur-
ing the northern states to assist in recapturing

escaped slaves.

lenders purchased bonds for patriotic reasons; and
some bonds are still held by foreign governments. How-
ever, as their value dropped, many bonds were resold

at reduced value to speculators seeking financial profit.
It is these speculators who would profit if these bonds
were paid off at their original value, and not the original
lenders, who put their money behind the revolution. In

keeping with the support of sovereign states, each state
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should determine what to do about its own war debt.
This would include both debts owed by the state and
any portion of the debt accrued by the Confederation
Congress that state legislatures may feel responsible to
pay. States that want to maintain good relations with a
particular creditor or nation may work out a repayment
plan, but those not wanting to reward speculators may
choose to default.

Some Rights Are Bound to
Responsibilities

One of the Declaration’s most famous sentences
reads, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all men are created equal.” If these truths are indeed
self-evident, say proponents of this option, then we do
not need a national constitution to create them. Natural
law already does so. If states do not agree that the law
of nature is sufficient to ensure these rights, they can
establish their own bills of rights at the local level, or
maintain previously established statements of rights.
According to this view, in addition to natural rights,
there are citizenship rights. These may or may not
include such things as voting, having a separate legal
identity, owning property, and speaking in public. This
option holds that these kinds of rights should only be
given to those who can use them wisely.

In this view, those who are capable of making wise
judgments and assuming more responsibility should
have more rights. Men who have achieved financial in-
dependence are one example. In contrast, many, but not
all, think women are far less capable and wish to con-
tinue the long-established doctrine of coverture. This
doctrine holds that a wife does not have a separate
legal identity but relies upon her husband’s protection
and authority. Without her own legal identity, while
she may be a citizen, many of the rights associated
with citizenship are not available. But there are excep-
tions. An especially capable woman may find herself in
a situation where she needs to make independent deci-
sions. In such cases, obtaining some of these citizen-
ship rights could be beneficial for her and her family.
Also, and more generally, granting these privileges can
vary by region. Some northern states have granted free
Africans voting rights that are unimaginable in many
southern states. Therefore, the rights of individuals
and the status of citizenship should be determined
by people who know each other and understand the
particular local circumstances.



Arbitrate Disputes
Where They Arise

Shays’ Rebellion demonstrated
that the interests of the wealthy
and those of the common people
can clash. Many say that the wisest
judgments arise from local knowl-
edge, and, therefore, all criminal
and civil cases, whether between
states or individuals, should
be arbitrated at the local level.
This may mean using juries of
peers in some states and magis-
trates in others. But either way,
according to this option, local
and state judicial systems are the
only ones capable of ensuring that
courts make decisions that truly
express the beliefs and values of
local people. They should be free
to do so.

The provision in the Articles
that allows the central govern-
ment to arbitrate disputes between
the states regarding “boundary,
jurisdiction or any other causes
whatever” has rarely been utilized.
On the other hand, as the success-
ful resolution of trade disputes
between Virginia and Maryland
at Mount Vernon demonstrated,
states have the capacity to resolve
their own disputes.

This option also holds that we
do not need a central government to

regulate interstate trade. Few Ameri-

Engraving by Robert Delauney, 1749-1814. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington D.C. 20540 USA

William Penn trading with Indians

cans are engaged in long-distance trade beyond their meet to discuss shared security concerns.
own communities or states. Each state should be free to 30 Tet each state decide what 1o do about its war
make the decision on whether or not to intervene debt.

in the marketplace.

What We Could Do

Here is a summary of what this option holds ought

4. Allow each state to determine appropriate rights
for individuals, and whether or not individuals
should be granted the privilege of citizenship.

5. Arbitrate all criminal and civil cases at the state

to be done if we choose to rely on local rule.

or local level.

1. Disband the Congress of the Confederation.

6. Allow the market to resolve all trade disputes.

2. Make each state responsible for its own defense,

raising armies or navies as needed. States can
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SUMMARY

A New Land

o one is sure about how we should

govern ourselves, but everyone agrees
that without some kind of change we cannot
maintain our liberty and prosper. If we are to
succeed, we need to figure out what kind of
government can work for a people who are so
politically, geographically, economically, cultur-
ally, and socially diverse.
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The current state of affairs has sparked con-
versations in taverns and shops, town squares and
farmyards. Everywhere, people are asking the
same questions: How are we going to get through
this? How are we going to survive? How can our
hard-won liberty be sustained? Now is the time
to share our ideas with the convention delegates.
What happens in Philadelphia might very well
affect each and every one of us for years to come.

This issue guide suggests three possible options
for how we should govern ourselves. Each has its
strengths, but there is no perfect solution. Which
actions do we support? What trade-offs and
consequences are we willing to accept? We need
to deliberate together to make the right choice

for our country.

Selected Resources

www.constitutioncenter.org
www.montpelier.org

www. history.org
www.teachinghistory.org




*

OPTION ONE: Strengthen the Current Partnership Among Equals

Main Arguments in

Examples of What

Some Consequences and
Trade-Offs to Consider

Favor of This Option

The Articles of Confederation
and Perpetual Union need

to be amended. The current
one-vote-per-state Confed-
eration Congress guarantees
that we are a union of equal
members. But the current
central government lacks the
power to raise funds or make
binding decisions. It needs

to have the power to hold
states accountable without
impinging on their rights. We
must figure out a workable
balance that gives the central
government more power, and
yet still respects each state’s
autonomy.

But, giving the Confederation
Congress the ability to hold
states accountable would reduce
each state’s autonomy. Also,
majority rule is not the same

as equality. In some situations
the loss of the one-state, one-vote
agreement would mean that

the wishes of one state would be
overridden by the preferences of
other states.

Might Be Done

¢ The Congress should develop an

attendance policy. Non-attendance
will result in loss of a state’s ability
to vote in that session.

* Approval of amendments to the

Articles of Confederation should
require a two-thirds majority, not
the current unanimous one.

* Give Congress limited rights to

collect tariffs to support activities
like a national militia, post office,
and arbitration court.

.+ Establish a national militia of citizen

soldiers to protect the territories and
our merchants.

* Congress should establish common

exchange rates and a standard system
of weights and measures.

~ + Create a joint judicial system for

arbitrating interstate commerce
and border disputes.

. » This could penalize representatives

who cannot attend due to the precarious
state of travel, and there will be
disagreements about where Congress
should meet.

A dissenting state would be forced to
go along with a decision it doesn’t
support.

National tariffs would compete for
dollars with state legislatures; states
involved in international trade

would bear a heavier financial burden;
and tariffs would increase the cost

of imported goods.

* This kind of military may not be able

to stave off more experienced armies
of professional soldiers.

People and states may manipulate

or disregard the standards, and
centralized standards will undermine
local citizens’ ability to determine
currency values for themselves, or to
trade goods directly through barter.

States will have to submit to an
external body, which undermines
their sovereignty.
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*
OPTION TWO: Create a Strong Central Government

Main Arguments in Examples of What Some Consequences and
Favor of This Option Might Be Done Trade-Offs to Consider
To maintain our independence, * Create a new federal constitution ¢ The smaller states will lose influence
we must shore up our stability. with a representative legislature . and power.
Too much freedom at either . proportional to each state’s population,
T st orihe el witb slaves c<?unted at three-fifths of
, their population.
can be destructive. We need
a strong central government
to protect our liberty so we  + The legislature should appoint an * Having an appointed manager, rather
can realize our goal of being ~ executive for a seven-year term. than a leader selected by the people,
an independent nation with may weaken citizens’ loyalties. Also,
a sound economy and secure ' long terms can lead to the misuse of
borders. A republican form of power
government with proportional
representation from all of the  + Establish national standards for . *» White men without property, women,
states assures that individual citizenship and voting. and free Africans in some states
citizens will still have a say. A could lose their current voting rights
stronger central government - ifdifferent national standards are
will have the authority to do adopted.
what needs to be done to pro-
tect our economic stability and * Give Congress the authority to create .+ Soldiers would have a stronger
physical security. This would ~ and direct a regular army and navy. allegiance to the central government
also increase our status in the than to the states. Soldiers will be
eyes of other nations. . stationed far from their homes,
Bt s i S o ' imposing the auth‘o‘rity of strangers
ment based on proportional ool eoumnitidey
representation would reduce the
ey 0] b [ * Have the federal government assume « This may impose a heavier tax burden
While we would be more secure ~ all state and national war debts, establish on citizens and would be unfair for
as a nation, creating a powerful . asingle national currency, prohibit states that have already paid their debts.
central authority would mean ~ states and other entities from issuing A common currency would undermine
the unique needs and desires of ~their own currencies, and give Congress the freedom of the states and private
individual communities would ~ the right to levy tariffs. institutions.
be secondary to the needs of the i
nation. '
_ + Celebrate our identity by establishing ¢ Local and regional perspectives about
~ national holidays and a national anthem. | historic events and traditions may be
This will honor the sacrifice of soldiers minimized or overlooked altogether.
and their families.
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*

OPTION THREE: Let States Govern Themselves

Main Arguments in

Examples of What

Some Consequences and
Trade-Offs to Consider

Favor of This Option

Now that we have our liberty,
dissolve the Confederation and
let the states govern them-
selves. In an agricultural society
such as ours, local governance
works best. We are too eco-
nomically, geographically, and
culturally diverse to form one
nation. Each state has its own
traditions of self-governance,
some going back a century or
more. Each has its own way of
determining citizenship. We've
proven we can successfully
unite in the face of a common
threat, and we can do it again if
need be.

But, small countries face greater
military and economic vulner-
ability than larger ones. Also,
instead of an integrated system,
many of the basic functions of
government would be veplicated.
This would be more expensive and
result in fragmentation. Finally,
local rule can lead to insular
thinking and distrust of outsiders.

Might Be Done

* Disband the Congress of the
Confederation.

~ * Make states responsible for their own

defense, raising armies or navies as
needed. Leaders from each state could
meet regularly to consider national
security.

* Each state will determine the legal

rights and citizenship privileges of its
individuals.

-+ Each state should determine what to

do about its own war debt.

¢ Criminal and civil cases will only be

arbitrated at the state or local level.

¢ All trade disputes should be resolved in

the marketplace.

¢ The lack of a central government

could result in greater economic and
physical vulnerability, since no one
will be attending to the collective
interest of all of the states.

Frontier and coastal states will incur
a heavier burden, while some states
would benefit without sharing the
cost. Having multiple armies in
close proximity increases the risk of
violence between states.

Individuals could be citizens in one
state, yet lose those rights when
traveling to another. Despite our fears
of centralized governments, tyranny
can also thrive at the local level.

Debts incurred by Confederation
Congress may not be fully repaid,
which will hurt everyone’s reputation
and credit worthiness. States that
contributed more than others to the
fight for independence will bear a
disproportionate burden.

* This fosters insular thinking and

the tyranny of the majority. Anyone
involved in interstate trade or travel
will have to be well-versed in the laws
of various states.

Some individuals would inevitably be
hurt by unfair business practices. With
no central authority, interstate trade
could be unpredictable, and states could
interfere in people’s private matters.
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