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Northern State University 
 

History 151: United States History to 1877 
 
 
Concepts addressed:  
United States History: American Revolution and the Founding of the Nation  
 
Students should review Irwin Unger, These United States (Vol. 1), chapters 4-6.  

I. American Revolution  

A. Causes of the American Revolution 
a. The French and Indian War and the End of Salutary Neglect: After the end of the 

French and Indian War in 1763, British imperial policy changes with new Revenue 
Acts designed to raise money to pay for the war. Americans, however, saw these new 
taxes as a threat to the autonomy they enjoyed during Salutary Neglect and had come 
to expect after the Enlightenment. The Revenue Acts were much different than the 
older Navigation Acts that only regulated trade. As Americans resisted the Revenue 
Acts, the English Crown sought even more control over the colonies. By 1775, 
reconciliation was impossible and the American Revolution starts at Lexington and 
Concord in April 1775.  

b. The Revenue Acts:  
i. Sugar Act (1764)  

ii. Stamp Act (1765-1766)  
iii. Quartering Act (1765)  
iv. Declaratory Act (1766)  
v. Townshend Revenue Acts (1767-1770)  

vi. Tea Act leads to Boston Tea Party in 1773  
vii. Coercive (Intolerable) Acts (1774)  

viii. Prohibitory Act (1775). First and Second Continental Congresses held in 
1774 and 1775.  

B. Three Characteristics of the War:  
a. Patriots or Whigs were no more than a third of the population at any time during the 

war. Loyalists (people loyal to the Crown and against independence) were at least 
another third of the population.  

b. Armies and battles were small and fought in formal, European-style. Foreign generals 
trained American troops into an effective fighting force at Valley Forge during the 
winter of 1777-78.  

c. The Revolution was America's first universal experience--it was fought in every 
colony and at least one in seven men fought.  

C. Five Key Events During War:  
a. Publication of Thomas Paine's pamphlet Common Sense in January 1776 convinces 

people to fight for complete independence from Great Britain. Paves the way for the 
Declaration of Independence six months later in July 1776.  

b. On 25 Dec. 1776, Washington crosses the Delaware River to attack British and 
Hessian troops at the Battle of Trenton. Washington's Continental Army captures 
more than a thousand prisoners without a single casualty.  

c. Battle of Saratoga in October 1777 helps to convince the French to join the war 
against England in 1778.  
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d. Last big battle of the war is the American victory at Yorktown in September 1781.  
e. Treaty of Paris ends the war in 1783.  

II. Founding the New Nation  

A. Road to the Constitution  
a. Country governed by weak Articles of Confederation during the Revolution. Most 

successful legislation from the Confederation is the Northwest Ordinances of 1785 
and 1787 that open the west to rapid and orderly settlement.  

b. First Constitutional Convention in 1786 charged with revising the Articles. 
Washington chairs convention and expresses his intent to scrap the Articles and write 
a new federal constitution. Convention meets in Annapolis, Maryland. Shay's 
Rebellion in Massachusetts in 1786-7 helps convince people that a new constitution 
and government is necessary.  

c. Second Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787 drafts the Constitution 
based on the Connecticut Plan.  

i. Virginia Plan favors large, populous states.  
ii. New Jersey Plan favors small, less populous states.  

iii. Connecticut Plan ("Great Compromise") agreed upon and submitted to states 
for ratification.  

d. Ratification  
i. Anti-federalists fear the power of the new federal government and seek to 

protect individual and states rights. Bill of Rights brings many to support 
ratification.  

ii. Constitution has to be ratified by 9 of 13 states to create new government. 
Federalists take debate directly to states in a series of newspaper articles 
called the Federalist Papers. Two most famous are:  

1. James Madison's Federalist #10 argues that a large, continent sized 
republic is possible. 

2. Federalist #51 argues the benefits of the separation of powers.  
iii. The Constitution goes into effect in March 1789 after the ninth state ratifies 

it. George Washington serves as first president until 1792 when the 4-year 
election cycle begins. Washington is handily re-elected in 1792.  


