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Q. Explain the characteristics of colonial assemblies and 
representative government from 1776 to 1789?  

  

Separation from England, of course meant an immediate gain in political 
democracy. Governors were now chosen by the people and not by the Crown, the 
upper chambers of the legislatures were made elective instead of appointive, and 
laws demanded by the populace were safe from a veto. 

But equally important were the internal reforms which broadened the suffrage 
and made representation more equitable. In Pennsylvania a tremendous demand 
arose in in 1775-1776 for two democratic steps; one giving the long-slighted 
western countries a representation in the Assembly commensurate with their 
population, the other abolishing the property qualifications and naturalization 
requirements which restricted voting to a small favored class. Both reforms were 
decisively won. 

In March, 1776, the legislature admitted seventeen additional members, most of 
them from the western area, while the suffrage was soon broadened to permit 
any male taxpayer to vote. 

In some states, like Virginia, the old-settled sections still held an unfair 
predominance in the legislature, and in others, like Massachusetts, property 
qualifications were still demanded for the ballot. 

But in Pennsylvania, Delaware, North Carolina, Georgia, and Vermont the ballot 
was freed. 

The thirteen states had never succeeded in setting up a really national 
government. They had adopted in March, 1781, certain Articles of Confederation, 
but this system, which was simply a “league of friendship”, was feeble and 
inadequate. No true national executive existed. 



The government gave most powers to the states, and the central government 
consisted only of a legislature. Above all, the colonists wanted to preserve their 
liberties, but the central governments' lack of power proved to be disastrous. It 
could not regulate trade or keep the states from circulating their own currency. 
No chief executive could make real decisions, and no national court could settle 
disputes among states. And perhaps most importantly, they could not efficiently 
conduct a war nor pay the debts incurred once the war was over. 

As a result, the Articles of Confederation was thrown aside and new Constitution 
was made exceptionally strong. In the new Constitution, the founders built a 
system in which the powers of each branch would be used to check the powers of 
the other two branches. Additionally, each house of the legislature could check 
one another. 

For example, both houses of Congress must vote to enact laws, the president can 
veto legislation, and the Supreme Court can rule laws unconstitutional. Congress 
can override presidential vetoes. The president nominates Supreme Court 
justices, but the Senate can refuse to confirm the nominees. The Congress can 
impeach and remove the president or a member of the Supreme Court. As a 
result, a "balance" was created among the three branches. 

Lastly, both small and large states were given equal representation in the Senate, 
but in the House of Representatives the seats were to be based upon population. 

 


