
Law in the Northwest Territory:  Northwest Ordinance of 1787 

 The U.S. Congress passed the Ordinance of 1787 to provide a system of government in the           

Northwest Territory.  The states we know today as Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and part of 

Minnesota made up that territory.  The Ordinance also set up a plan for assuring the individual rights of those 

who were to live in the Northwest Territory. 

STEPS OF GOVERNMENT IN THE NORTHWEST TERRITORY 

STEP ONE  

Unorganized Territory 

GOVERNOR:    (Executive Branch) 

 Appointed by the U.S. Congress 

 Must live in the territory 

 Chose laws from other states for the territory 

 Made NO new laws 

 Acted as commander-in-chief of the militia 

 Appointed all local judges and civil officers 

SECRETARY: 

 Appointed by the U.S. Congress 

 Kept public records of the territory 

 Kept records of the laws of the territory 

 Sent copies of all records to the Secretary of the U.S. Congress 

THREE JUDGES:   (Judicial Branch) 

 Appointed by the U.S. Congress 

 Assisted in the choice of laws for the territory 

 Held trials 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

STEP TWO 

Organized Territory 

General Assembly:  (Legislative Branch) 

 Legislative Council of 5 men appointed by the U.S. Congress 

 House of Representatives elected by the eligible voters in the territory for 

two-year terms 

 The Assembly could made laws for the territory 

 The Governor could veto any law they made  

Continuous Learning Assignment # 5 

 



A General Assembly (legislature) could be put in place when the territory had 5000 free, adult males living 

there, the Assembly could be formed. 

Voting qualifications in 1787:     4 Qualifications Today? 

 Free, adult male    

 Own at least 50 acres of land in the district 

 Must have been a citizen of the U.S. 

 Must have lived in the district for two years. 

STEP THREE 

STATEHOOD 

Any part of the Northwest Territory that met the following 3 requirements could be admitted to the Union of 

the United States: 

 Have a population of 60,000 

 Write a constitution for the state 

 Be accepted into the union by the U.S. Congress 

INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS UNDER THE ORDINANCE OF 1787 

The “Articles of Compact” made up the final part of the Ordinance.  These articles promised the people of the 

Northwest Territory certain individual rights that could not be changed or taken away from them.  This kind of 

promise had never been made before to any territory anywhere in the world.  Listed below are these 

promised given to this new territory by the U.S. Congress: 

1. No one would be persecuted because of his religious beliefs. 

2. One had a right to a speedy trial by jury. 

3. One had a right to be represented during judicial proceedings. 

4. One could get out of prison or jail on bail except in murder cases where the evidence was very strong 

against the defendant. 

5. Fines were not to be excessive; no cruel or unusual punishments were allowed; personal property 

could not be taken without payment. 

6. The Indians were to be treated fairly; their property rights and personal liberty were not to be 

disturbed. 

7. Schools were to be established. 

8. The people were to be treated the same as all citizens of the U.S., including the payment of taxes to 

the federal government. 

9. 3 to 5 states would be created from the territory. An area could be a state when it had 60,000 people 

living there. 

10. No slavery was to be allowed in the territory. 

  



NORTHWEST ORDINANCE OF 1787 

Directions:  Written below are some events that could have taken place in Ohio before it became a state.  

Using the information you have learned about the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, read the statements and 

decide whether or not they could have legally happened under it. 

Write YES if it could have happened and NO if it could not have happened. 

_____1.  Ohio was admitted into the Union as soon as it had 5000 eligible voters living there. 

_____2.  Anyone who was 21 years of age could vote. 

_____3.  If a voter owned 100 acres of land, he could vote. 

_____4.  The Governor of the Northwest Territory was chosen in an election. 

_____5.  When Ohio got a General Assembly, all of its members were chosen by the voters. 

_____6.  The Governor did not have to live in the territory. 

_____7.  All laws of the territory in the very early days were borrowed from other states. 

_____8.  The Governor could veto all laws made by the General Assembly. 

_____9.  A Constitution had to be written and approved by the U.S. congress before a state could be admitted 

into the union. 

_____10. The wife of Farmer Smith could vote for a person who wanted to be in the General Assembly. 

_____11. A farmer who came to Ohio and believed in a new and different religion would be forced to leave. 

_____12. A man could be put into jail and held for a year before he came to trial. 

_____13. A Wyandot Indian’s land was not to be taken from him by force. 

_____14. Farmer Brown did not have to pay any taxes to the federal government while living in Ohio. 

_____15. A Kentucky farmer could move to Ohio and bring his slaves with him to work his Ohio farm. 

_____16. All communities had to start schools. 

_____17. If Farmer Jack was found guilty of stealing, he could have his fingers cut off. 

_____18. Until the trial, Farm Jack was probably out of jail on bond. 

_____19. The judge could not take all of Farmer Jack’s farm equipment and home as a fine for his theft of his 

neighbor’s hunting dog. 

_____20.  Everyone in the Northwest Territory was to be treated equally with other U.S. citizens. 

 


