
ap us history unit 2

ap us history unit 2 covers a critical period in early American history, focusing primarily on the
development and challenges of the British colonies in North America between 1607 and 1754. This unit
examines the political, economic, social, and cultural foundations that shaped colonial society and set the
stage for future conflicts and eventual independence. Key themes include the establishment of different
colonial regions, the evolution of colonial economies, interactions with Native American populations, and
the emergence of distinctive colonial identities. Understanding ap us history unit 2 is essential for grasping
how early colonial policies and experiences influenced the broader trajectory of American history. This
article will provide a comprehensive overview of the major topics within this unit, offering detailed
insights into colonial development, regional differences, and colonial governance.

Colonial Foundations and Regional Differences

Economic Development and Labor Systems

Colonial Society and Culture

Interactions with Native Americans

Colonial Governments and Political Developments

Colonial Foundations and Regional Differences
The period covered in ap us history unit 2 includes the establishment and growth of the three main
colonial regions: New England, the Middle Colonies, and the Southern Colonies. Each region developed
unique social, economic, and political characteristics shaped by geography, climate, and the origins of
settlers. The New England colonies, founded primarily by Puritans, emphasized religious conformity,
community cohesion, and town-based governance. In contrast, the Middle Colonies, such as New York and
Pennsylvania, were more ethnically and religiously diverse, with economies based on agriculture and
commerce. The Southern Colonies, including Virginia and South Carolina, relied heavily on plantation
agriculture and the labor of enslaved Africans, establishing a hierarchical society dominated by wealthy
landowners.

New England Colonies
The New England colonies were characterized by their Puritan roots and focus on religious and social



conformity. Settlements like Massachusetts Bay were founded for religious reasons and developed strong
community structures centered around town meetings and congregational churches. The region's rocky
soil and harsh climate limited large-scale farming, leading to diversified economies based on fishing,
shipbuilding, and small-scale farming.

Middle Colonies
The Middle Colonies offered a blend of characteristics from the north and south. They were known for
fertile soil that supported grain production, earning them the nickname “the breadbasket colonies.” These
colonies attracted a variety of European immigrants, including Dutch, Germans, and Quakers, fostering a
degree of religious tolerance and cultural pluralism. Trade and commerce flourished in port cities like
Philadelphia and New York.

Southern Colonies
The Southern Colonies developed economies centered on cash crops such as tobacco, rice, and indigo. Large
plantations dominated the landscape, dependent on enslaved African labor for cultivation and production.
The social hierarchy was rigid, with a small elite of plantation owners wielding significant political and
economic power, while the majority of the population consisted of poor farmers, indentured servants, and
enslaved people.

Economic Development and Labor Systems
Economic structures in the colonies were diverse and deeply influenced by geography and available
resources. Labor systems evolved to meet the demands of agricultural and commercial enterprises,
profoundly shaping colonial society. The use of indentured servitude, enslaved labor, and family labor
varied by region and economic need, reflecting broader trends in the Atlantic world during this era.

Indentured Servitude
Indentured servitude was a dominant labor system in the early colonial period, especially in the
Chesapeake region. Many Europeans, primarily from England, agreed to work for a set number of years in
exchange for passage to America. This system helped address labor shortages but also created social tensions
as former servants sought land and economic opportunities after their contracts ended.

Slavery and the Atlantic Slave Trade
The growth of plantation agriculture in the Southern Colonies led to increased reliance on enslaved



Africans. The transatlantic slave trade provided a steady supply of enslaved laborers, and slavery became
institutionalized through laws that codified racial distinctions and hereditary status. Enslaved Africans
contributed significantly to the economic prosperity of colonies like Virginia and South Carolina, while
enduring brutal conditions and resistance efforts.

Family and Community Labor
In New England and the Middle Colonies, family labor played a crucial role in sustaining small farms and
local economies. Communities often worked cooperatively, especially in New England, where town
structures facilitated shared labor and mutual aid. This contrasted sharply with the more hierarchical labor
arrangements in the South.

Colonial Society and Culture
Ap us history unit 2 also explores the social structures, cultural practices, and religious life that defined
colonial America. The diversity of the colonies created a complex tapestry of identities and experiences,
shaped by immigration, religious movements, and emerging American values. Education, family life, and
social stratification varied widely across regions.

Religious Movements and Diversity
Religion was a central force in colonial life. Puritanism dominated New England, while the Middle
Colonies were home to Quakers, Catholics, Lutherans, and Jews, among others. The Great Awakening, a
significant religious revival in the 1730s and 1740s, challenged established churches and encouraged new
denominations, fostering greater religious diversity and a spirit of individualism.

Education and Intellectual Life
Education in the colonies was often tied to religious instruction, especially in New England where literacy
was necessary for reading the Bible. Colleges such as Harvard and Yale were founded to train clergy and
leaders. The spread of Enlightenment ideas influenced colonial intellectual life, promoting concepts of
reason, liberty, and governance.

Social Hierarchy and Mobility
Colonial society was stratified but allowed for some social mobility, particularly in the Middle Colonies.
Wealth, land ownership, and family connections determined social status. In the South, the plantation elite
held significant power, while poor farmers and enslaved people occupied lower social ranks. Despite these



divisions, colonial society fostered a growing sense of shared identity and political consciousness.

Interactions with Native Americans
The relationship between European settlers and Native American populations was complex and often
contentious. Ap us history unit 2 emphasizes the varied interactions ranging from trade and alliances to
violent conflicts. These dynamics significantly influenced colonial expansion and Native American
resistance during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.

Trade and Alliances
Early colonial survival depended heavily on cooperation with Native Americans, especially in the fur
trade and agriculture. Alliances were often formed for mutual benefit, with Native groups sometimes
playing European powers against each other. However, these relationships were fragile and frequently
undermined by differing cultural expectations and territorial ambitions.

Conflict and Displacement
As colonies expanded, competition for land led to frequent conflicts such as King Philip’s War and the
Powhatan Wars. These wars devastated many Native communities and accelerated their displacement.
European diseases also caused significant population declines among Native Americans, further weakening
their ability to resist colonial encroachment.

Native American Adaptation and Resistance
Despite hardships, Native American groups adapted to changing circumstances through diplomacy, cultural
exchange, and armed resistance. Some tribes formed confederacies to oppose colonial expansion, while
others sought accommodation through treaties and trade relations, illustrating the resilience and agency of
indigenous peoples.

Colonial Governments and Political Developments
Political structures in the colonies evolved during this period, reflecting both English traditions and the
unique conditions of colonial life. Ap us history unit 2 highlights the development of representative
assemblies, the role of royal governors, and early challenges to imperial authority. These political
developments laid the groundwork for later revolutionary sentiments.



Colonial Assemblies and Self-Government
Many colonies established elected assemblies that exercised control over local taxation and legislation. These
bodies often clashed with royal governors appointed by the English crown, creating tensions between
colonial autonomy and imperial control. The House of Burgesses in Virginia was a notable example of early
representative government.

Imperial Policies and Colonial Responses
British imperial policies, including mercantilism and trade regulations, sought to control colonial economies
for the benefit of the mother country. While these policies were not always strictly enforced in this period,
they generated resentment among colonists who valued their economic freedoms. Early protests against
British interference foreshadowed later revolutionary movements.

Legal Systems and Rights
Colonial legal systems combined English common law with local customs. Rights such as trial by jury and
property protections were important to colonists and shaped their political expectations. These legal
traditions contributed to the development of American concepts of liberty and justice.

Summary of Key Topics in ap us history unit 2

Establishment and characteristics of New England, Middle, and Southern Colonies

Labor systems including indentured servitude and African slavery

Religious diversity and the impact of the Great Awakening

Interactions and conflicts with Native American tribes

The emergence of colonial self-government and political institutions

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the main causes of the American Revolution covered in AP US
History Unit 2?
The main causes include taxation without representation, the Stamp Act, the Townshend Acts, the Boston
Tea Party, and the Intolerable Acts, which collectively fueled colonial dissatisfaction with British rule.

How did the First Continental Congress contribute to colonial unity?
The First Continental Congress convened in 1774 to coordinate colonial resistance against British policies,
promoting unity by establishing a collective response and encouraging a boycott of British goods.

What was the significance of the Declaration of Independence in Unit 2?
The Declaration of Independence, adopted in 1776, formally announced the colonies' break from Britain,
articulated Enlightenment ideals of natural rights, and justified the revolution to both domestic and
international audiences.

How did the Articles of Confederation shape early American
government?
The Articles of Confederation created a weak central government with limited powers, emphasizing state
sovereignty, which led to challenges in governance such as lack of taxation authority and difficulties in
enforcing laws.

What role did Native Americans play during the American Revolution?
Native American tribes were divided, with some siding with the British to protect their lands from
colonial expansion, while others supported the Americans or tried to remain neutral, impacting the war's
dynamics on the frontier.

How did the concept of republicanism influence political thought in Unit
2?
Republicanism emphasized the importance of civic virtue and opposition to corruption and tyranny,
influencing American leaders to design a government based on popular sovereignty and checks on power.

What were the economic impacts of the Revolution on American
society?
The Revolution disrupted trade, caused inflation, and led to economic hardship, but it also encouraged
domestic manufacturing and economic independence from Britain.



How did the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 address expansion and
governance?
The Northwest Ordinance established a process for admitting new states from the Northwest Territory,
prohibited slavery there, and set a precedent for orderly expansion and governance of new territories.

Additional Resources
1. Colonial America: A History from 1607 to 1776
This book provides a comprehensive overview of the early American colonies, exploring the social,
political, and economic developments that shaped colonial life. It delves into the interactions between
Native Americans and European settlers, the growth of colonial governments, and the roots of American
identity. Perfect for understanding the foundations of Unit 2 in AP US History.

2. The American Revolution: A Concise History
Focusing on the causes, major battles, and consequences of the American Revolution, this concise history
presents a clear narrative of the struggle for independence. It highlights key figures, such as George
Washington and Thomas Jefferson, and examines how revolutionary ideas influenced the emerging nation.
This book is ideal for grasping the revolutionary era in Unit 2.

3. Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation by Joseph J. Ellis
Ellis offers an engaging look at the personal and political relationships among America's founding fathers
during and after the Revolution. The book explores pivotal moments and debates that defined the new
republic, emphasizing the complexity of leadership and nation-building. It is a valuable resource for
understanding the early republic period in Unit 2.

4. American Colonies: The Settling of North America by Alan Taylor
This detailed account covers the establishment and development of the American colonies, emphasizing
diversity and conflict among settlers, Native Americans, and European powers. Taylor's narrative provides
insight into the economic and cultural forces that influenced colonial society. A great text for deepening
knowledge of colonial dynamics in Unit 2.

5. The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution by Bernard Bailyn
Bailyn explores the political ideas and philosophies that motivated American colonists to seek independence.
By analyzing pamphlets, speeches, and writings of the period, the book reveals how Enlightenment
thought and fears of tyranny shaped revolutionary ideology. Essential reading for understanding the
intellectual background of Unit 2.

6. Liberty’s Exiles: American Loyalists in the Revolutionary World by Maya Jasanoff
This book examines the experiences of American Loyalists who opposed the Revolution and were forced to
flee or face persecution. Jasanoff traces their journeys and the impact of their displacement on the wider
Atlantic world. It offers a unique perspective on the often-overlooked Loyalist side of Unit 2 history.



7. The Road to Revolution: A Concise History of the American Colonies
Covering the period leading up to the Revolutionary War, this book highlights the escalating tensions
between Britain and its American colonies. It discusses key events like the Stamp Act, Boston Tea Party,
and Intolerable Acts, explaining how colonial resistance coalesced into revolution. Useful for understanding
the buildup to independence in Unit 2.

8. Creating the American Republic, 1776-1787 by Merrill Jensen
Jensen’s work focuses on the critical years following independence, detailing the challenges faced in
forming a new government under the Articles of Confederation. The book explores debates over
federalism, democracy, and constitutional design that culminated in the U.S. Constitution. This is a
fundamental resource for studying the early republic phase of Unit 2.

9. Revolutionary America, 1763-1815: A Political History by Francis D. Cogliano
Cogliano provides a political narrative of the American Revolution and its aftermath, covering key
developments from the end of the French and Indian War through the War of 1812. The book places the
revolution in a broader Atlantic context and examines the evolving political institutions of the new nation.
It offers comprehensive coverage relevant to Unit 2 topics.
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