analysis of the articles of confederation

analysis of the articles of confederation provides an essential understanding of the first
governing document of the United States. This foundational text, crafted during the Revolutionary
War, laid the groundwork for the nation’s initial political framework. Despite its historical
importance, the Articles of Confederation exhibited significant weaknesses that ultimately led to its
replacement by the U.S. Constitution. This article explores the structure, powers, and limitations of
the Articles, highlighting key aspects such as the distribution of authority, economic challenges, and
interstate relations. Additionally, it examines the impact of the Articles on the development of
American federalism and the transition toward a stronger centralized government. Through a
detailed review, this analysis of the Articles of Confederation reveals the lessons learned from the
early American experiment in self-governance and the lasting implications for constitutional design.
The discussion is organized into sections covering the historical context, governmental framework,
strengths and weaknesses, and the legacy of the Articles.

» Historical Context and Creation

e Governmental Structure under the Articles

e Powers and Limitations of the Confederation Congress
e Economic and Interstate Challenges

e Reasons for the Articles’ Failure and Replacement

e Legacy and Impact on American Federalism

Historical Context and Creation

The Articles of Confederation were drafted during a period of intense conflict and uncertainty as the
thirteen American colonies sought independence from British rule. Adopted by the Continental
Congress in 1777 and ratified by all states by 1781, the Articles represented the first formal attempt
to unify the states under a common government. The document reflected the colonies’ desire to
preserve their sovereignty and independence while cooperating on matters of common interest, such
as defense and foreign relations. The experience under British monarchy and Parliament heavily
influenced the cautious approach to central authority embodied in the Articles. This historical
backdrop is crucial to understanding both the motivations behind the Articles and the challenges
that arose from its implementation.

Governmental Structure under the Articles

The Articles of Confederation established a unicameral legislature known as the Confederation
Congress, which served as the national government. Unlike later federal structures, the Articles
intentionally avoided creating a separate executive or judicial branch, concentrating all national



powers in the Congress. Each state retained its sovereignty, freedom, and independence, delegating
only limited powers to the central government. Representation in Congress was equal, with each
state having one vote regardless of size or population. This structure emphasized equality among
states but also reflected the distrust of centralized power prevalent at the time.

State Sovereignty and Independence

Under the Articles, states operated almost as independent countries, controlling their own laws,
taxes, and militias. The national government had no authority to directly tax citizens or regulate
commerce, relying instead on voluntary state contributions. The preservation of state sovereignty
was a key principle, which ultimately constrained the effectiveness of the Confederation
government.

The Confederation Congress

The Congress held powers to conduct foreign affairs, declare war, make treaties, and manage
relations with Native American tribes. However, its decisions required the consent of a
supermajority of states, making legislative action cumbersome. The absence of executive
enforcement powers meant that Congress depended on state cooperation to implement policies.

Powers and Limitations of the Confederation Congress

The analysis of the Articles of Confederation reveals a government with significant limitations in its
authority and capabilities. While Congress could request funds and troops from the states, it lacked
the power to compel compliance. The government could not levy taxes or regulate interstate and
foreign commerce, which led to financial instability and trade disputes.

Delegated Powers

The Articles granted Congress the authority to:

e Declare war and make peace

e Enter into treaties and alliances

¢ Coin and borrow money

e Establish post offices

e Manage relations with Native American tribes

e Appoint military officers

Despite these powers, the Confederation Congress was dependent on states voluntarily providing
resources and support.



Critical Weaknesses

Key limitations included:

e No power to tax or enforce financial obligations

e Inability to regulate interstate and foreign trade

e Lack of a national executive or judiciary

e Requirement of unanimous consent for amendments

e Difficulty in passing legislation due to voting rules

These constraints hindered effective governance and contributed to economic difficulties and
political fragmentation.

Economic and Interstate Challenges

The Articles of Confederation's weak central government struggled to manage economic affairs and
maintain unity among states. Without authority to regulate trade, states imposed tariffs and
restrictions on each other, disrupting commerce. Financially, the government was chronically
underfunded as it relied on voluntary contributions from states that often failed to meet their quotas.
This lack of fiscal power compromised the government's ability to pay debts from the Revolutionary
War and fund its operations.

Trade and Commerce Issues

States acted independently in regulating commerce, leading to:

e Trade barriers between states
e Conflicting currency systems

e Economic rivalry and competition

Such disunity impeded economic growth and highlighted the necessity of a stronger federal
authority to oversee commerce.

Debt and Financial Instability

The Confederation government's inability to levy taxes resulted in ongoing financial crises. Creditors
and foreign nations doubted the government's solvency, damaging the young nation’s reputation.
The economic hardships faced during this period underscored the limitations of the Articles and
increased calls for reform.



Reasons for the Articles’ Failure and Replacement

While the Articles of Confederation played a vital role in American history, their structural
weaknesses rendered the government ineffective in addressing national challenges. The inability to
enforce laws, regulate commerce, or raise revenue led to political paralysis and economic turmoil.
Events such as Shays’ Rebellion exposed the fragility of the Confederation and the risks posed by a
weak central government. These factors combined to create momentum for a constitutional
convention to revise or replace the Articles.

Shays’ Rebellion and Political Instability

The uprising by indebted farmers in Massachusetts demonstrated the Confederation government’s
incapacity to maintain public order or respond effectively to internal crises. The rebellion alarmed
national leaders and emphasized the need for a stronger federal system capable of ensuring
domestic tranquility.

The Constitutional Convention

In 1787, delegates convened in Philadelphia to address the shortcomings of the Articles of
Confederation. Rather than amending the existing framework, they drafted an entirely new
constitution that established a stronger federal government with separated powers and checks and
balances. This new system aimed to rectify the deficiencies identified through the analysis of the
Articles of Confederation.

Legacy and Impact on American Federalism

The Articles of Confederation represent a critical step in the evolution of American governance.
Although ultimately replaced, the Articles introduced concepts of state cooperation and national
unity that influenced the development of federalism. The experience under the Articles informed the
framers’ decisions in designing the Constitution, particularly the balance between state and federal
powers.

Foundational Principles

The Articles established the principle that states retained considerable sovereignty while
cooperating on common issues. This balance between independence and union remains a defining
characteristic of the American political system.

Lessons Learned

The failures of the Articles highlighted the necessity of a government capable of effective action,
financial management, and enforcement of laws. These lessons shaped the creation of a federal
system that distributes powers between national and state governments to ensure both unity and
liberty.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary purpose of the Articles of
Confederation?

The primary purpose of the Articles of Confederation was to establish a framework for a national
government that would unify the thirteen American colonies during and after the Revolutionary War,
providing a loose confederation with a weak central authority.

Why was the central government under the Articles of
Confederation considered weak?

The central government was considered weak because it lacked the power to tax, regulate interstate
commerce, enforce laws, or maintain a standing army, relying heavily on the states for funding and
enforcement.

How did the Articles of Confederation handle representation
of states in Congress?

Under the Articles, each state had one vote in Congress regardless of its size or population,
emphasizing state sovereignty and equality among states.

What were some major achievements of the government under
the Articles of Confederation?

Major achievements included successfully conducting the Revolutionary War, negotiating the Treaty
of Paris in 1783, and passing the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 which organized western territories
and set a precedent for statehood.

What were the main economic problems under the Articles of
Confederation?

Economic problems included lack of a centralized taxation system, inability to regulate trade
between states, resulting in economic disarray, interstate tariffs, and difficulty paying war debts.

How did the Articles of Confederation address disputes
between states?

The Articles provided a mechanism for resolving disputes by allowing Congress to mediate conflicts,
but the lack of enforcement power often made resolutions ineffective.

Why were the Articles of Confederation eventually replaced by
the U.S. Constitution?

The Articles were replaced because the weak federal government was unable to effectively manage



economic issues, enforce laws, or maintain order, prompting the Constitutional Convention to create
a stronger centralized government under the U.S. Constitution.

Additional Resources

1. The Articles of Confederation: A Critical Analysis

This book provides a comprehensive examination of the Articles of Confederation, exploring its
strengths and weaknesses in the context of early American governance. The author analyzes how the
lack of centralized power affected the young nation’s ability to manage economic policy and
maintain unity. It offers detailed insights into the political debates and compromises that shaped the
document.

2. From Confederation to Constitution: The Evolution of American Government

Tracing the transition from the Articles of Confederation to the U.S. Constitution, this book delves
into the shortcomings of the Articles that necessitated change. It highlights key events and figures
instrumental in the drafting of the Constitution while providing a thorough critique of the initial
confederation framework. Readers gain an understanding of the political and social dynamics
influencing early American federalism.

3. Weak Bonds: The Failure of the Articles of Confederation

This work focuses on the inherent structural weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation,
particularly its inability to enforce laws or levy taxes. Through detailed case studies, the author
illustrates how these limitations hindered national unity and economic development. The book also
discusses the Articles' legacy and its role in shaping American political thought.

4. Shaping a Nation: The Articles of Confederation and Early American Politics

Exploring the political environment under the Articles, this book examines how states interacted and
cooperated despite a weak central government. It investigates the challenges faced in foreign
diplomacy, defense, and interstate commerce. The narrative sheds light on the Articles as a crucial
stepping stone toward a stronger federal system.

5. The Confederation Congress: Governing Under the Articles

Focusing on the workings of the Confederation Congress, this book analyzes the legislative body's
powers and limitations as defined by the Articles of Confederation. It provides an in-depth look at
congressional debates, decision-making processes, and the impact of interstate rivalries. The author
emphasizes how these factors influenced the eventual call for constitutional reform.

6. Economic Struggles and the Articles of Confederation

This book investigates the economic challenges faced by the United States under the Articles of
Confederation, including issues with currency, trade, and debt. It discusses how the lack of central
fiscal authority led to financial instability and impeded national growth. The analysis connects these
economic difficulties to the broader political failures of the Confederation.

7. Liberty and Union: The Articles of Confederation in Historical Context

Placing the Articles within the broader historical landscape, this book examines the ideological and
practical reasons behind its creation. It discusses the balance sought between state sovereignty and
national unity, reflecting revolutionary ideals. The work also evaluates how these competing
priorities affected governance during the Confederation period.

8. The Road to the Constitution: Critiques of the Articles of Confederation



This book compiles and analyzes contemporary criticisms of the Articles of Confederation from
political leaders, newspapers, and public discourse. It highlights the growing consensus on the need
for a more effective national government. The author connects these critiques to the events leading
up to the Constitutional Convention of 1787.

9. Governance Without Power: The Articles of Confederation and Early American Federalism
Examining the paradox of governance without strong executive authority, this book explores how the
Articles of Confederation attempted to create a federal system with limited central power. It
discusses the challenges this posed for law enforcement, national defense, and diplomacy. The book
offers a nuanced view of early American federalism’s experimental phase.
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