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Colonial Governance and the Articles of
Confederation: A Foundation of American Liberty

The journey from colonial governance to the establishment of the United
States under the Articles of Confederation represents a pivotal chapter in
American history, illuminating the profound challenges and innovative
solutions that shaped a nascent nation. This period, marked by the transition
from British rule to self-governance, was characterized by a cautious
approach to centralized authority, a direct legacy of the colonists'
experiences with imperial control. Understanding colonial governance provides
essential context for appreciating the motivations and structures that
defined the Articles of Confederation, the first governing document of the
United States. This article delves into the evolution of colonial
administration, explores the philosophical underpinnings that informed the
creation of the Articles, and examines the strengths and weaknesses of this
foundational, albeit short-lived, framework for American governance,
ultimately highlighting how it paved the way for the U.S. Constitution.
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Seeds of Self-Rule

The thirteen American colonies, though united by their shared experience of
British dominion, developed distinct systems of governance shaped by their
unique histories, demographics, and economic interests. This period of
colonial governance was not monolithic; rather, it was a complex tapestry
woven with threads of imperial oversight, local autonomy, and evolving ideas
about representation. The colonists, accustomed to a degree of self-
governance through colonial assemblies, developed a deep-seated distrust of
distant, unchecked power, a sentiment that would profoundly influence their
approach to creating a new national government.

Provincial Administration and Imperial Oversight

Each colony operated under a charter granted by the British Crown, which
outlined its basic structure and powers. Typically, colonial governance
involved a royal governor, appointed by the King or proprietor, who served as
the chief executive. This governor was assisted by a council, often appointed
and serving in both advisory and judicial capacities. The most significant
element of local autonomy, however, resided in the colonial assemblies,
elected by property-owning white males. These assemblies held the power of
the purse, controlling taxation and expenditures, which provided them with
substantial leverage over the royal governors. This dynamic, a constant
negotiation between colonial aspirations and imperial directives, fostered a
tradition of representative government and a keen awareness of the potential
for governmental overreach.

The Role of Colonial Assemblies in Shaping
Governance

Colonial assemblies served as vital training grounds for self-governance.
They debated legislation, levied taxes, and managed local affairs. Figures
like Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson honed their
political skills in these assemblies, developing a deep understanding of
legislative processes and the art of persuasion. The very existence of these
elected bodies, even within an imperial framework, reinforced the idea that
government should be responsive to the will of the governed. When tensions
with Great Britain escalated, it was these very assemblies that became the
centers of resistance, coordinating actions and articulating grievances.

Early Experiments in Intercolonial Cooperation

While the colonies were largely independent entities, the necessity of



addressing common concerns, particularly in matters of defense and trade, led
to early attempts at intercolonial cooperation. The Albany Congress of 1754,
convened by Benjamin Franklin, sought to foster greater unity among the
colonies for defense against French and Indian incursions and to establish a
more coordinated approach to Native American relations. Although the Albany
Plan of Union ultimately failed to gain widespread colonial ratification, it
represented a significant early step towards thinking of the colonies as a
collective, a precursor to the later efforts at national union.

Philosophical Underpinnings: Enlightenment
Ideas and the Fear of Tyranny

The intellectual currents of the Enlightenment profoundly shaped the thinking
of the American colonists regarding governance. Philosophers like John Locke,
with his theories of natural rights and the social contract, provided a
powerful justification for revolution and the establishment of a government
based on the consent of the governed. The colonists’ direct experience with
what they perceived as British tyranny — taxation without representation,
infringements on liberties, and the quartering of troops — instilled a deep-
seated fear of concentrated, unchecked governmental power. This fear was a
primary driver in the design of the Articles of Confederation.

The Social Contract and Natural Rights

John Locke’s assertion that individuals possess inherent natural rights —
life, liberty, and property — and that governments are formed through a
social contract to protect these rights resonated deeply with the colonists.
When a government fails to uphold its end of the contract and becomes
tyrannical, the people have the right to alter or abolish it. This
philosophy, articulated in the Declaration of Independence, directly informed
the colonists' decision to break away from British rule and influenced their
subsequent efforts to create a government that would be limited and
subservient to the people's will.

Republicanism and Civic Virtue

The colonists were also influenced by the ideals of republicanism, a
political philosophy that emphasized civic virtue, public service, and the
common good. Republican thought, rooted in classical antiquity and revived by
thinkers like Montesquieu, cautioned against the dangers of corruption and
the concentration of power. It advocated for a government composed of
virtuous citizens dedicated to the welfare of the republic rather than
personal gain. This emphasis on civic virtue contributed to the belief that a



strong, centralized government, prone to corruption and the erosion of
individual liberties, should be avoided.

Montesquieu's Theory of Separation of Powers

Baron de Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws introduced the concept of the
separation of powers, advocating for the division of governmental authority
into legislative, executive, and judicial branches. While the Articles of
Confederation did not fully implement this tripartite system in the same way
the later Constitution would, the underlying principle of distributing
governmental functions to prevent any single entity from becoming too
powerful was a consideration in its design. The emphasis was placed squarely
on the legislative branch, reflecting a preference for deliberation and a
distrust of strong executive authority.

The Genesis of Union: Drafting the Articles of
Confederation

Following the Declaration of Independence in 1776, the Continental Congress
recognized the immediate need for a framework to govern the newly formed
United States. The task of drafting this foundational document fell to a
committee appointed by Congress. The process was protracted, reflecting the
significant debates and concerns among the states regarding the balance of
power between a national government and individual state sovereignty. The
resulting Articles of Confederation represented a compromise, a cautious
first step towards nationhood that prioritized state autonomy over a robust
central authority.

The Continental Congress and the Road to Union

The Second Continental Congress, initially convened to manage the colonial
response to British policies, found itself acting as the de facto government
of the United States. As independence became inevitable, the need for a
formal governmental structure became paramount. In 1777, Congress approved
the Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union, sending them to the states
for ratification. The ratification process was lengthy, primarily due to
disputes over western land claims, with Maryland being the last state to
ratify in 1781, marking the official adoption of the document.

Key Debates During the Drafting Process



The debates during the drafting of the Articles of Confederation were
intense. The primary tension revolved around the division of power between
the proposed national government and the individual states. Some delegates
envisioned a stronger central government capable of effectively managing
national affairs, while others, deeply wary of replicating the perceived
abuses of British rule, advocated for retaining most of the power within the
states. Issues such as representation in the national legislature (whether by
population or by state), the powers of the national government to tax and
regulate commerce, and the status of western lands were all subjects of
significant disagreement. The eventual structure reflected a strong
preference for state sovereignty.

State Sovereignty vs. National Unity

The central tenet of the Articles of Confederation was the preservation of
state sovereignty. The document established a confederacy, a league of
independent states, rather than a federal system. Each state retained its
sovereignty, freedom, and independence, and every power, jurisdiction, and
right not expressly delegated to the United States in Congress assembled.
This emphasis on state autonomy was a direct response to the colonists'
experience with a powerful, distant central government. The fear of tyranny
led to a deliberate weakening of the national government, resulting in a
system where the states were the primary repositories of power.

Structure and Powers: A Confederation of States

The Articles of Confederation established a government structure that was
fundamentally different from the one later created by the U.S. Constitution.
It was a unicameral legislature, with each state casting a single vote,
regardless of its size or population. The executive and judicial branches as
we understand them today were largely absent, with most governmental
functions concentrated within Congress. The powers granted to this national
government were deliberately limited, reflecting the deep-seated fear of
centralized authority that characterized the post-revolutionary era.

The Congress of the Confederation

The sole governing body under the Articles was the Congress of the
Confederation. Delegates were chosen annually by the state legislatures, and
each state had one vote. While Congress could debate and pass legislation,
its ability to enforce those laws was severely hampered by its lack of direct
authority over individuals. For important matters, such as declaring war or
entering into treaties, a supermajority of nine states was required. This
requirement often led to legislative paralysis, as consensus among the



disparate states was difficult to achieve.

Limited Powers of the National Government

The powers vested in the Congress of the Confederation were considerably
weaker than those of the government under the Constitution. Congress could:

Declare war and peace.

Appoint military officers.

Borrow money.

Establish post offices.

e Coin money and regulate the value of foreign coin.

e Appoint committees to manage the general affairs of the United States.
e Settle disputes between states.

e Conduct foreign affairs and make treaties.

Crucially, the Articles did not grant Congress the power to tax. Instead, it
had to request funds from the states, which could choose whether or not to
comply. This dependence on the states for revenue proved to be one of the
most significant weaknesses of the Articles.

Absence of a Strong Executive and Judiciary

Unlike later governments, the Articles of Confederation lacked a separate
executive branch headed by a president. The executive functions were largely
handled by committees appointed by Congress. Similarly, there was no national
judiciary. Disputes between states were to be resolved by Congress, but the
lack of a supreme court to interpret laws and the Constitution created a
significant void. This absence of a strong, independent executive and
judiciary contributed to the general ineffectiveness of the national
government in enforcing laws and maintaining order.

Achievements and Challenges Under the Articles
of Confederation



Despite its significant limitations, the government established by the
Articles of Confederation did achieve some notable successes. It guided the
young nation through the final years of the Revolutionary War, secured
foreign recognition and alliances, and most importantly, established a
framework for westward expansion and the admission of new states. However,
the inherent weaknesses of the Articles soon became apparent, leading to
widespread economic instability and a growing sense of national disunity.

Successes of the Confederation Period

The most significant achievement of the Articles of Confederation was the
successful prosecution of the Revolutionary War to its conclusion. The
government, though struggling with resources, managed to secure crucial aid
from France. Following the war, the Confederation Congress successfully
negotiated the Treaty of Paris in 1783, which secured American independence
and vast territorial claims. Furthermore, the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the
Northwest Ordinance of 1787 established orderly procedures for surveying,
selling, and admitting new states into the Union, a remarkable accomplishment
that laid the groundwork for future territorial expansion and prevented the
chaos that often accompanied such processes in other historical contexts. The
Northwest Ordinance also prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory, a
significant, albeit temporary, step towards addressing the issue of human
bondage.

Economic Instability and Taxation Issues

The inability of the national government to levy taxes was a persistent and
crippling weakness. Congress could only request funds from the states, and
compliance was often inconsistent. This led to a chronic shortage of revenue,
making it difficult to pay off war debts, fund essential government
operations, and provide for national defense. States also pursued their own
economic policies, often imposing tariffs on goods from other states, which
hampered interstate commerce and created economic friction. The lack of a
uniform currency also contributed to economic instability.

Interstate Disputes and Lack of Enforcement

The Articles of Confederation provided a mechanism for resolving disputes
between states, but without a strong central authority and a national
judiciary, these resolutions were often difficult to enforce. Border
disputes, trade disagreements, and differing legal interpretations created
ongoing friction among the states. The national government lacked the power
to compel states to comply with its directives or treaties, leading to a
perception of weakness and a decline in national prestige. The inability to



effectively regulate commerce also led to a fragmented and inefficient
economic system.

Shays' Rebellion and the Call for Reform

The fragility of the government under the Articles was starkly revealed by
events like Shays' Rebellion in Massachusetts in 1786-1787. This uprising,
led by indebted farmers protesting high taxes and foreclosures, highlighted
the national government's inability to raise an army or effectively respond
to domestic unrest. The rebellion exposed the critical need for a stronger
national government capable of maintaining order and enforcing laws. The
calls for reform intensified, setting the stage for the Constitutional
Convention.

Weaknesses and the Inevitable Road to the
Constitution

The inherent weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation became increasingly
apparent in the years following the Revolutionary War. The lack of a strong
central authority, the inability to tax, the absence of a national currency,
and the difficulty in enforcing laws all contributed to a sense of national
disunity and economic paralysis. These deficiencies ultimately led to the
realization that a fundamental restructuring of the American government was
necessary, culminating in the Constitutional Convention of 1787.

The Limitations of a Weak Central Government

The core problem with the Articles of Confederation was its excessively weak
central government. While intended to prevent tyranny, this weakness crippled
the nation's ability to function effectively. Without the power to regulate
interstate and foreign commerce, the U.S. struggled to compete in the global
economy and faced trade disputes with other nations. The inability to levy
taxes meant that the national government was perpetually in debt and lacked
the resources to fulfill its basic responsibilities, such as maintaining a
standing army or paying government officials.

Amendments Proved Difficult

The Articles of Confederation contained a provision for amendment, but it was
exceedingly difficult to achieve. Unanimous consent of all thirteen states
was required for any amendment to be ratified. This near-impossible standard



meant that even minor reforms were unlikely to be enacted, perpetuating the
system's inherent flaws. The inability to adapt the governing structure to
meet the evolving needs of the nation underscored its fundamental inadequacy.

The Constitutional Convention of 1787

Recognizing the dire state of affairs, delegates from twelve of the thirteen
states (Rhode Island did not attend) convened in Philadelphia in May 1787.
The original intention of this convention was to revise the Articles of
Confederation. However, the assembled delegates quickly determined that the
Articles were beyond repair. Led by figures such as James Madison, Alexander
Hamilton, and George Washington, they embarked on the ambitious task of
drafting an entirely new governing document: the United States Constitution.
This convention represented a pivotal moment, a conscious decision to move
from a confederation of states to a federal republic with a stronger, more
balanced national government.

Transition to a Federal System

The U.S. Constitution established a federal system, a compromise between the
confederal model of the Articles and the unitary system of British rule. It
created three distinct branches of government — legislative, executive, and
judicial — with a system of checks and balances to prevent any one branch
from becoming too powerful. The Constitution granted the federal government
significant powers, including the ability to tax, regulate commerce, raise an
army, and enforce laws directly upon the people. This shift represented a
fundamental redefinition of American governance, moving from a league of
states to a unified nation.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Articles
of Confederation

The period of colonial governance and the subsequent experiment with the
Articles of Confederation were crucial in shaping the identity and future of
the United States. The experiences under British rule instilled a deep
appreciation for individual liberties and a profound distrust of centralized
power, directly influencing the cautious, state-centric design of the
Articles. While the Articles ultimately proved too weak to effectively govern
the new nation, they were not without their successes, particularly in
navigating the Revolutionary War and establishing principles for westward
expansion. The failures of the Articles, however, starkly illustrated the
need for a more robust federal government, providing invaluable lessons that
directly informed the creation of the U.S. Constitution. The journey from



colonial governance through the Articles of Confederation demonstrates a
continuous evolution in American political thought and practice, a testament
to the nation’s enduring pursuit of liberty and effective governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary goal of the Articles of
Confederation?

The primary goal of the Articles of Confederation was to create a strong,
unified national government that could effectively conduct foreign policy and
manage relations with Native American tribes, while preserving significant
power for the individual states.

What were the major weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation?

Key weaknesses included the inability of the central government to levy
taxes, regulate interstate commerce, raise a national army effectively, and
enforce its laws. There was also no strong executive or national judiciary.

How did colonial governance influence the creation
of the Articles of Confederation?

The colonists' negative experiences with British colonial governance,
particularly taxation without representation and overreach by the monarchy,
led them to favor a decentralized system with strong state powers and a weak
central government under the Articles.

What was the significance of Shays' Rebellion in
highlighting the flaws of the Articles of
Confederation?

Shays' Rebellion exposed the national government's inability to respond to
domestic unrest and enforce order due to its lack of military power and
taxing authority, directly contributing to calls for a stronger federal
system.

What were some successes of the government under the
Articles of Confederation?

Despite its weaknesses, the government under the Articles successfully
negotiated the Treaty of Paris (1783), ending the Revolutionary War, and
passed the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, which established a process for
admitting new states and prohibited slavery in the Northwest Territory.



How did the structure of colonial governments, like
those in Massachusetts or Virginia, differ from the
structure proposed by the Articles of Confederation?

Colonial governments were typically bicameral, with elected assemblies and
appointed governors or councils. The Articles of Confederation created a
unicameral legislature with no separate executive or judicial branch,
reflecting a fear of concentrated power similar to that experienced under
British rule.

What role did the concept of 'republicanism' play in
shaping the Articles of Confederation?

Republicanism, emphasizing civic virtue, popular sovereignty, and the
avoidance of monarchy and aristocracy, heavily influenced the Articles. It
led to a preference for a government derived from the people, with power
vested in elected representatives, though this was predominantly at the state
level.

Why did the states remain so powerful under the
Articles of Confederation?

States retained significant power due to a deep-seated fear of a strong,

centralized authority, similar to the tyranny they had experienced under

British rule. They also had established identities and loyalties to their
respective states.

How did the financial problems under the Articles of
Confederation contribute to its eventual failure?

The inability to tax meant the Confederation government could not pay its
debts, including to soldiers from the Revolutionary War. This led to
widespread discontent and a lack of credibility, both domestically and
internationally.

What fundamental shift in thinking about governance
occurred as a result of the perceived failures of
the Articles of Confederation?

The failures of the Articles led to a fundamental shift toward a stronger,
more balanced federal system, culminating in the U.S. Constitution. This
recognized the need for a central government with sufficient powers to
address national challenges, while still including checks and balances to
prevent tyranny.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to colonial governance and the Articles of
Confederation, with short descriptions:

1.

The Seeds of Rebellion: Colonial Governance Under
British Rule

This book explores the evolving structures of colonial governance in North
America prior to the American Revolution. It examines the development of
local assemblies, the role of royal governors, and the tensions that arose
between imperial authority and colonial self-rule. Understanding these pre-
existing governance models is crucial for grasping the challenges faced in
establishing a new national government.

2.

From Colonies to Confederation: The Road to American
Unity

This work traces the gradual process by which the thirteen American colonies
moved towards a unified political entity. It highlights the diverse political
experiences and traditions within each colony and how these differences
shaped their approach to interstate cooperation. The book details the early
attempts at confederation, culminating in the adoption of the Articles of
Confederation.

3.

The Perpetual Union: Understanding the Articles of
Confederation

This title delves deeply into the Articles of Confederation themselves,
analyzing their strengths, weaknesses, and the underlying political
philosophy that informed their creation. It examines the fears of strong
central government that led to a weak national executive and the limitations
placed upon Congress. The book provides a comprehensive overview of this
foundational, albeit ultimately flawed, governing document.

4,

A Weak Link: The Failures of Confederate Governance

Focusing on the practical shortcomings of the Articles of Confederation, this
book details the inability of the national government to effectively address
critical issues. It discusses challenges in taxation, regulation of commerce,
and national defense that arose from the decentralized nature of power. The
narrative illustrates how these failures paved the way for calls for a



stronger federal system.

5.

States as Sovereigns: The Confederation Era in
Practice

This book offers a state-centric view of the Confederation period,
emphasizing the dominant power and independence of individual states. It
explores how states operated under the Articles, often pursuing their own
economic and foreign policies, which sometimes led to inter-state conflicts.
The work underscores the difficulties of forging national unity when state
interests frequently trumped collective needs.

6.

"A More Perfect Union": Debates Leading to the
Constitution

This title examines the intellectual and political debates that emerged from
the perceived inadequacies of the Articles of Confederation. It highlights
the key figures and arguments that advocated for a new constitutional
framework, contrasting them with those who sought to preserve the existing
confederate system. The book illuminates the transition from the Articles to
the U.S. Constitution.

7.

The Governors' Dilemma: Navigating Colonial and
Confederate Leadership

This book provides biographical insights into the leaders who held positions
of authority in the colonies and under the Articles of Confederation. It
explores the challenges they faced in balancing colonial or state interests
with the nascent needs of a national government. The work examines how their
experiences shaped their views on governance and the nature of union.

8.

Interstate Commerce and the Confederation: A
Fractured Economy

This study focuses on the economic ramifications of the Articles of
Confederation, particularly concerning trade and economic policy. It details
how the lack of a strong central authority to regulate interstate commerce
led to protectionist measures and disputes between states. The book argues
that these economic discontents were a major catalyst for constitutional
reform.

9.



The Shadow of Empire: American Governance Post-
Independence

This title situates the period of the Articles of Confederation within the
broader context of the newly independent American nation casting off British
imperial rule. It analyzes how the experiences of colonial governance and the
subsequent challenges of the Articles shaped American political thought and
the ultimate design of its federal republic. The book connects the dots from
colonial dependency to the struggles of self-governance.
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