
critical examination articles of
confederation
The Critical Examination of the Articles of Confederation reveals a pivotal, albeit flawed,
foundational document in American history. This examination delves into the inherent
weaknesses and unintended consequences of the Articles, exploring why this first attempt
at a national government ultimately proved unsustainable. We will dissect the specific
limitations that plagued the Confederation, such as its inability to levy taxes or regulate
interstate commerce, and analyze the dire impact these deficiencies had on the fledgling
nation's stability and economic prosperity. Furthermore, this article will explore the political
philosophy and historical context that shaped the Articles, offering a nuanced
understanding of the fears and aspirations that guided its creators. Ultimately, a
comprehensive critical examination of the Articles of Confederation is essential to
appreciating the subsequent evolution of American governance and the creation of the
United States Constitution.
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The Genesis of the Articles: Historical Context
and Ideals

The creation of the Articles of Confederation was a direct response to the tyrannical rule
experienced under Great Britain. Having just fought a revolutionary war to escape the
clutches of a powerful, centralized monarchy, the newly independent states were
understandably wary of establishing another strong national government. Their primary
fear was that a potent federal authority would inevitably encroach upon individual state
sovereignty and the liberties of the people. This deeply ingrained fear of centralized power
heavily influenced the design of the Articles, leading to a confederation where states
retained significant autonomy. The prevailing sentiment was that a union of sovereign
states, loosely bound for mutual defense and common interest, was the most desirable
form of government. It was a noble experiment rooted in the ideals of liberty and self-



governance, aiming to prevent the abuses they had so recently endured.

Structural Weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation

The very structure of the government established by the Articles of Confederation was its
Achilles' heel. Designed to be a weak central government, it inadvertently created a system
that lacked the necessary authority to effectively govern a nation. The unicameral
legislature, where each state had one vote regardless of its population or size, was a
democratic ideal but proved impractical for decision-making. This structure meant that
even the most populous states had no more influence than the smallest, leading to a
constant struggle for consensus and often gridlock. The representatives within this
Congress were more beholden to their state legislatures than to the national interest,
further fragmenting any sense of national unity or purpose. The delegates were also subject
to recall by their state legislatures, which meant they often acted as mere agents of their
home states rather than as national policymakers.

Key Provisions and Their Deficiencies

The Articles of Confederation outlined a framework for a unified nation, but its provisions
were remarkably anemic when it came to granting power to the central government. The
Confederation Congress was empowered to declare war, make peace, sign treaties, and
manage relations with Native American tribes. However, these significant powers were
rendered largely ineffective by the lack of enforcement mechanisms. For instance, the
Congress could declare war, but it had no power to raise an army or navy. It had to rely on
requisitions from the states, which were often ignored or met with insufficient contributions.
This left the nation vulnerable and unable to project strength on the international stage.
Similarly, while the Congress could make treaties, it had no means to compel states to
abide by them, leading to international disputes and a damaged reputation.

The Inability to Tax: A Fundamental Flaw

Perhaps the most crippling weakness of the Articles of Confederation was the complete
absence of the power to levy taxes. The Confederation Congress could only request funds
from the states, a system that proved to be disastrously unreliable. States, often facing
their own financial difficulties or prioritizing their own agendas, frequently failed to meet
these requisitions. This left the national government perpetually strapped for cash, unable
to pay off war debts, fund essential government operations, or invest in national
development. Imagine trying to run a household without the ability to earn your own
income; the Confederation faced a similar, albeit on a national scale, existential problem.
This fiscal paralysis crippled its ability to function and undermined its very authority.



The Absence of a Strong Executive and Judiciary

Another significant structural failing was the lack of a national executive and judiciary. The
Articles vested all governmental power in a single legislative body, the Confederation
Congress. This meant there was no president to enforce laws, no cabinet to administer
departments, and no national court system to interpret laws or settle disputes between
states. The absence of an executive branch made implementing and enforcing any
legislation passed by Congress nearly impossible. Furthermore, the lack of a judiciary
meant that when disagreements arose between states, or when state laws conflicted with
national agreements, there was no impartial body to adjudicate. This often led to prolonged
disputes and a breakdown of cooperation, leaving the nation in a state of perpetual
disarray.

Challenges in Amending the Articles

The process for amending the Articles of Confederation was intentionally difficult, requiring
the unanimous consent of all thirteen states. This provision, while intended to protect state
sovereignty, proved to be an insurmountable obstacle to necessary reforms. As the
weaknesses of the Articles became increasingly apparent, attempts to amend them to
address these issues consistently failed due to the obstructionism or indifference of a single
state. This rigid amendment process effectively locked the nation into a failing
governmental structure, preventing it from adapting to evolving challenges and fostering a
growing sense of frustration among those who recognized the need for change.

Economic Instability Under the Confederation

The economic landscape of the United States under the Articles of Confederation was one
of pervasive instability and hardship. The inability of the national government to regulate
commerce, coupled with the lack of a uniform currency, led to a chaotic economic
environment. States began enacting their own tariffs and trade barriers, effectively
hindering interstate commerce and creating a patchwork of competing economic interests.
This disunity made it difficult for businesses to operate and for the nation to present a
unified economic front to the world. The economic woes were not merely theoretical; they
translated into real hardship for ordinary citizens and merchants.

Interstate Trade Disputes and Currency Issues

The absence of a national currency and the states' rights to coin their own money created
significant economic friction. Different state currencies had fluctuating values, making trade
and financial transactions incredibly complex and prone to fraud. Merchants were often
forced to deal with multiple currencies, each with its own exchange rate, adding layers of
difficulty to even simple transactions. Furthermore, states often imposed tariffs on goods
coming from other states, effectively stifling free trade and leading to retaliatory measures.



This economic Balkanization prevented the development of a truly national market and
hindered overall economic growth, making it challenging for the young nation to prosper.

The Threat of Foreign Powers and Domestic Unrest

The weakness of the Confederation government also made it vulnerable to foreign powers.
Without a strong military or the ability to enforce treaties, the United States struggled to
command respect on the international stage. Great Britain, for instance, refused to vacate
forts in the Northwest Territory, a clear violation of the Treaty of Paris, and the
Confederation was powerless to compel them to do so. Internally, the economic hardships
and the perceived ineffectiveness of the government fueled discontent. The inability to
manage debt and provide for basic services led to widespread social unrest, highlighting
the fragility of the union.

Shays' Rebellion: A Catalyst for Change

Shays' Rebellion, which erupted in Massachusetts in 1786-1787, served as a stark and
dramatic illustration of the inadequacies of the Articles of Confederation. This uprising, led
by indebted farmers protesting high taxes and foreclosures, exposed the federal
government's inability to raise an army to quell domestic insurrections. The national
government could only watch as a state struggled to maintain order, underscoring its lack
of power and authority. The fear and alarm generated by Shays' Rebellion across the nation
was a powerful catalyst, galvanizing support for a stronger federal government and
ultimately paving the way for the Constitutional Convention.

The Transition to the Constitution: Lessons
Learned

The critical examination of the Articles of Confederation provides invaluable lessons that
directly informed the creation of the United States Constitution. The failures of the Articles
highlighted the absolute necessity of a stronger federal government with clearly defined
powers. The framers of the Constitution recognized the need for a system that could
effectively tax, regulate commerce, raise an army, and establish a national judiciary. They
also understood the importance of a strong executive branch to enforce laws and a more
flexible amendment process. The experience under the Articles served as a crucial
cautionary tale, demonstrating that a government too weak is as dangerous as one too
strong.

Legacy of the Articles of Confederation

Despite its ultimate failure, the Articles of Confederation holds a significant and often



overlooked place in American history. It was the nation's first attempt at self-governance,
and its struggles provided essential real-world experience that shaped the subsequent
development of the United States. The principles of states' rights and limited government,
while taken to an extreme under the Articles, were not entirely abandoned but rather
rebalanced within the new constitutional framework. The Articles represented a bold, albeit
imperfect, experiment in republicanism, and its examination is crucial for understanding
the evolution of American democracy. It stands as a testament to the ongoing debate about
the proper balance of power between federal and state governments.

Conclusion: A Necessary Stepping Stone

In conclusion, a critical examination of the Articles of Confederation reveals a document
born of understandable fears but ultimately crippled by its own design. Its structural
weaknesses, particularly the lack of taxing power and a strong executive and judiciary,
rendered it incapable of meeting the challenges of a nascent nation. However, the very
failures of the Articles served as a vital crucible, forging the lessons necessary for the
creation of a more enduring and effective government under the United States Constitution.
It was a necessary, albeit flawed, stepping stone, proving that while liberty and state
sovereignty are paramount, a functional national government is equally indispensable for
unity, prosperity, and security.

FAQ

Q: What were the primary reasons the Articles of
Confederation failed?
A: The primary reasons for the failure of the Articles of Confederation stemmed from its
structural weaknesses, most notably the central government's lack of power to tax,
regulate interstate commerce, and enforce laws effectively. The requirement for unanimous
consent to amend the Articles also made necessary reforms virtually impossible.

Q: How did the fear of tyranny influence the creation of
the Articles of Confederation?
A: Having recently broken away from the oppressive rule of Great Britain, the newly
independent states were deeply fearful of establishing a strong, centralized government
that could potentially replicate the tyranny they had fought to escape. This fear led them to
create a weak national government with most powers retained by the individual states.

Q: What was the significance of Shays' Rebellion in the



context of the Articles of Confederation?
A: Shays' Rebellion highlighted the critical inability of the Confederation government to
maintain domestic order and enforce laws. The national government's lack of a standing
army and its reliance on states to quell the uprising exposed its weakness and served as a
major catalyst for advocating for a stronger federal system.

Q: Did the Articles of Confederation have any
successes?
A: Yes, despite its eventual failure, the Articles of Confederation did achieve some
successes. It successfully guided the nation through the immediate aftermath of the
Revolutionary War, negotiated the Treaty of Paris, and established procedures for admitting
new states to the Union, such as through the Northwest Ordinance of 1787.

Q: How did the economic provisions of the Articles of
Confederation contribute to its downfall?
A: The lack of a national currency and the inability of the central government to regulate
interstate commerce led to significant economic instability. States imposed their own
tariffs, creating trade barriers, and different currencies fluctuated in value, making national
economic cohesion impossible and hindering growth.

Q: What was the difference in the amendment process
between the Articles of Confederation and the U.S.
Constitution?
A: The Articles of Confederation required the unanimous consent of all thirteen states to
amend its provisions, making any changes extremely difficult. The U.S. Constitution, on the
other hand, established a more feasible amendment process requiring a two-thirds vote in
both houses of Congress and ratification by three-fourths of the states.

Q: How did the absence of a strong executive and
judiciary impact the effectiveness of the Confederation
government?
A: The lack of a national executive meant there was no single figure to enforce laws passed
by Congress, leading to inconsistent implementation. The absence of a national judiciary
meant there was no impartial body to interpret laws or resolve disputes between states,
often resulting in prolonged conflicts and a breakdown of cooperation.
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