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critical review articles of confederation delve into the foundational
challenges and eventual shortcomings of the United States' initial attempt at
a national government. This comprehensive examination explores the historical
context surrounding its creation, the strengths that it did possess, and the
fundamental weaknesses that ultimately necessitated its replacement by the
U.S. Constitution. We will unpack the specific powers, or lack thereof,
granted to Congress, the significant limitations on the central authority,
and the resulting economic and political instability. Furthermore, this
article will analyze how scholarly assessments have evolved over time,
reflecting a deeper understanding of the complex compromises and ideological
debates that shaped this pivotal period in American history. Ultimately,
understanding the critical reviews of the Articles of Confederation is
essential for appreciating the lessons learned and the durable framework
established by the Constitution.
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The Genesis of a Nation: Creating the Articles
of Confederation

The period immediately following the American Revolutionary War was a
critical juncture for the newly independent United States. With victory
secured, the challenge shifted from fighting a common enemy to forging a
viable nation from thirteen disparate colonies, each with its own distinct
history, economic interests, and political traditions. The Second Continental
Congress, acting as the de facto government during the war, recognized the
need for a formal framework to guide this nascent union. However, the
experience of British rule had instilled a deep-seated fear of strong,
centralized authority. This ingrained suspicion heavily influenced the design



of the Articles of Confederation, which were ultimately adopted by Congress
in 1777 and ratified by all thirteen states by 1781. The primary objective
was to establish a "league of friendship" among the states, prioritizing
state sovereignty above all else.

The framers of the Articles were acutely aware of the dangers of unchecked
power. Having just thrown off the yoke of a distant monarch, they were
determined to avoid replicating the very governmental structure they had
fought so hard to escape. This caution led to a confederation system that
resembled an alliance of independent nations more than a unified country.
Each state retained significant autonomy, and the central government,
embodied by the Confederation Congress, was intentionally designed to be weak
and dependent on the cooperation of the individual states. This foundational
principle of state supremacy, while understandable in its historical context,
would prove to be a significant stumbling block in the years to come.

Examining the Structure of Power: The
Confederation Congress

The central governing body under the Articles of Confederation was the
Confederation Congress. This unicameral legislature was composed of delegates
appointed annually by the state legislatures. Crucially, each state,
regardless of its size or population, had only one vote in Congress. This
ensured that smaller states would not be outvoted by larger ones, a
concession to the principle of state equality. However, this one-state, one-
vote system also meant that a unanimous decision by a majority of states
could be stymied by a single dissenting state, a procedural hurdle that would
plague legislative efforts.

The powers vested in the Confederation Congress were deliberately limited. It
could declare war and peace, send and receive ambassadors, enter into
treaties, coin money, and manage relations with Native American tribes. Yet,
the Articles lacked a strong executive branch to enforce laws and a national
judiciary to interpret them. Enforcement of Congressional resolutions was
left to the states, which often proved unwilling or unable to comply. This
absence of essential governmental machinery meant that even when Congress
managed to pass important legislation, its effectiveness was severely
compromised by the lack of a mechanism for implementation and adjudication.

Strengths of the Articles: What Did They Get
Right?

Despite its eventual failure, it is important to acknowledge the areas where
the Articles of Confederation did demonstrate some success and foresight. For



one, the very act of creating and ratifying the Articles represented a
monumental achievement in unifying thirteen distinct entities into a
semblance of a national framework. This was no small feat, given the deep-
seated loyalties to individual states. Furthermore, the Articles successfully
guided the nation through the final years of the Revolutionary War, securing
victory and negotiating the Treaty of Paris in 1783, a crucial document that
recognized American independence and established favorable territorial
boundaries.

Another significant accomplishment was the establishment of clear policies
for the western territories. The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787, both passed under the Articles, provided a systematic
method for surveying, selling, and settling the vast territories west of the
Appalachian Mountains. The Northwest Ordinance, in particular, was a
groundbreaking piece of legislation that not only laid out a framework for
admitting new states to the Union but also prohibited slavery in these
territories and guaranteed fundamental rights to settlers. These ordinances
were essential for the westward expansion of the United States and provided a
blueprint for future territorial governance.

The Frailties Exposed: Critical Weaknesses of
the Confederation

The most significant and widely criticized weakness of the Articles of
Confederation was the inability of the central government to levy taxes.
Congress could only request funds from the states, and these requests were
often met with little to no response. This lack of independent revenue
crippled the government's ability to fund its operations, pay off war debts,
and support a standing army. The national government was perpetually cash-
strapped, hindering its capacity to act decisively on critical issues. This
dependency on voluntary state contributions created an unsustainable
financial model for a sovereign nation.

Another critical flaw was the absence of a unified national currency and the
states' ability to issue their own money. This led to a chaotic economic
landscape with fluctuating exchange rates and rampant inflation, making
interstate commerce and international trade exceedingly difficult. Merchants
and creditors faced immense uncertainty, stifling economic growth and
fostering resentment among various economic factions. The lack of a strong,
central authority to regulate commerce and currency meant that the nation's
economy was fragmented and vulnerable to local interests over national
prosperity.



Economic Woes Under the Articles

The economic consequences of the Articles' structural deficiencies were
profound and far-reaching. Without the power to tax, Congress struggled to
repay the substantial debts incurred during the Revolutionary War to foreign
nations and domestic creditors. This inability to meet financial obligations
damaged the United States' reputation on the international stage, making it
difficult to secure loans or forge favorable trade agreements. The lack of a
stable national economy also contributed to internal unrest, most notably
Shays' Rebellion in Massachusetts in 1786. This uprising, led by indebted
farmers protesting high taxes and foreclosures, starkly revealed the
government's inability to maintain order and protect property rights.

The inability to regulate interstate commerce also exacerbated economic
problems. States often imposed tariffs and trade barriers on goods from other
states, creating a system of economic protectionism that hindered the
development of a national market. This internecine trade conflict meant that
American businesses struggled to compete and that consumers faced higher
prices due to restricted supply. The fragmentation of the economy mirrored
the political fragmentation, illustrating how interconnected these issues
were and how they undermined the collective strength of the new nation.

Interstate and Foreign Policy Challenges

The weakness of the Confederation extended beyond its economic failings to
its capacity to conduct effective foreign policy and manage relations between
the states. The requirement for unanimous consent to amend the Articles meant
that even minor disagreements could prevent necessary changes, leaving the
government perpetually stuck in its flawed design. Furthermore, the lack of a
strong executive meant that the United States often appeared weak and
indecisive to foreign powers. Britain, for example, continued to occupy forts
in the Northwest Territory despite treaty obligations to withdraw, and Spain
controlled access to the Mississippi River, crucial for western trade, with
little protest from the impotent central government.

Disputes between the states were also common and difficult to resolve. Issues
ranging from border disagreements to fishing rights often escalated, with no
effective mechanism for arbitration or enforcement. The absence of a national
judiciary meant that legal disputes between states had no clear resolution.
This constant friction and lack of cooperation threatened the very existence
of the union, highlighting the urgent need for a stronger, more cohesive
governmental structure that could act in the national interest rather than
being perpetually bogged down by the conflicting agendas of individual
states.



The Road to the Constitution: Acknowledging the
Need for Change

The cumulative effect of these weaknesses – financial instability, economic
disarray, internal unrest, and diplomatic impotence – became increasingly
apparent throughout the 1780s. Prominent figures like James Madison and
Alexander Hamilton began to advocate for a stronger national government. The
Annapolis Convention of 1786, a meeting of delegates to discuss interstate
trade issues, proved largely unproductive but served as a catalyst,
highlighting the widespread dissatisfaction and the need for a more
comprehensive reform. This led to the calling of the Constitutional
Convention in Philadelphia in 1787, with the initial stated purpose of
revising the Articles of Confederation.

However, as delegates convened, it quickly became clear that revision was
insufficient. The fundamental design flaws of the Articles were too deeply
embedded. The convention ultimately decided to draft an entirely new
framework for government, the United States Constitution. This decision was a
direct response to the critical failures of the Articles, demonstrating a
willingness to learn from past mistakes and create a more robust and
effective system of governance that could balance state and federal power
while ensuring national unity and prosperity. The debates and compromises at
the Constitutional Convention were a direct consequence of the lessons
learned from the Articles' shortcomings.

Scholarly Perspectives: Evolving
Interpretations of the Articles

Scholarly assessments of the Articles of Confederation have evolved
significantly over time, reflecting changing historical contexts and
analytical frameworks. Early historians often viewed the Articles as a
complete failure, a period of chaos and ineptitude that was necessarily
superseded by the brilliant foresight of the Founding Fathers who drafted the
Constitution. This "Whig" interpretation emphasized the inherent weaknesses
of the confederation model and celebrated the transition to a stronger
federal system as an unmitigated triumph.

More recent scholarship has offered a more nuanced perspective. Many
historians now acknowledge the significant challenges the framers faced in
balancing state sovereignty with national unity, particularly in the
aftermath of a protracted war for independence. They recognize the innovative
aspects of the Articles, such as the Northwest Ordinance, and argue that the
period under the Articles was not one of pure anarchy but rather a crucial
period of experimentation and learning. This "republican revisionist" view
emphasizes the positive achievements of the Confederation and views the



transition to the Constitution as a complex process of negotiation and
compromise, not simply an escape from disaster.

Legacy of the Articles: Lessons Learned for
American Governance

The enduring legacy of the Articles of Confederation lies not in its success,
but in the invaluable lessons it provided for the future of American
governance. The experience under the Articles demonstrated unequivocally the
necessity of a strong central government with the power to tax, regulate
commerce, and enforce laws. It highlighted the dangers of a system where
states held too much individual power at the expense of national cohesion and
effectiveness. The inability to address national debt, foreign policy
challenges, and internal dissent ultimately proved insurmountable under its
loose confederation structure.

The weaknesses of the Articles directly informed the principles enshrined in
the U.S. Constitution. The creation of a bicameral legislature with
proportional representation in the House and equal representation in the
Senate, the establishment of a strong executive branch headed by a President,
and the creation of a national judiciary were all responses to the
shortcomings of the Confederation. The Constitution sought to strike a
balance, granting sufficient power to the federal government to act
effectively while still preserving significant rights and powers for the
states. In this sense, the critical review articles of confederation reveal
that its failures were, paradoxically, the bedrock upon which a more durable
and successful American republic was built.

FAQ

Q: What was the primary reason the Articles of
Confederation were considered a failure?
A: The primary reason the Articles of Confederation are considered a failure
is the severe lack of power vested in the central government, most notably
its inability to levy taxes and regulate interstate commerce, which led to
financial instability and economic disarray.



Q: Did the Articles of Confederation have any
successful achievements?
A: Yes, the Articles of Confederation had notable achievements, including
guiding the nation through the end of the Revolutionary War, negotiating the
Treaty of Paris, and establishing crucial policies for westward expansion
through the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Ordinance of 1787.

Q: How did the weakness of the central government
under the Articles impact foreign relations?
A: The weakness of the central government meant the United States often
appeared indecisive and lacked leverage in foreign affairs. Foreign powers,
such as Britain and Spain, were able to disregard American authority or
assert their own interests with little consequence.

Q: What was the significance of Shays' Rebellion in
the context of the Articles of Confederation?
A: Shays' Rebellion served as a stark and urgent demonstration of the
Confederation's inability to maintain domestic order and quell internal
unrest. It highlighted the critical need for a stronger government capable of
enforcing laws and protecting property rights.

Q: Why was unanimous consent required to amend the
Articles of Confederation, and what was the effect
of this requirement?
A: Unanimous consent was required to amend the Articles to ensure that no
single state felt its sovereignty was being undermined by changes to the
governing document. However, this requirement made it virtually impossible to
adapt the Articles to meet evolving challenges, locking the government into
its flawed structure.

Q: How did the economic policies under the Articles
of Confederation differ from those of the U.S.
Constitution?
A: Under the Articles, states could issue their own currencies and impose
tariffs, leading to economic fragmentation. The U.S. Constitution, in
contrast, granted the federal government the exclusive power to coin money,
regulate interstate and foreign commerce, and prohibited states from levying
import or export duties.



Q: What role did the fear of a strong central
government play in the creation of the Articles of
Confederation?
A: The deep-seated fear of replicating the tyranny of British rule after
achieving independence was a driving force behind the creation of the
Articles. The framers deliberately designed a weak central government to
preserve the sovereignty and autonomy of the individual states.

Q: What key features of the U.S. Constitution were
direct responses to the failures of the Articles of
Confederation?
A: Key features of the Constitution that responded to the Articles' failures
include the creation of a strong executive branch, a national judiciary, the
federal government's power to tax and regulate commerce, and a bicameral
legislature designed to balance representation.
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