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What Form Of Government Did The Articles Of Confederation Create?

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, marked the first
constitution of the United States and established a government framework that
would shape the future of American political development. Understanding what
form of government the Articles of Confederation created is essential to
grasping how the early nation attempted to balance power between states and a
central authority. This article explores the nature of the government under
the Articles of Confederation, its structure, strengths, weaknesses, and its
eventual replacement by the U.S. Constitution.

Overview of the Articles of Confederation

Before diving into the form of government it established, it’'s important to
understand the context and purpose of the Articles of Confederation.

Historical Background

- Drafted during the American Revolutionary War, primarily by John Dickinson.
- Approved by Congress in 1777 and ratified by all thirteen states in 1781.

- Served as the nation’s first constitution, aiming to unify the thirteen
colonies into a confederation of sovereign states.

Main Objectives

- Maintain the independence and sovereignty of each state.
- Provide a unified foreign policy.

- Coordinate the war effort against Britain.

- Establish a system for mutual defense and cooperation.

The Nature of the Government Created by the
Articles of Confederation

The government established under the Articles of Confederation was
fundamentally a confederation, a loose alliance of sovereign states. It was
characterized primarily by a confederate form of government—a union where the
central authority was deliberately limited, and most powers remained with
individual states.



Confederation vs. Federalism

- In a confederation, the states retain most of their sovereignty and
delegate limited powers to a central government.

- In a federal system, sovereignty is constitutionally divided between a
central government and constituent states or regions, with each having
autonomous powers.

The Articles of Confederation embodied a confederate government, emphasizing
state sovereignty over a strong central authority.

Key Features of the Government Under the
Articles of Confederation

Understanding the core features helps clarify the type of government created.

Structure of the Government

- Unicameral Congress: The only national governing body was the Continental
Congress, later called the Congress of the Confederation.

- No Executive Branch: There was no president or executive authority to
enforce laws.

- No Judicial Branch: No national courts to interpret or apply laws; disputes
between states were often unresolved.

Distribution of Power

- States Retained Sovereignty: Each state maintained its independence,
sovereignty, and most powers.

- Limited Central Powers: The central government could conduct foreign
affairs, make treaties, declare war, and coin money but lacked authority over
taxation, trade regulation, or enforcement of laws.

Decision-Making Processes

- Unanimous or Supermajority Votes: Major decisions, such as amendments,
required the approval of all thirteen states.

- One Vote per State: Regardless of size or population, each state had one
vote in Congress.

Analysis of the Government Type: A Confederal



System

The Articles explicitly created a confederation, which is a form of
government that emphasizes the sovereignty of individual states over a weak
central authority.

Advantages of the Confederation Model

- Preserved state independence and sovereignty.
- Allowed states to retain control over their own laws and policies.
- Facilitated cooperation among states during the Revolutionary War.

Disadvantages and Limitations

- Lack of enforcement power led to ineffective governance.
- Central government could not levy taxes, leading to financial difficulties.
- No authority to regulate interstate commerce or trade.

- Difficulty in passing laws or amending the Articles, often requiring
unanimity.

- No national judiciary to resolve disputes.

Why Did the Articles of Confederation Fail to
Create a Strong Federal Government?

While the confederal model aligned with the colonial experience of
independence, it proved inadequate for governing a growing nation.

Challenges Faced

- Economic Instability: The lack of a central taxing authority caused debt
and financial issues.

- Foreign Relations: The weak central government struggled to negotiate
treaties or defend American interests abroad.

- Internal Disputes: States often acted in their own interest, leading to
conflicts and lack of unity.

- Rebellion and Unrest: The Shays' Rebellion (1786-1787) highlighted the
inability of the government to maintain order or address economic grievances.

Call for a Stronger Federal System

The weaknesses revealed by these challenges led to the Constitutional
Convention of 1787, where the Founders designed a new federal system with a
stronger central government, replacing the Articles.



Transition from Confederation to Federalism

The new Constitution created a federal system, dividing sovereignty between
the national government and the states, with a balance of power designed to
prevent tyranny while allowing effective governance.

Key Differences

- Bicameral Legislature: The U.S. Congress, with the Senate and House of
Representatives.

- Executive Branch: President with authority to enforce laws.

- Judicial System: Federal courts to interpret laws and resolve disputes.
- Power to Tax and Regulate Commerce: The federal government gained
significant authority over economic and diplomatic matters.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Articles of
Confederation’s Government

The Articles of Confederation created a confederate form of government that
prioritized state sovereignty and limited central authority. While it
successfully unified the colonies during the Revolution, its weaknesses
underscored the need for a stronger federal system. The transition to the
U.S. Constitution marked a shift toward federalism, establishing a government
capable of effectively managing a united nation.

Summary of the Government Form Created by the Articles of Confederation:
- Type: Confederation (a loose alliance of sovereign states)

- Power Distribution: States retained sovereignty, central government had
limited powers

- Decision-Making: Unanimous or supermajority required for most actions

- Structure: Unicameral Congress, no executive or judicial branches

- Limitations: No power to tax, regulate trade, or enforce laws

This early experiment laid the foundation for the federal system that governs
the United States today, illustrating the evolution from a confederation to a
balanced federation designed to serve both state and national interests
effectively.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What type of government was established by the
Articles of Confederation?

The Articles of Confederation created a weak central government with most
power retained by the individual states, functioning primarily as a
confederation of sovereign states.

Did the Articles of Confederation establish a strong
federal government?

No, the Articles of Confederation established a limited federal government
that lacked the power to levy taxes, regulate commerce, or enforce laws,
making it quite weak compared to modern standards.

How did the Articles of Confederation influence the
structure of the U.S. government?

The Articles served as a foundational framework, emphasizing state
sovereignty and leading to the creation of the Constitution, which
established a stronger federal government.

What were the main limitations of the government
created by the Articles of Confederation?

The government lacked the power to tax, regulate interstate and international
trade, and enforce laws, which contributed to economic and political
instability.

Why did the Articles of Confederation eventually get
replaced?

They were replaced because the government they created was too weak to
address national issues effectively, leading to the drafting of the U.S.
Constitution for a stronger federal structure.

Additional Resources

What Form Of Government Did The Articles Of Confederation Create?

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, marked a significant
milestone in the formation of the United States. It was the first
constitutional framework that established the nation’s governance following
independence from Britain. Yet, despite its historical importance, the



Articles embodied a unique and somewhat unconventional form of government—one
that prioritized state sovereignty and limited federal power. This article
explores the nature of the government created by the Articles of
Confederation, analyzing its structure, powers, limitations, and the reasons
it eventually gave way to the U.S. Constitution.

Understanding the Context: The Need for a New
Government

Before delving into the specifics of the Articles of Confederation, it's
essential to understand the context in which they were drafted. The thirteen
American colonies, having fought a revolutionary war against Britain, sought
to forge a new nation. However, their collective experience with British
rule—characterized by centralized authority and taxation-left many wary of
strong government power.

The colonies wanted a government that would:

- Maintain their independence and sovereignty

- Coordinate defense against external threats

- Resolve disputes between states

- Promote mutual interests without infringing on state authority

This led to a deliberate design that prioritized state autonomy, which
profoundly influenced the structure of the government under the Articles.

The Nature of the Government Under the Articles
of Confederation

A Confederal System Rooted in State Sovereignty

The government created by the Articles of Confederation is best characterized
as a confederation—an alliance of sovereign states that delegate limited
powers to a central authority. Unlike a federal system where powers are
shared between national and state governments, a confederal system keeps
sovereignty primarily within states, with the national government acting as a
coordinating body.

Key features of this confederal government include:
- States retain ultimate sovereignty: Each state maintained its independence,

laws, and authority.
- Limited central authority: The national government was designed to handle



specific functions, mainly diplomatic relations, defense, and resolving
disputes between states.

- Decentralized decision-making: Most powers remained with the states, and
the national government was often dependent on state cooperation.

This structure was rooted in the colonies’ desire to avoid a repeat of
British tyranny, leading to a government that was intentionally weak and
constrained.

The Structure of the Government: A Unicameral
Congress

The central governing body under the Articles was a unicameral Congress of
the Confederation—often called the Continental Congress or simply
Congress—composed of representatives from each state.

Characteristics of this Congress include:

- Equal representation: Each state, regardless of size or population, had one
vote.

- Limited powers: Congress could conduct foreign policy, declare war,
maintain armed forces, coin money, and settle disputes between states.

- No executive or judiciary: There was no separate president or executive
branch, nor a national court system.

The absence of an executive meant that enforcement of laws relied heavily on
the cooperation of states, which often proved problematic.

What Powers Did the Articles Of Confederation
Grant to the Government?

While the Articles intentionally limited federal power, the government did
possess certain crucial functions:

- Diplomatic authority: The Confederation could negotiate treaties with
foreign nations and handle international relations.

- Military authority: Congress could maintain and command armies and navies
for defense.

- Financial powers: It could coin money and manage currency, although this
led to economic chaos.

- Dispute resolution: It served as the forum for resolving disputes between
states.

However, these powers were often insufficient or hampered by structural
limitations, which contributed to significant challenges.



Specific Powers of the Confederation Congress

- Conduct foreign affairs: Negotiating treaties, appointing ambassadors, and
managing relations.

- Declare war and peace: Making decisions about military actions.

- Coin and borrow money: Issuing currency and managing debts.

- Maintain armed forces: Raising and maintaining armies and navies.

- Establish post offices: Improving communication between states.

- Resolve interstate disputes: Acting as a mediator when conflicts arose.

Despite these powers, the government lacked authority to impose taxes,
regulate commerce, or enforce laws directly upon citizens, which proved to be
major limitations.

Limitations and Weaknesses of the Confederation
Government

The confederal system created by the Articles was inherently weak, primarily
because it did not grant the national government sufficient authority to
govern effectively. Several critical limitations emerged:

Lack of Power to Tax

The Confederation Congress could request funds from states but could not
impose taxes directly. This reliance on voluntary contributions left the
government chronically underfunded, hindering its ability to pay debts or
support military endeavors.

No Power to Regulate Commerce

Without authority to regulate interstate or foreign commerce, economic
disputes and tariffs between states became common, leading to economic
instability and interstate rivalry.

Weak Enforcement Mechanisms

Since the government lacked an executive branch, it could not enforce laws or
treaties. It depended on states’ cooperation, which was inconsistent and
often obstructive.



Unanimous Consent for Amendments

Amending the Articles required unanimous approval from all 13 states, making
reforms nearly impossible. This rigidity prevented the government from
adapting to new challenges.

Financial Instability and Economic Challenges

The inability to levy taxes and regulate trade led to economic chaos,
including inflation and widespread debt. States often issued their own
currencies, further complicating commerce.

Impacts of the Government’s Design

The confederal government’s weaknesses became glaringly evident during events
such as Shays’ Rebellion (1786-1787), when a group of farmers protested
economic injustices and the government’s inability to maintain order. Such
incidents underscored the necessity for a stronger, more centralized federal
government.

The limitations also hampered the government’s ability to address national
issues effectively, leading many leaders to call for constitutional reform.
The result was the Constitutional Convention of 1787, which drafted a new
framework— the U.S. Constitution-that established a federal system with a
stronger central government.

Transition from the Articles to the U.S.
Constitution

Recognizing the inadequacies of the Articles, the framers sought to create a
government that balanced state sovereignty with effective federal authority.
The Constitution, ratified in 1788, introduced:

- An executive branch headed by a President

- A bicameral legislature (House of Representatives and Senate)

- A federal judiciary

- The power to levy taxes, regulate commerce, and enforce laws directly

This new structure addressed many shortcomings of the confederal system,
creating a stronger and more flexible government capable of managing the
nation’s growth.



Conclusion: The Legacy of the Articles’
Government

The government created by the Articles of Confederation was a pioneering but
flawed experiment in republican governance. Its confederal nature prioritized
state sovereignty and limited federal power, reflecting the colonies’ fears
of tyranny. While effective in uniting the states initially, its weaknesses
soon became apparent, necessitating a shift toward a more robust federal
system.

Today, the Articles of Confederation are remembered as a vital step in
America’s constitutional evolution. They laid the groundwork for
understanding the importance of a balanced government—one that empowers the
national authority while respecting states’ rights. Their legacy persists in
the enduring debate over federalism and the distribution of power within the
United States.

By examining the form of government established under the Articles, we gain
insight into America's foundational principles and the ongoing challenge of
creating a government that is both strong and accountable—a challenge that
continues to shape the nation’s political landscape.
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