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play a crucial role in shaping the early governance of the United States.
Established during the Revolutionary War, the Articles of Confederation
served as the first constitutional framework for the newly independent
states. While this system aimed to unify the country and coordinate efforts
against Britain, it also reflected the colonies' desire to retain significant
independence from a strong central authority. As a result, understanding the
scope and limitations of the powers granted to the national government under
the Articles provides valuable insight into the challenges faced during the
formative years of the United States and the reasons behind the eventual
creation of the U.S. Constitution.

The Nature of the Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, established a "firm league
of friendship" among the thirteen states. Unlike modern constitutions, the
Articles intentionally limited the powers of the national government to
prevent the rise of tyranny, echoing the colonies' experiences under British
rule. This decentralized approach prioritized state sovereignty, meaning that
most authority remained with individual states, while the central government
was granted only specific, enumerated powers.

The Powers Granted to the National Government

Despite its limitations, the Articles of Confederation did confer certain
important powers to the national government. These powers were primarily
focused on unifying the states for common purposes such as defense,
diplomacy, and managing relations with Native American tribes and foreign
nations.

1. Conducting Foreign Affairs

The national government had the authority to:



Enter into treaties and alliances with foreign nations.

Appoint diplomatic representatives and conduct negotiations.

Declare war and make peace.

Manage relations with Native American tribes, including negotiating
treaties.

This power was vital for establishing the United States' sovereignty on the
international stage, especially given the recent independence from Britain.

2. Maintaining the Army and Navy

The Articles granted Congress the power to:
e Maintain and oversee armed forces for national defense.
e Request states to contribute troops and funds for defense purposes.

e Establish a small navy for protection and trade.

However, the capacity to raise revenue to fund these military forces was
limited, as detailed later.

3. Coinage and Currency

The national government had the authority to:
e Coin money and establish a monetary system.

e Regulate the value of currency issued by individual states to promote
economic stability.

This was a significant power because, under the Articles, states issued their
own currencies, leading to economic confusion and inflation.

4. Establishing a Postal System

The Articles empowered Congress to:
e Create and operate a national postal service.

e Facilitate communication across the states and with foreign countries.

This was crucial for maintaining national unity and fostering commerce.



5. Managing Western Lands

The national government had the authority to:
e Administer and sell lands west of the Appalachian Mountains.

e Establish policies for settlement and development of western
territories.

This power was exercised through the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest
Ordinance of 1787, which laid the groundwork for territorial expansion and
statehood.

Limitations of the National Government’s Powers

While the Articles granted several powers, they also severely limited the
national government's authority, leading to significant challenges.

1. No Power to Tax

The most critical limitation was that Congress could not levy taxes directly
on citizens or states. Instead, it could only request funds from the states,
which often refused or delayed payment. This made it difficult to fund the
government, pay debts from the Revolutionary War, or maintain an effective
military.

2. No Power to Regulate Commerce

The Articles did not give the national government authority over interstate
or international trade. States often imposed tariffs or trade restrictions,
which hampered economic growth and led to disputes among states.

3. No Executive Branch

There was no president or executive leader to enforce laws or coordinate
national policies. Decisions required consensus among Congress members, which
often proved slow and ineffective.

4. No Judicial System

The absence of a national court system meant disputes between states or over
federal laws could not be resolved effectively. This lack of judicial
authority contributed to conflicts and instability.



5. Amendments Required Unanimous Consent

Any change to the Articles needed the unanimous agreement of all thirteen
states, making reforms difficult and often impossible.

Impacts of the Limited Power of the Federal
Government

The restrictions on the national government’s powers under the Articles of
Confederation led to numerous problems that highlighted the need for a
stronger federal system.

1. Economic Difficulties

States issued their own currencies and imposed tariffs, creating economic
chaos. The federal government lacked the authority to standardize trade or
regulate commerce, hindering economic development.

2. Inability to Pay Debts and Maintain Defense

Without the power to tax, the government struggled to pay Revolutionary War
debts and fund national defense, leading to financial instability.

3. Shays’ Rebellion

In 1786-1787, farmers in Massachusetts, led by Daniel Shays, rebelled against
economic injustices and the lack of federal authority to intervene. This
uprising exposed the weaknesses of the national government and the need for a
stronger central authority.

4. Diplomatic Challenges

The inability to enforce treaties or control trade policies weakened the
United States' position in negotiations and led to disputes with foreign
powers.

The Transition to the U.S. Constitution

Recognizing these limitations, leaders convened the Constitutional Convention



in 1787 to revise the Articles of Confederation. The resulting U.S.
Constitution created a federal system with a stronger national government,
including an executive branch, a federal judiciary, and the power to tax and
regulate commerce.

Key Changes Introduced by the Constitution

Federal government could levy taxes directly on citizens.

Establishment of an executive branch headed by the President.

Creation of a federal judiciary to resolve disputes.

Power to regulate interstate and international commerce.

Ability to amend the constitution with a more practical process.

Conclusion

Under the Articles of Confederation, the national government had specific
powers vital for diplomacy, defense, and land management. However, its
limited authority—especially the inability to tax, regulate trade, or enforce
laws—highlighted significant weaknesses that hindered the growth and
stability of the young nation. These challenges prompted the drafting of the
U.S. Constitution, which established a stronger federal government capable of
effectively managing the country's needs while balancing power among the
states and the national authority. Understanding what powers the government
held under the Articles provides essential context for appreciating the
evolution of American constitutional democracy.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What powers did the national government have under
the Articles of Confederation?

Under the Articles of Confederation, the national government had the power to
conduct foreign affairs, make treaties, declare war, and manage relations
with Native American tribes.

Could the government under the Articles of
Confederation levy taxes?

No, the national government under the Articles lacked the power to impose
taxes; it could only request funds from the states, which often led to
financial difficulties.

Did the national government have the authority to
regulate trade under the Articles of Confederation?

No, the Articles of Confederation did not grant the national government the
power to regulate interstate or international trade; this was left to the
individual states.

What military powers did the government have under
the Articles of Confederation?

The government could request states to provide troops and could maintain an
army and navy for defense, but it lacked the power to conscript soldiers
directly.

Was the national government able to establish a
postal system under the Articles of Confederation?

Yes, the Articles of Confederation granted the national government the
authority to establish and manage a postal system.

Could the government under the Articles of
Confederation coin money or regulate currency?

The national government had the power to coin money and regulate currency,
which helped facilitate trade and economic stability.



Did the Articles of Confederation allow the national
government to settle disputes between states?

Yes, the government had the authority to resolve disputes between states,
although in practice this was often challenging due to limited enforcement
powers.

What limitations did the national government face
under the Articles of Confederation?

The government lacked the power to enforce laws, impose taxes, regulate
commerce, or raise revenue effectively, which ultimately led to its weakness
and the need for a new Constitution.
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The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, marked the first attempt by
the fledgling United States to establish a unified national government
following independence from Britain. While it represented an important
milestone in American constitutional development, it also reflected the deep-
seated fears of centralized authority that characterized the revolutionary
era. The question of what powers the national government wielded under this
document is central to understanding both its strengths and its limitations.
This investigative exploration aims to dissect the scope of authority granted
to the national government under the Articles of Confederation, examining its
legal powers, practical implementations, and the implications for early
American governance.

The Constitutional Framework of the Articles of
Confederation

The Articles of Confederation were crafted as a compact among the thirteen
original states, emphasizing sovereignty and independence of each state.
Unlike modern constitutions, the Articles intentionally limited the scope of
national authority to prevent tyranny and ensure states retained significant
autonomy. This decentralized approach was rooted in the colonial experience
under British rule, wherein oppressive centralized power had sparked the
revolution.

The document established a "Congress of the Confederation," which served as
the primary governing body. Notably, the Articles did not create a separate
executive branch or judiciary, reflecting the fears of concentrated power.



Instead, the national government was designed to act as a coordinating body
among sovereign states, with limited and specific powers.

The Powers Conferred Upon the National
Government

Despite its limited scope, the Articles of Confederation did grant certain
powers to the national government, primarily aimed at facilitating collective
action among the states. These powers can be categorized into several key
areas:

1. Conducting Foreign Affairs

The Confederation Congress held the authority to:

- Negotiate treaties and alliances with foreign nations.

- Appoint diplomatic representatives.

- Establish diplomatic relations and conduct negotiations on behalf of the
states collectively.

The power to negotiate treaties was arguably the most significant national
authority under the Articles. This allowed the United States to participate
in international diplomacy as a unified entity, despite its internal
political fragmentation.

2. War and Defense

The national government was entrusted with:

- Declaring war and making peace.
- Maintaining an army and navy, though with notable limitations.
- Appointing military officers and coordinating defense efforts.

While Congress could declare war, it lacked the power to raise revenue or
draft soldiers directly—-reliance on voluntary contributions from the states
often hampered military effectiveness.

3. Coinage and Currency

The Articles authorized the national government to:

- Coin money and regulate its value.
- Establish a common currency to facilitate trade and economic stability.



However, in practice, states often issued their own currencies, creating a
complex monetary landscape that undermined economic cohesion.

4. Postal Service and Infrastructure

Congress was empowered to:

- Establish and oversee an interstate postal system.
- Promote infrastructure development, such as roads and canals, to facilitate
commerce and communication.

Although these powers were limited, they laid the groundwork for internal
connectivity and commerce.

5. Settling Disputes Among States
The Confederation had the authority to:

- Mediate and resolve disputes between states, especially over land claims
and boundaries.

This jurisdiction was crucial in maintaining peace among the states and
managing territorial growth.

Limitations of the National Government’s Powers

While the Articles granted certain powers, they also imposed significant
restrictions that often rendered the national government ineffective. These
limitations reveal the delicate balance between sovereignty and authority
that the framers attempted to strike.

1. Lack of Power to Tax

Perhaps the most critical limitation was the absence of a power to levy
taxes. Congress could request funds from the states, but had no authority to
impose taxes directly. This meant:

- Revenue depended on voluntary contributions from the states.

- The government often faced severe financial shortages.

- Paying debts, funding military campaigns, and maintaining operations were
difficult.



2. No Power to Regulate Commerce

The Articles did not grant Congress the authority to regulate interstate or
international commerce. This led to:

- Economic discord among states, each imposing tariffs or trade restrictions.
- Difficulty in establishing a unified economic policy.

- Challenges in negotiating favorable treaties due to inconsistent trade
policies.

3. No Executive or Judicial Branch

The absence of an executive meant there was no centralized leadership to
enforce laws or coordinate policies. Similarly, lacking a judiciary hindered
the resolution of disputes beyond Congress’s diplomatic functions.

4. Unanimous Consent for Amendments

Amendments to the Articles required the approval of all thirteen states,
making systemic reform exceedingly difficult. This rigidity prevented
adaptation to emerging challenges.

Practical Implications of the Federal Powers

The powers granted under the Articles, while limited, did enable the national
government to undertake certain actions, but often with significant hurdles.

Diplomacy and Foreign Relations

Congress managed to negotiate the Treaty of Paris (1783), which ended the
Revolutionary War. This success demonstrated that the government could
effectively act on the international stage, provided states cooperated.

Defense and Military Actions

The government’s inability to efficiently fund and organize military forces
proved problematic, especially during Shays' Rebellion (1786-1787), which
exposed the weaknesses of a government without taxing authority or a standing
army.



Economic Policy and Currency

The lack of a unified currency or regulation of commerce hindered economic
development and contributed to financial instability, prompting calls for
constitutional reform.

The Legacy of the Powers Under the Articles of
Confederation

The limited powers of the national government under the Articles ultimately
led to widespread recognition that a more robust federal system was
necessary. The deficiencies highlighted the need for:

- A federal government with the power to tax and regulate commerce.
- An executive to enforce laws.

- A judiciary to interpret laws and resolve disputes.

- Flexible amendment procedures to adapt to changing circumstances.

The failures of the Articles catalyzed the drafting of the U.S. Constitution
in 1787, which created a stronger federal government with enumerated powers,
including taxation, regulation of commerce, and executive authority.

Conclusion: The Significance of the Powers
Under the Articles of Confederation

In summary, under the Articles of Confederation, the national government had
limited but crucial powers primarily centered on diplomacy, defense,
currency, and dispute resolution among states. These powers allowed the
United States to negotiate treaties and conduct war but fell short in areas
vital for effective governance, such as taxation and regulation of commerce.

The experience under the Articles underscored the importance of a balanced
federal system—one that preserves state sovereignty while empowering the
national government to address collective needs. The weaknesses revealed
during this period directly influenced the design of the U.S. Constitution,
shaping the framework of American governance that endures today.

The era of the Articles of Confederation demonstrates that even limited
powers, when not complemented by adequate authority, can hinder governance
and national unity. Recognizing the scope and limitations of these powers
remains essential for understanding the evolution of American political



institutions and the ongoing debate over federal authority.

In essence, under the Articles of Confederation, the national government had
the power to conduct foreign policy, declare war, coin money, establish
postal services, and settle disputes among states. However, its inability to
impose taxes or regulate commerce rendered it largely ineffective, prompting
the eventual creation of a stronger federal system.
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