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The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first
constitution of the United States, creating a framework for the newly
independent states to cooperate. While it marked an important step toward
national unity, it also contained significant limitations that prevented the
federal government from effectively managing the country’s needs. These
restrictions were intentional at the time, rooted in the desire to prevent a
strong central authority reminiscent of British rule, but they also created
substantial challenges that eventually led to the drafting of the U.S.
Constitution. Understanding what the Articles of Confederation prevented the
government from doing highlights the evolving nature of American governance
and the importance of balancing power between state and federal authorities.

Limited Power to Tax and Raise Revenue
One of the most critical restrictions imposed by the Articles of
Confederation was the inability of the federal government to impose taxes
directly on citizens or states. Instead, the government could only request
funds from the states, which were under no obligation to comply.

Implications of Lacking Taxation Power
Without the authority to levy taxes, the federal government faced severe
financial difficulties. It could not generate revenue to pay off war debts
from the Revolutionary War or fund essential functions like defense and
infrastructure. This financial weakness hampered the government’s capacity to
operate effectively and undermined its authority.

Dependence on State Contributions
The government’s reliance on voluntary contributions meant it often faced
shortages of funds, leading to unpaid soldiers, unpaid debts, and an
inability to sustain national programs. For example, during the Confederation
period, the government struggled to pay its debts, which diminished its
credibility both domestically and internationally.

Inability to Regulate Commerce and Trade
Under the Articles, the federal government lacked the power to regulate
interstate or international commerce. This restriction had significant
economic consequences.

Consequences of No Central Trade Authority
States often imposed tariffs on each other’s goods, leading to economic
discord and trade barriers that hindered the free flow of commerce. Without a
unified trade policy, the U.S. faced difficulties negotiating trade
agreements with foreign nations, which limited economic growth and



international influence.

Economic Instability and Disputes
The absence of a central authority to oversee trade resulted in disputes
between states over tariffs and border issues. These disagreements sometimes
escalated into conflicts, further undermining national unity and economic
stability.

Restrictions on Military Power and Defense
The Articles of Confederation limited the federal government’s ability to
maintain a standing army or navy, relying instead on state militias for
defense.

Impacts on National Security
This approach made it difficult for the government to respond swiftly to
external threats or internal unrest. The government could request troops from
states, but it lacked the authority to compel states to provide forces, which
often left the nation vulnerable.

Rebellions and Internal Unrest
The inability to maintain a standing army contributed to internal unrest,
such as Shays’ Rebellion (1786–1787), where farmers protested economic
injustices. The rebellion highlighted the weaknesses of the Confederation in
maintaining order and protecting property rights.

Limited Authority to Enforce Laws
The Articles did not grant the federal government the power to enforce its
laws or mandates directly upon individuals or states.

Consequences of Weak Enforcement Powers
This lack of enforcement meant that laws passed by Congress were essentially
recommendations rather than mandates. As a result, compliance was
inconsistent, and the government lacked the authority to address issues like
frontier conflicts, piracy, or civil unrest effectively.

Effect on National Cohesion
Without the ability to enforce laws uniformly across all states, the national
government struggled to maintain cohesion, enforce treaties, or uphold
constitutional principles. This fragmentation underscored the need for a
stronger federal structure.



Restrictions on the Amendment Process
The Articles of Confederation required unanimity among the states to amend or
change the Articles, making it nearly impossible to adapt to new
circumstances.

Impact of Rigid Amendment Rules
This stringent requirement prevented the government from making necessary
reforms or addressing systemic weaknesses. As problems grew more apparent,
the inability to amend the Articles hampered efforts to improve governance.

Necessity for a New Constitution
The recognition of these limitations led to the Constitutional Convention of
1787, where the framers drafted a new, more flexible Constitution that could
be amended with a majority vote, allowing for necessary reforms.

Inability to Levy Uniform Taxes and Duties
Beyond the restriction on taxing individuals, the federal government could
not impose uniform tariffs or duties on imported goods, which affected
revenue and trade policies.

Impact on International Relations
Without the power to set tariffs, the U.S. couldn’t effectively negotiate
trade agreements or protect its industries. This weakness contributed to
economic instability and limited the country’s influence in global markets.

Economic Disadvantages
States’ individual tariffs sometimes conflicted with each other, creating a
patchwork of trade policies that hampered interstate commerce and economic
growth.

Conclusion: The Transition to the U.S.
Constitution
The limitations imposed by the Articles of Confederation were significant and
revealed the need for a stronger federal government capable of managing the
diverse needs of a growing nation. While the Articles successfully united the
states in a loose alliance, their restrictions on taxation, commerce
regulation, military power, law enforcement, and amendment processes made
effective governance difficult. These weaknesses ultimately led to the
Constitutional Convention, where the U.S. Constitution was drafted to
establish a more balanced and powerful federal government, capable of
ensuring stability, economic prosperity, and national security. Understanding
what the Articles prevented the government from doing helps appreciate the
importance of the Constitution in shaping the resilient and flexible system
of American government we have today.



Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main limitations of the Articles of
Confederation that restricted the U.S. government?

The Articles of Confederation prevented the federal government from taxing
citizens directly, regulating interstate commerce, and enforcing laws, which
limited its ability to fund operations and maintain order.

Why did the Articles of Confederation prevent the
U.S. government from raising revenue?

Because they did not grant the national government the power to levy taxes,
leaving it dependent on voluntary contributions from states, which was
insufficient for national needs.

How did the Articles of Confederation restrict the
federal government’s ability to regulate trade
between states?

The Articles lacked provisions for the federal government to regulate
interstate commerce, leading to economic disputes and trade barriers among
states.

In what ways did the Articles of Confederation limit
the government’s power to enforce laws?

The Articles did not give the federal government authority to enforce laws
directly on individuals; it relied on states to enforce national laws, which
often led to weak enforcement and inconsistency.

What specific powers did the Articles of
Confederation deny the central government that
contributed to its failure?

The Articles denied the federal government the power to impose taxes,
regulate commerce, raise an army without state approval, and enforce laws,
all of which contributed to its ineffectiveness and eventual replacement.

Additional Resources
What Did The Articles Of Confederation Prevent The U.S. Government From
Doing?

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first
constitution of the United States, establishing a loose confederation of
sovereign states. While it was instrumental in uniting the colonies during
the Revolutionary War and laying the groundwork for American independence, it
also imposed significant limitations on the federal government’s powers.
These restrictions were intentional, reflecting the colonies’ wariness of
centralized authority after experiencing British tyranny. However, these



constraints ultimately hindered the young nation’s ability to function
effectively, leading to numerous challenges and highlighting the need for a
more robust constitutional framework. In this article, we will explore in
detail what the Articles of Confederation prevented the U.S. government from
doing, examining the specific powers it lacked and the consequences of those
limitations.

---

Limited Power to Tax and Raise Revenue

One of the most critical weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation was the
federal government’s inability to impose taxes directly on citizens or
states. Under the Articles:

What the Articles Prevented
- Direct taxation: The federal government could not levy taxes on individuals
or states without the approval of all thirteen states.
- Mandatory financial contributions: States were asked for voluntary
contributions, but there was no enforcement mechanism to ensure compliance.
- Effective revenue collection: Without the power to generate revenue, the
government struggled to pay debts incurred during the Revolutionary War or
fund national initiatives.

Implications and Consequences
- The government often lacked funds to pay soldiers, settle debts, or support
diplomatic efforts.
- States prioritized their own interests over national needs, leading to
inconsistent financial support.
- The inability to raise revenue hampered the government’s capacity to
maintain a standing army or navy, affecting national security.
- The lack of financial independence discouraged foreign nations from taking
the U.S. seriously, impacting international relations.

Pros/Cons:
- Pros: Prevented overreach and maintained state sovereignty in taxation.
- Cons: Led to financial instability and weakened the federal government’s
authority.

---

Inability to Regulate Commerce and Trade

Trade and commerce are vital for economic growth, yet under the Articles, the
federal government had no authority to regulate interstate or foreign trade.

What the Articles Prevented
- Regulation of interstate commerce: The federal government could not impose



tariffs or enforce trade standards across state lines.
- Foreign trade policies: It lacked the power to negotiate trade agreements
or impose tariffs on foreign imports.
- Standardization of currency: The Articles did not authorize a uniform
national currency, leading to multiple currencies circulating simultaneously.

Implications and Consequences
- States often competed with each other through tariffs, hindering interstate
commerce.
- Disputes arose over trade restrictions, causing economic fragmentation.
- Foreign nations exploited the lack of a unified trade policy, undermining
American economic interests.
- The absence of a central authority to enforce consistent trade regulations
limited economic development and growth.

Pros/Cons:
- Pros: Maintained state control over local economic policies.
- Cons: Created economic discord and limited national economic power.

---

Lack of Power to Enforce Laws and Maintain
Order

The Articles provided minimal authority for the federal government to enforce
laws or maintain internal order.

What the Articles Prevented
- Enforcement of federal laws: The government could pass laws but lacked the
means to enforce them.
- Creation of a federal judiciary: There was no national court system to
interpret laws or settle disputes.
- Maintaining a standing army or navy: The government could request state
militias but could not maintain a standing military force.

Implications and Consequences
- The government’s inability to enforce treaties or laws led to inconsistent
compliance.
- Conflicts between states sometimes escalated into violence, as the federal
government could not intervene effectively.
- The lack of a judiciary meant disputes, including boundary issues and
debts, often remained unresolved.
- The inability to maintain a military left the nation vulnerable to external
threats and internal unrest.

Pros/Cons:
- Pros: Preserved states’ sovereignty and limited federal power.
- Cons: Weakened law enforcement and national security.

---



Restrictions on the Authority to Coin Money and
Regulate Currency

Financial stability requires a unified currency, yet under the Articles, the
federal government was powerless to regulate currency.

What the Articles Prevented
- Coining money: The federal government could not issue its own currency.
- Standardizing currency: States issued their own bills, leading to a lack of
uniformity.
- Controlling inflation: Without a central currency, inflation and currency
devaluation became issues.

Implications and Consequences
- Multiple currencies circulated, complicating trade and commerce.
- Debtors and creditors faced uncertainty due to fluctuating values.
- Foreign nations and investors lacked confidence in U.S. currency stability.

Pros/Cons:
- Pros: Maintained state control over monetary policy.
- Cons: Created economic chaos and hindered interstate and international
trade.

---

Inability to Draft and Maintain a National Army
or Defense System

National defense is crucial for sovereignty, yet the Articles severely
limited the federal government’s military powers.

What the Articles Prevented
- Conscription or federal military drafting: The government could not draft
soldiers directly.
- Maintaining a standing army: The federal government could only request
state militias, which varied in readiness.
- Defense planning: No centralized authority to coordinate defense strategies
or respond swiftly to threats.

Implications and Consequences
- The nation remained vulnerable to external threats, such as European powers
or Native American tribes.
- The federal government’s reliance on state militias led to disorganized and
inconsistent military responses.
- Lack of a standing army limited the government’s ability to enforce laws
and maintain order internally.



Pros/Cons:
- Pros: Avoided a large standing military, aligning with fears of tyranny.
- Cons: Undermined national security and preparedness.

---

Restrictions on the Power to Amend or Enforce
the Articles

The Articles of Confederation had a very rigid process for amendments, which
limited flexibility.

What the Articles Prevented
- Easy amendments: Amendments required unanimous approval from all thirteen
states.
- Enforcement of laws or amendments: There was no executive branch or
enforcement mechanism.

Implications and Consequences
- Difficulties in making necessary reforms, such as taxation or trade
regulations.
- The inability to adapt to new challenges led to stagnation.
- Many states refused to ratify amendments that could strengthen federal
authority, perpetuating weaknesses.

Pros/Cons:
- Pros: Ensured consensus among states for major changes.
- Cons: Made necessary reforms nearly impossible, contributing to the
system’s eventual failure.

---

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Articles of
Confederation

The Articles of Confederation were a pioneering document that reflected the
colonies’ desire for independence and limited government. However, its many
restrictions prevented the federal government from effectively governing the
new nation. The inability to levy taxes, regulate commerce, enforce laws,
maintain a military, or regulate currency hampered economic growth, national
security, and political stability. These limitations revealed the necessity
of a stronger federal framework, leading to the drafting of the U.S.
Constitution in 1787, which addressed many of these shortcomings.

While the Articles of Confederation had their strengths in preserving state
sovereignty and avoiding tyranny, their weaknesses underscored the importance
of a balanced federal system. The experience with the Articles ultimately
shaped the design of the U.S. Constitution, ensuring that the federal
government would have sufficient powers to govern effectively while



respecting states’ rights.

---

In summary, the Articles of Confederation prevented the U.S. government from
raising revenue through taxes, regulating interstate and foreign commerce,
enforcing laws, maintaining a standing military, issuing a common currency,
and amending the system easily. These restrictions, while rooted in a desire
to protect individual and state rights, proved to be significant obstacles to
national unity and growth. Understanding these limitations provides valuable
insight into the evolution of American constitutional government and the
ongoing balance between federal and state powers.
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