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The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, marked the first constitutional framework for
the United States. While it was a significant step toward independence and self-
governance, it soon became evident that the system had numerous weaknesses that
hindered effective governance. These flaws ultimately led to the drafting of the U.S.
Constitution. Understanding the weaknesses of the government under the Articles provides
insight into the challenges faced by the nascent nation and the reasons for its eventual
overhaul.

Limited Central Authority

Weak Executive Power

One of the fundamental weaknesses was the lack of a strong executive branch. The Articles
did not establish a president or any executive authority to enforce laws or oversee national
policies. This absence created several issues:

- No centralized leadership to make swift decisions during crises.

- Dependence on state governments to implement national policies.

- Difficulty in coordinating efforts across states, especially in times of war or economic
distress.

Limited Power of the Congress

The Congress under the Articles was intentionally limited in its powers to prevent tyranny,
but this compromise resulted in a government that lacked authority:

- Could not impose taxes or generate revenue directly from citizens.

- Had no power to regulate interstate or international commerce effectively.

- Could not enforce its laws or treaties without the cooperation of individual states.

Financial Weaknesses

Inability to Raise Revenue

One of the most critical issues was the Congress’s inability to generate funds:
- Congress had no authority to levy taxes; it relied solely on voluntary contributions from
states.



- States often failed or refused to contribute funds, leading to financial shortages.
- The government struggled to pay debts from the Revolutionary War, hindering its
credibility.

Debt and Economic Instability

The financial weakness led to broader economic problems:

- The government and states accumulated significant debts.

- Lack of a stable currency or uniform monetary policy created confusion and inflation.
- Trade was hampered due to inconsistent tariffs and regulations among states.

Inability to Regulate Commerce and Trade

Disorganized Interstate Commerce

The Articles did not grant the national government authority to regulate trade:
- Each state set its own tariffs and trade policies.

- This led to disputes and economic friction between states.

- No unified trade policies made international negotiations difficult.

Problems with Foreign Relations

The weak central government also struggled with international diplomacy:

- The government lacked the authority to negotiate trade agreements or treaties
effectively.

- Foreign nations often exploited the lack of enforceable treaties or consistent policies.
- The U.S. appeared weak and disorganized on the global stage.

Unanimous Consent for Amendments

Rigidity of the Articles

Amending the Articles required unanimous approval from all thirteen states:

- This made it nearly impossible to implement meaningful reforms.

- A single dissenting state could block necessary changes, including economic or military
provisions.

- The rigidity prevented the government from adapting to new challenges.

Problems with State Sovereignty



Dominance of State Governments

While the Articles aimed to create a weak central government, this resulted in excessive
power for individual states:

- States maintained their own armies, currencies, and policies.

- Federal authority was subordinate to state authority, leading to conflicts.

- States often acted independently, undermining national unity.

Conflicts Between States

The lack of a strong central authority led to disputes:

- Border disagreements and competition over resources.

- States imposed tariffs on each other, harming interstate commerce.
- No effective mechanism to resolve disputes peacefully.

Lack of National Defense

Inability to Maintain a Standing Army

The government could not maintain a standing army or navy:

- Defense relied on state militias, which varied in effectiveness.

- During conflicts like Shays’ Rebellion, the government lacked the means to suppress
uprisings.

- This weakness exposed vulnerabilities to external threats and internal insurrections.

Challenges in Enforcing Laws and Treaties

Weak Enforcement Mechanisms

The government could pass laws and treaties but lacked tools to enforce them:
- No executive branch to implement policies.

- Enforcement depended on state cooperation, which was inconsistent.

- This led to violations of treaties and lawlessness in some areas.

Summary of Major Weaknesses

The weaknesses of the government under the Articles of Confederation can be summarized
as follows:

1. Lack of central authority and executive power: No president or effective
leadership to enforce laws.

2. Limited congressional powers: Inability to tax, regulate commerce, or enforce
laws.



3. Financial instability: No power to raise revenue, leading to debt and economic
chaos.

4. Inability to regulate trade: Disorganized interstate and international commerce.
5. Rigid amendment process: Requiring unanimity, hindering necessary reforms.

6. Excessive state sovereignty: States retained too much independence, causing
conflicts.

7. Weak national defense: No standing army, reliance on state militias.

8. Inability to enforce laws and treaties: Lack of enforcement mechanisms.

Conclusion

The Articles of Confederation laid the groundwork for American independence but proved
insufficient for managing a growing and complex nation. Its weaknesses, including limited
powers, financial instability, and inability to regulate commerce or enforce laws,
underscored the need for a stronger, more effective federal government. These
shortcomings led to the Constitutional Convention of 1787, where the U.S. Constitution was
drafted to establish a balanced government capable of addressing the nation’s needs while
protecting individual and state rights. Recognizing these weaknesses is crucial to
understanding the evolution of American governance and the enduring importance of a
strong, yet balanced, federal system.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was one major weakness of the new government
under the Articles of Confederation related to its ability
to raise revenue?

The government lacked the power to impose taxes, making it difficult to raise funds for
national needs.

How did the Articles of Confederation's lack of a strong
executive branch affect the new government?

There was no executive leader to enforce laws or make quick decisions, leading to weak
leadership and inefficiency.

In what way did the Articles of Confederation limit the



government’s ability to regulate commerce?

The government had no authority to regulate interstate or international trade, causing
economic disputes and inconsistencies.

Why was the government under the Articles of
Confederation unable to effectively settle disputes
between states?

Because the Articles lacked a strong federal judiciary, there was no court system to resolve
interstate conflicts.

What was a weakness of the Articles of Confederation
concerning military power?

The government could not maintain a standing army and relied on state militias, which
were often uncoordinated and insufficient.

How did the weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation impact the ability to amend the
document?

Amending the Articles required unanimous consent from all states, making it extremely
difficult to implement necessary changes.

What economic problems stemmed from the
weaknesses of the government under the Articles of
Confederation?

The government’s inability to impose taxes and regulate trade led to debt, inflation, and
economic instability among the states.

Additional Resources

Weaknesses of the New Government Under the Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, marked the first constitutional framework for
the United States. While it represented a crucial step toward independence and unified
governance, the system was riddled with significant weaknesses that ultimately led to its
downfall. Understanding these flaws is essential for appreciating the evolution of American
constitutional government and the lessons learned from this early experiment. Below, we
delve into the primary weaknesses of the government established under the Articles of
Confederation, exploring each in detail.



1. Lack of Central Authority and Limited Power of
the Federal Government

One of the most glaring issues with the Articles of Confederation was the minimal power
granted to the national government. The Articles intentionally created a weak central
authority to prevent tyranny, but this design severely hampered the government’s ability to
function effectively.

Absence of Executive and Judicial Branches

- The Articles established a unicameral Congress as the sole national authority, with no
separate executive branch to enforce laws or judicial system to interpret them.

- This meant no president or executive leader to lead or implement policies, resulting in a
lack of leadership and coordination.

- The absence of courts hindered the adjudication of disputes between states or individuals
under federal law.

Limited Powers of Congress

- Congress could not levy taxes; it could only request funds from states, which often failed
to comply.

- It lacked the authority to regulate interstate or international commerce.

- Congress could not enforce its laws or mandates directly on individuals or states.

- It lacked the power to draft soldiers or maintain a standing army, relying instead on state
militias.

Consequences

- The government was unable to generate revenue or maintain national defense effectively.
- The inability to regulate trade led to economic disputes and chaos among states.
- The overall weak authority resulted in a fragmented and ineffective national policy.

2. Inability to Tax and Raise Revenue

A critical weakness was the government's dependence on voluntary contributions from
states, which proved insufficient for national needs.

Voluntary Funding Model

- Congress had no power to impose taxes; it could only request funds from states.



- States often ignored requests, leading to chronic underfunding.

Economic Implications

- Without reliable revenue, the government struggled to pay debts from the Revolutionary
War.

- Its inability to fund an army or navy left the nation vulnerable to external threats.

- Economic stability was compromised, fueling inflation and debt crises.

Impact on International Relations

- The lack of revenue and enforceable tariffs hampered efforts to negotiate trade
agreements.
- Foreign nations viewed the U.S. as weak and unreliable, undermining diplomatic relations.

3. No Power to Regulate Commerce

The Articles did not grant Congress authority over interstate or foreign commerce, leading
to economic disarray.

Fragmented Trade Policies

- Each state maintained its own trade laws and tariffs, creating a patchwork of regulations.
- Disputes arose over tariffs and trade practices between states, disrupting economic unity.

International Trade Issues

- Foreign nations were hesitant to establish favorable trade agreements due to the lack of a
unified national policy.

- The U.S. faced tariffs and restrictions from other countries, harming exports and economic
growth.

Economic Consequences

- Businesses faced uncertainty and increased costs due to inconsistent state policies.
- The inability to coordinate commercial activities impeded economic development.



4. Difficulty in Amending the Articles

The process to modify or improve the Articles was intentionally difficult, contributing to
persistent weaknesses.

Unanimous Consent Requirement

- Amendments required the approval of all thirteen states, making reform nearly
impossible.

- This unanimity clause meant that even minor changes faced insurmountable political
hurdles.

Implications

- Critical issues like taxation, trade, and defense could not be addressed effectively.
- The rigidity of the system prevented adaptation to new challenges or needs.

5. No National Judiciary or Enforcement
Mechanisms

Without a federal judiciary, the government lacked the means to resolve disputes and
enforce laws.

Disputes Between States

- States often had conflicting claims and laws, but the federal government could not
mediate effectively.
- This led to tensions and sometimes open conflicts.

Enforcement of Federal Laws

- Without courts or enforcement agencies, federal laws and treaties remained largely
unenforced.
- Citizens and states ignored federal directives without repercussions.

Impact on National Cohesion

- The absence of a judiciary weakened the rule of law at the national level.



- It undermined the legitimacy and authority of the federal government.

6. No Power to Maintain a Standing Army or Navy

Defense was a significant concern, yet the Articles limited the government’s ability to
maintain a standing military.

Dependence on State Militias

- The federal government could request state militias but lacked the authority to maintain a
standing army.
- During crises, this proved inadequate for defense or maintaining order.

Implications for National Security

- The young nation was vulnerable to external threats and internal unrest.
- The inability to respond swiftly to invasions or rebellions was a major security flaw.

7. Difficulty in Conducting Foreign Policy

The weak federal government hampered the U.S.'s ability to negotiate and uphold treaties.

Uncoordinated Diplomatic Efforts

- Without a centralized authority, individual states often acted independently in foreign
relations.
- This led to inconsistent or conflicting diplomatic positions.

Trade and Treaty Negotiations

- Foreign governments viewed the U.S. as unreliable, complicating negotiations.
- The lack of a unified voice weakened the nation’s bargaining position.

Impact on International Standing

- The U.S. struggled to establish credit and favorable trade terms.
- This hindered economic growth and diplomatic influence.



8. Financial and Economic Instability

The combined weaknesses led to economic chaos and financial instability.

Debt from the Revolutionary War

- The government could not pay its war debts due to lack of revenue.
- This caused inflation and decreased confidence in the government’s ability to manage the
economy.

Shays' Rebellion and Domestic Unrest

- Economic hardship led to uprisings like Shays’ Rebellion, exposing the weaknesses of the
government.

- The rebellion highlighted the inability of the government to maintain order or support
economic stability.

Overall Economic Challenges

- The inability to regulate currency or enforce taxation contributed to economic decline.
- States often issued their own currencies, leading to confusion and inflation.

9. Lack of National Unity and Cohesion

The weaknesses fostered disunity among states and within the nation.

States’ Sovereignty Prevails

- Each state prioritized its own interests, often at the expense of the national good.
- Disputes over borders, trade, and sovereignty were common.

Fragmentation and Rivalries

- Without strong central authority, states acted independently, sometimes in opposition to
each other.

- The resulting fragmentation hindered efforts to present a united front politically and
economically.



Consequences for Nation-Building

- The lack of a cohesive national identity or authority slowed the development of a stable,
unified nation.

- The weaknesses necessitated a constitutional overhaul, leading to the drafting of the U.S.
Constitution.

Conclusion

The government under the Articles of Confederation was an ambitious but fundamentally
flawed attempt to unite the newly independent states. Its weaknesses—ranging from
limited powers, inability to tax, lack of a strong executive or judiciary, and poor
mechanisms for amendment—created systemic problems that rendered it ineffective in
governing, defending, and advancing the nation. These deficiencies not only caused
economic instability and diplomatic challenges but also exposed the dangers of a too-weak
central government. Recognizing these shortcomings, American leaders convened the
Constitutional Convention of 1787, leading to the adoption of the U.S. Constitution, which
established a stronger federal government capable of addressing the weaknesses of the
Articles and laying the foundation for the modern United States.
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