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The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first constitution of the United
States, establishing a national government that was intentionally designed to be weak. Its
primary purpose was to unify the newly independent states while preserving their
sovereignty and independence. However, this design led to several significant weaknesses
that ultimately made the Articles ineffective in governing the nation. One of the most
notable weaknesses was related to the power and authority of the individual state
governments, particularly the fact that they did not have sufficient power to support a
cohesive and effective national government. This flaw hampered the ability of the United
States to function as a unified entity, manage economic policies, conduct foreign affairs,
and defend itself adequately.

In this comprehensive discussion, we will explore the specific weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation, focusing on the limitations of state governments, their impact on the
national government, and how these issues contributed to the eventual replacement of the
Articles with the U.S. Constitution.

Understanding the Weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation

The Articles of Confederation created a decentralized government where most power
remained with the individual states. While this was consistent with colonial experiences and
a desire to limit central authority, it resulted in several critical shortcomings that
undermined the United States’ stability and growth.

Limited Power of the Federal Government
The federal government under the Articles had no authority to impose taxes, regulate
commerce, or enforce laws directly on citizens or states. This limited power made it difficult
to fund government operations or respond to crises.

Lack of a Strong Executive or Judicial Branch
There was no president or executive branch to lead or implement laws, nor was there a
national court system to interpret laws or resolve disputes between states.



Difficulty in Amending the Articles
Amendments required unanimity among all 13 states, making it nearly impossible to adapt
or improve the government structure.

Inability to Regulate Commerce and Trade
States often imposed tariffs or engaged in trade disputes with each other, leading to
economic discord and instability.

The Specific Weakness: The Power of State
Governments

The core issue addressed by the question is the nature of state governments under the
Articles of Confederation. The statement emphasizes that "The State Governments Did Not
Have"—which points to the limited authority and powers that state governments wielded,
and how this impacted the overall functioning of the nation.

The Sovereignty of States Over National Interests
Under the Articles, states retained their sovereignty and independence. This meant:

States could refuse to comply with federal requests for funds or troops.1.

States could impose tariffs on goods from other states, undermining interstate2.
commerce.

States often acted in their own interest rather than the collective good of the nation.3.

This sovereignty created a fragmented nation where national unity was fragile, and
coordination between states was difficult.

Limited Federal Authority to Enforce Laws
Since the Articles lacked a strong central authority, state governments had the power to
ignore federal laws or decisions, leading to:

Inconsistent enforcement of treaties and agreements.

Difficulty in raising revenue or military forces.

Weakness in responding to internal and external threats.



Impact on National Defense and Security
The inability of the federal government to command troops or collect taxes meant that:

The national military was inadequate for defending the country.1.

States had to rely on their own resources for defense, resulting in a lack of2.
coordination.

External powers, such as Britain and Spain, exploited this weakness to challenge U.S.3.
interests.

The Economic Consequences of Weak State Power
Economic instability was another consequence related to the limited powers of state
governments:

States issued their own currencies, leading to confusion and inflation.

Trade barriers and tariffs between states hampered commerce.

There was no federal authority to manage economic policy or regulate interstate
trade.

How the Weakness of State Governments Under
the Articles Affected the Nation

The limited power of state governments under the Articles of Confederation contributed to
several critical problems:

Economic Disarray
Without a unified economic policy, the nation faced inflation, trade disputes, and difficulty
in paying debts from the Revolutionary War.

International Challenges
Other nations, particularly Britain and Spain, questioned America's stability and



sovereignty, challenging treaties and territorial claims.

Internal Instability
The inability to raise revenue or maintain order led to unrest, exemplified by events such as
Shays’ Rebellion, which exposed the weaknesses of the government.

Failure to Address Key Issues
The government could not effectively negotiate foreign treaties, regulate commerce, or
respond to crises, revealing the fundamental flaws in having weak state governments with
limited federal power.

The Transition to the U.S. Constitution

Recognizing these weaknesses, especially the limited power of the federal government and
the dominance of state sovereignty, leaders convened the Constitutional Convention in
1787. The resulting U.S. Constitution established a stronger federal government with
powers to tax, regulate trade, and enforce laws directly on citizens.

The new framework aimed to balance state sovereignty with federal authority, rectifying
the issues created by the weak state governments under the Articles.

Key Changes Introduced by the Constitution

Creation of an executive branch led by the President

Establishment of a federal judiciary system

Power to levy taxes and regulate interstate commerce

Ability to amend the constitution with a more feasible process

Conclusion

The weakness of the Articles of Confederation related significantly to the limited powers of
the state governments and the lack of a strong federal authority. This decentralization
hindered the nation’s ability to function effectively, manage economic policies, defend
itself, and maintain order. The recognition of these weaknesses led to the drafting and
adoption of the U.S. Constitution, which created a stronger federal government capable of
addressing the needs of a growing nation.



Understanding these historical weaknesses helps appreciate the importance of a balanced
governmental structure that ensures both state sovereignty and federal
authority—principles that continue to shape the United States today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was a major weakness of the Articles of
Confederation regarding the power of state
governments?
The Articles of Confederation limited the power of individual state governments, making it
difficult for them to enforce national laws and coordinate actions effectively.

How did the lack of a strong central government under
the Articles of Confederation impact national defense?
Because the Articles did not empower the federal government to maintain a standing army,
it was challenging to provide for national defense and respond to threats efficiently.

Did the Articles of Confederation allow the federal
government to levy taxes? How was this a weakness?
No, the federal government could not directly impose taxes under the Articles, relying
instead on voluntary contributions from states, which often led to insufficient funding.

In what way did the Articles of Confederation affect
interstate commerce?
The Articles lacked provisions to regulate trade between states, leading to economic
disputes and hindered interstate commerce.

Why was the inability of the Articles of Confederation to
enforce laws considered a weakness?
Because the federal government lacked the power to enforce laws directly, it often
struggled to ensure compliance, weakening national authority and stability.

Additional Resources
Which Of These Was A Weakness Of The Articles Of Confederation? A. The State
Governments Did Not Have

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, marked the first formal attempt by the



United States to establish a national government. Drafted during the tumultuous period of
the American Revolution, the Articles sought to unify the thirteen colonies in their fight
against Britain while preserving the sovereignty of individual states. However, as history
unfolded, it became clear that the Articles of Confederation possessed significant
weaknesses, many of which hindered the fledgling nation's ability to function effectively.
Among these, the weakness related to the power and authority—or lack thereof—that state
governments possessed played a pivotal role in exposing the system's fundamental flaws.

This article explores the question: Which of these was a weakness of the Articles of
Confederation? A. The State Governments Did Not Have—a statement that points toward
the broader issue of the limited powers granted to the central government and the
dominance of state sovereignty. We will analyze the structure of the Articles, the nature of
state and federal powers, and how the imbalance or ambiguity in authority created
problems that ultimately led to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution.

---

Understanding the Framework of the Articles of
Confederation

Before delving into the weaknesses, it is essential to recognize the foundational principles
embedded within the Articles of Confederation. The document was rooted in a desire to
prevent the concentration of power seen under British rule. Consequently, it prioritized the
sovereignty of individual states and created a weak central government with limited
authority.

Key Features of the Articles:

- Unicameral Legislature: The Continental Congress served as the primary governing body,
where each state had one vote.
- Limited Federal Powers: Congress could conduct foreign affairs, declare war, make
treaties, and manage relations with Native American tribes.
- No Executive or Judicial Branches: There was no president or national judiciary, making
enforcement of laws difficult.
- State Sovereignty: States retained most of their powers, including taxation, trade
regulation, and internal governance.

This structure was intentionally designed to maximize state independence, but it also
meant that the central government lacked essential authority to address national issues
efficiently.

---

The Role and Power of State Governments Under



the Articles

The phrase "The State Governments Did Not Have" points toward a critical aspect of the
Articles: the limited authority of the national government relative to the states. In fact, the
state governments held most of the power, which had significant repercussions.

Key Powers Retained by States:

- Control over internal legislation
- Regulation of commerce within their borders
- Collection of taxes
- Maintenance of militias
- Election of state officials

Federal Government’s Limited Powers:

- Conduct foreign diplomacy
- Declare war and make peace
- Coin money
- Establish postal service

The imbalance created by these arrangements meant that the federal government was
often unable to respond effectively to national crises, economic problems, or external
threats.

---

Specific Weaknesses Arising from the Limited Federal
Authority

While the Articles aimed to preserve state sovereignty, this resulted in several notable
weaknesses:

1. Inability to Levy Taxes
Congress lacked the power to impose taxes directly on citizens. Instead, it relied on
voluntary contributions from states, leading to chronic underfunding of national needs,
including the military and debt repayment.

2. Inability to Regulate Interstate and International Commerce
States often enacted conflicting trade policies, tariffs, and restrictions, undermining
economic stability. The federal government lacked authority to regulate commerce, leading
to economic disarray.

3. Lack of a Central Executive
Without an executive branch, there was no centralized leadership to enforce laws,
coordinate policy, or respond swiftly to crises.

4. Absence of a Judicial System



No national courts meant disputes between states or over federal laws could not be
effectively resolved.

5. Difficulty in Amending the Articles
Amendments required unanimous approval from all thirteen states, making it nearly
impossible to adapt the government to new challenges.

6. Weak National Defense
The federal government could not maintain a standing army or navy, relying on state
militias that were often unreliable or poorly trained.

---

Implications of the Weaknesses in State
Governments’ Authority

The core issue—"The State Governments Did Not Have" sufficient authority or
cooperation—had profound implications.

Economic Instability and Trade Conflicts

Without a strong federal system to regulate commerce or standardize currency, economic
chaos ensued. States issued their own currencies, leading to inflation and confusion. Trade
disputes between states were common, restricting economic growth and interstate
cooperation.

International Diplomacy Challenges

The weak federal government struggled to negotiate treaties or assert U.S. interests
abroad. Foreign nations, especially Britain and Spain, exploited this weakness, refusing to
recognize U.S. sovereignty fully and maintaining strategic barriers that hindered westward
expansion.

Domestic Unrest and Shays’ Rebellion

One of the most significant manifestations of federal weakness was Shays’ Rebellion
(1786–1787). Farmers in Massachusetts, angered over economic hardships and high taxes,
led an armed uprising. The federal government, lacking the capacity to intervene
decisively, was unable to quell the rebellion, exposing the system’s inability to maintain
order.



Challenges in Amending the System

Given the requirement of unanimous consent for amendments, addressing these
weaknesses was virtually impossible. This rigidity contributed to widespread dissatisfaction
and calls for reform.

---

The Transition to the U.S. Constitution

Recognizing these critical flaws, leaders convened the Constitutional Convention in 1787.
The new Constitution aimed to balance state sovereignty with federal authority, creating a
system with separated powers, a stronger executive, and a federal judiciary.

Key Changes Addressing the Weaknesses:

- The federal government could levy taxes and regulate commerce.
- The President was empowered to enforce laws.
- A system of courts was established.
- Amendments could be ratified with a simple majority rather than unanimous consent.
- Federal authority was strengthened to ensure national stability.

This transformation underscores how the weaknesses inherent in the Articles—particularly
the limited powers of the federal government vis-à-vis the states—necessitated a new
framework of governance.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of State Sovereignty
and Federal Power Balance

The phrase "The State Governments Did Not Have" encapsulates a central weakness of the
Articles of Confederation: the overly decentralized system that left the national government
impotent in critical areas. While the Articles prioritized state sovereignty, the lack of federal
authority created issues that threatened the survival of the Union.

The experience of the Articles demonstrated that a delicate balance between state
independence and federal authority was essential. The weaknesses stemming from
insufficient federal power—manifesting as inability to tax, regulate commerce, enforce
laws, and maintain order—ultimately led to the drafting and ratification of the U.S.
Constitution.

In sum, the Articles of Confederation’s failure to empower the national government
sufficiently was a fundamental weakness. Understanding this flaw provides insight into the
foundational debates about American government and underscores the importance of a



balanced system that can adapt to the needs of a growing and diverse nation.

---

In conclusion, the statement "The State Governments Did Not Have" under the Articles of
Confederation highlights a critical weakness: the federal government lacked the authority
necessary to govern effectively. This imbalance undermined economic stability, national
security, and legal coherence, prompting the move toward a more robust federal system
that would form the backbone of the United States government today.
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