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The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first constitution of the
United States. While it marked a significant step toward independence and unified the
thirteen colonies under a central government, it quickly revealed numerous weaknesses
that hampered the nation's growth and stability. Understanding these problems is
essential to grasp how the U.S. transitioned from a loose alliance of states to a stronger
federal system under the U.S. Constitution. In this article, we will explore two primary
problems the U.S. government faced because of the Articles of Confederation and then
describe how these issues impacted the development of the young nation.

Problem 1: Lack of Central Authority to Regulate
Commerce and Taxation

Overview of the Issue

One of the most significant problems under the Articles of Confederation was the absence
of a strong central government with the power to regulate trade and impose taxes. The
Articles intentionally limited the powers of the national government, reserving most
authority for individual states. As a result, the federal government lacked the tools
necessary to manage economic relations both within the U.S. and with other countries.

Consequences of Weak Federal Power in Commerce and
Taxation

The lack of authority in these critical areas led to several economic and diplomatic issues:

e Trade Disputes Between States: Without federal regulation, states often imposed
tariffs and trade restrictions on each other, leading to economic friction. For
example, some states taxed goods coming from neighboring states, which hindered
interstate commerce.

e Inability to Raise Revenue: The federal government could not impose taxes; it
could only request funds from states. This made it difficult to fund national needs
such as defense, debt repayment, or infrastructure.



¢ Economic Instability: The lack of a unified economic policy resulted in inconsistent
currency and financial practices, contributing to inflation, debt, and economic
uncertainty.

e Diplomatic Challenges: Other nations, particularly Britain and Spain, exploited the
weaknesses by imposing tariffs or refusing to negotiate favorable trade agreements,
knowing the U.S. lacked a unified front.

Impact on the Young Nation

Because the federal government could neither regulate interstate commerce nor collect
taxes, the economic foundation of the United States was shaky. This situation led to
widespread economic instability, which discouraged investment and hampered growth.
Moreover, the inability to pay debts or maintain a standing army made the nation
vulnerable to external threats. The economic disarray and diplomatic weaknesses
underscored the urgent need to revise the government structure, which eventually led to
the Constitutional Convention of 1787.

Problem 2: Inability to Enforce Laws and
Maintain National Unity

Overview of the Issue

Another critical problem caused by the Articles of Confederation was the federal
government’s inability to enforce laws or compel states to comply with national policies.
Under the Articles, the government lacked executive authority and an effective judicial
system, making it difficult to ensure national cohesion and order.

Consequences of Weak Enforcement Power

This weakness manifested in several problematic ways:

e Lack of Executive Authority: The Articles did not establish a president or executive
branch to enforce laws. This absence meant that even if laws were passed, there was
no mechanism to implement or enforce them.

e Weak National Judiciary: There was no national court system to resolve disputes
between states or interpret laws, leading to inconsistent application and
enforcement.

e States Acting Independently: Without a central authority, states often acted in
their own interests, sometimes in defiance of national agreements. For instance,
some states refused to contribute troops or funds for national defense.



e Shay’s Rebellion (1786-1787): A notable example illustrating this problem was
Shay’s Rebellion, where farmers in Massachusetts protested economic injustices and
foreclosures. The rebellion exposed the federal government’s inability to quell unrest
because it lacked a standing army and the authority to intervene effectively.

Impact on National Stability and Security

The inability to enforce laws or respond decisively to internal threats endangered the
stability of the nation. Without the power to maintain order or enforce agreements, the
U.S. risked disintegration into a collection of rival states rather than a unified nation. The
rebellion and other similar incidents made it clear that a stronger federal government was
necessary to uphold law, order, and national unity.

How These Problems Led to the Constitutional
Convention

The weaknesses highlighted above—economic disorganization and inability to enforce
laws—created a sense of urgency among leaders. Many recognized that the Articles of
Confederation were inadequate for managing the complexities of a growing nation. This
realization prompted the Constitutional Convention of 1787, where delegates drafted a
new constitution that established a stronger federal government with the powers to
regulate commerce, impose taxes, enforce laws, and maintain national stability.

Summary of Key Issues

To summarize, the two main problems the U.S. government faced under the Articles of
Confederation were:

1. Limited federal power to regulate trade and collect taxes, leading to
economic instability and diplomatic weaknesses.

2. Inability to enforce laws or maintain national order, resulting in internal
unrest and threats to sovereignty.

These issues underscored the necessity for a revised system of government, leading
directly to the creation of the U.S. Constitution, which addressed these deficiencies and
laid the foundation for the federal system in place today.

Conclusion

The Articles of Confederation served as a crucial stepping stone in American history, but
its inherent weaknesses revealed the need for a more robust federal government. The



problems of economic disarray and inability to enforce laws not only hindered the nation’s
development but also threatened its unity and security. Recognizing these challenges, the
founders crafted a new constitution that balanced power between the states and the
federal government, ensuring that the United States could grow into a strong, stable, and
united nation. Understanding these early problems provides valuable insight into the
evolution of American governance and the importance of a balanced federal system.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was one major problem the U.S. government faced
due to the Articles of Confederation related to economic
power?

The Articles of Confederation limited the federal government's ability to regulate trade
and collect taxes, leading to economic instability and difficulty in paying debts.

How did the Articles of Confederation contribute to
interstate conflicts?

Since the Articles did not grant the federal government power to regulate commerce
between states, states often imposed tariffs on each other, causing disputes and hindering
economic unity.

Why was the lack of a strong central government a
problem under the Articles of Confederation?

It made it difficult for the government to enforce laws, raise revenue, or coordinate
national policies, leading to a weak and ineffective national authority.

In what way did the Articles of Confederation affect the
ability to raise funds for the government?

The government could not impose taxes directly on citizens or states, which meant it had
to rely on voluntary contributions, often resulting in insufficient funds for national needs.

How did the Articles of Confederation impact national
security and defense?

The weak central government lacked the power to maintain a standing army or enforce
defense measures, making the nation vulnerable to external threats and internal unrest.

Describe the problem caused by the lack of a unified



currency under the Articles of Confederation.

States issued their own currencies, leading to confusion, inflation, and difficulty in
conducting interstate commerce, which hindered economic stability.

What problem did the Articles of Confederation create
regarding amendments and changing the government
structure?

Amending the Articles required unanimous approval from all states, making it extremely
difficult to implement necessary reforms or adapt to new challenges.

How did these problems under the Articles of
Confederation lead to the drafting of the U.S.
Constitution?

The weaknesses and problems highlighted by the Articles prompted leaders to create a
stronger federal government through the Constitution, addressing issues like taxation,
regulation, and national defense.

Describe the overall impact of the Articles of
Confederation's weaknesses on the early United States.

The weaknesses caused economic disorganization, political instability, and security
concerns, ultimately leading to the realization that a more effective national government
was necessary, resulting in the Constitution.

Additional Resources

Problems Faced by the U.S. Government Due to the Articles of Confederation

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 a
significant step toward independence from Britain, its design proved to be fundamentally
flawed, leading to numerous challenges in governance and national stability. Two of the
most pressing problems were the lack of a strong central government to enforce laws and
regulate commerce and financial instability due to limited federal authority to generate
revenue. Below, we delve into each problem in detail, exploring their causes,
consequences, and the broader implications for the fledgling nation.



1. Lack of a Strong Central Government to
Enforce Laws and Regulate Commerce

Background and Structure of the Articles of
Confederation

The Articles created a unicameral legislative body—the Congress of the
Confederation—where each state had one vote. The government was intentionally
designed to be weak, emphasizing state sovereignty and avoiding a concentration of
power reminiscent of British rule. Notably, the Articles did not establish an executive
branch or a national judiciary, relying instead on voluntary cooperation among states.

Consequences of Weak Federal Authority

This structure led to several critical problems:

- Inability to Enforce Laws:

Since the federal government lacked an executive branch, there was no mechanism to
enforce laws passed by Congress. Even when laws were enacted, there was no national
authority to ensure compliance across states.

- Weak National Defense:

Without a standing army or reliable means to raise troops, the federal government
struggled to defend the nation or respond to external threats. States retained their
militias, but coordination was poor, and the federal government had little say in military
matters.

- Inconsistent Policies and Laws:

Each state maintained its own laws and policies, leading to conflicts and confusion. For
example, differing tariffs and trade regulations created barriers and hindered interstate
commerce.

- Difficulty in Negotiating with Foreign Powers:
The federal government lacked the power to negotiate treaties or conduct foreign policy

effectively. Foreign nations often viewed the U.S. as a weak entity, which affected trade
agreements and diplomatic relations.

Problems in Commerce and Economic Regulation

The absence of a centralized authority to regulate commerce was particularly problematic:

- Interstate Trade Disputes:
States often imposed tariffs or restrictions on goods from neighboring states, leading to



economic friction. Without a federal authority to mediate, these disputes could escalate,
harming overall economic stability.

- No Standardized Currency:
Different states issued their own currency, resulting in confusion and lack of trust in
monetary transactions. This fragmented financial system impeded interstate trade.

- Barriers to International Trade:

The federal government's inability to negotiate trade agreements or regulate tariffs meant
that the U.S. was at a disadvantage in international markets. This limited economic
growth and made the nation vulnerable to foreign influence.

Impacts on National Unity and Stability

The lack of a strong central authority also contributed to:

- Shays’ Rebellion (1786-1787):

Farmers in Massachusetts, protesting economic injustices and debt, rebelled against state
authorities. The federal government, under the Articles, could not mobilize troops to
suppress the uprising effectively, exposing its weakness and prompting calls for a stronger
government.

- Difficulty in Addressing National Crises:

Whether dealing with boundary disputes, foreign threats, or internal unrest, the
government lacked the tools necessary to respond decisively, leading to a sense of
vulnerability and disunity among states.

2. Financial Instability and Limited Revenue
Generation Powers

Origins of Financial Problems

Under the Articles of Confederation, the federal government lacked the authority to
impose taxes or raise revenue directly. Instead, it depended on voluntary contributions
from states, which were often insufficient or unreliable. This created a chronic financial
shortfall.

Consequences of Limited Federal Revenue Powers

- Inability to Pay Debts and Soldiers:



The government owed money from the Revolutionary War, including debts to foreign
nations like France and domestic soldiers. Without the power to tax, it struggled to meet
these obligations, leading to a credibility crisis.

- Weak Economic Foundations:

Without a consistent source of income, the federal government could not fund
infrastructure, pay officials, or support military needs, hampering economic growth and
stability.

- Reliance on State Contributions:
The federal government’s dependence on states to voluntarily fund national endeavors
resulted in inconsistent and often inadequate support, further weakening its authority.

Impact on National Economy

The financial crisis under the Articles manifested in several ways:

- Inability to Maintain a Stable Currency:
The lack of federal control over currency led to a patchwork of state-issued money, which
depreciated in value and created inflationary pressures.

- Trade Difficulties:
Without a centralized fiscal policy, states could set tariffs and taxes independently, leading
to economic fragmentation and discouraging interstate commerce.

- Debt Crisis and Economic Instability:

The inability to pay off national debts or fund economic development initiatives
contributed to a fragile economy, which was vulnerable to external shocks and internal
unrest.

Calls for a Federal Financial System

The financial difficulties underscored the need for a stronger federal government with
taxing authority and a unified monetary system. These issues became central to the push
for constitutional reform, culminating in the Constitutional Convention of 1787.

Conclusion: The Need for a Stronger Federal
System

The problems arising from the Articles of Confederation—chiefly the inability to enforce
laws and regulate commerce, coupled with financial instability—highlighted the limitations
of a weak central government. While the Articles succeeded in uniting the states in the



immediate aftermath of independence, their structural flaws hindered effective
governance and economic development. These challenges made it clear that a new
constitution was necessary—one that would empower the federal government with the
authority to enforce laws, regulate trade, and generate revenue. The subsequent drafting
and adoption of the U.S. Constitution addressed these issues, creating a more balanced
and robust framework for national governance, ensuring the stability and growth of the
United States in the years to come.

In summary, the Articles of Confederation's design prioritized state sovereignty at the
expense of federal authority, leading to critical problems that threatened the young
nation's stability. The lack of enforcement power and regulatory authority resulted in
economic disarray, diplomatic vulnerabilities, and internal unrest. Recognizing these
deficiencies was instrumental in shaping the Constitution and establishing a stronger,
more effective federal government—an essential step toward the United States'
emergence as a unified and resilient nation.
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