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The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, marked America's first attempt at establishing a
unified national government following independence from Britain. While it represented a significant
step toward self-governance, the government created by the Articles was fundamentally flawed and
failed to effectively address many of the pressing issues facing the nascent United States. Its
weaknesses ultimately paved the way for the drafting of the U.S. Constitution, which sought to create
a stronger and more effective federal government. This article explores the major problems that the
government under the Articles of Confederation was unable to solve, highlighting its limitations and
the reasons for its failure.

Overview of the Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation established a confederation of sovereign states with a weak central
government. Key features included:

- A unicameral Congress where each state had one vote
- No executive branch to enforce laws
- No national judiciary
- Limited powers to regulate commerce, taxes, or military forces
- Emphasis on state sovereignty and independence

While the Articles succeeded in uniting the states during the Revolutionary War and passing
important legislation like the Northwest Ordinance, their structural weaknesses hampered the
government's ability to manage national issues effectively.

Major Problems Faced by the Government Under the
Articles of Confederation

1. Inability to Levy and Collect Taxes

One of the most critical shortcomings was the government’s inability to generate revenue. Under the
Articles:

- Congress lacked the authority to impose taxes directly on citizens.
- It could only request funds from the states, which often refused or delayed payments.



- This reliance on voluntary contributions led to chronic financial shortages.

Consequences:

- The government struggled to pay debts incurred during the Revolutionary War.
- It could not fund national defense or essential services effectively.
- This financial weakness undermined confidence among citizens and foreign nations.

2. Lack of Power to Regulate Commerce

Trade between states and with foreign nations was chaotic due to the government’s inability to
regulate commerce:

- Each state could impose tariffs and taxes on goods from other states.
- No uniform trade policies existed, leading to economic disputes.

Impact:

- Disruptions hampered interstate commerce.
- Foreign countries were hesitant to enter into trade agreements, fearing inconsistent policies.
- Economic instability persisted, affecting growth and development.

3. Absence of a National Executive or Strong Central Authority

The government under the Articles lacked an executive branch:

- No president or national leader to enforce laws.
- Decisions required approval by all 13 states, making swift action impossible.

Problems:

- The government was reactive rather than proactive.
- It was unable to respond effectively to crises, such as Shays’ Rebellion.
- Lack of leadership weakened national unity.

4. Ineffective National Defense and Military Power

Without the power to maintain a standing army or enforce conscription:

- The government relied on state militias for defense.
- It had no authority to raise funds or personnel for a national military.

Consequences:

- The government’s inability to suppress internal uprisings or defend against external threats exposed



its vulnerability.
- Shays’ Rebellion in 1786-87 highlighted this weakness and alarmed many leaders.

5. Difficulties in Amending the Articles

Amending the Articles of Confederation required unanimous approval:

- All 13 states had to agree, making reform nearly impossible.
- This rigidity prevented the government from adapting to new challenges.

Implications:

- The inability to amend the Articles hindered reforms necessary for effective governance.
- Persistent problems remained unresolved, leading to calls for a new constitution.

6. Weaknesses in International Diplomacy

The lack of a strong central government affected the U.S.'s standing abroad:

- The government could not negotiate effectively with foreign powers.
- It was unable to enforce treaties or protect American interests overseas.

Effects:

- Foreign nations questioned the U.S.'s credibility.
- It hampered efforts to secure favorable trade agreements and diplomatic recognition.

Specific Examples Demonstrating the Failures of the
Articles of Confederation

Shays’ Rebellion (1786-1787)

- Farmers in Massachusetts, led by Daniel Shays, rebelled against economic injustices and high taxes.
- The federal government lacked the authority and resources to quell the uprising.
- The rebellion exposed the government’s inability to maintain order and protect property rights.

Financial Crisis and Debt

- The government owed money to foreign nations and domestic creditors.
- Due to the lack of taxation powers, debts remained unpaid.
- This undermined the creditworthiness of the United States and delayed economic progress.



Foreign Relations and Treaty Violations

- Spain controlled the Mississippi River and refused to allow American navigation.
- Britain maintained forts in the Northwest Territory, violating the Treaty of Paris.
- The inability of the government to enforce treaties or negotiate effectively left the U.S. vulnerable.

Consequences of the Failures

The persistent problems under the Articles of Confederation had profound consequences:

- Economic Instability: The inability to regulate trade and collect taxes led to economic chaos.
- Political Discontent: Citizens and leaders recognized the need for a stronger government.
- Threats to National Security: External threats and internal uprisings demonstrated the government's
weaknesses.
- Calls for Constitutional Reform: The failures prompted the Constitutional Convention of 1787,
resulting in the U.S. Constitution.

The Transition to the U.S. Constitution

Recognizing the limitations of the Articles, delegates convened in Philadelphia to draft a new
framework of government. The resulting U.S. Constitution created:

- An executive branch led by a President
- A national judiciary
- Powers to tax, regulate commerce, and maintain national defense
- Checks and balances to prevent tyranny
- An easier process for amendments

This new government addressed many of the issues that had plagued the Articles of Confederation,
establishing a stronger federal system capable of managing the nation’s growing needs.

Conclusion

The government established by the Articles of Confederation was an important first step in American
self-governance. However, its fundamental weaknesses—particularly in taxation, regulation of
commerce, military power, and adaptability—rendered it ineffective in solving major problems facing
the young nation. These failures highlighted the need for a more robust and centralized federal
government, culminating in the drafting and adoption of the U.S. Constitution. Understanding these
shortcomings provides valuable insight into the development of American political institutions and the
importance of balanced governance.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Why was the government created by the Articles of
Confederation considered weak?
Because it lacked the power to tax, regulate trade, and enforce laws, making it ineffective in
managing the country's needs.

What major economic issues did the Articles of Confederation
government fail to address?
It struggled to regulate interstate commerce, collect taxes, and manage national debt, leading to
economic instability.

How did the lack of a strong central government under the
Articles of Confederation impact national security?
It left the government unable to maintain a standing army or respond effectively to threats,
weakening national defense.

In what ways did the Articles of Confederation fail to resolve
disputes between states?
Because it lacked the authority to mediate or enforce treaties, conflicts between states often went
unresolved, causing tensions.

What role did the Articles of Confederation play in the
economic depression following the Revolutionary War?
Its inability to create a unified economic policy contributed to financial chaos and hindered recovery
efforts.

Why did Shays' Rebellion highlight the failures of the Articles
of Confederation?
It demonstrated the government's inability to maintain order and address economic grievances,
prompting calls for a stronger federal system.

How did the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation lead



to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution?
The Constitution was created to establish a stronger federal government capable of solving the major
problems left unaddressed by the Articles.

What major problems remained unsolved by the government
under the Articles of Confederation?
Issues such as economic stability, national security, interstate disputes, and effective taxation
remained unresolved, leading to its failure.
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The government established under the Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, was a pioneering
attempt by the newly independent American states to unite under a common framework. However,
despite its noble intentions, this early national government was ultimately unsuccessful at addressing
numerous pressing issues faced by the young nation. Its structural weaknesses, limited powers, and
inability to adapt to evolving circumstances revealed critical flaws that contributed to its downfall.
This review examines the key problems the Articles failed to resolve, analyzing their causes,
consequences, and the lessons learned that informed the creation of the U.S. Constitution.

The Structural Weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation

Lack of Central Authority
One of the most significant shortcomings of the Articles was the absence of a strong central
government. The Articles intentionally limited the powers of Congress, which was designed to prevent
tyranny and reflect the sovereignty of individual states. However, this decentralization often
hampered effective governance.

Features:
- No executive branch to enforce laws
- No national judiciary to interpret laws
- Congress lacked authority to enforce its decisions

Pros:
- Maintained state sovereignty
- Prevented concentration of power in a central authority

Cons:
- Ineffective in enforcing national policies



- Difficult to coordinate efforts across states
- Limited ability to respond swiftly to crises

Impact:
This structural weakness meant that the national government could not levy taxes, regulate
commerce, or compel states to comply with national laws, leading to a fragmented and weak federal
system.

Inability to Levy Taxes and Raise Revenue
Under the Articles, Congress lacked the power to impose taxes directly on citizens. It could only
request funds from states, which often refused or delayed payments.

Consequences:
- Insufficient funds to pay off war debts
- Inability to fund national defense or public projects
- Dependence on voluntary contributions, which were unreliable

Analysis:
This financial weakness severely limited the government's capacity to function effectively. The
national government was chronically underfunded, which undermined its authority and ability to
maintain order.

Major Problems the Articles Failed to Solve

Economic Instability and Interstate Commerce
Economic issues plagued the post-Revolutionary War period. States issued their own currencies,
leading to confusion and inflation. Additionally, the Articles did not grant Congress the power to
regulate interstate commerce.

Problems:
- Multiple conflicting currencies
- Trade disputes between states
- Tariffs and trade barriers hindering national economic growth

Consequences:
- Economic chaos and instability
- Difficulties in establishing a unified national economy
- Loss of confidence among merchants and citizens

Analysis:
Without authority to regulate interstate trade, the national government could not foster economic
stability or growth. States prioritized their own interests, leading to economic disunity.



Foreign Relations and National Security
The inability of the government to enforce treaties or coordinate defense was a major drawback.

Issues:
- Weak negotiation position with foreign powers
- Inability to maintain a standing army
- Challenges in defending against external threats

Examples:
- British retention of forts in the Northwest Territory
- Spain restricting access to the Mississippi River
- Pirates disrupting maritime trade

Impact:
The U.S. appeared weak and unreliable on the international stage, undermining its sovereignty and
security.

Maintaining Internal Order
The Articles did little to prevent internal unrest or enforce laws within states.

Problems:
- Shays’ Rebellion (1786-1787) demonstrated the government’s inability to suppress uprisings
- Lack of a national police force
- States often acted unilaterally, undermining national authority

Analysis:
The rebellion exposed the fragility of the post-war order and the need for a stronger federal
government capable of maintaining internal stability.

Specific Failures in Addressing Key Issues

Amending the Articles
The process required unanimity among states, making amendments nearly impossible.

Problems:
- Resistance from states hesitant to cede sovereignty
- Stagnation in governance and reform

Outcome:
Ineffective governance led to continued problems and loss of faith in the Articles’ ability to adapt.



Handling Western Lands and Expansion
The Articles did not provide a clear plan for managing western territories or facilitating expansion.

Consequences:
- Disputes over land claims
- Lack of a unified policy for settlement and development
- Led to tensions among states and with Native American tribes

Resolution:
These issues were eventually addressed through the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, but this was
outside the framework of the Articles and reflected their inadequacy.

The Transition to the U.S. Constitution

Recognizing the inability of the Articles to resolve fundamental problems, leaders convened the
Constitutional Convention in 1787. The resulting U.S. Constitution created a stronger federal
government with separate executive, legislative, and judicial branches, and powers to tax, regulate
commerce, and maintain order.

Features of the New System:
- Federal supremacy over states
- Power to levy taxes and enforce laws
- A process for amendments without requiring unanimity
- Clearer separation of powers

Pros:
- Addressed the weaknesses of the Articles
- Enabled the government to respond more effectively to crises
- Laid the foundation for a stable and adaptable political system

Cons:
- Raised concerns about the potential for centralized tyranny
- Initially lacked protections for individual rights (addressed later by the Bill of Rights)

Conclusion

The government created by the Articles of Confederation was a valiant experiment in self-
governance, emphasizing state sovereignty and limited federal power. However, its structural
weaknesses and inability to solve pressing national problems led to its failure. It could not effectively
manage the economy, conduct foreign policy, maintain internal security, or adapt to changing
circumstances. These shortcomings underscored the necessity for a stronger, more flexible federal
government—culminating in the drafting of the U.S. Constitution. The transition from the Articles to
the Constitution marks a pivotal moment in American history, highlighting the importance of balanced
government structures capable of addressing complex and diverse challenges. Despite its failures,
the Articles served as a vital stepping stone toward the development of the enduring American
constitutional system.
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