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Understanding the relationship between individual states and the national government is fundamental
to grasping the foundation of the United States' political system. This relationship was initially defined
under the Articles of Confederation, the first constitution of the United States, ratified in 1781. The
Articles established a decentralized form of government that prioritized state sovereignty while
attempting to unify the various colonies into a loose confederation. To comprehend this relationship
fully, it is essential to analyze the responsibilities and limitations placed on the states concerning their
interactions with the national government under the Articles of Confederation.

In this article, we will explore the core responsibilities of the states under the Articles, what powers
they retained, and how these responsibilities laid the groundwork for the subsequent U.S.
Constitution. This comprehensive review aims to provide clarity on this historical framework,
highlighting its significance in shaping modern federalism.

Background: The Articles of Confederation and Its
Federal Structure

Before diving into specific responsibilities, it is vital to understand the context of the Articles of
Confederation itself. Drafted during the Revolutionary War and ratified in 1781, the Articles created a
national government that was intentionally weak, reflecting the colonies' desire to retain
independence and avoid tyranny. The Articles established a "firm league of friendship" among the
states, with most powers remaining with state governments.

Key features of the Articles included:

- A unicameral Congress where each state had one vote.

- Limited powers assigned to Congress, such as conducting foreign relations, maintaining armed
forces, and managing Indian affairs.

- No executive branch or national judiciary.

- No authority to levy taxes or regulate interstate commerce directly; instead, Congress could request
funds from states.

Given this structure, the responsibilities of the states to the national government under the Articles
were primarily shaped by their commitments to cooperate with Congress and uphold the collective
agreements.



Primary Responsibilities of the States Under the
Articles of Confederation

The responsibilities of individual states toward the national government under the Articles can be
summarized into several key areas:

1. Providing Financial Support

- Although Congress lacked the power to impose taxes, states were expected to contribute financially
to support the national government.

- States were responsible for providing funds, troops, and supplies when requested by Congress,
especially during wartime.

- This reliance on voluntary contributions often led to financial shortages and inefficiencies,
highlighting the weak federal authority.

2. Enforcing National Legislation

- States were required to adhere to and enforce the laws, treaties, and agreements passed by
Congress.

- This included implementing national policies, maintaining militias, and respecting treaties made with
foreign nations and Native tribes.

- Enforcement depended heavily on state cooperation, as the national government lacked
enforcement powers.

3. Participating in the Confederation Congress

- States had a duty to send representatives to Congress and participate actively in decision-making
processes.

- Each state’s delegation was responsible for representing their interests and executing Congress’s
directives.

- The effectiveness of this role depended on the states' willingness and capacity to participate.

4. Upholding the Articles’ Commitments

- States were expected to abide by the Articles’ provisions, including the Articles' requirement for
unanimity in amending the document.

- They were also responsible for honoring treaties and agreements made under the Articles’
framework.

5. Defending the Union

- States were responsible for maintaining militias and providing troops for the collective defense.
- In times of war, states had to contribute soldiers and resources to the Continental Army or other
national military efforts.



Limitations on State Responsibilities and the Impact on
Federal Power

While the Articles of Confederation outlined certain responsibilities of the states, it also explicitly
limited their authority in ways that affected their relationship with the national government.

Limited Federal Authority

- The national government lacked the power to tax directly, relying instead on voluntary contributions
from states.

- Congress could not regulate commerce between states or with foreign nations effectively.

- No executive branch existed to enforce laws, and no national judiciary was established to interpret
them.

State Sovereignty and Its Implications

- The emphasis on state sovereignty often led to conflicts and inefficiencies.

- States could ignore requests from Congress, refuse to pay debts, or act unilaterally, undermining
national unity.

- This decentralized power structure made it challenging to address issues like economic stability,
defense, and international relations effectively.

Transition from the Articles to the U.S. Constitution

The weaknesses in the Articles of Confederation, particularly in the areas of federal authority and the
responsibilities of the states, led to the Constitutional Convention of 1787. The new Constitution
sought to redefine the roles and responsibilities of states relative to the federal government,
establishing a more balanced and effective federal system.

Key changes included:

- Giving Congress the power to levy taxes and regulate commerce.

- Creating an executive branch to enforce federal laws.

- Establishing a federal judiciary to interpret laws.

- Defining the relationship between state and federal powers more clearly.

However, understanding the responsibilities of the states under the Articles provides valuable insights
into the historical origins of American federalism and the delicate balance of power that continues to
evolve.
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The Articles

The most accurate summary of the states’ responsibilities under the Articles of Confederation is that
they were primarily responsible for supporting the national government through voluntary financial
contributions, enforcing federal laws and treaties, participating in Congress, upholding the Articles’
commitments, and providing military support when needed. These responsibilities reflect a
relationship characterized by significant state sovereignty, with limited federal power to enforce or
compel action.

While the Articles established a framework for cooperation, the reliance on voluntary compliance and
the limited scope of federal authority ultimately proved insufficient to address the challenges facing
the young nation. This historical context underscores the importance of the subsequent constitutional
reforms that sought to balance state responsibilities with a stronger federal government.

Understanding these responsibilities not only illuminates the foundational principles of American
federalism but also provides perspective on how the evolving relationship between states and the
national government continues to shape U.S. politics today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary responsibility of states toward the
national government under the Articles of Confederation?

Under the Articles of Confederation, states were primarily responsible for supporting the national
government by providing funds, troops, and complying with congressional requests, while maintaining
most of their sovereignty.

Did the Articles of Confederation establish a strong central
authority, and what was the state's role in this structure?

No, the Articles created a weak central government; states held most powers and were responsible
for funding and supporting the national government as per its requests.

How were states expected to contribute financially to the
national government under the Articles?

States were expected to contribute funds based on their own assessments and requests from
Congress, but there was no enforceable mechanism to ensure compliance.

What role did states play in the military under the Articles of
Confederation?

States were responsible for providing troops and supporting the military efforts upon request from
Congress, but the federal government lacked the power to compel military contributions.



Were states required to adhere to the laws and treaties
established by the national government under the Articles?

Yes, states were expected to honor and adhere to laws and treaties ratified by the Confederation
Congress, although enforcement depended on voluntary compliance.

How did the Articles of Confederation define the relationship
between state sovereignty and national authority?

The Articles emphasized state sovereignty, with the national government limited in power and
dependent on states for support, making the relationship one of loose confederation rather than
strong union.

What was the obligation of states to support the national
government during peace and war under the Articles?

States were obligated to support the national government by providing funds, troops, and resources
during both peace and war, as requested by Congress.

Did the Articles of Confederation give the states any
responsibilities regarding interstate relations?

Yes, states were responsible for managing their own relations with each other, and the national
government had limited authority to intervene in interstate disputes.

In what ways did the Articles of Confederation limit the power
of the states in fulfilling their responsibilities to the national
government?

The Articles limited the federal government's power to enforce contributions and laws, relying on
states' voluntary cooperation, thus making it difficult for the national government to enforce its
responsibilities.

Additional Resources

Which Answer Best Summarizes The State's Responsibilities To The National Government Under The
Articles

Understanding the delicate balance of power between state governments and the nascent national
authority under the Articles of Confederation is essential for grasping the foundation of American
federalism. The Articles, ratified in 1781, served as the first constitution of the United States and
established a confederation of sovereign states united primarily for war and mutual defense.
However, this structure also delineated specific responsibilities that individual states held toward the
central government. As the nation grappled with the weaknesses of the Articles, clarifying these
responsibilities became a vital part of the evolving American political landscape. So, which answer
best summarizes the states’ duties to the national government under this early framework? To



explore this, we will examine the core responsibilities assigned to states, their limitations, and the
implications for the development of federal authority.

The Nature of the Articles of Confederation: A Brief Overview

Before delving into the responsibilities, it's important to contextualize the Articles of Confederation.
This document was crafted to create a loose alliance among the thirteen colonies, emphasizing state
sovereignty. Unlike modern constitutions, the Articles prioritized state independence and limited the
powers of the central government to prevent tyranny, reflecting the colonists’ recent experience
under British rule.

Under the Articles, the national government possessed only limited powers, primarily to conduct
foreign affairs, manage war and peace, coin money, and handle Indian affairs. Most authority—such
as taxation, regulation of commerce, and enforcement of laws—remained with the states themselves.
This division of authority meant that the responsibilities of states toward the national government
were both unique and crucial in maintaining the union.

Core Responsibilities of the States Under the Articles
1. Providing Funds for the Confederation

One of the primary responsibilities of the states was to support the national government financially.
Since the Articles lacked a direct power to levy taxes, the federal government depended entirely on
voluntary contributions from the states to fund its operations.

- Obligation to Contribute: States were expected to furnish funds for national defense, diplomatic
missions, and other federal initiatives.

- Voluntary Nature: The reliance on voluntary contributions often resulted in financial shortfalls, as
states prioritized their own interests, leading to chronic underfunding.

This financial dependency created significant limitations, undermining the effectiveness of the
national government in executing its duties.

2. Respecting National Laws and Treaties

States were obliged to honor the treaties negotiated by the Confederation and uphold laws enacted
by the Congress.

- Adherence to Federal Decisions: States had a duty to respect treaties, which was vital for
maintaining diplomatic credibility.

- Uniformity in Policy Implementation: While enforcement was often inconsistent, the expectation was
that states would cooperate with federal directives to ensure national coherence.

Failure to respect treaties or federal laws could undermine diplomatic relations and weaken the union.

3. Supporting Military Efforts and Defense



Although the Articles centralized limited military authority, states bore responsibility for raising
troops.

- Contingent to Congress: States were asked to provide soldiers, supplies, and support for national
defense.

- Standards for Military Service: States had to organize militias and cooperate with federal military
plans, a challenging task given their sovereignty.

This cooperation was essential for defending the young nation against external threats and internal
insurrections.

4. Maintaining Peace and Order

States were responsible for maintaining internal peace within their borders, but also had to cooperate
with federal efforts to suppress insurrections or disturbances.

- Law Enforcement: Ensuring state and local laws aligned with the broader national interests.
- Contributing to Federal Law Enforcement: When necessary, states were expected to work with
federal authorities to uphold laws, such as during the Whiskey Rebellion.

This dual responsibility underscored the importance of state support in maintaining stability.

Limitations and Challenges in the Responsibilities
Despite these responsibilities, the Articles of Confederation's structure created significant challenges:

- Financial Limitations: Without the power to tax, Congress struggled to fund its operations, relying on
inconsistent state contributions.

- Weak Enforcement: The federal government lacked authority to enforce laws or compel states to
act, leading to issues like non-compliance with treaties or military contributions.

- Interstate Disputes: The lack of a strong central authority meant states often acted unilaterally,
sometimes at odds with federal interests or other states’ needs.

These limitations spurred widespread calls for a more robust federal system, eventually leading to the
drafting of the U.S. Constitution.

The Evolution of State Responsibilities: From Articles to the Constitution

The weaknesses inherent in the Articles’ approach to state responsibilities illuminated the need for a
stronger federal framework. The Constitution, ratified in 1788, redefined the relationship:

- Federal Supremacy: The Constitution established that federal laws take precedence over state laws.
- Power to Tax and Regulate Commerce: The new government gained authority to levy taxes directly
on individuals and regulate interstate commerce.

- Enforcement Powers: Federal authorities could enforce laws and ensure compliance across states.

These changes transitioned the responsibilities from a loosely confederated system to a more



integrated federal state, balancing sovereignty with national authority.

Which Answer Best Summarizes the State's Responsibilities?

Given the complex interplay of duties under the Articles, the most accurate summary is that the
states were responsible for supporting the national government primarily through financial
contributions, respecting federal laws and treaties, providing military support, and maintaining
internal order, all within a framework that heavily relied on voluntary cooperation. The Articles
emphasized the sovereignty of states while assigning specific, albeit limited, responsibilities to
support the national interests.

This understanding underscores the foundational tensions that shaped early American governance: a
desire for independence balanced against the need for cooperation. These responsibilities, initially
minimal and voluntary, laid the groundwork for future federal authority—once the limitations of the
Articles became evident.

Conclusion

The responsibilities of the states under the Articles of Confederation highlight a unique period in
American history marked by a cautious approach to federal power. While the Articles assigned key
duties such as financial support, respecting treaties, military cooperation, and maintaining order, the
lack of enforcement powers and reliance on voluntary compliance revealed fundamental weaknesses.
Recognizing these responsibilities not only clarifies the early American political structure but also
provides insight into the evolving nature of federalism. The transition from the Articles to the
Constitution cemented a more balanced distribution of responsibilities, shaping the federal system
that remains at the core of American governance today.
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