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Question 17(Multiple Choice Worth 3 Points)(02.04 MC)Under The Articles Of Confederation, If The
Federal is a prompt that invites us to explore the foundational aspects of the early American government,
particularly focusing on the Articles of Confederation. This article aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of what the Articles of Confederation entailed, especially what powers the federal

government held under this first constitution, and how those powers influenced early American history.
Introduction to the Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first constitution of the United States. It was
drafted during the tumultuous period of the American Revolution, aiming to unify the thirteen colonies
into a single confederated government that could effectively coordinate their efforts against British rule.
However, the Articles established a very limited federal government, reflecting the colonies' wariness of

centralized authority following their experiences with British tyranny.
Purpose and Significance

The primary purpose of the Articles was to create a loose alliance among the states that could handle
common issues such as defense, foreign relations, and mutual aid. It was a pioneering document that set the
stage for the development of the U.S. Constitution, highlighting both the strengths and weaknesses of a

decentralized government.

Structure of the Federal Government Under the Articles of Confederation

The government established by the Articles of Confederation was intentionally weak, comprising
primarily of a unicameral Congress. Unlike the modern U.S. government, there was no executive branch
or national judiciary.

Key Features

- Unicameral Legislature: The Continental Congress was the sole governing body.

- Equal Representation: Each state, regardless of size or population, had one vote.

- Limited Executive Power: No president or executive branch existed.

- No Federal Judiciary: There was no national court system.

Powers of the Federal Government Under the Articles of Confederation



Under the Articles, the federal government had several important powers, but these were intentionally
limited to prevent the rise of tyranny or excessive central authority. Here's an overview of the key

powers granted:

Powers Granted to the Federal Government

1. Conduct Foreign Affairs

- The federal government could negotiate treaties and alliances with foreign countries.

- It could declare war and make peace.

2. Maintain an Army and Navy

- Congress could raise and support armies and navies, though with limitations.

3. Coin Money and Regulate Currency

- The government had the authority to coin money, but each state could also issue its own currency.
4. Manage Indian Affairs

- The federal government could handle relations and treaties with Native American tribes.
5. Establish Post Offices

- The federal government was responsible for postal services across states.

6. Borrow Money

- Congress could borrow funds to finance wars and other national needs.

Limitations on Federal Power

Despite these powers, the Articles significantly restricted the federal government's capacity to act, which

contributed to several challenges:

- Taxation: The federal government could not directly tax citizens; it could only request funds from the
states, which often refused.

- Regulation of Commerce: The federal government lacked the authority to regulate interstate or foreign
commerce effectively.

- Enforcement of Laws: The government lacked an executive branch to enforce laws or treaties.

- Amendments: Changing the Articles required unanimous approval from all thirteen states, making

reforms difficult.

How These Powers Affected Early America

The limited powers under the Articles of Confederation had profound effects on the young nation, both

positive and negative.
Positive Impacts
- Preservation of State Sovereignty: States maintained significant independence, avoiding the overreach of

central authority.

- Initial Unity: The Articles helped the colonies unite during the revolution, setting a precedent for future



cooperation.

Challenges and Weaknesses

- Economic Instability: Without the power to tax or regulate commerce, the federal government struggled
to manage the economy, leading to issues like inflation and trade disputes.

- Inability to Address Domestic Problems: The government lacked the authority to quell unrest or enforce

laws uniformly.

- Foreign Relations: The weak federal government struggled to negotiate effectively with foreign powers,
leading to diplomatic issues.

- Shays' Rebellion: An uprising by farmers in Massachusetts highlighted the federal government’s inability

to maintain order under the Articles, accelerating calls for a stronger national government.

Transition to the U.S. Constitution

Recognizing the limitations of the Articles, leaders convened the Constitutional Convention in 1787, aiming

to create a more robust framework that balanced state and federal powers.

Key Changes in the Constitution

- The establishment of an executive branch headed by the President.
- The creation of a federal judiciary.

- The power to levy taxes directly on citizens.

- The ability to regulate interstate commerce.

- A process for amendments that did not require unanimity.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Articles of Confederation

Although the Articles of Confederation ultimately proved to be inadequate for governing a growing nation,
they played a crucial role in American history. They laid the groundwork for the development of the U.S.
Constitution and established the principle that government derives its authority from the consent of the

governed.

Summary of Federal Powers Under the Articles

| Power | Description |

[ —— |

| Conduct foreign affairs | Negotiate treaties, declare war, make peace |

| Maintain armed forces | Raise and support armies and navies |

| Coin money | Issue currency and regulate its value |

| Manage Indian affairs | Handle treaties and relations with Native tribes |
| Establish postal service | Maintain communication networks |

| Borrow money | Finance national needs |



In essence, under the Articles of Confederation, the federal government had limited but vital powers that
allowed it to coordinate efforts among the states during wartime and handle diplomatic matters. However,
the inability to enforce laws, levy taxes, or regulate commerce ultimately demonstrated the need for a

stronger federal structure—leading directly to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution.

Understanding the powers of the federal government under the Articles of Confederation is essential for
grasping the evolution of American political thought and governance. It highlights the delicate balance

between federal authority and state sovereignty—a debate that continues to influence U.S. politics today.

Frequently Asked Questions

Under the Articles of Confederation, what was the primary limitation on

the federal government's power?

It lacked the authority to tax and regulate commerce between states.

What was a major consequence of the federal government's inability to

levy taxes under the Articles of Confederation?

The government struggled to raise revenue, leading to financial instability and an inability to pay debts.

How did the Articles of Confederation affect interstate trade?

It made interstate trade difficult because states could impose tariffs and trade restrictions on each other.

Under the Articles of Confederation, what was required for the federal
government to pass significant legislation?

A majority of the states had to agree, as there was no executive branch to enforce laws.

Why did many Americans view the Articles of Confederation as
ineffective?

Because it created a weak central government that could not enforce laws or address national issues

effectively.



What was the impact of the Articles of Confederation on national defense?

The federal government lacked the power to raise an army, relying instead on state militias for defense.

How did the Articles of Confederation influence the drafting of the U.S.

Constitution?

The weaknesses exposed under the Articles led to the Constitutional Convention to create a stronger

federal government.

Under the Articles of Confederation, could the federal government

regulate trade and commerce?

No, it did not have the power to regulate interstate or foreign trade.

‘What was one of the key features of the Articles of Confederation
regarding state sovereignty?

States retained most of their independence and sovereignty, with limited powers delegated to the federal

government.

How did the Articles of Confederation address the issue of representation
in Congress?

Each state had one vote in Congress, regardless of its size or population.
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The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first constitution of the United States,
establishing a foundational framework for the newly independent states. This early document was crafted
during a time of significant upheaval and uncertainty, aiming to unify the colonies while maintaining their
sovereignty. The question, "Under the Articles of Confederation, if the federal..." prompts an exploration of
the nature and limitations of the federal government as established by this precursor to the U.S.
Constitution. Understanding its provisions, strengths, and weaknesses offers valuable insight into the

evolution of American governance and the reasons behind the subsequent adoption of the Constitution.



Overview of the Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation was America's first attempt at a national government, creating a "firm league
of friendship" among the thirteen states. It was designed primarily to preserve state sovereignty and
prevent the domination experienced under British rule, especially the oppressive powers exercised by

Parliament and the Crown.

Key Features

- Unicameral Legislature: The Congress was the sole national authority, with each state represented
equally regardless of size or population.

- Limited Federal Powers: Congress could declare war, make treaties, and manage relations with Native
tribes, but lacked authority to tax, regulate commerce, or enforce laws.

- State Sovereignty: States retained most powers, including taxation, law enforcement, and internal
governance.

- No Executive or Judicial Branches: There was no president or federal courts, leading to a decentralized

system.

Implications of the Federal Structure Under the Articles

The structure of the government under the Articles had profound effects on the young nation. It was a

cautious compromise that prioritized state independence but also introduced significant limitations.

Strengths of the Articles

- Preservation of State Sovereignty: Allowed states to retain control over their own affairs, fostering
loyalty.

- Avoidance of Tyranny: Limited central authority to prevent the rise of a strong, potentially oppressive
federal government.

- Successful Land Policies: The Articles facilitated the passage of the Northwest Ordinance (1787), which

established procedures for territories to become states and banned slavery in the Northwest Territory.

Weaknesses and Challenges

- Lack of Power to Tax: Congress depended on voluntary contributions from states, leading to chronic

financial shortages.



- Inability to Regulate Commerce: Disputes between states over tariffs and trade were common,
undermining economic stability.

- Unanimous Consent for Amendments: Any change required the agreement of all thirteen states, making
reforms nearly impossible.

- Weak Enforcement: Congress lacked the authority to enforce laws or compel states to comply with
national policies.

- Interstate Conflicts: Disputes over borders, trade, and sovereignty were frequent, exposing the fragility of

the union.

What If The Federal Under The Articles Of Confederation? —
Hypothetical Scenarios

The question hints at hypothetical situations involving the federal government under the Articles. While
the Articles limited federal power, understanding "what if" scenarios illuminates their practical

implications.

Scenario 1: Federal Government Attempts to Enforce Taxation

If the federal government under the Articles attempted to impose taxes directly on citizens:

- Pros:
- Could generate revenue more reliably than voluntary contributions.

- Strengthen the federal government's capacity to fund national needs, such as defense or infrastructure.

- Cons:

- States could refuse or ignore federal tax requests, leading to financial weakness.

- The lack of enforcement mechanisms meant federal authorities could do little to compel compliance.
- Potential conflicts could arise between state governments and the federal government, exacerbating

tensions.

Historical context: The federal government, under the Articles, was unable to collect taxes; this was a major

weakness that contributed to economic instability and the failure to pay revolutionary war debts.

Scenario 2: Federal Regulation of Interstate Commerce



If the federal government had authority to regulate interstate commerce:

- Pros:
- Facilitated trade between states, reducing disputes and tariffs.

- Promoted economic growth and stability.

- Cons:
- States might see federal regulation as an infringement on sovereignty.
- The lack of enforcement powers would still pose issues unless the federal government had a stronger

mandate.

Historical context: Congress's inability to regulate commerce led to economic conflicts, such as disputes over

tariffs and navigation rights, which hampered national economic development.

Scenario 3: Federal Authority to Enforce Laws and Maintain Order

If the federal government had the power to enforce laws and maintain order:

- Pros:
- Would enhance national unity and stability.

- Could effectively address internal conflicts and disputes between states.

- Cons:
- Could threaten states’ sovereignty, leading to resistance.

- Potential for abuse of power without checks and balances.

Historical context: The lack of a strong federal enforcement mechanism was evident during Shays’

Rebellion (1786—1787), which exposed the inability of Congress to quell uprisings or maintain order.

Impact of the Articles on the Development of the U.S.

Constitution

The weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation became increasingly apparent, prompting calls for a
stronger federal government. The Constitutional Convention of 1787 was convened to address these issues,

leading to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution.



Key Reforms Implemented in the Constitution

- Creation of a Federal Executive: To enforce laws and oversee national affairs.

- Establishment of Federal Courts: To interpret laws and resolve disputes.

- Power to Tax and Regulate Commerce: To ensure economic stability and national revenue.

- Bicameral Legislature: Featuring the House of Representatives and the Senate, balancing representation
based on population and state equality.

- Checks and Balances: Designed to prevent tyranny and protect individual and state rights.

Pros of Moving Beyond the Articles

- Greater national cohesion and authority.
- Improved ability to address economic, military, and diplomatic challenges.

- Enhanced capacity for law enforcement and dispute resolution.

Cons of the Transition

- Resistance from states wary of losing sovereignty.
- Political debates over power distribution.

- Initial uncertainties during the implementation of the new system.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation served as a critical stepping stone in the formation of American government.
It reflected the colonies’ desire to avoid tyranny and maintain independence but ultimately proved
inadequate for managing a growing, diverse nation. The limitations—particularly in taxation, regulation,
and enforcement—highlighted the need for a more robust federal system. The subsequent Constitution
addressed these shortcomings, establishing a balanced federal structure capable of fostering national unity

while respecting individual and state rights.

In summary, under the Articles of Confederation, the federal government was intentionally weak, which
had both positive and negative consequences. While it prevented central tyranny and promoted state
sovereignty, it also led to economic disarray, diplomatic difficulties, and internal unrest. This experience
underscored the importance of a stronger federal framework, shaping the foundational principles of the

United States government we recognize today.



In essence, the question about the federal under the Articles prompts a comprehensive understanding of its
strengths, weaknesses, and historical significance—highlighting the delicate balance between state

sovereignty and federal power that continues to influence American political discourse.
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