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The Articles of Confederation

When the United States declared independence from Great Britain in 1776, it did not immediately become the strong federal republic that Americans know today. The new nation was born in war, uncertainty, and argument. Its leaders knew what they were fighting against more clearly than what they were building. They rejected monarchy, aristocracy, taxation without representation, standing armies controlled by distant rulers, and the idea that political authority could be imposed from across the ocean. Yet rejecting British rule was only the beginning. Once independence was declared, the former colonies had to answer a much harder question: how could thirteen separate states, each with its own government, traditions, economy, ambitions, and fears, join together without surrendering the liberty they had just fought to defend?

The first national answer to that question was the Articles of Confederation, the original framework of government for the United States. Today, the Articles are often remembered mainly as a failure, a weak system replaced by the Constitution after only a few years of real operation. That judgment is not entirely wrong, but it is incomplete. The Articles were not simply a mistake made by inexperienced politicians. They were the product of a particular historical moment, shaped by revolutionary ideals, wartime danger, distrust of centralized power, and the practical difficulty of uniting thirteen independent-minded states. To understand the Articles, it is necessary to enter the world of the American Revolution, when Americans feared tyranny more than disorder and valued local self-government more than national efficiency.

The Americans who drafted the Articles had lived under the authority of the British Crown and Parliament. They believed that distant power had abused them through taxes, trade regulations, military occupation, and interference in colonial government. Many colonists had come to see concentrated authority as dangerous by its very nature. In their eyes, liberty was safest when power remained close to the people. A town meeting, a colonial assembly, or a state legislature seemed more trustworthy than a remote imperial government. This attitude did not disappear when independence was declared. In fact, the Revolution strengthened it. Americans did not fight a long and costly war merely to replace one powerful central authority with another. They wanted union, but they wanted a union that would not become oppressive.

This explains why the Articles of Confederation created what was deliberately a very limited national government. The word ‘confederation’ is important. It did not mean a single, unified nation in the modern sense. It meant a league or alliance of states. Under the Articles, the states kept most of the real power. The national government could conduct diplomacy, make treaties, manage relations with Native nations, declare war, borrow money, and request funds from the states. But it could not directly tax individuals, regulate trade between the states, enforce its laws effectively, or compel states to obey national decisions. Congress existed, but there was no president, no independent executive branch, and no national court system comparable to the federal judiciary created later under the Constitution.

At first, this arrangement seemed logical to many revolutionaries. The states were the political communities people knew best. A person in Virginia, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, or South Carolina was more likely to think of his state as his primary political home than to imagine himself first as an American citizen in a powerful national republic. The United States was still a new idea, more fragile than later generations sometimes realize. The thirteen states had different religious cultures, economic systems, social structures, and regional interests. New England towns, southern plantations, middle-colony commercial cities, frontier settlements, and coastal trading communities did not always see their interests in the same way. A loose union seemed like the only arrangement that could hold them together without provoking resistance.

The Articles were drafted by the Second Continental Congress, the same revolutionary body that guided the colonies through independence and war. The drafting process began in 1776, but agreement was slow. The central problem was balance. How much power should the national government have? How should states be represented? Who would control western lands? How would war debts be paid? These were not small technical matters. They touched the deepest anxieties of the Revolution. Large states feared being limited by small ones. Small states feared being dominated by large ones. States with western land claims wanted to preserve their claims. States without such claims worried that their neighbors would become too wealthy and powerful. The debate over union was therefore also a debate over power, territory, equality, and the future shape of the republic.

One of the most important principles of the Articles was the legal equality of the states within Congress. Each state had one vote, regardless of population or size. Virginia, with its large population and vast land claims, had the same vote as tiny Delaware or Rhode Island. This arrangement reflected the idea that the United States was a compact among states, not a government resting directly on individual citizens. To modern readers, this may seem unfair because it ignored population. But to many people at the time, it seemed fair precisely because it protected state sovereignty. The states were understood almost like separate political societies entering a common alliance. If the union was a partnership among states, then each state deserved an equal voice.

The Articles also required broad agreement for major decisions. Important measures needed the approval of nine states, and amendments to the Articles required unanimous consent. This made the system cautious, conservative, and difficult to change. The framers of the Articles were more afraid of hasty centralized action than governmental paralysis. They believed that if the national government could act too easily, it might become dangerous. In practice, however, the high voting thresholds made it extremely difficult for Congress to solve urgent problems. The government could recommend, request, and debate, but it often struggled to act with speed or authority. The very safeguards designed to protect liberty made national administration weak.

The greatest weakness of the Articles was financial. Congress could borrow money and ask the states to contribute funds, but it could not impose taxes directly. This was not an accidental omission. Taxation had been at the center of the imperial crisis with Britain. Americans had protested the Stamp Act, the Townshend Acts, and other forms of taxation they considered illegitimate. Revolutionary leaders understood that giving Congress direct taxing power would alarm many citizens and state governments. Yet without taxation, the national government depended on voluntary state payments. Congress could calculate what each state owed, but it could not force states to pay. During the Revolution, when money was desperately needed for soldiers, supplies, weapons, and foreign loans, this weakness became a constant source of crisis.

The financial problem was made worse by war debt. Fighting Great Britain required enormous resources. The Continental Congress printed paper money, borrowed from domestic lenders, borrowed from foreign allies, and relied on state contributions. The paper currency, known as Continental money, rapidly lost value because it was not backed by stable revenue. The phrase ‘not worth a Continental’ entered American speech as a bitter joke about worthless money. Soldiers often went unpaid. Suppliers hesitated to provide goods. Citizens lost confidence in national promises. The Revolution succeeded militarily, but it left the new republic with a heavy burden of debt and a reputation for financial weakness.

This weakness affected ordinary people as well as political elites. A farmer who had supplied food to the army might receive paper money that lost value before it could be used. A soldier might return home with unpaid wages and little confidence that Congress could honor its obligations. Merchants worried about unstable currency and uncertain credit. Foreign governments watched carefully to see whether the United States could pay what it owed. Public credit, a phrase that may sound technical, was actually central to national survival. It meant whether people believed the government’s promises. Under the Articles, that belief was difficult to sustain because the government lacked the revenue power necessary to meet its commitments.

The absence of a strong executive branch also reflected revolutionary fears. Americans associated executives with royal governors and kings. In colonial memory, governors had vetoed laws, dissolved assemblies, enforced unpopular policies, and represented imperial authority. The Articles therefore created no single national executive. Congress appointed committees and officials to handle specific tasks, but there was no president to enforce laws, direct administration, or provide unified leadership. During a war, this could be a serious problem. Military affairs required coordination, secrecy, supply, discipline, and quick decisions. Congress had to supervise the war effort while also depending on state cooperation and negotiating among competing local interests.

The role of George Washington during the war reveals both the strengths and weaknesses of the confederation system. Washington commanded the Continental Army, but he did not command a modern national military establishment. He constantly had to plead for troops, clothing, food, pay, and supplies. State governments sometimes prioritized their own militias or local defense over the needs of the Continental Army. Enlistments expired. Soldiers deserted. The army survived not because the national government functioned smoothly, but because of extraordinary endurance, foreign assistance, state efforts, and Washington’s ability to hold together a fragile military institution under miserable conditions. The victory at Yorktown in 1781 was a triumph, but it did not prove that the Articles had created an effective national system. It proved that Americans, with French support, had managed to win despite severe institutional weaknesses.

Foreign affairs were another area where the Articles gave Congress responsibility without always giving it sufficient power. The United States needed to negotiate with European powers, secure loans, manage alliances, defend trade, and gain recognition as an independent nation. During the Revolution, the alliance with France was essential. French military and naval assistance helped make victory possible. After independence, however, diplomacy became more complicated. The United States had to deal with Britain, Spain, France, and Native nations, each with its own interests in North America. Congress could appoint diplomats and sign treaties, but it struggled to enforce treaty obligations if states resisted.

The peace settlement with Britain exposed this problem clearly. The Treaty of Paris of 1783 recognized American independence and granted the United States a vast territory extending westward to the Mississippi River. On paper, this was an enormous victory. The United States gained not only independence but also a continental future. Yet the treaty also required certain obligations. British creditors were supposed to be allowed to recover debts owed by Americans, and states were expected to stop persecuting Loyalists and restore confiscated property in some cases. Many states ignored or resisted these provisions. Congress could not easily force compliance. Britain, in turn, continued to occupy forts in the Northwest, claiming that Americans had not honored the treaty. The young nation had won sovereignty, but under the Articles it often lacked the power to make sovereignty effective.

Trade created another major difficulty. Under the Articles, Congress did not have the power to regulate commerce in a comprehensive way. Each state could set its own trade policies, impose duties, and pursue its own economic advantage. This was especially damaging after the Revolution because the United States no longer enjoyed the benefits of being inside the British Empire’s commercial system. American ships faced restrictions in British ports and the British Caribbean. States responded individually, sometimes competing against one another rather than acting together. One state might impose tariffs that harmed merchants from another state. Ports might pursue separate policies. The result was economic confusion and resentment.

For people with no background in history, it may help to imagine the United States under the Articles as a team whose members agreed to wear the same uniform but refused to give the coach much authority. The players wanted to win, but each insisted on deciding how much effort to contribute, what strategy to follow, and whether to obey common decisions. Such an arrangement might work briefly if everyone felt the same urgency, as during the Revolution. But once the immediate danger passed, disagreements became harder to manage. The national government could speak in the name of the United States, but it often could not make the United States act as one.

Still, it would be unfair to say that the Articles accomplished nothing. They provided a legal framework for union during the final years of the Revolutionary War and the first years of peace. They helped hold the states together at a time when disunion was a real possibility. They gave Congress authority to conduct diplomacy, manage war, and address western lands. They also encouraged Americans to think of themselves, however imperfectly, as part of a common political project. The Articles were weak, but they were not meaningless. They were a bridge between colonial resistance and constitutional nationhood.

One of the most significant achievements under the Articles involved western territory. After the Treaty of Paris, the United States possessed claims to lands beyond the Appalachian Mountains. This raised urgent questions. Would western lands become colonies ruled by older states? Would they be divided among land companies and speculators? Would they become equal members of the union? How would settlement affect Native nations already living there? The Articles government, despite its weaknesses, helped establish a process for organizing western lands. The most famous result was the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, one of the most important laws passed before the Constitution.

The Northwest Ordinance created a system for governing the territory north of the Ohio River and east of the Mississippi. It provided a path by which territories could eventually become states equal to the original thirteen. This was a remarkable idea. In many empires, frontier regions remained subordinate colonies. Under the American system, at least in principle, western territories could join the union on equal terms. The ordinance also banned slavery in the Northwest Territory, though this did not end slavery nationally and did not prevent severe injustice toward Native peoples. The law showed that even a weak Congress could make important decisions about the future structure of the republic.

Yet the western question also revealed the moral contradictions of the new nation. American leaders spoke of liberty, equality, and republican government, but westward expansion often meant the dispossession of Indigenous nations. Native peoples were not empty background figures in the story of the Articles. They were central actors whose lands, diplomacy, resistance, and survival shaped the early republic. Many Native nations had formed alliances during the Revolution based on their own strategic interests. Some had allied with Britain, hoping that British power might restrain colonial expansion. After the war, the United States claimed authority over western lands, but Native nations did not simply accept that claim. They continued to defend their homelands through diplomacy and war.

The Articles government was poorly equipped to manage these conflicts. Congress claimed responsibility for Indian affairs, but states often acted independently. Settlers moved westward, land companies sought profit, and state governments pursued their own ambitions. Treaties were made under pressure and often violated. The inability of the national government to control settlers or coordinate policy contributed to violence on the frontier. This problem would remain a major issue under the Constitution, but under the Articles it was especially difficult because Congress lacked the enforcement capacity to impose a consistent national policy.

The problem of unity also appeared in disputes between states. States argued over borders, trade, land claims, and debts. The Articles provided mechanisms for resolving some disputes, but the process was slow and cumbersome. Without a strong national judiciary, conflicts could become politically dangerous. Americans had declared that they were united, but their union was not yet emotionally or institutionally secure. Local loyalties remained powerful. Many citizens trusted their state governments more than Congress. This was understandable, but it made national cooperation fragile.

The social and economic atmosphere after the Revolution intensified these tensions. The war had disrupted trade, destroyed property, increased debt, and created inflation. Many ordinary Americans expected independence to improve their lives, but peace did not bring immediate prosperity. Farmers faced taxes from state governments trying to pay their own war debts. Creditors demanded repayment. Courts enforced debts. In some regions, people who had supported the Revolution felt betrayed by the economic hardships that followed it. They had fought against British oppression, only to face debt collection, lawsuits, and tax burdens from American authorities.

This unrest reached its most dramatic expression in Shays’ Rebellion, which erupted in Massachusetts in 1786 and 1787. Although this event belongs more directly to the next chapter on the weaknesses of the new government, it cannot be separated from the story of the Articles. Farmers in western Massachusetts, many of them veterans, protested high taxes, debt enforcement, and the threat of losing their farms. Led in part by Daniel Shays, they attempted to close courts to prevent property seizures. To wealthy creditors and political leaders, the rebellion looked like anarchy. To the rebels, it looked like resistance to unjust government. The uprising frightened many national leaders because Congress under the Articles had no effective means to respond. Massachusetts eventually suppressed the rebellion with a militia force, but the episode convinced many Americans that the national government was too weak to preserve order.

The fear created by Shays’ Rebellion was not simply fear of violence. It was fear that the Revolution’s ideals might collapse into disorder. Leaders such as George Washington, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton worried that if the United States could not pay its debts, regulate trade, defend its frontiers, enforce treaties, or maintain domestic stability, republican government itself might be discredited. European monarchists had long argued that ordinary people could not govern themselves. If the American experiment failed, it would seem to prove that republics were unstable and weak. The weakness of the Articles therefore threatened not only American interests but also the reputation of self-government.

At the same time, many Americans remained suspicious of efforts to strengthen national power. They remembered the Revolution as a struggle against centralized authority. They feared that a stronger Congress might tax them heavily, create a permanent army, interfere with state laws, or benefit wealthy elites at the expense of ordinary citizens. These fears were not irrational. Power can be abused, and the memory of British rule was fresh. The debate over the Articles was therefore not a simple contest between wise nationalists and foolish localists. It was a serious argument over how liberty could survive. Too little power might produce chaos. Too much power might produce tyranny. The central challenge was to find a structure that avoided both dangers.

The Articles also reflected the revolutionary belief in republican virtue. Many Americans believed that a republic depended on public-spirited citizens who would place the common good above private interest. If citizens and states behaved virtuously, a weak national government might be enough. States would contribute funds because it was their duty. Leaders would compromise because the republic required it. Citizens would accept sacrifice because liberty depended on shared responsibility. But the postwar years revealed that political systems could not rely on virtue alone. States often pursued their own advantage. Citizens resisted taxes. Debtors and creditors clashed. Regional interests diverged. The Articles assumed a level of voluntary cooperation that was difficult to sustain in a large, diverse, and economically strained country.

This does not mean the American people suddenly became selfish after independence. Rather, it means that the Revolution had unleashed competing expectations. Some wanted low taxes and local autonomy. Others wanted national credit and stable finance. Some wanted western expansion. Others feared frontier violence. Some wanted protection for property and contracts. Others wanted relief from debt. Some wanted commercial growth. Others worried that merchants and speculators would dominate politics. The Articles gave the national government few tools to mediate these conflicts. As a result, political tensions accumulated.

The structure of Congress under the Articles contributed to the difficulty. Delegates were chosen by state legislatures and remained dependent on them. Congress was not a legislature representing the American people directly. It was an assembly of state delegations. Delegates often came and went. Attendance could be irregular. Because each state had one vote, internal disagreement within a state delegation could weaken its influence. Congress had responsibility without energy, visibility without power, and obligations without reliable resources. It was expected to act for the nation while being structurally dependent on the states.

The lack of a national judiciary also mattered greatly. Courts are not only places where criminals are tried. They interpret laws, resolve disputes, protect contracts, define authority, and provide a peaceful mechanism for conflict. Under the Articles, there was no full federal court system to interpret national law or ensure uniform application across the states. State courts remained dominant. This meant that national authority could vary depending on local decisions. In a country trying to build unity, the absence of a national judiciary made legal coherence difficult.

The lack of an executive branch created another problem: enforcement. A law or treaty means little if no institution can carry it out. Congress could pass resolutions, but implementation often depended on state governments. If states ignored Congress, there was little Congress could do. The Articles did not provide a president who could execute national law, supervise departments, or represent national authority in a continuous way. Americans had intentionally avoided executive power because they associated it with monarchy. But they discovered that republican government still needed administration. A government without a king did not have to be a government without energy.

Foreign governments understood American weakness. Britain, Spain, and other powers dealt with the United States cautiously, sometimes dismissively. Britain retained military posts in the Northwest. Spain controlled access to the lower Mississippi River, a vital route for western settlers who wanted to ship goods to market. American diplomats could negotiate, but foreign powers knew Congress might not be able to enforce agreements. International respect depended not only on ideals but also on capacity. The United States had declared itself independent, but independence had to be defended through credible government.

The Mississippi issue was especially important for western Americans. Farmers beyond the Appalachians needed access to rivers to transport crops. Roads were poor, distances were vast, and river systems were economic lifelines. Spain’s control of New Orleans and the lower Mississippi gave it leverage over American settlement. If western settlers believed the national government could not protect their economic interests, their loyalty to the union might weaken. Some might look to Spain, Britain, or separate western political arrangements. The Articles government faced the danger that the United States might fracture not only along state lines but also between eastern and western interests.

Despite these problems, the years under the Articles were also a period of political learning. Americans discovered through experience what their first national system could and could not do. They learned that independence required more than declaring rights. It required institutions capable of protecting those rights, managing conflict, raising revenue, defending territory, and representing the nation abroad. The Articles served as a practical experiment in confederation. Its failures became lessons that shaped the Constitution.

The movement to revise the Articles did not begin with a sudden national consensus. It developed gradually. Commercial problems led to meetings about interstate trade. Nationalists called for reforms giving Congress greater power over commerce and revenue. Alexander Hamilton was among those who believed the United States needed a stronger central government if it was to survive and prosper. James Madison studied ancient and modern confederacies, looking for lessons about why leagues of states often failed. George Washington, though cautious, became increasingly convinced that the nation needed a more effective government. These men did not all agree on every detail, but they shared a concern that the Articles had created a union too weak for the challenges of independence.

The Annapolis Convention of 1786 was one step toward change. Originally called to address trade problems among the states, it was poorly attended, with only a few states represented. Yet its failure
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