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AMERICA'’S FIRST CONSTITUTION:
A DEEP DIVE INTO THE ARTICLES
OF CONFEDERATION

Before the United States Constitution
became the law of the land, before the
iconic phrase “We the People” was
penned, and before the strong federal
government we know today took shape,
there was the **Articles of
Confederation**, Ratified in 1781, this
document served as the first formal

framework for governing the newly
independent American states. While
often viewed as a failed experiment, the
Articles of Confederation laid the crucial
groundwork for the republic that
followed. Understanding this
foundational document is essential for
grasping how the United States evolved
from a loose alliance of sovereign states

into a unified nation. This article
explores the creation, structure,
achievements, and ultimate

shortcomings of the Articles of
Confederation, offering a complete
picture of America’s first attempt at self-
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governance.

The Road to
Revolution and
the Need for
Unity

The journey toward the Articles of
Confederation began long before the
Declaration of Independence was signed
in 1776. As tensions with Great Britain
escalated, the thirteen colonies
recognized that they needed a unified
front to coordinate their resistance. The
Second Continental Congress, which
convened in 1775, effectively acted as a

provisional government during the
Revolutionary War. However, it operated
without any formal legal authority or
constitutional mandate. This lack of
structure created inefficiencies and
confusion, especially regarding military
funding, diplomatic relations, and
interstate cooperation.

In June 1776, as the push for
independence gained momentum, the
Continental Congress appointed a
committee to draft a plan for a
permanent union. This committee, led by
John Dickinson of Pennsylvania,
produced a document initially called the
“Articles of Confederation and Perpetual
Union.” After months of debate and
revision, Congress approved the final
version in November 1777 and sent it to
the states for ratification. The ratification
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process took over three years because of
disputes over western land claims, with
Maryland being the last state to approve
in early 1781.

Structure and
Key Features of
the Articles of
Confederation

The Articles of Confederation established
a “firm league of friendship” among the
states. It was intentionally designed to
create a weak central government,
reflecting the colonists’ deep distrust of
centralized authority after their

experiences with British monarchy. The
document contained thirteen articles,
each outlining specific powers and
limitations of the national government.

A UNICAMERAL CONGRESS WITH
LiMmITED POWERS

The national government consisted of a
single legislative body known as the
Confederation Congress. Unlike the
modern bicameral Congress, there was
no executive branch or national
judiciary. Each state had one vote in
Congress, regardless of its size or
population. This equal representation
was a compromise that satisfied smaller
states but also created significant
imbalances. Delegates were appointed
by state legislatures and could be
recalled at any time, serving at the



pleasure of their state governments.

POwWERS GRANTED TO THE
CONFEDERATION CONGRESS

The Articles delegated specific, limited
powers to the national government.
These included:

e Conducting foreign affairs: The
Congress had the authority to
make treaties and alliances, send
and receive ambassadors, and
manage diplomatic relations with
foreign powers.

e Declaring war and making
peace: The national government
could declare war, raise armies,
and build a navy, though it relied
entirely on the states to provide
troops and funding.

* Managing relations with Native

American tribes: Congress was
responsible for regulating trade
and affairs with Indigenous
peoples, subject to certain state
rights.

Establishing a postal service:
The Articles allowed for a national
postal system to facilitate
communication across the states.
Adjudicating disputes between
states: Congress could serve as a
final arbiter for conflicts between
states, though its rulings were
difficult to enforce.

Borrowing money and issuing
currency: The national
government could borrow funds
and issue paper money, but it
lacked the power to tax directly.
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CRriTICAL LIMITATIONS AND STATE
SOVEREIGNTY

The most defining characteristic of the
Articles of Confederation was its
deliberate weakness. The framers were
so wary of centralized power that they
reserved most governmental authority
for the individual states. The Articles
explicitly stated that each state retained
“its sovereignty, freedom, and
independence, and every Power,
Jurisdiction, and right, which is not by
this confederation expressly delegated
to the United States.” This emphasis on
state sovereignty created a system
where the national government was
entirely dependent on the goodwill and
cooperation of the states for virtually
everything. Congress could not raise

taxes, regulate interstate commerce, or
enforce its laws directly upon citizens.

Achievements
Under the
Articles of
Confederation

Despite its well-documented
weaknesses, the Articles of
Confederation was not a complete
failure. It served as the governing
document during a pivotal period in
American history and achieved several
important successes that are often
overlooked.



WINNING THE REVOLUTIONARY
WAR

Perhaps the greatest achievement of the
Confederation government was
successfully guiding the United States
through the final years of the
Revolutionary War. Though the
Continental Army faced immense
hardships, the Congress managed to
secure crucial alliances, most notably
with France in 1778. This alliance
provided military and financial support
that was instrumental in the victory at
Yorktown in 1781. The Articles provided
a framework for coordinating the war
effort, even if it was often inefficient and
frustrating.

THE TREATY OF PARIS AND
WESTERN EXPANSION

The Confederation Congress negotiated
and signed the Treaty of Paris in 1783,
which officially ended the Revolutionary
War and secured American
independence. The treaty established
generous boundaries for the new nation,
extending west to the Mississippi River.
This vast territory became one of the
greatest assets of the young republic.
The Land Ordinance of 1785 and the
Northwest Ordinance of 1787, both
enacted under the Articles, created a
systematic process for surveying, selling,
and organizing these western lands. The
Northwest Ordinance also established a
precedent for how new territories could
become states equal to the original
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thirteen, and it prohibited slavery in the
Northwest Territory. These ordinances
are widely regarded as some of the most
important legislative achievements of
the era.

ESTABLISHING DIPLOMATIC
PRECEDENTS

The Articles allowed the United States to
begin establishing itself on the world
stage. While the national government
was weak, it did represent all the states
in foreign affairs. The Congress sent
diplomats to European courts,
negotiated commercial treaties, and
worked to protect American shipping
interests. These early diplomatic efforts,
though limited, laid the groundwork for
the more robust foreign policy that
would come later.

The Critical
Weaknesses
That Doomed the
Articles

The shortcomings of the Articles of
Confederation eventually became so
severe that the system was largely
unworkable. These weaknesses led
directly to the Constitutional Convention
of 1787 and the creation of the current
Constitution.

No PoweR 10 TAX

Perhaps the most crippling flaw was that



Congress could not impose taxes. The
national government had to request
funds from the states, which were under
no obligation to comply. During the war
and the years that followed, states
routinely ignored these requests, leaving
Congress chronically underfunded. The
national government accumulated
massive debts, struggled to pay soldiers
and suppliers, and could barely cover its
operating expenses. This financial
impotence made it nearly impossible for
the government to function effectively.

INABILITY TO REGULATE COMMERCE

Congress also lacked the power to
regulate interstate or foreign commerce.
This meant that each state could impose
its own tariffs, duties, and trade
restrictions, creating a chaotic economic

environment. States competed with one
another, erected trade barriers, and
often treated each other as foreign
nations. This economic fragmentation
hampered growth, discouraged
investment, and created constant
friction between states. Foreign nations,
in turn, took advantage of this disunity
by imposing unfavorable trade terms on
American goods.

No EXECUTIVE OR JUDICIAL
BRANCH

The absence of an executive branch
meant that there was no mechanism to
enforce national laws or carry out the
daily operations of government.
Congress had to rely on committees and
state authorities to implement its
decisions, which often led to delays,

8 The Articles Of Confederation

2024-12-15



The Articles Of Confederation 9

confusion, and outright defiance.
Similarly, there was no national judiciary
to interpret laws or resolve disputes.
While Congress could theoretically
adjudicate state conflicts, it lacked the
power to enforce its rulings. This created
a fragile system where the national
government had authority on paper but
could not actually exercise it effectively.

A SUPERMAJORITY REQUIRED FOR
MosT ACTIONS

Amending the Articles required
unanimous consent of all thirteen states,
which proved to be nearly impossible.
Even major legislation often required a
supermajority of nine states. This made
the government slow, inflexible, and
unable to adapt to changing
circumstances. When Rhode Island

vetoed a proposal that would have given
Congress the power to tax, the entire
reform effort collapsed. This built-in
paralysis was a fundamental design flaw.

SHAYS’ REBELLION AND THE CALL
FOR CHANGE

The most dramatic illustration of the
Articles’ weakness came in 1786-1787
with Shays’ Rebellion in western
Massachusetts. Angry farmers, burdened
by debt and high taxes, rose up in armed
protest, closing courts and resisting
foreclosures. The national government
could not raise an army or funds to
respond, and Massachusetts was forced
to raise its own militia to suppress the
rebellion. The event sent shockwaves
through the political elite. Leaders like
George Washington, James Madison, and



Alexander Hamilton became convinced
that the Articles were fundamentally
inadequate and that a stronger central
government was essential for the
survival of the republic.

The Legacy of
the Articles of

Confederation

The Articles of Confederation lasted only
about eight vyears as the official
governing document of the United
States. In 1787, delegates gathered in
Philadelphia for what was initially
supposed to be a meeting to revise the
Articles. Instead, they drafted an entirely
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new Constitution, creating a more
powerful federal government with an
executive branch, a judiciary, and the
authority to tax and regulate commerce.
The new Constitution was ratified in
1788 and took effect in 1789.

Despite its failures, the Articles of
Confederation left a lasting legacy. It
demonstrated the dangers of excessive
decentralization and provided a clear
lesson about what a national
government needed to function
effectively. Many of the debates that
occurred during the drafting of the
Articles—about representation, state
versus federal power, and the nature of
sovereignty—continued during the
Constitutional Convention and remain
relevant today. The Articles also
established important precedents, such
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as the process for admitting new states
and the principle of a republican form of
government.

The experience under the Articles
directly shaped the structure of the
Constitution. The framers understood
that a single legislative body was
insufficient, so they created a bicameral
Congress. They recognized the need for
an executive to enforce laws, so they
established the presidency. They saw
that a national judiciary was essential for
resolving disputes, so they created the
Supreme Court. The failures of the
Articles informed every aspect of the
new government.
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Conclusion

The **Articles of Confederation** was
America’s first constitution, a bold
experiment in self-governance that
reflected the revolutionary ideals of
liberty and suspicion of centralized
power. While it ultimately proved too
weak to sustain the young nation, it was
not a pointless failure. The Articles held
the states together during the critical
years of the Revolutionary War,
facilitated the peaceful expansion of the
western frontier, and established
foundational principles for governance.
Most importantly, its shortcomings
provided the impetus for the
Constitutional Convention and the
creation of the stronger, more balanced



federal system that has endured for over
two centuries. The story of the Articles of
Confederation is a testament to the
challenges of building a nation and the
necessity of learning from experience. It
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remains a vital chapter in American
history, reminding us that even well-
intentioned governing structures must
be capable of meeting the practical
needs of the people they serve.
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