success of the articles of confederation

The success of the Articles of Confederation is a topic that often generates debate among
historians and scholars of American history. The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served
as the first constitution of the United States, establishing a framework for national governance
during a critical period following the American Revolution. While many view this document as a
failure due to its inability to adequately unify the states or provide for a strong central government,
it is essential to explore the aspects that contributed to its success, albeit in a limited manner, and
its impact on the formation of the United States.

Historical Context

To understand the success of the Articles of Confederation, one must first consider the historical
context in which they were created. After declaring independence from Great Britain in 1776, the
newly formed states were wary of centralized power, having just fought a war against a tyrannical
monarchy. The Articles of Confederation were drafted to ensure that states retained significant
autonomy while allowing for a loose national government.

Key Provisions of the Articles

The Articles established several key provisions that would shape the early governance of the nation:

1. Unicameral Legislature: The Articles created a single legislative body, known as the Congress of
the Confederation, where each state had one vote regardless of size or population.

2. Limited Powers: The central government was granted specific powers, including the ability to
conduct foreign affairs, make treaties, and manage relations with Native American tribes. However,

it lacked the power to levy taxes or regulate interstate commerce.

3. State Sovereignty: States retained significant sovereignty, allowing them to maintain their own
currency, impose taxes, and regulate trade within their borders.

These provisions reflect the cautious approach the founding fathers took toward centralized power,
but they also laid the groundwork for both successes and failures in governance.

Successes of the Articles of Confederation

Despite the limitations of the Articles of Confederation, there were notable successes during its
implementation:



1. Conducting the Revolutionary War

One of the most significant successes of the Articles was their role in supporting the American
Revolutionary War effort. The Congress of the Confederation coordinated military efforts and
diplomatic relations with foreign nations, particularly France, which provided essential support.

- Diplomatic Achievements: The Treaty of Paris (1783), which ended the Revolutionary War, was
negotiated under the auspices of the Confederation Congress. This treaty recognized American
independence and established borders for the new nation.

- Military Organization: The Articles allowed for the establishment of a Continental Army, which was
crucial for the war effort. Although the military was often underfunded and faced numerous
challenges, the ability to unite the states against a common enemy was a significant achievement.

2. Northwest Ordinance of 1787

The Northwest Ordinance was one of the most enduring legacies of the Articles of Confederation.
This legislation established a framework for the orderly expansion of the United States into the
Northwest Territory, which included present-day Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin.

- Territorial Governance: The ordinance provided for a system of governance for the territories,
including the appointment of governors and the establishment of a process for admitting new states
into the Union.

- Land and Education: It also set aside land for public education and emphasized the importance of
education in the new territories, highlighting a commitment to civic responsibility and informed
citizenship.

3. Establishing International Recognition

The existence of the Confederation Congress helped the United States gain international recognition
as a sovereign nation. By engaging in treaties and diplomatic relationships, the Articles facilitated
the establishment of the United States as a player on the world stage.

- Treaties and Alliances: The United States was able to negotiate treaties that recognized its
sovereignty, paving the way for future diplomatic relations.

- Trade Relations: Establishing trade agreements with foreign nations helped bolster the economy
during the fragile post-war period.

Limitations and Challenges

While there were successes, the Articles of Confederation also faced significant limitations that
ultimately led to their downfall. Understanding these challenges is crucial for evaluating their
overall impact.



1. Lack of Central Authority

The most glaring flaw in the Articles was the absence of a strong central authority. The Congress
had no power to enforce laws or raise revenue, which crippled its ability to govern effectively.

- Inability to Tax: The federal government relied on voluntary contributions from the states, leading
to chronic underfunding and inability to pay debts, including those incurred during the
Revolutionary War.

- Disputes Between States: The lack of a mechanism to resolve disputes between states often led to
conflicts over land, trade, and resources.

2. Economic Difficulties

The economic challenges faced by the United States during this period were exacerbated by the
limitations of the Articles.

- Inflation and Currency Issues: The lack of a national currency led to inflation and economic
instability, as states issued their own currencies, creating confusion and undermining trade.

- Trade Barriers: States imposed tariffs and trade restrictions on each other, hampering economic
growth and fostering resentment among states.

3. Shay’s Rebellion

One of the most significant events highlighting the weaknesses of the Articles was Shay's Rebellion
in 1786-1787. This uprising of farmers in Massachusetts was fueled by economic distress and lack of
government support.

- Response to Economic Hardship: The rebellion exposed the inability of the Confederation Congress
to respond to domestic unrest and protect citizens' rights.

- Call for Reform: Shay's Rebellion served as a catalyst for the Constitutional Convention, where
leaders recognized the need for a stronger national government.

Legacy and Transition to the Constitution

Ultimately, the challenges faced under the Articles of Confederation led to a call for a new
constitution. The Constitutional Convention of 1787 resulted in the drafting of the United States
Constitution, which addressed the shortcomings of the Articles by establishing a stronger federal
government with the authority to tax, regulate commerce, and maintain order.

Significance of the Articles

Despite their shortcomings, the Articles of Confederation played a crucial role in the development of



the United States. They provided a framework for governance that allowed the new nation to
navigate the immediate post-war challenges while highlighting the need for a more robust system.

- Foundation for the Constitution: Many principles and ideas that emerged during the Articles'
implementation influenced the drafting of the Constitution, such as the balance of power between
state and federal governments.

- Historical Lessons: The experiences under the Articles served as a historical lesson on the
importance of a strong and effective central government, shaping American political thought.

Conclusion

In summary, the success of the Articles of Confederation can be viewed through the lens of their
contributions to the Revolutionary War, territorial expansion, and international recognition.
However, their limitations also underscored the necessity for reform, ultimately leading to the
establishment of the United States Constitution. The Articles, while imperfect, were a crucial step in
the evolution of American governance and continue to inform discussions about federalism and state
rights today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary successes of the Articles of
Confederation?

The primary successes included the successful negotiation of the Treaty of Paris in 1783, which
ended the Revolutionary War, and the establishment of a process for admitting new states through
the Northwest Ordinance of 1787.

How did the Articles of Confederation handle the issue of
western land expansion?

The Articles of Confederation provided a framework for the orderly expansion of the United States
into western territories through the Northwest Ordinance, which set guidelines for land surveys and
the admission of new states.

What role did the Articles of Confederation play in the
formation of the U.S. government?

The Articles of Confederation served as the first constitution of the United States, establishing a
loose confederation of sovereign states and a weak central government, which highlighted the need
for a stronger national framework.

Did the Articles of Confederation successfully manage foreign



relations?

While the Articles allowed for some diplomatic efforts, such as the Treaty of Paris, the lack of a
strong central authority made it difficult to consistently manage foreign relations or enforce treaties.

What economic challenges did the Articles of Confederation
face?

The Articles of Confederation faced significant economic challenges, including the inability to levy
taxes or regulate commerce, leading to financial instability and trade disputes among the states.

How did the Articles of Confederation influence the
Constitution?

The weaknesses and challenges encountered under the Articles of Confederation directly influenced
the drafting of the U.S. Constitution in 1787, leading to the creation of a stronger federal
government with the power to tax and regulate trade.

What was the significance of the Northwest Ordinance under
the Articles of Confederation?

The Northwest Ordinance was significant as it set a precedent for the orderly expansion of the
United States, outlined the process for new states to join the union, and established principles for
governance and civil rights in the territories.

Why did the Articles of Confederation ultimately fail?

The Articles of Confederation ultimately failed due to their inherent weaknesses, including the lack
of executive power, the inability to enforce laws, and the requirement for unanimous consent for
amendments, which made effective governance impossible.
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