
central authority issues articles of
confederation
The central authority issues articles of confederation faced are a
cornerstone of early American history, offering profound lessons in
governance and nation-building. The fledgling United States, having just cast
off the yoke of British rule, sought to establish a framework that prevented
the concentration of power it had so recently escaped. However, the document
they ultimately ratified, the Articles of Confederation, proved to be a
remarkably weak instrument of national government. This article will delve
deeply into the fundamental weaknesses inherent in the Articles, exploring
how the deliberate limitation of central authority led to significant
challenges in governing the new nation. We will examine the specific areas
where this lack of a strong federal presence created instability and
ultimately paved the way for the Constitutional Convention. Understanding
these central authority issues is crucial to appreciating the evolution of
American federalism and the enduring debates surrounding the balance of power
between state and national governments.
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The Genesis of Limited Central Authority

The creation of the Articles of Confederation was deeply rooted in the
colonists' experience with a powerful, distant monarchy. The fear of
replicating the very tyranny they had fought to overthrow led the Founding
Fathers to intentionally design a government with severely restricted powers.
The emphasis was on preserving the sovereignty and independence of the
individual states, with the national government intended to be a mere league
of friendship rather than a cohesive union. This philosophical underpinning
directly translated into structural weaknesses that would plague the young
nation.

Each state retained almost all powers not expressly delegated to the
confederation Congress. This meant that the central government possessed only
those authorities that the states were willing to grant, and even then, these



grants were often narrowly interpreted. The states, acting as quasi-sovereign
entities, jealously guarded their autonomy, making them reluctant to cede any
significant power to a national body. This inherent suspicion of centralized
power was the primary driver behind the Articles' design.

Legislative Weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation

The legislative branch under the Articles of Confederation, known as the
Congress of the Confederation, was structured to reflect the principle of
state equality. Each state, regardless of its population or economic
contribution, had only one vote in Congress. This system, while intended to
be equitable, often led to gridlock and difficulty in passing legislation, as
a supermajority of nine states was required for most significant actions. The
lack of proportional representation meant that smaller states wielded
influence disproportionate to their size, while larger states often felt
unrepresented.

Furthermore, the powers granted to Congress were largely advisory and lacked
the teeth to compel compliance from the states. Congress could pass
resolutions, request funds, and make recommendations, but it had no
independent means to enforce its decisions. The states were free to ignore
requests or resolutions, undermining the very purpose of a national
legislature. This absence of a strong legislative backbone created a
perpetual state of disarray and an inability to address national challenges
effectively.

The Inability to Levy Taxes and Fund the Government

One of the most critical failures of the Articles of Confederation was its
complete inability to levy taxes. The national government was entirely
dependent on requisitions from the states for its funding. Congress could
request specific amounts of money from each state, but it had no power to
compel payment. Consequently, states often failed to meet their financial
obligations, leaving the central government perpetually underfunded and
unable to pay its debts, including those owed to soldiers who had fought in
the Revolutionary War. This financial impotence severely hampered the
government's ability to function, from paying its officials to maintaining a
national defense.

The economic consequences of this fiscal weakness were far-reaching. The lack
of a stable national currency and the inability to regulate interstate
commerce further exacerbated these problems. The national government’s pleas
for funds often went unanswered, highlighting the stark reality that without
the power to tax, a government is largely powerless to act in the interests



of the nation as a whole. This issue alone proved to be a significant
catalyst for the eventual abandonment of the Articles.

Lack of a National Executive and Enforcement Power

The Articles of Confederation conspicuously omitted a national executive
branch. There was no president or independent administrative body to enforce
the laws passed by Congress. The responsibility for executing the acts of the
confederation Congress fell to committees of Congress itself or was left to
the states. This diffusion of executive authority meant that there was no
single figure or entity accountable for carrying out national policies. The
absence of a strong executive rendered the national government incapable of
effective action, particularly in times of crisis.

Without an executive to implement legislation and administer national
affairs, the directives of Congress were often ignored or inconsistently
applied. This created a chaotic environment where national policies struggled
to gain traction. The states, acting with considerable autonomy, were more
inclined to prioritize their own interests over the collective good of the
nation, a tendency that a robust executive branch could have helped to
mitigate.

Deficiencies in the National Judiciary

Similarly, the Articles of Confederation lacked a national judiciary. There
was no federal court system to interpret national laws or resolve disputes
between states. Disputes between states were to be arbitrated by Congress, a
process that was often cumbersome, inefficient, and ultimately ineffective.
The absence of a national court system meant that legal matters involving
multiple states were left in a state of legal limbo, contributing to disunity
and instability. The creation of a strong, independent judiciary was a lesson
learned that would be central to the structure of the U.S. Constitution.

The inability to establish uniform legal standards or resolve interstate
controversies created significant friction. Property rights, trade disputes,
and other legal issues that crossed state lines often lacked clear
resolution, hindering economic development and fostering resentment between
states. This deficiency underscored the limitations of a government that
could not effectively administer justice on a national scale.

Interstate Commerce and Economic Disunity

The Articles of Confederation granted Congress the power to regulate foreign



trade but not interstate commerce. This critical omission led to a chaotic
economic landscape where individual states could impose tariffs and trade
barriers on goods from other states. This protectionist behavior stifled
economic growth, created internal divisions, and prevented the formation of a
cohesive national market. The lack of economic unity made it difficult for
the United States to compete on the international stage and fostered
animosity among the states.

States acted as if they were independent economic entities, often at the
expense of their neighbors. This resulted in retaliatory tariffs and a
general lack of cooperation in economic matters. The economic disunity not
only weakened the nation financially but also highlighted the urgent need for
a central authority capable of fostering a unified economic system. This
problem was a constant source of friction and a significant argument for a
stronger federal government.

The Problem of National Defense and Foreign
Relations

While the Articles of Confederation did grant Congress the power to declare
war and maintain an army and navy, its ability to do so was severely hampered
by its reliance on state militias and its inability to raise funds
independently. Congress could request troops and funds from the states, but
there was no guarantee of compliance. This meant that the national government
was often slow to respond to threats and lacked the resources to mount
effective military campaigns. The national government's weakness in foreign
affairs was also evident, as it struggled to negotiate treaties and enforce
them without the full cooperation of the states.

The inability to effectively manage national defense and foreign policy left
the United States vulnerable. Neighboring powers, like Spain and Great
Britain, were often able to exploit the nation's disunity. The weak central
authority meant that the United States could not present a united front on
the world stage, undermining its credibility and bargaining power. This area
of weakness made it clear that a more cohesive and empowered national
government was essential for the nation's security and survival.

Shays' Rebellion and the Call for Reform

The culmination of these systemic weaknesses became starkly apparent with
Shays' Rebellion in 1786-1787. This uprising of indebted farmers in
Massachusetts, protesting high taxes and burdensome debt collection, exposed
the inability of the national government to effectively respond to internal
unrest. The confederation Congress lacked the authority and resources to
raise an army to quell the rebellion, relying instead on the Massachusetts



state militia. The rebellion, though ultimately suppressed, sent shockwaves
through the nation, highlighting the fragility of the union and the urgent
need for a stronger central government.

The fear generated by Shays' Rebellion served as a potent catalyst for
change. Many leaders, who had initially been content with the limited power
of the federal government, began to recognize that the Articles of
Confederation were insufficient to maintain order and prosperity. The
rebellion provided a clear and compelling argument for revising the Articles
or, as it turned out, replacing them entirely with a new framework of
government.

Lessons Learned from the Articles of Confederation

The period under the Articles of Confederation served as an invaluable,
albeit difficult, learning experience for the newly formed United States. The
experiment in weak central authority demonstrated that while a balance of
power was crucial, a complete absence of national efficacy could lead to
anarchy and dissolution. The issues encountered underscored the necessity of
a government that could effectively tax, regulate commerce, provide for
national defense, and administer justice on a unified scale. The fundamental
understanding of the central authority issues faced under the Articles of
Confederation directly informed the debates and compromises that led to the
drafting of the United States Constitution, a document designed to create a
more perfect union with a stronger, yet still limited, federal government.

FAQ

Q: What were the primary reasons the Founding
Fathers initially limited central authority under
the Articles of Confederation?
A: The primary reasons stemmed from a deep-seated fear of replicating the
oppressive power of the British monarchy they had just overthrown. They
prioritized the sovereignty and independence of individual states, viewing a
strong central government as a potential threat to liberty.

Q: How did the lack of a national taxing power
impact the government's ability to function?
A: The inability to levy taxes meant the government was entirely dependent on
voluntary contributions from the states. This often resulted in chronic
underfunding, making it impossible to pay debts, fund essential services like



defense, or even pay government officials.

Q: What was the significance of the absence of a
national executive under the Articles of
Confederation?
A: Without a president or a dedicated executive branch, there was no single
entity responsible for enforcing laws passed by Congress. This diffusion of
responsibility led to inconsistent implementation of national policies and a
general lack of accountability.

Q: How did the Articles of Confederation handle
disputes between states?
A: Disputes between states were supposed to be handled by Congress, but this
process was inefficient and often ineffective. The lack of a national
judiciary meant there was no consistent legal framework to resolve such
conflicts, leading to friction and disunity.

Q: What was the impact of the inability to regulate
interstate commerce on the American economy?
A: States were free to impose their own tariffs and trade barriers on goods
from other states. This protectionist behavior fractured the national
economy, hindered trade, and prevented the development of a unified market,
thereby weakening the nation as a whole.

Q: How did the Articles of Confederation address
national defense, and what were its limitations?
A: Congress could declare war and raise an army, but it had to request funds
and troops from the states. This reliance on state cooperation meant that the
national government was often slow to respond to threats and lacked the
resources for effective defense.

Q: What role did Shays' Rebellion play in
highlighting the weaknesses of the Articles of
Confederation?
A: Shays' Rebellion demonstrated the national government's inability to quell
internal unrest due to its lack of a standing army and taxing power. The
event served as a stark warning that the existing framework was insufficient
to maintain order and prevent widespread instability.



Q: What key lesson did the United States learn from
the experience with the Articles of Confederation
regarding central authority?
A: The most significant lesson was that while unchecked central power is
dangerous, a government must possess sufficient authority to effectively
govern, protect its citizens, and foster national unity and economic
prosperity. The Articles showed that too little central authority could be as
detrimental as too much.
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