Chapter 7 – Section 1 
The Articles of Confederation

Narrator:  The very first document to direct how the United States should be governed was The Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union. 

In the summer of 1776, with the Revolutionary War raging, Congress urgently needed to create a functioning government. They entrusted John Dickinson, a delegate from Pennsylvania, to draft the Articles.

Dickinson, like many delegates, wanted to avoid creating a strong central government like the one they were still fighting against in the Revolutionary War. In his draft of the Articles, Dickinson was careful to give the states as much independence as possible while limiting the functions of the new federal government. 
Many revisions would be made before Congress adopted the Articles. Disagreements over boundaries, taxation, and expansion had to be resolved. 
After more than a year of debate the Second Continental Congress adopted the Articles on November 15, 1777. The Articles served as a non-binding plan of government until each state ratified it. More than three years passed before the last state, Maryland, ratified the Articles on March 1, 1781.

In its approved form, the Articles united the new thirteen American states into a loose confederation. It had the power to make war, negotiate diplomatic agreements, and approve western expansion in conjunction with the northwest ordinance, but little more.

The Articles were intended to create a weak national government designed to deal only with an immediate crisis. But following the conclusion of the War of Independence and the emergence of new priorities, its many inadequacies became obvious.  The government under the Articles couldn’t collect taxes or regulate trade. It couldn’t even force the states to comply with the laws it passed. It’s no wonder that George Washington described the government created by the Articles as “Little more than the shadow without the substance.”

As the need for a stronger federal government became apparent, political leaders from throughout the states gathered to decide how to create it. The Federal Constitutional Convention of 1787 drafted the much stronger Constitution of the United States which replaced The Articles of Confederation in 1789.    *****
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