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Understanding the differences and similarities between the Articles of Confederation and the U.S.
Constitution is fundamental to grasping the evolution of American government. These two
foundational documents shaped the early governance of the United States, yet they reflect distinct
philosophies about the distribution of power, the structure of government, and the rights of states
versus the federal authority. This article provides an in-depth comparison, highlighting key aspects
such as their purposes, structures, powers, and impacts on the development of American political
institutions.

Historical Context and Purpose

The Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, served as the first constitution of the United States.
Drafted during the Revolutionary War, their primary purpose was to establish a loose confederation of
states that could coordinate efforts against Britain while maintaining the sovereignty of individual
states. The emphasis was on limiting national power to prevent tyranny, reflecting the colonies'
recent experience under British rule.

The U.S. Constitution

Drafted in 1787 and ratified in 1788, the U.S. Constitution aimed to create a stronger, more
centralized federal government that could effectively govern and address the weaknesses identified
under the Articles. It sought to balance power between the national government and states while
ensuring a system of checks and balances among different branches of government.

Structural Differences

Legislative Structure

* Articles of Confederation: Established a unicameral Congress where each state had one
vote, regardless of population. There was no separate executive or judicial branch.

* U.S. Constitution: Created a bicameral Congress consisting of the Senate (with equal
representation for each state) and the House of Representatives (based on population). It also
established separate executive and judicial branches.



Distribution of Power

 Articles of Confederation: Sovereignty resided primarily with the individual states. The
federal government had limited powers, mainly to conduct foreign affairs, make treaties, and
manage war.

¢ U.S. Constitution: Power was shared more evenly between federal and state governments,
with the Constitution explicitly enumerating federal powers and reserving others to the states.

Key Powers and Limitations

Federal Authority

* Articles of Confederation: Congress had no authority to levy taxes, regulate commerce, or
enforce laws directly on individuals. It depended on states for funding and compliance.

¢ U.S. Constitution: Gave Congress the power to tax, regulate interstate and foreign commerce,
coin money, and establish a national defense. These powers allowed the federal government to
function more effectively.

Amendment Process

¢ Articles of Confederation: Amendments required unanimous approval from all thirteen
states, making change nearly impossible.

¢ U.S. Constitution: Amendments could be ratified with approval from three-fourths of the
states, providing a more practical process for constitutional change.

Impact on Governance and Stability

Effectiveness and Weaknesses of the Articles

The Articles of Confederation often proved ineffective due to its limited powers. The federal
government could not raise revenue through taxation, leading to financial difficulties. It also lacked
the authority to regulate trade or enforce treaties, which hindered diplomacy and economic stability.
These weaknesses contributed to economic turmoil and interstate disputes.



Strengths of the U.S. Constitution

The Constitution addressed these issues by establishing a stronger federal government capable of
managing economic policy, ensuring national security, and maintaining internal order. The inclusion
of the Bill of Rights further protected individual liberties and states' rights, fostering greater stability
and legitimacy.

Philosophical Differences

States Versus Federal Power

The Articles reflected a fear of centralized authority, emphasizing state sovereignty and
independence. The federal government was designed to be weak, primarily as a coordinating body
rather than a dominant authority. Conversely, the Constitution embodied a compromise: it
acknowledged states' importance but vested more power in a central government to ensure unity and
effective governance.

Checks and Balances

The Constitution introduced a system of checks and balances among the three branches—legislative,
executive, and judicial—to prevent any one branch from becoming too powerful. The Articles lacked
such a system, which contributed to its inefficiencies and inability to adapt.

Legal and Political Legacy

Legacy of the Articles of Confederation

While the Articles ultimately proved inadequate, they laid the groundwork for the Articles of
Confederation's principles, such as emphasizing states' rights and a weak central authority. They
served as a learning experience that informed the drafting of the Constitution.

Legacy of the U.S. Constitution

The Constitution remains the supreme law of the land and has been amended 27 times to adapt to
changing circumstances. Its framework of federalism, separation of powers, and individual rights has
influenced democracies worldwide.

Summary Table: Articles of Confederation vs. U.S.
Constitution

| Aspect | Articles of Confederation | U.S. Constitution |

e | o | |
| Year ratified | 1781 | 1788 |



| Structure | Unicameral Congress | Bicameral Congress |

| Federal Power | Limited | Significant |

| State Sovereignty | Predominant | Balanced with federal authority |
| Ability to Tax | No | Yes |

| Control of Commerce | No | Yes |

| Amendments | Unanimous approval | 3/4 of states |

| Executive Branch | None | Yes |

| Judicial Branch | None | Yes |

Conclusion: An Accurate Comparison

In conclusion, the Articles of Confederation and the U.S. Constitution represent two distinct
approaches to governance. The Articles prioritized state sovereignty and limited federal power,
reflecting the colonies’ fear of tyranny. However, their weaknesses—especially in raising revenue,
regulating commerce, and providing effective governance—necessitated a new framework. The U.S.
Constitution was crafted to create a stronger, more flexible federal system that could adapt to the
needs of a growing nation, while still respecting individual rights and state interests. Understanding
these differences is essential for appreciating the development of American democracy and the
foundational principles upon which the United States was built.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did the Articles of Confederation and the U.S.
Constitution differ in their levels of federal power?

The Articles of Confederation established a weak central government with limited powers, whereas
the U.S. Constitution created a stronger federal government with balanced powers between the
national and state governments.

What was a major weakness of the Articles of Confederation
that the Constitution addressed?

The Articles lacked the power to levy taxes and regulate commerce, which the Constitution addressed
by granting Congress these powers to ensure effective governance.

How did the structure of government differ between the
Articles of Confederation and the U.S. Constitution?

The Articles of Confederation had a unicameral legislature with no executive or judicial branches,
while the Constitution established a three-branch system with a bicameral legislature, an executive
branch, and a federal judiciary.

In what ways did the Articles of Confederation limit the power



of the national government compared to the U.S.
Constitution?

Under the Articles, the national government could not enforce laws or collect taxes directly from
citizens, relying instead on state cooperation, whereas the Constitution empowered the federal
government with these authority.

What was the process for amending the Articles of
Confederation versus the U.S. Constitution?

Amending the Articles required unanimous consent from all 13 states, making changes difficult, while
the Constitution required approval by two-thirds of Congress and three-fourths of the states, making
amendments easier to pass.

Which document established the precedent for a stronger
federal government, the Articles of Confederation or the U.S.
Constitution?

The U.S. Constitution established the precedent for a stronger federal government, correcting the
weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation.

How did the representation of states differ in the Articles of
Confederation compared to the U.S. Constitution?

Under the Articles, each state had one vote regardless of size, whereas the Constitution created a
bicameral legislature with proportional representation in the House of Representatives and equal
representation in the Senate.

Why did the Articles of Confederation ultimately fail, leading
to the drafting of the U.S. Constitution?

The Articles failed because they created a weak central government incapable of managing economic
issues, enforcing laws, or providing national security, prompting the creation of the stronger, more
effective Constitution.

Additional Resources

Which Of The Following Is An Accurate Comparison Of The Articles Of Confederation And
The U.S. Constitution?

The transition from the Articles of Confederation to the U.S. Constitution represents a pivotal moment
in American history, reflecting the nation’s evolving understanding of governance, sovereignty, and
the balance of power. These two foundational documents, crafted in different eras and under different
circumstances, embody contrasting philosophies about how a government should operate, how power
should be distributed, and how individual rights are protected. Analyzing their similarities and
differences provides insight into the nation’s developmental trajectory and the foundational principles



that continue to influence American political life today.

Historical Context and Origins

Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation were adopted in 1777 during the American Revolutionary War and
ratified in 1781. They emerged out of a desire for a loose alliance among thirteen independent states
seeking to coordinate their efforts against Britain while preserving their sovereignty. The Articles
reflected the colonists’ wariness of a strong central authority, influenced by recent experiences under
British rule, and prioritized state independence over centralized control.

U.S. Constitution

Drafted in 1787 and ratified in 1788, the Constitution was a response to the limitations and
weaknesses inherent in the Articles of Confederation. The Constitutional Convention, originally
convened to amend the Articles, resulted in a new framework designed to create a stronger, more
effective federal government capable of managing national issues like defense, commerce, and
taxation. This shift was driven by economic instability, interstate disputes, and concerns over weak
national authority.

Structural and Organizational Differences

Governmental Structure

- Articles of Confederation: Established a unicameral legislature called the Confederation Congress,
which lacked a separate executive or judiciary. The Congress was the sole branch of government,
with limited powers delegated by the states.

- U.S. Constitution: Created a federal system with three separate branches—legislative, executive,
and judicial—each with distinct powers and the ability to check one another, embodying the principle
of separation of powers.

Representation and Legislature

- Articles: Each state had one vote in Congress regardless of size or population, emphasizing state
sovereignty and equality among states.

- Constitution: Representation in the House of Representatives is based on population, while the
Senate provides equal representation (two senators per state), balancing the interests of both
populous and smaller states.



Amendment Process

- Articles: Required unanimous consent of all 13 states for amendments, making changes exceedingly
difficult.

- Constitution: Provided a more flexible process requiring approval by two-thirds of Congress and
three-fourths of the states, facilitating necessary adjustments over time.

Power and Sovereignty

Federal vs. State Power

- Articles: Emphasized state sovereignty; the federal government had limited powers, mainly
coordinating defense and diplomacy, but lacked authority to tax, regulate commerce, or enforce laws.
- Constitution: Established a stronger federal government with the authority to tax, regulate interstate
and international commerce, and enforce laws directly on individuals, thus reducing the autonomy of
states.

Taxation and Revenue

- Articles: The federal government could request funds from states but lacked the power to impose
taxes, leading to financial instability.

- Constitution: Gave Congress the power to levy taxes, tariffs, and duties, providing a more reliable
revenue stream for national priorities.

Military Authority

- Articles: The federal government relied on states to provide troops; lacked a standing army.
- Constitution: Authorized a standing army and navy, allowing for a more centralized defense policy.

Individual Rights and Checks on Power

Protection of Rights

- Articles: Did not contain a Bill of Rights; individual rights were not explicitly protected, which later
became a significant concern.

- Constitution: The Bill of Rights (the first ten amendments) was added to safeguard individual
freedoms such as speech, religion, and due process.



Checks and Balances

- Articles: Limited mechanisms for preventing government overreach; lacked a strong executive or
judiciary to check legislative power.

- Constitution: Designed with a system of checks and balances—presidential vetoes, judicial review,
and congressional oversight—to prevent tyranny and abuse of power.

Economic and International Implications

Trade and Commerce

- Articles: No authority to regulate interstate or foreign commerce, leading to economic discord
among states.
- Constitution: Gave Congress the power to regulate trade, fostering economic stability and growth.

International Relations

- Articles: The federal government lacked the authority to negotiate treaties or enforce international
agreements.

- Constitution: Centralized diplomatic powers, allowing the U.S. to establish treaties and conduct
foreign policy effectively.

Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths of the Articles of Confederation

- Preserved state sovereignty.
- Facilitated cooperation during the Revolutionary War.
- Established a precedent for a decentralized government.

Weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation

- Lack of power to tax or raise revenue.

- No executive or judicial branches.

- Difficult amendment process.

- Inability to regulate commerce.

- Weak central authority, leading to economic and political instability.



Strengths of the U.S. Constitution

- Created a balanced government with clear separation of powers.

- Enabled the federal government to address national concerns effectively.
- Provided mechanisms for amendments and adaptability.

- Protected individual rights through the Bill of Rights.

- Facilitated economic growth and international diplomacy.

Weaknesses of the U.S. Constitution

- Initially lacked explicit protections for individual rights (though remedied by the Bill of Rights).
- The complexity of checks and balances can lead to gridlock.
- Interpretation of constitutional provisions can vary, leading to legal and political disputes.

Legacy and Impact

The comparison between the Articles of Confederation and the U.S. Constitution reveals a
fundamental evolution in American governance—from a loose confederation of sovereign states to a
stronger, more unified federal system. The weaknesses of the Articles underscored the need for a
more effective government capable of managing economic policies, defense, and interstate relations,
leading to the drafting of the Constitution with its innovative system of checks and balances,
federalism, and protections for individual rights.

This transition also highlights enduring debates about the scope of federal authority versus states’
rights—a tension that remains central in American political discourse. The Constitution’s adaptability,
through amendments and judicial interpretation, has allowed it to evolve with the nation’s changing
needs, solidifying its role as the bedrock of American constitutional democracy.

Conclusion

In summary, an accurate comparison of the Articles of Confederation and the U.S. Constitution
underscores the shift from a decentralized, weak federal structure to a robust, balanced system
designed to promote stability, unity, and individual freedoms. The Articles prioritized state
sovereignty and limited government, which, while fostering independence, created significant
practical challenges. The Constitution, on the other hand, aimed to remedy these issues by
establishing a stronger federal government with clear powers, protections, and mechanisms for
adaptation.

Understanding these differences is crucial for appreciating the foundational principles of American
government and the ongoing debates about the appropriate scope and limits of federal authority. The
transition from the Articles to the Constitution marks a defining moment in the development of the
United States’ constitutional democracy, setting the stage for the nation’s growth and resilience over



centuries.

Final thought: The comparison between these founding documents reveals the delicate balance
between authority and liberty, centralization and sovereignty, a balance that continues to shape the
American political landscape today.
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