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Understanding the fundamental differences between the Articles of Confederation and the
United States Constitution is essential for grasping the development of American
government. These two foundational documents laid the groundwork for the nation’s
political structure, but they do so with notable distinctions. The Articles of Confederation,
ratified in 1781, served as the first governing framework for the United States,
emphasizing a decentralized federal government. In contrast, the U.S. Constitution,
ratified in 1788, established a stronger central authority with an intricate system of
checks and balances. This article explores key differences between these two documents,
focusing on their structure, powers, and overall governance philosophy.

Overview of the Articles of Confederation

Purpose and Context
The Articles of Confederation were drafted during the Revolutionary War period, aiming to
unify the thirteen colonies into a loose confederation for mutual defense and cooperation.
It reflected the colonies’ desire to retain sovereignty and limit centralized power, fearing
tyranny based on their experiences under British rule.

Key Features

Established a confederation where states held most of the power

Created a weak national government with limited authority

Included a unicameral legislature called the Congress of the Confederation

No executive branch or national judiciary initially

Required unanimity for amendments

Limited powers such as declaring war, making treaties, and maintaining an army



Overview of the United States Constitution

Purpose and Context
Drafted in 1787 and ratified in 1788, the Constitution sought to replace the Articles of
Confederation by creating a stronger federal government capable of effectively managing
the nation’s affairs, ensuring stability, and promoting economic growth.

Key Features

Established a federal system with power divided between national and state
governments

Created a bicameral legislature: the House of Representatives and the Senate

Included an executive branch led by the President

Established a federal judiciary, including the Supreme Court

Implemented a system of checks and balances among the branches

Provided mechanisms for amendments through a structured process

Major Differences Between the Articles of
Confederation and the U.S. Constitution

1. Structure of Government

Articles of Confederation
- Created a unicameral legislature where each state had one vote
- No separate executive or judicial branches
- The Congress was the central authority, but with limited powers

U.S. Constitution
- Established a bicameral Congress: House of Representatives (based on population) and
Senate (two per state)
- Created an executive branch headed by the President
- Established a federal judiciary, including the Supreme Court



2. Power Distribution and Sovereignty

Articles of Confederation
- Power was primarily held by individual states
- The national government lacked authority to enforce laws or regulate commerce
- States retained sovereignty and independence, making coordination difficult

U.S. Constitution
- Power was shared between federal and state governments (federalism)
- The national government had authority over taxation, defense, and interstate commerce
- Sovereignty was divided but balanced through a system of enumerated and implied
powers

3. Authority and Legislative Power

Articles of Confederation
- Congress could make war and peace, but lacked authority to impose taxes or regulate
trade
- Amendments required unanimous approval, making change difficult

U.S. Constitution
- Congress gained the power to tax, regulate interstate and foreign commerce, and coin
money
- Amendments could be ratified by three-fourths of the states, allowing for more flexible
change

4. Executive and Judicial Branches

Articles of Confederation
- No separate executive or judicial branches
- The Congress lacked an executive officer to enforce laws

U.S. Constitution
- Created the President, who has executive powers, including veto authority and command
of the military
- Established a federal judiciary to interpret laws and resolve disputes



5. Ability to Amend

Articles of Confederation
- Required unanimity among the states to amend the document, making reforms nearly
impossible

U.S. Constitution
- Amendments can be ratified with approval from three-fourths of the states, allowing for
adaptable governance

6. Economic Powers

Articles of Confederation
- Lacked the power to regulate interstate commerce or impose taxes directly
- Depended on voluntary contributions from states for revenue

U.S. Constitution
- Gave Congress power to regulate interstate and international trade
- Allowed Congress to impose taxes and establish a national currency

Impacts of These Differences

Effect on Governance and Stability
- The weak federal structure under the Articles led to economic difficulties, lack of unity in
foreign policy, and internal conflict among states.
- The stronger federal system under the Constitution provided stability, enabling the U.S.
to function as a unified nation with the ability to respond to internal and external
challenges.

Effect on Federalism and State Power
- Under the Articles, states operated with significant independence, which sometimes led
to conflicts and inconsistency.
- The Constitution balanced state sovereignty with national authority, laying the
foundation for the federal system still used today.



Effect on Legislative Authority
- The weak Congress under the Articles limited the government’s effectiveness, leading to
economic and diplomatic issues.
- The Constitution’s expanded legislative powers made the federal government a more
effective and accountable entity.

Summary

In summary, the primary difference between the Articles of Confederation and the U.S.
Constitution lies in the scope and distribution of governmental powers. The Articles
established a loose confederation emphasizing state sovereignty and limited federal
authority, which ultimately proved insufficient for governing a growing nation. The
Constitution, however, created a more robust federal government with separate branches,
stronger legislative powers, and mechanisms for adaptation, ensuring better governance
and stability. This transition from a weak to a strong central government marks a pivotal
evolution in American constitutional history, shaping the nation’s political framework to
this day.

Conclusion
Understanding the differences between these two foundational documents highlights how
American governance has evolved to meet the needs of its citizens. The shift from the
Articles of Confederation to the U.S. Constitution reflects a deliberate move toward a
balanced federal system capable of providing effective leadership, safeguarding individual
rights, and maintaining the union's integrity. Recognizing these distinctions helps
appreciate the enduring principles of American democracy and the ongoing importance of
constitutional design.

---

Would you like further elaboration on any specific point or additional insights into the
historical context?

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a key difference between the Articles of
Confederation and the U.S. Constitution regarding
federal power?
The Articles of Confederation created a weak central government with limited powers,
whereas the U.S. Constitution established a stronger federal government with the
authority to tax, regulate commerce, and enforce laws.



How did the process of ratification differ between the
Articles of Confederation and the U.S. Constitution?
The Articles of Confederation required unanimous approval by all 13 states for ratification,
while the Constitution required approval by nine states to become effective, making the
process easier and more flexible.

In what way did the Articles of Confederation and the
U.S. Constitution differ in their approach to the
legislative branch?
The Articles of Confederation established a unicameral legislature with equal
representation for each state, while the Constitution created a bicameral Congress with
proportional representation in the House and equal representation in the Senate.

What was a major reason for replacing the Articles of
Confederation with the U.S. Constitution?
The Articles of Confederation proved too weak to effectively govern the nation, especially
in areas like taxation, interstate commerce, and national defense, necessitating a stronger
federal government outlined in the Constitution.

How do the Articles of Confederation and the U.S.
Constitution differ in their provisions for amending or
changing the documents?
Amending the Articles of Confederation required unanimous agreement of all states,
making change difficult, whereas the Constitution established a more flexible process
requiring approval by two-thirds of Congress and three-fourths of the states.
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The transition from the Articles of Confederation to the United States Constitution marked
a pivotal moment in American history, shaping the foundation of the nation’s government
as we know it today. While both documents served as frameworks for the fledgling
country’s political organization, they differ significantly in structure, powers, and scope.
Understanding these differences is essential for grasping how the United States evolved
from a loose alliance of states into a unified federal republic. This article explores the key
distinctions between the Articles of Confederation and the United States Constitution,
highlighting their contrasting features and the reasons behind the shift in governance.

---



The Articles of Confederation: The First Framework of American Government

Background and Purpose

The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, was the first formal attempt to establish a
national government for the United States. Drafted during the Revolutionary War, its
primary goal was to unify the thirteen colonies in their collective fight against Britain
while preserving most powers within the states. It was designed to create a weak central
authority that could coordinate defense and foreign policy without infringing on state
sovereignty.

Key Features

- Weak Central Government: The Articles established a unicameral Congress where each
state had one vote, regardless of size or population.
- Limited Powers: The national government could conduct foreign affairs, maintain armed
forces, and coin money but lacked authority to impose taxes or regulate commerce.
- State Sovereignty: States retained significant independence, including control over their
own militias, taxation, and laws.
- No Executive or Judicial Branch: There was no separate executive branch to enforce laws
or judicial system to interpret them, relying instead on Congress’s collective decision-
making.

Implications of Its Design

The structure created under the Articles reflected the colonies’ fears of centralized power,
influenced by their recent experience under British rule. However, this limited authority
led to several problems, including:
- Financial Difficulties: Congress could not impose taxes, leading to inadequate funding for
national initiatives.
- Weak Enforcement: Without an executive branch, laws and treaties lacked effective
implementation.
- Interstate Disputes: States often acted in their own interests, leading to trade conflicts
and border disputes.
- Inability to Address Crises: The government’s limited powers rendered it ineffective in
responding to economic and security challenges.

---

The United States Constitution: A New Framework for Federal Power

Genesis and Rationale

By the mid-1780s, dissatisfaction with the Articles’ weaknesses prompted calls for a
constitutional overhaul. The Constitutional Convention of 1787 was convened in
Philadelphia, initially to amend the Articles but ultimately resulted in drafting a new
governing document: the Constitution. Its primary aim was to establish a balanced federal
system that could effectively govern while protecting individual rights and state interests.

Core Principles



- Strong Federal Structure: The Constitution created a system of checks and balances
among three branches—legislative, executive, and judicial—to prevent any single branch
from overpowering the others.
- Enumerated and Implied Powers: It explicitly granted Congress the power to tax,
regulate commerce, coin money, and provide for the common defense, with implied
powers to carry out these functions.
- Federal Supremacy: The Constitution established that federal laws take precedence over
state laws, resolving disputes that had plagued the Articles.
- Protection of Rights: Although initially lacking explicit individual rights, the Bill of Rights
(the first ten amendments) was added to safeguard personal freedoms.

Structural Changes

- Bicameral Legislature: The Congress was divided into two houses—Senate and House of
Representatives—allowing for both equal state representation and representation based
on population.
- Executive Branch: Established with the President as the head of state and government,
capable of executing laws and conducting foreign policy.
- Independent Judiciary: Created a Supreme Court and lower federal courts to interpret
laws and resolve disputes.

---

Fundamental Differences Between the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution

1. Power Distribution and Federalism

One of the most significant differences lies in how power is distributed between the
national government and the states.

- Articles of Confederation: Emphasized state sovereignty; the federal government was
subordinate and lacked authority to enforce laws directly on individuals or regulate
commerce.
- Constitution: Established a federal system where powers are shared but with a stronger
central authority that can act directly on citizens and regulate interstate and international
matters.

2. Ability to Tax and Raise Revenue

Funding operations and national defense are critical functions of government. The two
documents differ markedly in this regard.

- Articles: Congress had no power to impose taxes; it could request funds from states,
which often refused or failed to provide adequate support.
- Constitution: Gave Congress the explicit power to levy taxes, tariffs, and duties, ensuring
a steady revenue stream for national needs.

3. Executive and Judicial Branches

The structure and existence of separate branches of government are fundamental
differences.



- Articles: No executive or judicial branch existed; decision-making was centralized within
Congress, which was often hampered by disagreements.
- Constitution: Created a distinct executive branch led by the President and a judicial
branch headed by the Supreme Court, allowing for law enforcement, interpretation, and
stability.

4. Legislative Structure

The nature of the legislative body reflects the shift from equal state representation to a
bicameral system designed to balance interests.

- Articles: Single-chamber Congress where each state had one vote.
- Constitution: Bicameral legislature—Senate with equal representation (two per state)
and the House based on population—aiming to balance power between large and small
states.

5. Amendments and Flexibility

The process for changing the governing document shows differences in flexibility.

- Articles: Required unanimous consent from all states to amend, making changes
extremely difficult.
- Constitution: Amendments could be made with the approval of two-thirds of Congress
and three-fourths of states, providing more adaptability.

---

The Practical Outcomes of These Differences

The differences between the Articles and the Constitution had profound practical
implications:

- Effectiveness and Stability: The Constitution’s stronger federal structure allowed the
government to address economic issues, handle foreign relations, and respond to internal
crises more effectively.
- Protection of Rights: The addition of the Bill of Rights helped secure individual liberties,
which was absent under the Articles.
- Unity vs. Sovereignty: The shift from a loose confederation to a unified federal system
fostered national cohesion, enabling the United States to grow into a global power.

---

Why the Shift Was Necessary

The inadequacies of the Articles of Confederation became glaringly apparent through
events such as Shays’ Rebellion, economic instability, and diplomatic weaknesses. The
inability to raise revenue or enforce laws made the national government ineffective. These
challenges underscored the need for a more robust framework, which the Constitution
provided.

The move to replace the Articles was driven by a desire for a stronger, more capable



government that could unite the states, promote economic development, and protect the
nation’s interests domestically and internationally.

---

Conclusion

Which Of The Following Is A Difference Between The Articles Of Confederation And The
United States Constitution? The answer lies in the scope and strength of government
powers, the structure of the legislative branch, and the mechanisms for amendments and
enforcement. While the Articles of Confederation laid the groundwork for independence
and unity, it was the Constitution that created a balanced system capable of governing a
growing nation.

The transition from a weak, decentralized confederation to a strong federal republic
exemplifies the evolution of American political thought—from fear of tyranny to the
recognition that effective governance requires authority and coordination. Today’s United
States remains rooted in the principles embedded in the Constitution, a testament to its
importance in shaping the nation’s history and identity.
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