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The formative years of the United States were marked by the struggle to
develop a governing framework that could effectively manage the needs of the
new nation. The Articles of Confederation and the Constitution represent two
pivotal documents in American history, each reflecting the ideals and
challenges of their respective times. Understanding the differences and
similarities between these two frameworks is essential for grasping the
evolution of American governance. This article will explore the key aspects
of both documents, providing a comprehensive comparison that can serve as a
worksheet for educational purposes.

Historical Context

Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation were ratified in 1781, during a time when the
American colonies had just won independence from British rule. The need for a
unifying document was paramount, but the fear of centralized power led to the
creation of a weak federal government. The Articles established a
confederation of sovereign states, emphasizing states' rights over federal
authority.

The Constitution

In contrast, the Constitution was drafted in 1787 and ratified in 1788,
reflecting a shift in thinking about governance. The weaknesses of the
Articles of Confederation became increasingly apparent, particularly in areas
such as economic stability and national defense. The Constitution was created
to establish a stronger federal government capable of addressing the needs of
a growing nation while still protecting individual liberties and states'
rights.



Key Differences

Structure of Government

1. Articles of Confederation:

The government was unicameral, consisting of a single legislative body.
Each state had one vote, regardless of size or population.

- There was no executive branch or judiciary, leading to difficulties in
enforcing laws and resolving disputes.

2. Constitution:

- Established a bicameral legislature (the House of Representatives and the
Senate) to provide a more balanced representation of states.

- Created an executive branch led by the President, responsible for enforcing
laws.

- Established a federal judiciary, including the Supreme Court, to interpret
laws and adjudicate disputes.

Powers of the Government

1. Articles of Confederation:

- Limited powers were granted to the central government, primarily focused on
diplomacy and defense.

- Congress could not levy taxes or regulate commerce, leading to financial
instability.

- Amendments required unanimous consent from all thirteen states, making
changes nearly impossible.

2. Constitution:

- Granted Congress the power to tax, regulate interstate commerce, and
provide for the common defense.

- Allowed for a more flexible amendment process, requiring only a two-thirds
majority in Congress and ratification by three-fourths of the states.

- Established the concept of implied powers, allowing the government to adapt
to changing circumstances.

Representation

1. Articles of Confederation:

- Equal representation for states regardless of population size, leading to
discontent among larger states.

- No provisions for direct representation of the populace.

2. Constitution:



- The Great Compromise established proportional representation in the House
based on population, while maintaining equal representation in the Senate.
- Direct election of Senators was later established by the 17th Amendment,
enhancing democratic representation.

Key Similarities

Foundational Principles

1. Federalism: Both documents embody the principle of federalism, balancing
power between the national and state governments.

2. Protection of Rights: While the Articles did not explicitly enumerate
individual rights, the Constitution's Bill of Rights was added to ensure
protections for citizens against government overreach.

Process of Governance

Both documents sought to create a system of governance that allowed for
deliberation and debate. The legislative processes outlined in both
frameworks aimed to ensure that laws would reflect the will of the people,
albeit in different forms.

Impact and Legacy

Articles of Confederation

The Articles of Confederation were a crucial stepping stone in American
governance. Although they ultimately failed to provide a stable framework for
the fledgling nation, they highlighted the need for a stronger central
government. The weaknesses of the Articles prompted discussions that led to
the Constitutional Convention in 1787, where the current Constitution was
drafted.

The Constitution

The Constitution has endured for over two centuries, allowing for adjustments
and amendments that reflect the evolving needs of American society. It has
established a framework for governance that balances power and protects
individual rights, influencing democratic movements worldwide.



Worksheet Answers: Key Points for Comparison

When comparing the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution, consider
the following points for a worksheet:

1. Government Structure:

- Articles: Unicameral legislature, no executive or judiciary.

- Constitution: Bicameral legislature, established executive and judicial
branches.

2. Powers:

- Articles: Limited powers; no taxation or commerce regulation.

- Constitution: Broader powers; ability to tax and regulate interstate
commerce.

3. Representation:

- Articles: Equal representation for states.

- Constitution: Proportional representation in the House; equal
representation in the Senate.

4. Amendment Process:

- Articles: Unanimous consent required for amendments.

- Constitution: Two-thirds majority in Congress and three-fourths of states
needed for amendments.

5. Protection of Rights:
- Articles: Implicit rights.
- Constitution: Explicit Bill of Rights added.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the comparison between the Articles of Confederation and the
Constitution reveals significant developments in American political thought
and governance. While the Articles provided a framework that was too weak to
sustain a nation, they paved the way for the creation of a more robust
Constitution. This evolution illustrates the dynamic nature of American
democracy and the ongoing dialogue about the balance of power,
representation, and individual rights. Understanding these foundational
documents is crucial for grasping the complexities of the United States'
political system and its historical context.

Frequently Asked Questions



What was the primary purpose of the Articles of
Confederation?

The primary purpose of the Articles of Confederation was to establish a
framework for a national government that emphasized the sovereignty of
individual states.

How did the Constitution address the weaknesses of
the Articles of Confederation?

The Constitution addressed the weaknesses of the Articles by creating a
stronger central government with the power to tax, regulate commerce, and
enforce laws, thus providing a more balanced federal system.

What key feature was introduced in the Constitution
that was lacking in the Articles of Confederation?

The Constitution introduced a system of checks and balances among the three
branches of government, which was lacking in the Articles of Confederation.

In what way did the Articles of Confederation impact
the debate over federalism in the Constitution?

The Articles of Confederation led to debates over federalism by highlighting
the need for a stronger national government, which ultimately influenced the
framers of the Constitution to create a federal system that balanced power
between the national and state governments.

What was one significant result of replacing the
Articles of Confederation with the Constitution?

One significant result was the establishment of a more effective and
centralized government that could better respond to national issues, thereby
enhancing the unity and stability of the newly formed United States.
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