
hierarchy of a unitary system on its head. In a 
confederacy, the central government depends on 
the regional governments for its legal authority. 
The United States has experimented with con-
federal systems twice during its history. The 
Articles of Confederation was the first constitu-
tion of the United States. It organized the U.S. 
political system as an agreement of union among 

sovereign states. The national gov-
ernment consisted of a legislature 
in which all states had equal rep-
resentation. There was no national 
executive branch, such as the pres-
idency, and no national judiciary, 
such as the Supreme Court.

This confederal system was 
adopted during the Revolutionary 
War and remained in effect for more 
than a decade. Many of the nation’s 
founders saw its many flaws, how-
ever, and wrote its replacement at 
the Constitutional Convention of 
1787 in Philadelphia. The product 
of that gathering—the U.S. 
Constitution—was ratified in 1788 
and replaced the Articles of 
Confederation as the basis of the 
U.S. political system.2 The second 
experiment with confederacy began 
in 1861 at the onset of the Civil War. 
Southern states seeking to secede 
from the Union organized their 
political system as a confederacy. All 
this ended with the South’s surren-
der in 1865 and the return of the 
seceded states to the Union.

Federal systems operate in a mid-
dle range between unitary systems 
and confederacies. Responsibilities 
in a federal system are divided 
between the two levels of govern-
ment, and each is given the appro-
priate power and legal authority to 
fulfill those responsibilities. The sys-
tem’s defining feature is that neither 
level of government is dependent on 
the other for its power. Within its 
defined areas of responsibility, each 
is considered independent and 
autonomous. In the United States, 

the two levels of government considered sovereign 
are the federal government and state governments. 
States are legally equal partners with the national 
government and occupy a central role in the polit-
ical system. Although required to operate within 
the rules laid down by the U.S. Constitution, states 
are considered sovereign because their power and 
legal authority are drawn not just from the U.S. 
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