
Once convened, the group quickly abandoned 
its mandate to modify the Articles and decided to 
write an entirely new constitution. In doing so, 
the Federalists who dominated the convention 
rejected confederacy as an adequate basis for the 
American political system. Their experience 
under the Articles had taught them that a central 
government subordinate to the states was not 
much of a government at all. What they wanted 
was a government capable of dealing effectively 
with national problems, and this meant a strong 
central government whose power was indepen-
dent of the states.

Some Federalists, notably Alexander Hamilton, 
were attracted to the idea of a unitary govern-
ment, but such a system was never seriously con-
sidered at the Constitutional Convention. Popular 
sentiment did not favor a unitary system, which 
was understandable given that the Revolutionary 
War had been fought in no small part because of 
the perceived arrogance of and abuse by a central 
government toward its regional subordinates (the 
states were originally colonies of the British 
Crown). Political realities also argued against 
pushing for a unitary system. To have any legal 
force, the new constitution would have to be rat-
ified by the states, and it was highly unlikely the 
states would voluntarily agree to give up all their 
powers to a national government. Federalism was 
thus the only practical option.

Yet a federal system meant more than the 
political price that had to be paid to achieve a 
stronger national government. The founders were 
attempting to construct a new form of representa-
tive government, in which citizens would exercise 
power indirectly, on the basis of a paradox. 
Convention delegates wanted a more powerful 
national government, but at the same time they 
did not want to concentrate power for fear that 
would lead to tyranny. Their solution to this prob-
lem was to create a system of separated powers 
and checks and balances. They divided their new 
and stronger national government into three 
branches—legislative, executive, and judicial—
and made each branch partially reliant on the 

others to carry out its own responsibilities. This 
made it difficult for any single group to gain the 
upper hand in all three divisions of government 
and gave each branch the power to check the 
excesses of the other branches.

The delegates achieved a similar set of goals by 
making state and national governments coequal 
partners. By letting states remain independent 
decision makers in a wide range of policy arenas, 
they divided power between the national and sub-
national levels of government. The national gov-
ernment was made more powerful by the new 
constitution, but the independence of the states 
helped set clear limits on this power.

The Advantages  
and Disadvantages  
of Federalism
Federalism solved a political conundrum for the 
founders and helped achieve their philosophical 
aims of dispersing and separating power. Yet fed-
eralism is not necessarily better than a confederal 
or a unitary system, just different. In the United 
States, the pros and cons of federalism have ben-
efited and bedeviled the American political sys-
tem for more than two centuries.

There are four key advantages to the federal 
system. (See Table 2-1.) First, it keeps government 

Representative government
A form of government in which citizens exercise power indirectly by 
choosing representatives to legislate on their behalf

TABLE 2-1

Advantages and Disadvantages  
of Federalism

Advantages Disadvantages

Allows for flexibility among 
state laws and institutions.

Increases complexity and 
confusion.

Reduces conflict because 
states can accommodate 
citizens’ interests.

Sometimes increases 
conflict when jurisdictional 
lines are unclear.

Allows for experimentation 
at the state level.

Duplicates efforts and 
reduces accountability.

Enables the achievement 
of national goals.

Makes coordination 
difficult.

Creates inequality in 
services and policy.
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