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Introduction
 The purpose of this book is to offer a broad overview of how the American system of 
government operates within the scope of a constitutional democracy.

 To better familiarize the reader with this information, a varied set of instructional aids 
are incorporated throughout the narrative. These aids supplement, clarify, and exemplify critical 
and challenging aspects of the issues at hand. All terms and phrases are lucidly defined and 
highlighted. Numerous practical examples are included to demonstrate “how things happen” in 
the practice and exercise of government. To that end, the book introduces actual court cases, 
historical events, statistical data, hypothetical scenarios, problem-solving exercises, stimulating 
trivia, time line references, and similar learning tools.

 Our goal is to ease the student into the complex world of government, politics, and deci-
sion-making without becoming immersed in minutiae. Although the connective theme of this 
book is democracy and its role within the federal government in plotting the progress of our 
nation, ample discussion is set aside for a review of local and state governments and politics. 
The reader, therefore, is introduced to numerous topics that are well structured, clearly stated, 
and contemporary (e.g., the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon). In 
doing so, we attempt to link the early founding of this nation and the creation of our government 
with the principles of democracy that have endured into the twenty-first century.

Introduction
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Time Line of Government in America

 There are specific moments in time and place where things could have turned out very 
differently in American history and for our nation. Had we, for instance, lost the War of Indepen-
dence, then it is unlikely this book would have been published! So, at various points in time, critical 
events occurred in our nation’s history that profoundly affected the development of our govern-
ment and the shaping of America. The following is a time line or chronological road map that 
notes these special events. Use it as a handy reference and reminder of “What happened when?” 
and “Who did what?”. It provides a thumbnail sketch of those key moments in time and place.

DATe evenT

1774 The meeting of the First Continental Congress occurred.
1775 The meeting of the Second Continental Congress occurred.
1776 The Declaration of Independence was signed.
1781 The Articles of Confederation were ratified.
1783 The Treaty of Paris was signed, ending the Revolutionary War.
1787 The Constitution was written.
1789 Our nation’s first president, George Washington, was sworn into office.
1791 The Bill of Rights became part of the Constitution.
1793 Democratic and Republican “societies” were founded.
1800 The nation’s capital was moved to Washington, D.C.
1819 The Supreme Court ruled in the McCulloch v. Maryland case.
1823 The Monroe Doctrine was introduced.
1824 The Supreme Court ruled in the Gibbons v. Ogden case.
1846 The Mexican-American War began.
1848 The Mexican-American War ended.
1850 The Compromise of 1850 was passed.
1857 The Supreme Court ruled in the Dred Scott case.
1861 The Civil War began.
 The bill allowing the first federal income tax was passed.
1863 The Emancipation Proclamation was issued.
1865 The Civil War ended with the surrender of General Robert E. Lee.
1865 The Thirteenth Amendment ending slavery was added to the Constitution.
1866 The Civil Rights Act was passed.
1868 The Fourteenth Amendment was added to the Constitution.
1873 The United States experienced financial panic and national depression.
1875 The Civil Rights Act was passed (in addition to the above law).
1906 The Pure Food and Drug Act was passed.

Time Line of Government in America
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1914 World War I began.  
1917 The United States entered World War I.
1918 World War I ended.
1920 The Nineteenth Amendment was added to the Constitution. (Women’s suffrage)
1935 The Social Security System was established.
1940 Franklin D. Roosevelt was reelected for his third term as president.
1941 The Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor; the United States entered World War II against 

the Axis Powers.
1944 Franklin D. Roosevelt was reelected for his fourth term as president.
1945 World War II ended.
1949 The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was established.
1950 The Korean War began.
1953 The Korean War ended.
1954 The Vietnam War began.
1962 Soviet installation of missiles was discovered in Cuba (Cuban Missile Crisis).
1964 The Civil Rights Act was passed.
1965 The Voting Rights Act was passed.
1970 The Environmental Protection Agency was introduced.
1971 The Equal Rights Amendment was passed by Congress but failed to be ratified.
1972 The Watergate break-in occurred.
1973 The Supreme Court ruled in the Roe v. Wade case.
1975 The Vietnam War ended.
1980 Ronald Reagan was elected president.
1989 The Berlin Wall was torn down.
1991 The break-up of the United Soviet Socialist Republic (USSR) occurred, and
 the Cold War ended.
 The Persian Gulf War began.
1992 William J. Clinton was elected president.
1993 The Israeli and Palestinian Peace Accord was signed.
1994 Nelson Mandela was elected President of South Africa.
2000 George W. Bush was elected president.
2001 Terrorists attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.
 All three branches of government were evacuated and relocated due to anthrax 

threats.
 The United States declared global war against terrorism.
 Afghanistan was invaded by Alliance troops.

Time Line of  Government in America
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Democracy

“Liberty is the right to do everything the laws permit.”
                —Montesquieu, 1748

 The United States is a nation of over 281 million people from every country and culture. It 
is a nation that endorses the ideal of citizen ownership of government. We choose or elect those 
persons who will represent our interests in the success of government at the federal, state, and 
local levels. Democracy , therefore, is both an ideal and a concept. As such, there are several 
fundamental principles of democracy that best describe how it is viewed in practice.

Principles

 • Of Worth  – Everyone has value and is entitled to basic freedoms and protections ac-
corded all citizens.

 • Rule by Law  – All citizens agree to abide by the law with no exceptions. No one may 
put himself or herself above or outside the law.

 • Majority Rule  – Laws must be made by the consensus of the people with considerations 
for the needs and interests of the minority.

 • Government as Public Servant  – Limits are placed on the type and extent of power 
that we give to the government, regardless of level.

 • Civil Rights  – A democratic nation provides for the rights of each citizen through laws, 
regulations, and elections.

 • Government by Representation  – Essential to democracy, this principle asserts the 
right of citizens to choose those who shall administer the government.

 These principles do not mean that everyone gets to do whatever they wish. Rather, de-
mocracy is a means to an end. Freedom, equality, and representation are the means. A just and 
fair society is the end. What the founding fathers sought to do as they crafted the Constitution 
was not to repeat the earlier mistakes of rule by the British monarchy, of a society under impe-
rial rule and without true representation. 

 Ours is a compromise government. It is best described as a representative democ -
racy —the above principles are upheld through a system of elections, branches of government, 
laws, and public officials. No one person, agency, or unit of government should ever dominate 
the political process and deny the consensus (and rights/freedoms) of the people. Representa-
tive democracy has not always worked. There are many examples in American history where 
people’s rights have been exploited or ignored, such as slavery, the near-extermination of the 
Native Americans, religious intolerance, and the suppression of civil rights. Thus, democracy 
remains an ongoing “process” as well as a goal. It represents the best promise of peace and 
order in a nation of over 281 million citizens.

Democracy
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The Statue of Liberty

 One hundred fifty-two feet high and placed atop a 150-foot pedestal, the Statue of Liberty 
is perhaps the most famous symbol of democracy. It is located in Upper New York Bay on Liberty 
Island. The French sculptor F.A. Bartholdi designed the statue of a woman holding an uplifted 
torch. The statue was shipped to the United States in 1885 and dedicated in 1886. The original 
purpose of the Statue of Liberty was to commemorate and celebrate the American-French al-
liance during the Revolutionary War.

 The pedestal contains the equally famous sonnet by Emma Lazarus titled:

“The new Colossus”

Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

This passage was written as a symbolic greeting to the waves of immigrants who made their 
way to American shores. Early immigrants came to the United States to find work and to es-
cape religious or political persecution. These remain strong incentives to immigrate to America 
(times have not changed much!), especially for people of third world (nonindustrial) countries. 
For many, the Statue of Liberty is their first impression of the United States because of its easy 
visibility as they arrive by ship or airplane. It is, in a sense, a visual introduction to their new 
nation. The Statue of Liberty still represents freedom, hope, and an opportunity to participate 
in the future of a nation …

BUT

Given the fact that immigrants pose a very unique set of challenges and problems for society 
(e.g., language barriers, terrorism, illegal laborers, and crime), we must ponder this question, 
“Should we continue to allow so many foreigners to enter and reside within the United States?” 
If the Statue of Liberty truly is an invitation to the world’s homeless and oppressed, then it is 
contradictory to deny them entrance. On the other hand, we have a long tradition of expelling 
undesirable aliens or citizens who had every intention of trying to overthrow the government 
(for example, through assassination and communism). What is your viewpoint?

The Statue of Liberty
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The U.S. Constitution

 “We the People of the United States ...” Thus begins the famous document that es-
tablished our national government. For such a valuable document, it is not especially long or 
complex. It contains a preamble, seven articles, and twenty-seven amendments. Within the space 
of relatively few pages, a government, a nation, and a national identity—Americans—were born. 
The Constitution was framed with an eye toward “balance”; that is, it created a triad of power 
with three branches and three levels of government. These include the executive, legislative, 
and judicial branches at the federal, state, and local levels of government. Each acts as a check 
upon the other in order to keep some sense of balance and representation within the nation. 
The U.S. Supreme Court, for instance, does not tell a state governor how to run his/her state.

 The Constitution is based on a handful of basic principles or guidelines. These include 
the following ideas:

 • Separation of Powers  - The authority to govern must be spread among the three levels 
and branches of government.

 • Popular Rule/Sovereignty  - Our government belongs to its citizens who elect people 
to help run the country (e.g., judges, senators, etc.). Also, it is civilians who control the 
government, not the military.

 • Checks and Balances  - Each branch of government serves as a check upon the other 
so that no single unit has excessive power (e.g., the president cannot compel Congress 
to pass laws).

 • Constituency  - Elected officials are legally accountable to the people who elect them.

 • Federalism  - This is a system by which some powers are set aside for the national govern-
ment, while other powers are reserved for the state and local governments. Supremacy 
of national laws is part of federalism.

 • Mixed Term Lengths  - Legislators have varying lengths of terms in order to maximize 
representation of all citizens (U.S. senators serve six years; representatives serve two 
years). 

 

Did You Know That ...

 There have actually been TWO constitutions in our history? In 1781, the Articles 
of Confederation were passed. The second is our present Constitution, which was 
written in 1787.

 The Constitution is over 200 years old? September 17 is the celebrated anniversary 
of the signing of the Constitution.

 

The U.S. Constitution
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The U.S. Constitution: Word Search

Directions:  Find and circle the words listed below in the word search puzzle. Words may be 
printed forward, backward, up, down, or diagonally.

WORD LIST

Amendments   America   Articles  Balance

Bill of Rights   Constitution   Freedoms  Government

Ideals    Liberty   National  Preamble

Principles   Representation  Supreme Court

The U.S. Constitution: Word Search
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We the People: Government in America

Name:   Date: 

The U.S. Constitution: Kriss Kross

Directions:  Use a pencil for this puzzle. Fit the words from the list below in the correct spaces 
below. There may be two words that fit in the same boxes, but if you are unable to connect the 
next word, you know you have written in the wrong word. Erase and continue with the other 
word that fits.

14 LeTTeRS    
Representation  

6 LeTTeRS
Ideals 

7 LeTTeRS
America
Balance
Liberty

8 LeTTeRS
Articles
Freedoms
National
Preamble 

10 LeTTeRS
Amendments 
Government
Principles 

12 LeTTeRS
Bill of Rights
Constitution
Supreme Court

The U.S. Constitution: Kriss Kross
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The Preamble
 The Preamble to the Constitution is one sentence in length. The language used in this 
passage is quite ordinary. It contains the fundamental goals of the fledgling government, which 
is a set of directives about the ideals and objectives that Americans hold near and dear to their 
view of democracy. There are six goals in the Preamble.

“We the people of the United States, in order to ...”:

Goal 1 :  “form a more perfect union, ...”

Meaning:  Establish a national government that would be able to more effectively run a newly-
instituted nation. The Articles of Confederation simply lacked the strength to keep the states 
working toward a common good and prosperity.

Goal 2 :  “establish justice, ...”

Meaning:  Provide systems and organizations within the federal and state government(s) that 
would insure basic fairness to citizens (e.g., protection from false accusations or imprison-
ment).

Goal 3 :  “insure domestic tranquility, ...”

Meaning:  Make arrangements for the general health, 
welfare, and public peace of all communities (e.g., police 
departments, laws, rules, and regulations).

Goal 4 :  “provide for the common defense, ...”

Meaning:  Provide the means and methods whereby our 
nation, its people, and its property could be protected from 
the threat of war or civil insurrection (e.g., standing army, 
national guard/state militia, weapons allowed in citizens’ 
homes).

Goal 5 :  “promote the general welfare, ...”

Meaning:  Roughly translated, this goal refers to the sense of well-being that citizens have 
about their lives and their communities. This is expressed in their right to vote, to hold general 
elections/public office, and their participation in the development of our society.

Goal 6 :  “and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, ...”

Meaning:  A new government, to be successful, must endure. This final goal was an assertion 
that the United States was an experiment in freedom that had to withstand the test of time. For 
generations without end, the Preamble and the Constitution would stand as protections and 
reminders of what our nation would strive to achieve.

       “ ... do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.”

The Preamble
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Lost in Space

 As hard as it may be to believe or visualize, at some point a number of humans will 
probably be residing in gigantic space stations orbiting the earth. This will be part of a hugely  
complex undertaking to colonize outer space and distant planets. Nations will be searching for 
new sources of energy, raw minerals, and inhabitable areas for its citizens. Unlike the settling 
of the western frontier centuries ago, the stakes are much higher for humankind. In a sense, 
the “race to the stars” is a race for expansion and survival. Because the United States has a 
long track record of achievements in space (thanks to NASA), it is reasonable to presume that 
we will be looking skyward for solutions to problems that plague us on Earth, such as industrial 
pollution and global warming.

 Laws will be necessary to govern these new space pioneers, just as they were neces-
sary when we settled the western frontier. Wherever groups of people congregate to create an 
orderly society—whether it is Earth, Mars, or other extraterrestrial sites—some form of orga-
nized government and system of rules is required. It is too risky and unreasonable to expect 
everyone to be orderly. In the short exercise below, imagine that you have been asked to write 
a new preamble that would explain how these “space settlers” should be governed. Refer to the 
principles listed in the original Preamble as a guide.

 Something to keep in mind is that life in outer space will not be like anything we would 
experience on Earth. There are all sorts of unanswered questions to consider. For starters, who 
has the right and authority to set rules for the use of outer space? What sorts of things in the 
existing Constitution would be useful (or useless) to the welfare of the colonists? For example, 
would there be any need to provide for the common defense? Or promote the general welfare?

 Perhaps the biggest question to address as you draft your preamble is this: Who owns 
outer space and the planets? Start from that point of inquiry and develop a few simple statements 
that describe how your new “space nation” is to be organized. Don’t worry, there is obviously 
no right or wrong answer to this exercise! It is meant to help you think creatively about an issue 
that has stumped scholars and politicians for decades. Keep in mind that whatever you decide 
upon, it may not please every would-be colonist. Use your own paper if you need more room.

PReAMBLe FOR A neW “SPACe nATIOn”

Lost in Space




