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It begins within the heart 
of every citizen. For some
Americans, it happens when
they see the American flag;
for others, it is the sight of
the monuments in the
nation’s capital or the
words of our national
anthem.Whatever 
symbol arouses their 
patriotism, most
Americans are thankful
they live in a nation as
free as the United
States of America.

But what is this
nation all about? How
are we more free than
the people of other
countries? Why do we
think of ourselves as 
living in a land of liberty?
And what structures 
provide a framework for our
values of liberty, equality, and 
human rights? 

The answers rest in our 
political system.The American 
political system today is a gigantic,
multi-level organism that includes everyone
who participates in politics, elections, government,
and matters of law. This includes the 18-year-old
who goes to the polls and votes for the candidates
he/she considers the most qualified for the job. It
includes the police officer in the streets, who has
sworn to serve and protect the citizens of his/her
precinct. It includes the delegate to a national 
convention who shares in the responsibility of
nominating the president. It includes the president
of the United States who carries,perhaps, the greatest
responsibility of the American political system.

From the citizens who attend  local school
board meetings and speak their minds to a powerful

state governor, to a U.S. Senator
who helps create a new law,

to the chief executive who
enforces those laws—the
American political 
system is designed to
meet the challenges of
living in a democracy
as large as the United
States and to provide
opportunities for
responsible involve-
ment on the part of
millions of American
citizens.

The purpose of this
book is to examine
the nature of the
American political 
system, including how

government was created
in early America, how 

government continues to
serve its citizens, and how

government works.
Through the pages of this

volume, the reader will learn the
background behind the writing of

the United States Constitution and
how that document has served the

American public through today.We will focus on
the nature of political power and authority in
American government and how such power is
intended to serve the American will. Our study will
make clear why our system of government is not
only practical but among the best systems for
allowing the greatest number of freedoms and
rights for its citizens.

Overall, the purpose of this volume is to have 
the reader gain an understanding of the principles
on which this government is founded and how
those ideals continue to set the course for the
nation and the agendas of its politicians and citizens.

A Nation Built on Democracy
An Introduction
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More than two hundred years have passed
since the writing of the United States Constitution
in 1787. Simple in construction and design (only
4300 words long), this founding document 
established a federal system of government based
on republican principles.

But what of the present role of the U.S.
Constitution? Does it continue to serve as a viable
framework for government? Does it truly serve the
majority of the American people? As we move 
further into the Constitution’s third century, do the
words of this document remain a relevant force
and framework for the enhancement of democracy
in America? This book will help you answer such
questions.

Rooted in Democracy

Most Americans believe that the core ideal of
the American political system is democracy. But
what is democracy? How do we define it as
Americans? Does it continue to serve as the best of
American ideals today? Are there different types of
democracy? If so, what type of democracy does the
United States exemplify?

First, some definitions and sources.The United
States did not invent the concept of democracy.
The word democracy is an ancient term used by
the Greeks beginning around the 400s B.C. It
comes from a combination of two Greek terms:
demos, referring to “the people” or “the masses,” and
kratos, meaning “power.” In combination, the
ancient Greeks thought of democracy as rule by
the people.

With this as the working definition, some ancient
Greeks held democracy at arms length—afraid of
mob rule. Common people were not considered
adequately educated to govern themselves. Even
Greek city-states such as Athens that practiced
democracy only used a limited form, with rule held
in the hands of the educated elite.

Even in the early years of creating the United
States, for some of the Founding Fathers the word

democracy carried the idea of mob rule. But today,
we think of democracy only in positive terms.
We view democracy as a state where an informed 
electorate participates in government, giving it
shape and direction.

Review and Write

1. The founding principle of the United States is 
democracy.What is your definition of democracy?
Does democracy have limits? Or is the purpose 
of democracy to create a government that 
allows its citizens complete freedom without 
obligation or boundaries?

2. Discuss the etymology of the word “democracy.”

3. Compare the democracy of the ancient Greeks 
with that of the Founding Fathers.

The Meaning of Democracy

2

As we look closer at the word democracy, it
becomes clearer that there are several types of
democracy. Each is based on a different under-
standing of the value and purpose of democracy, as
well as a different view of what circumstances cre-
ate a democracy.

To have a democracy, does everyone have to
have a voice? Does everyone have to be allowed to
vote? Is a vote required in a democracy? In the
United States, the people do not vote on every law
that applies to them directly. Instead, the people
have chosen to vote for men and women who 
represent them on school boards, city councils,
state legislatures, and the United States Congress.
Since political decisions, laws, and regulations 
controlling and limiting people’s lives are made by
smaller groups of people, does that mean democracy
is not taking place?

Central to the questions above is a determina-
tion of the level of direct citizen involvement in the
democratic process. Such questions focus on three
aspects of democracy: universal participation; politi-
cal equality, and majority rule.

Universal participation takes place when all
adults participate directly in a government’s decision
making process.This concept requires the direct
and consistent involvement of all full members of
that society or political system. Such involvement
is difficult to accomplish.When a state is very large
and includes thousands or even millions of people,
allowing a direct voice for everyone is hardly 
practical or even physically possible. Only when the
number of people involved is limited is universal
participation manageable.

The second concept concerning the nature of
democracy relates to political equality.When 
elections are held in the United States, it is generally
a rule that each person’s vote counts equally. It
doesn’t matter how many taxes you pay, how
much property you own, or what your race or ethnic
background is.

We have created a political structure that 
anticipates and expects the equal involvement of
its citizens. No person’s vote is valued more than
another’s.Voter equality gives every citizen a
voice—each one heard as loudly as the next.

The third principle of democracy is founded on
majority rule, which means that a decision is bind-
ing when it is supported by half of those partici-
pating in the decision-making process, plus one.
This arrangement typically means that a certain
number of people will not be happy with some
decisions of government because their opinions
are not reflected in a majority rule. But this is the
nature of democracy. It intends to satisfy the 
wishes of the majority of its citizens.

Sometimes a vote may be taken with more than
two options available.This may result in none of
the positions receiving a majority of the votes—
they are split between multiple options. In such
cases, the choice receiving the most votes—called
a plurality—will prevail.The goal remains the same
in both cases—that the choice preferred by the
most people is selected.

The Principles of Democracy
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Under the Constitution, the president is the
primary federal official responsible for the 
relationship of the United States to other nations.

Perhaps the most obvious power of the president
is his authority to negotiate and establish treaties.
Treaties cannot be made with foreign powers,
however, without congressional involvement. In
fact, all treaties made by the president or his 
diplomatic representatives must be approved by 
a two-thirds majority vote of Congress called a 
ratification.

Other foreign policy control is exerted by the
president through his power to appoint diplomats,
ambassadors, and other representatives to foreign
nations.Again, such appointments are subject to
congressional approval.The president is not only
empowered to send envoys to foreign countries,
but the one who may receive foreign ambassadors
to the United States.

In past years, some presidents have 
claimed powers over foreign policy other than
those listed above. Some presidents negotiated
executive agreements with foreign powers that
were not subjected to congressional approval.
Others believed they had the power to break
treaties without the approval of Congress.

While the Constitution enumerates some of the
powers of the presidency, others have developed
over time and through tradition.These powers may
have developed because various presidents 
interpreted their power to include them, or they
became accepted powers once granted to the 
presidency through congressional approval.

One such power is to serve as the nation’s
chief of state. Since the United States has no king,
emperor, or general, the president serves as the
nation’s chief ambassador abroad and at home.
Thus, a visiting king may be hosted by the 
president at a formal state dinner.

But this power plays itself out in other ways.As
the chief of state, the president carries out 
ceremonial responsibilities such as dedicating
national monuments or government buildings,

lighting the national Christmas tree in Washington,
D.C., or inviting a winning American Olympic team
to the White House.

While these responsibilities may not be found
among the duties listed in the U.S. Constitution,
their role is symbolic, serving to remind Americans
everywhere that the president is the representative
of the people of the nation.

Review and Write

What powers and responsibilities of American 
presidents on this page are not actually listed in 
the Constitution? Why are such responsibilities 
still considered important?

Traditions of the Presidency

58

Presidential power extends in a multitude of
directions. Not only does the president of the
United States hold extraordinary power over the
government’s bureaucracy and military, the modern
president is recognized as one of the most 
significant of all world leaders.

Since World War II (1939–1945), the United
States has held a dominant position among the
leading nations of the free world.The end of World
War II resulted in a distinct division between the
Western powers, which included the United States,
Western European nations, and Japan, and the
Communist countries dominated by the Soviet
Union and Communist China (by 1949).

This role of president-as-world-leader was not a
recognized power of the presidency until the 20th
century. Early presidents, such as George
Washington and Thomas Jefferson, encouraged
their countrymen not to become embroiled in 
foreign entanglements.Throughout the 19th century,
American presidents were not considered important
world leaders. Most of those presidents pursued
extremely limited foreign policy agendas.

By the beginning of the 20th century, the United
States pursued more aggressive foreign policy.
Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909) believed in the
power of the presidency to influence world events.
He supported a Panamanian revolution against
Colombia so the United States could gain a favorable
treaty with Panama, allowing the United States to
build the Panama Canal. President Woodrow Wilson
(1913–1921) took the U.S. into World War I, dream-
ing of extending American influence across Europe
through his League of Nations.

Over the half century following World War II,
Western powers and Communist nations fought a
costly ideological war , vying with one another for
international preeminence—a struggle which ulti-
mately brought the United States into a position of
world leadership.

America’s postwar presidents—including Harry
Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, and John Kennedy—
took a strong position in opposition to the

expansion of communism around the world.Their
leadership, and that provided by other presidents
from the 1960s through the 1980s, helped to pro-
vide leadership for the West in meeting the chal-
lenge of communism.

Even into the 1990s, the American presidency
continued to wield a worldwide influence. In 1990-
91, President George Bush was able to bring together
a coalition of nations in opposition to the aggression
of Middle Eastern leader Saddam Hussein of Iraq.
Using the United Nations as the focus of the coalition,
Bush drummed up both military and economic
support for the Persian Gulf War that succeeded in
removing all Iraqi troops from neighboring Kuwait.
The Persian Gulf War provides an excellent example
of how an American president can become a
leader on the world stage.

Sometimes, however, presidents attempt to
influence other nations and fail. In 1993, President
Clinton attempted to bring Western European
nations into the long-standing conflicts of the
Balkan region. He failed, largely because European
powers were not willing to commit adequate
resources and manpower to the region. In addition,
Clinton was not prepared to commit American
resources and his military to the Balkans without
European assistance. His attempt to provide world
leadership fell on deaf ears.

A limited, relatively weak presidency of 200 years
ago is a thing of the past. No other world leader is
considered more important than the U.S. president.
With this expectation comes tremendous responsi-
bility for those men who serve as chief executive.

The Scope of Presidential Power
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War II resulted in a distinct division between the 
Western powers, which included the United States, 
Western European nations, and Japan, and the 
Communist countries dominated by the Soviet 
Union and Communist China (by 1949).
	 This role of president-as-world-leader was not 
a recognized power of the presidency until the 
20th century. Early presidents, such as George 
Washington and Thomas Jefferson, encouraged 
their countrymen not to become embroiled in 
foreign entanglements. Throughout the 19th 
century, American presidents were not considered 
important world leaders. Most of those presidents 
pursued extremely limited foreign policy agendas.
	 By the beginning of the 20th century, the United 
States pursued more aggressive foreign policy. 
Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909) believed in the 
power of the presidency to influence world events. 
He supported a Panamanian revolution against 
Colombia so the United States could gain a favorable 
treaty with Panama, allowing the United States 
to build the Panama Canal. President Woodrow 
Wilson (1913–1921) took the U.S. into World War I, 
dreaming of extending American influence across 
Europe through his League of Nations.
	 Over the half century following World War II, 
Western powers and Communist nations fought 
a costly ideological war, vying with one another 
for international preeminence—a struggle which 
ultimately brought the United States into a 
position of world leadership.
	 America’s postwar presidents—including 
Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, and John 
Kennedy— took a strong position in opposition to 
the expansion of communism around the world. 
Their leadership, and that provided by other 

presidents from the 1960s through the 1980s, 
helped to provide leadership for the West in 
meeting the challenge of communism.
	 The American presidency has continued 
to wield a worldwide influence. In 1990–91, 
President George H.W. Bush was able to bring 
together a coalition of nations in opposition to 
the aggression of Middle Eastern leader Saddam 
Hussein of Iraq. Using the United Nations as the 
focus of the coalition, Bush drummed up both 
military and economic support for the Persian 
Gulf War that succeeded in removing all Iraqi 
troops from neighboring Kuwait. His influence 
continued past his presidency with other leaders, 
including George W. Bush, accusing Saddam 
Hussein of violating the terms of the cease fire. 
In 2003, the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and Poland invaded Iraq, signaling 
the start of the Iraq War. Saddam Hussein was 
eventually caught and sentenced to death. 
	 Sometimes, however, presidents attempt to 
influence other nations and fail. President Clinton 
attempted to bring Western European nations into 
the long-standing conflicts of the Balkan region. 
However, European powers were not willing to 
commit adequate resources and manpower to the 
region. In addition, Clinton was not prepared to 
commit American resources and his military to the 
Balkans without European assistance. His attempt 
to provide world leadership fell on deaf ears.
	 A limited, relatively weak presidency is a thing 
of the past. The U.S. president is now considered 
one of the most important world leaders. With 
this expectation comes tremendous responsibility 
for those who serve as chief executive.

Presidential power extends in a multitude of
directions. Not only does the president of the
United States hold extraordinary power over the
government’s bureaucracy and military, the modern
president is recognized as one of the most 
significant of all world leaders.

Since World War II (1939–1945), the United
States has held a dominant position among the
leading nations of the free world.The end of World
War II resulted in a distinct division between the
Western powers, which included the United States,
Western European nations, and Japan, and the
Communist countries dominated by the Soviet
Union and Communist China (by 1949).

This role of president-as-world-leader was not a
recognized power of the presidency until the 20th
century. Early presidents, such as George
Washington and Thomas Jefferson, encouraged
their countrymen not to become embroiled in 
foreign entanglements.Throughout the 19th century,
American presidents were not considered important
world leaders. Most of those presidents pursued
extremely limited foreign policy agendas.

By the beginning of the 20th century, the United
States pursued more aggressive foreign policy.
Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909) believed in the
power of the presidency to influence world events.
He supported a Panamanian revolution against
Colombia so the United States could gain a favorable
treaty with Panama, allowing the United States to
build the Panama Canal. President Woodrow Wilson
(1913–1921) took the U.S. into World War I, dream-
ing of extending American influence across Europe
through his League of Nations.

Over the half century following World War II,
Western powers and Communist nations fought a
costly ideological war , vying with one another for
international preeminence—a struggle which ulti-
mately brought the United States into a position of
world leadership.

America’s postwar presidents—including Harry
Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, and John Kennedy—
took a strong position in opposition to the

expansion of communism around the world.Their
leadership, and that provided by other presidents
from the 1960s through the 1980s, helped to pro-
vide leadership for the West in meeting the chal-
lenge of communism.

Even into the 1990s, the American presidency
continued to wield a worldwide influence. In 1990-
91, President George Bush was able to bring together
a coalition of nations in opposition to the aggression
of Middle Eastern leader Saddam Hussein of Iraq.
Using the United Nations as the focus of the coalition,
Bush drummed up both military and economic
support for the Persian Gulf War that succeeded in
removing all Iraqi troops from neighboring Kuwait.
The Persian Gulf War provides an excellent example
of how an American president can become a
leader on the world stage.

Sometimes, however, presidents attempt to
influence other nations and fail. In 1993, President
Clinton attempted to bring Western European
nations into the long-standing conflicts of the
Balkan region. He failed, largely because European
powers were not willing to commit adequate
resources and manpower to the region. In addition,
Clinton was not prepared to commit American
resources and his military to the Balkans without
European assistance. His attempt to provide world
leadership fell on deaf ears.

A limited, relatively weak presidency of 200 years
ago is a thing of the past. No other world leader is
considered more important than the U.S. president.
With this expectation comes tremendous responsi-
bility for those men who serve as chief executive.
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The Supreme Court building in Washington,
D.C., is an impressive structure. Located just a
short walk from the U.S. Capitol, its marble facade
rests on massive pillars.This grand temple of law
represents the Constitution’s goal of creating a gov-
ernment based on laws. High atop the building’s
west portico, chiseled in stone, are the words
EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER THE LAW.These words
suggest the purpose of the Supreme Court —to
provide the final authority in legal cases without
prejudice and to render decisions based only on
the law.

The Supreme Court of the United States—as its
name clearly implies—is the highest, most powerful
court in the land. It hears cases presented from
lower courts and makes decisions that are binding.
The Constitution provides no means by which a
Supreme Court decision can be overturned.

It is the only court specifically mentioned in
the Constitution. It is also a small body of people.
Today the Supreme Court includes nine members,
or justices. (The number has varied over the past
two hundred years from six to ten.) A chief justice
presides over the Court.All the justices serve for
life. (They may choose to retire voluntarily.)

The court is in session from the first Monday in
October through the month of June. However, the
justices do not hear cases for all of those months.
They remain largely out of the public eye and are
rarely seen.They only hear cases and legal 
arguments during fourteen weeks of their annual
session. Cases are heard on Mondays,Tuesdays, and
Wednesdays, during alternating two-week periods,
beginning in October and ending in April.

What kinds of cases do the justices on the
Supreme Court hear? To begin with, the number of
cases that reach the full court are few each year,
averaging about 100 cases a season.That is a small
number compared to the approximately 8000 that
may be filed for the court’s consideration.Those
not chosen by the court are denied review and the
lower court decision stands.

The Supreme Court is not required to hear any

specific case. It chooses the cases it wants to hear.
When attorneys want the court to consider a case,
they file a petition for a writ of certiorari.This
petition is a request to the court to hear a case.
The justices may refuse any and all cases.

Most of the cases are not looked at by the 
justices themselves but by their pool of law clerks.
These people often pick the cases the justices will
hear.The justices later look at the selected cases
and decide which ones they want to hear.
Approximately 90 percent of the cases selected for
the court’s review are rejected by the justices.

Once a case is picked for the court’s hearing,
the parties involved are contacted and ordered to
file briefs explaining their arguments concerning
the case.A key part of the court’s proceedings is
the oral argument phase where both sides present
oral statements before all nine members of the
court.After hearing a case, the justices decide their
opinions.They base their decisions on majority rule.

The justices meet in conference and present
their opinions. Usually the majority opinion is
clear. One justice is selected to write the majority
opinion known as the opinion of the court. Once
these decisions are made they become binding law.

Review and Write

The Supreme Court has the power to decide 
what cases it wants to hear. Do you think the 
Supreme Court should have that much power? 
Explain.

The Supreme Court
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Part I.

Multiple Choice. Match the information at the left with the letter of the correct answer shown on the right.
Place the correct answers in the spaces provided below.

1. United States president who served the shortest term in office.
2. United States president who served the longest term in office.
3. Political term that refers to the president of the United States.
4. Constitutional clause that identifies the power of the office.
5. Constitutional clause that requires the president to faithfully execute 

the laws of the federal government.
6. Presidential power to commute sentences for crimes committed against

the United States.
7. Power of the Senate to accept or reject presidential appointments.
8. Presidential title identifying him or her as the head of the military.
9. U.S. president who committed 1.8 million U.S. military personnel to Korean conflict.

10. Congressional authorization allowing president to send troops into Vietnam.
11. Presidential agreement with foreign power that does not require

approval of Congress.
12. Title of president that recognizes his service as America’s chief ambassador.

Answers:

1. ____ 2. ____ 3. ____ 4. ____ 5. ____ 6. ____ 7. ____ 8. ____ 9. ____  10. ____  11. ____  12. ____

Part I. 

Multiple Choice. Match the information at the left with the letter of the correct answer shown on the right.
Place the correct answers in the spaces provided below.

1. American president who discouraged foreign entanglements.
2. American president who encouraged support of Panamanian revolution.
3. Highest court in the United States.
4. 1789 act of Congress establishing system of national courts.
5. Chief Justice (by 1801) who expanded the scope of power of judiciary.
6. National court power to rule on the constitutionality of federal laws.
7. Court case establishing federal government power over state laws.
8. Court cases involving violation of law, such as murder or rape.
9. Decision rendered by a judge.

10. Written arguments presented by attorneys during court proceedings.
11. Head of the Supreme Court.
12. Petition filed by attorneys requesting Supreme Court to hear a case.

Answers:

1. ____ 2. ____ 3. ____ 4. ____ 5. ____ 6. ____ 7. ____ 8. ____ 9. ____  10. ____  11. ____  12. ____
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A. Opinion
B. Teddy Roosevelt
C. Ware v. Hylton
D. Briefs
E. Judiciary Act
F. Chief Justice
G. John Marshall
H. George Washington
I. Writ of Certiorari
J. Criminal
K. Supreme Court
L. Judicial review

A. Commander in Chief
B. Gulf of Tonkin Resolution
C. Executive power
D. Chief of State
E. Harrison
F. Confirmation
G. Executive agreements
H. Chief Executive
I. Pardon
J. Franklin Delano Roosevelt
K. Truman
L. Take care
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