
 

US Government At A Glance 
Legislative Branch 

Article I of the Constitution of the United States 

Two houses of Congress: 

1. The House of Representatives 

 A.  Based on Virginia Plan 

 B.   435 members elected from proportional 
 districts in each state— at least 1 per state 

 C.  2 year terms of office 

 D.  Impeaches officials (majority) and must be the 
 author of all taxation bills 

2.   The United States Senate 

 A.  Based on New Jersey Plan 

 B.  2 Senators per state elected statewide 

 C.  6 year terms of office 

 D.  Votes to remove (or not) impeached  

 officials (2/3 vote) and approves executive  

 appointments and treaties. 

Executive Branch 

Article II of the Constitution of the United States 

The presidency, vice presidency, and cabinet officers 

The President of the United States has many roles: 

1. Commander-in-Chief of the US Military 

2. Chief Executive—taking care all US law is enforced 

3. Chief Diplomat—appoints ambassadors, crafts treaties, 
and meets with other heads of state around the world. 

4. Chief Legislator—recommends policy ideas to the Con-
gress and signs or vetoes bills made by Congress 

5. Chief of Party—The most visible member of the presi-
dent’s political party. 

Members of the executive branch can be impeached and 
removed from office for crimes related to treason, bribery, 
and other high crimes and misdemeanors. 

The president and vice-president are elected indirectly by 
the American people in an electoral college based election. 

Judicial Branch 

Article III of the Constitution of the United States 

The judicial branch in the American system is two tiered: 

1. Trial courts— conduct trials  

2. Appellate courts— hear appeals resulting from trials with broad power over trial 
courts by either upholding or reversing  lower court actions. 

All federal court judges are appointed by the President with a confirmation vote taken 
by the United States Senate.  All federal court judges are appointed for lifetime ten-
ure, but they can be impeached and removed in the same fashion as an executive 
branch official.   

The highest appeals court in the United States is the Supreme Court of the United 
States.  Consisting of nine justices, one of which is named the Chief Justice of the 
Court, the Supreme Court is the last place in the legal system to advance an appeal. 
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Federalism in the USA 

Federalism—a system of shared law making 
power between state governments and a 
central or national government. 

In the United States, there are two main law 

making powers—the US government and the 

state governments.  Each power is 

constitutionally based as the US government 

bases its law making on the US Constitution 

while the states base their law making on 

their own state constitutions.   

The Constitution of the United States helps to 

produce our federal system by establishing 

some guidelines to law making by the federal 

government and the states.  Constitutional 

provisions for our federal system include: 

Article I Section 8— lists the enumerated 

powers of the US Congress to make its laws.  

The powers listed include such areas as 

creation of federal military forces, post offices, 

the power to create a currency system, and 

the power to tax. 

Article IV Section 1— forces states to 

recognize each other state’s judicial actions, 

public records, and acts.   

Article VI Section 1— known as the supremacy 

clause, declares that the Constitution of the 

United States is the supreme law in the 

American system, regardless of the laws of 

any individual state. 

Amendment 10— states that powers to make 

law that are not given to the federal 

government are then reserved for the states, 

which then allows states to create laws 

regarding education, marriage, real estate, 

zoning, violent crime, property crime, as well 

as dozens of other areas of law. 

The Bill of Rights 

The first ten amendments to the US Constitution reflect anti-federalist 
fears of unlimited governmental power to attack the inherent rights of 
the people.  Often thought of as a “Bill of Limits” due to the fact that it 
limits governmental power rather granting citizen rights, the Bill of 
Rights are an essential part of limited government in the United States. 

Amendment 1— protects the people’s inherent rights to free speech, 
religious practice, press, and assembly. 

Amendment 2— protects the right of the people to keep and bear 
arms. 

Amendment 3— protects the people’s homes from intrusion by the 
government’s military forces. 

Amendment 4— protects the property rights of the people by forcing 
government to produce reasonable suspicion and probable cause to 
search and seize persons or property. 

Amendment 5—protects the people from self-incrimination when 
accused of a crime and sets limits on government’s ability to take 
property from the people. 

Amendment 6— protects people from unjust court actions such as 
denial of an attorney, lengthy court trials, and secretive trials. 

Amendment 7— protects the people from unfair treatment in lawsuit 
cases by allowing them to call for lawsuit trials by jury. 

Amendment 8— protects the people from cruel or unusual punishments 
handed out by government. 

Amendment 9— ensures that the Bill of Rights is not to be thought of 
as a complete statement of the people’s inherent rights as there may 
be other rights of the people that need to be protected from 
governmental power. 

Amendment 10— protects the individual state governments from 
federal power by ensuring that states will continue to enjoy a wide 
range of law making power. 

James 

Madison 

Often called the 
“Father of the 
Constitution” for his 
work on the Virginia 
Plan, James Madison 
of Virginia was also the 
principle author of the 
Bill of Rights as well as 
the 4th President of 
the United States.  
Many of his ideas 
about rights, however, 
were fueled by anti-
federalist concerns. 
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The Federal Bureaucracy 

While it is true the Congress of the United 
States passes federal laws, they don’t 
actually have to power to enforce them.  
The power of enforcement falls to the 
executive branch, headed by the president.  
The president relies on a vast federal 
bureaucracy compartmentalized mostly 
into 15 departments headed by secretaries.  
Each secretary is appointed by the 
president and confirmed by a vote of the 
US Senate.  Departments are filled with 
agencies, each enforcing some area of US 
law associated with the department. 

1. Department of State 

2. Department of Treasury 

3. Department of Defense 

4. Department of Justice 

5. Department of Interior 

6. Department of Agriculture 

7. Department of Commerce 

8. Department of Labor 

9. Department of Health and Human 
Services 

10. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development 

11. Department of Transportation 

12. Department of Energy 

13. Department of Education 

14. Department of Veteran Affairs 

15. Department of Homeland Security 

Can The Constitution Ever Change? 

The framers of the Constitution of the United States weren’t so foolish as 

to believe that they had produced the perfect document.  In order to 

make sure that the Constitution they produced in 1787 would survive as 

long as possible,  Article V of the Constitution gives us a two step process  

by which we can add an amendment to the document.  Once an 

amendment is added it becomes part of the supreme law of the United 

States and so only 27 amendments have thus far been thought of as 

important enough to be included in the Constitution of the United States. 

Step 1— Proposing an amendment (2 ways) 

A. An Amendment is proposed by either house of Congress and is 

approved by a 2/3 vote of each house of Congress. 

B. 2/3 of the state governments in the US call for a national convention 

to produce an amendment. 

Step 2— Ratifying an amendment (2 ways) 

A. A proposed amendment is approved by 3/4 of state legislatures. 

B. A proposed amendment is approved by 3/4 of conventions called in 

each state where citizens are asked to voice their opinions. 

The Declaration of 

Independence 

The Declaration of Independence, signed on 
July 4, 1776, not only signaled the American 
desire for independence from Britain, but is 
also an important statement of the basic 
American social contract theory of rights: 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 
all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to 
secure these rights, Governments are 
instituted among Men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed, 
That whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the 
Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, 
and to institute new Government, laying its 
foundation on such principles and organizing 
its powers in such form, as to them shall seem 
most likely to effect their Safety and 
Happiness.” 

Today we recognize the basic idea from the 
Declaration that rights come from a higher 
power than government and that the purpose 
of government is to protect rights. 

Thomas 

Jefferson 

Thomas Jefferson wrote 

the Declaration of 

Independence but many 

of his ideas came from 

other thinkers such as 

John Locke, Jean Jacques 

Rousseau, and George 

Mason 
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