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Citizenship in the Nation Notes 

Basic Concepts of American Democracy 

• Fundamental value and dignity of every individual 

• Right of equality before the law 

• Majority Rule, Minority Rights 

• Need for compromise 

• Understanding that there are limitations to the federal government’s power; states & 

people have more power. 

• Representative Government 

Active Citizens are aware of and grateful for their liberties 
and rights 

• They vote 

• They attend public hearings 

• Serve on juries 

• Pay taxes 

• Protect freedom 

• Help defend our country 

• Stand up for individual rights on behalf of all US citizens 

• Good citizens are patriots 

Foundations 

1215 – King John forced to sign Magna Carta to establish that the power of the monarchy was 

not absolute. 

• Trial by jury 

• Due process of law 

• Protection of life, liberty, or property. 

1600’s – English Parliament established, Petition of Right & English Bill of Rights 

• No imprisonment or punishment except by legal judgment 

• No martial law or standing army in peace w/o consent of parliament. 

• No demand that homeowners house king’s troops w/o homeowner permission. 

• No taxes w/o parliament consent. 

• No suspend or execute of laws w/o parliament consent. 

• Cannot prosecute anyone for petitioning or making a formal written request to the king. 
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The Americas 

American colonists believed government across the ocean should not meddle in their local 

affairs. 

• Property owners voted directly and elected representatives to pass laws and levy taxes. 

King George III tried to tighten control. 

• Imposed new taxes  

• Restricted trade 

• Insisted that British troops be allowed to stay in private homes (direct contradiction to the 

English Bill of Rights). 

Colonists Resisted 

• Refused to buy English products 

• Refused to pay certain taxes 

• Tea Party 

King further restricted colonist’s rights 

• “Intolerable Acts” � Colonists organized first continental Congress (9/5/1774) 

First Continental Congress – September 5, 1774 

• Attended by 12 of the 13 colonies (Georgia did not send delegates). 

• Established a compact among colonies to boycott British goods. 

• If “Intolerable Acts” were not repealed, the colonies would also cease exports to Britain 

after September 10, 1775.  

o Boycott was successfully implemented but the American Revolutionary War 

started. 

Second Continental Congress – May 10, 1775 

• Managed the colonial war effort, and moved towards independence, adopting the 

Declaration of Independence (7/4/1776). Ratified the Articles of Confederation in 1781. 

• Thomas Jefferson Drew on popular political and social theories. 

o French philosopher Jean Jacques Rouseau 

• “Social Contract” – People are basically good and government should be 

run according to the will of the majority. 
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o English philosopher John Locke 

• “Two Treatises of Government” – People are born with natural rights (life, 

liberty, and property) and they form a government to protect them. 

Declaration of Independence – July 4, 1776 

• Preamble explains the why... 

• Series of “self-evident” truths about the rights of all men and principles of government to 

which people were committed to 

• 27 specific complaints against King George III 

• Summary of the efforts the colonists made to avoid a break with England. 

• Declaration that the 13 colonies are “Free and Independent” states. 

• Document had a profound impact on the French revolution and other nations.  

• “All Men...” 

Constitution of the United States – September 17, 1787 

• The supreme law of the United States. 

• Founding Fathers wanted to establish a strong central authority but limit its ability to 

abuse power 

• Preamble to the Constitution 

• Clearly affirms that the people have all the authority to establish the constitution – “We 

the People...” 

• Strengthened the country by unifying the states. 

• Enact laws that treat all citizens reasonably, fairly, and impartially 

• Maintain order to ensure peace on home soil 

• Defend country from enemies 

• Provide services and make efforts to improve quality of life for all citizens 

• Preserve and protect the rights and liberties of Americans and to pass those freedomes on 

to future Generations. 

7 Articles of the Constitution 

Article I – Establish Congress (legislative) 

Article II – Executive Branch 

Article III – Judicial Branch 

Article IV – Describes relationship between states, between states and federal 

government, and how to add states. 

Article V – How to amend or make formal changes to the Constitution.  

Article VI – States that the Constitution and all subsequent federal laws are the supreme 

law of the land. All must swear under oath to support the Constitution. 

Article VII – How the Constitution shall be ratified. 
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Bill of Rights  

James Madison borrowed from the Magna Carta. They protect the liberties we already have and 

not give us new liberties. 

• Bill of Rights is one of the greatest documents in world history protecting rights. 

First attempt: Confederation of States 

• Articles of Confederation granted independence to each state and gave little authority to 

the central government. 

• Each state minted their own money! 

New convention to review Articles 

Weaknesses: 

• Each state had only one vote regardless of size. 

• Congress had no power to collect taxes and duties 

• Congress had no power to regulate interstate and foreign commerce 

• No national court system 

• Amendments required approval from all states 

• 9/13 majority required to enact laws 

• Articles at best “a firm league of friendship”  

After much compromise and debate between Federalists (James Madison & Alexander 

Hamilton) and Anti-Federalists (Patrick Henry & John Hancock – wanted Bill of Rights) a new 

Constitution was ratified based on the following principles: 

Popular sovereignty – People have supreme power 

Limited Government – Government may do only what people empower it to do. 

Separation of Powers – Executive, Legislative, & Judicial. 

Checks & Balances – Balance between branches. 

Judicial Review – Federal courts have power to review executive & legislative branches 

and can nullify act if unconstitutional. 

Federalism – power shared between national and local governments. 



    

Citizen in the Nation Notes  Page 5 of 11 

The rights: 

1
st
 – Freedom of religion, speech, and the press, and grants rights to peaceably assemble 

and to petition the government. 

2
nd
 – every state’s right to have a well regulated militia and the right to have and carry 

weapons. 

3
rd
 – protection from being forced to feed and board soldiers. 

4
th
 – protection from unreasonable search and seizure of people, houses, papers, and 

private property 

5
th
 – Rights of citizens in criminal cases [p. 18] 

6
th
 – guarantees right to a fair, speedy, and public trial. 

7
th
 – right to trial by jury in civil cases 

8
th
 – prohibits courts from imposing excessive bails and fines. No cruel and unusual 

punishment. 

9
th
 – people retain any rights not specifically listed in the constitution. 

10
th
 – states or people retain those powers not delegated to the federal government by the 

constitution. 

Changing the Constitution 

Process meant to be slow 

Propose and admendment by: 

• 2/3 vote of both house and senate, or 

• 2/3 vote of state legislatures at a nation convention 

Ratified by: 

• ¾ of state legislatures, or  

• ¾ of states during conventions 

Amendments to the Constitution 

11
th
 – prohibits citizens from another state or country from suing another state 
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12
th
 – Electoral Collage casts two separate ballots: president and vice-president. 

13
th
 – Abolish slavery (1865) 

14
th
 – All persons born or naturalized are citizens of the US. Gives citizenship to former 

slaves. “Civil Rights”. (1868) 

15
th
 – Prohibits denying citizens right to vote 

16
th
 – Gives Congress the right to levy an income tax (1913). 

17
th
 – People elect their Senators. Repeal of parts of Article I where state legislatures did 

this (1915). 

18
th
 – Prohibition (1919) 

19
th
 – Women’s right to vote. Susan B. Anthony amendment (1920) 

20
th
 – Changes the date newly elected takes office (reduce “lame duck” time). Earlier 

travel was difficult so time was given to come take office. 

21
st
 – Repealed the 18

th
 amendment. 

22
nd
 – Limits a President to two terms (1951) 

23
rd
 – Grants DC residents the right to vote 

24
th
 – Prohibits restriction of the right to vote in federal elections for failure to pay taxes. 

25
th
 – Order of succession 

26
th
 – Right to vote – 18 or older 

27
th
 – Bans mid-term congressional pay raises 
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Branches of the Government 

Legislative – bicameral (two-chambered) legislature. Senate and House of Representatives 

check each other. Tend to deal with future actions. 

• Senate – two per state to serve 6 year terms 

• House – 435 apportioned based on population (census every 10 years) to serve 2 year 

terms. 

Executive – Tend to deal with present actions. 

Power: 

• Serve as commander-in-chief of nation’s armed forces. 

• Commission all military officers. 

• Appoint heads of executive departments 

• Appoint ambassadors, Supreme Court justices & other officials with consent of Senate. 

• Grant pardons and reprieves for federal crimes 

• Make treaties with advice and consent of the Senate. 

• Inform Congress from time to time about the state of the union. 

• Recommend necessary bills 

• Call either or both chambers of Congress into special session. 

• Act as host to ambassadors and representatives of other nations. 

15 Executive Departments: 

State, Treasury, Defense, Justice, Interior, Agriculture, Commerce, Labor, Health & Human 

Services, Housing & Urban Development, Transportation, Energy, Education, Veteran Affairs, 

Homeland Security. 

Independent Agencies: 

National Security Council, Council of Economic Advisors, NASA, Office of Management & 

Budget 

Judicial – Tend to deal with past actions. 

• Interprets and applies the laws 

• Judges appointed for life terms. 

• District Courts – 94 of them; main trial courts in the federal court system. They only 

handle federal law. 

• Court of Appeals – 13 of them; Hear appeals from the district courts. 

• Supreme Court –  
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Checks & Balances 

• Three branches check and balance each other. 

• People ultimate check and balance. They vote, serve on juries, attend public hearings, 

tell elected officials how they want them to represent them. 
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How a Bill Becomes a Law 
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Parties, Splinters & Special Interests 

Framers of the Constitution mistrusted groups of people who united to promote their own narrow 

causes over the interest of the larger community. James Madison called them “factions”. 

Soon after ratification of the Constitution people split into camps: 

• Federalists  

o Rich, well-born, merchants, bankers. Favored close relationship with Great Briton 

and broad interpretation of Constitution to promote their commercial interests. 

Believed that only property owners should vote. 

• Anti-Federalists 

o Common-man, farmers, working man. If people where educated they could be 

trusted to govern themselves. Strict interpretation of Constitution. 

Federalists disappeared in 1816 

Thomas Jefferson – Anti-Federalists � Jeffersonian Republicans 

Split: 

• National Republican Party – Quincy Adams 

o Became the Whig Party 

• Democratic-Republicans – Andrew Jackson 

o Became the Democratic Party 

Issue of Slavery caused the parties to change again. 

Anti-slavery factions of the Democratic Party split away and joined the Republican Party 

Pro-slavery factions of the Republican Party split away and joined the Democratic Party 

Two Party System  

• Democrats – Strong Federal Government 

• Republicans – Less Government 

Minor Parties 

• Ideological – Libertarian Party 

• Single Issue – Right to Life 

• Economic – Populist Party 

• Splinter – Progressive Party 
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Special Interest Groups 

Focus on Issues 

May support a candidate 

Business Groups, Trade Associations, Labor Organizations, Religious Groups. 

National Issues 

Fact or Opinion – Learn to recognize propaganda by educating yourself! 

Voice your own opinion! 


