16   THE POLITICS AND GOVERNMENT OF UNITED STATES
broader view: mass media
The United States is an indirect democracy - that is, the people rule through the representatives they elect. In the beginning, only white men with property could vote. Over time, the vote has been given to more and more people. Today any citizen who is at least 18 years old can vote. The capital of the country is the City of Washington, situated in the Columbia District - a territory not included in any of the states.

The United States of America is a federal republic situated primarily in North America, it is bordered on the north by Canada and to the south by Mexico. It comprises 50 states and one federal district (Columbia District), and has several territories with differing degrees of affiliation. Each state is a little bit different from all the others; it has its state government, laws, customs, education, taxes, traffic regulations, etc.

Historically, Congress has been dominated by two opposing political parties, whose names and policies have changed over time. Today, the major parties are Democratic and Republican, though nothing prevents “independents” from running for office.

The Constitution

· it was ratified in 1788 – it established the system of Federal Government of the US (unlike the Articles of Confederation)

· it consists of the Preamble, Articles I-VII, and 27 Amendments
· this document guarantees freedom of religion, free speech, free press, the right of citizens to bear arms, the right to a fair trial and protection against cruel and unusual punishment

· no law canbe passed which would contradict the Constitution

· 1789 – George Washington became the 1st president of the US

· 1791 – the Bill of Rights became a part of the Constitution (first 10 amendments)

The Federal Government

· it is responsible only for matters concerning the country as a whole: foreign affairs, defence and finance

· there are three branches working under the system of checks and balances

1. Legislative branch – bicameral Congress (seated in Capitol)

· it is made up mainly by white protestant males

· according to the Constitution, Congress is granted the power to "make all laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into execution the foregoing powers"
· jointly the Congress is responsible for:

· drafting and passing laws

· handling matters of national finance (setting and collecting taxes, coining money,…)

· ensuring (in conjunction with the President) the defence of the nation

· regulating commerce

· admitting new states to the Union

· a law begins as a proposal called a “bill” - it is read, studied, debated, amended, and commented on in both houses and then voted upon

· after passage in both houses, the approved legislation next proceeds to the President who may sign it into law or exercise his veto by returning the bill to Congress with a statement of his objections

· Congress may override a presidential veto with a two-thirds majority vote in both chambers

a) Senate – composed of 100 senators (two for each of 50 states)

· six-year terms, elected by popular vote, the candidates have to be at least 30 years old and they have to be residents of the US at least for 9 years

· the Vice President is the official presiding officer of the Senate
· one third of the Senate in renewed every two years
· approving presidential appointments 

· ratifying foreign treaties (2/3 majority)

· trying a President who has been impeached by the House

b) House of Representatives – 435 Representatives (Congressmen/women)

· two-year terms, candidates have to be at least 25 years old and have to be residents of the US at least for 7 years

· the number of Representatives per state is based on population

· bills relating to taxes

· impeaching (charging a President with criminal actions)
· determining the outcome of a presidential election if there is no clear electoral majority
c) Congressional Staff – it’s not a policymaking body
· personal staff, committee staff, staff agencies

· important staff agencies are:
· Congressional Research Service – administered by the Library of Congress

· General Accounting Office – helps Congress perform its oversight functions

· Congressional Budget Office – analyzes the President’s proposed budget

2. Executive branch – mainly the President

· the President and Vice President are the only elected officials of the Executive Branch

a) President – currently George W. Bush

· presidential elections are held every 4 years and they are indirect

· although ballots typically list the names of the presidential candidates, voters within the 50 states and the District of Columbia actually choose electors when they vote for President and Vice President - these presidential electors in turn cast the official votes for those two offices
· a President may serve a maximum of two 4-year terms in office
· the candidate has to be at least 35 years old, he must be born in the US and live in the US for 14 years prior to running for office
· main presidential powers:
· Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, he has ultimate control over the defense of the nation

· Chief executive – appoints all ambassadors, ministers, and consuls

b) Vice President – currently Dick Cheney

· the Vice President assumes the presidency in case of President’s death, resignation, or impeachment
c) Executive office 

· President’s personal staff, Federal Regulatory Agencies, Independent Agencies (CIA, NASA,…)

d) Cabinet – 14 cabinet departments

· the “secretary” of each cabinet department advises the President on setting national policy

3. Judicial branch – the courts

· the courts interpret the law of the land

· it’s composed of a three-level hierarchy:

a) Federal district courts (94)

b) US Courts of Appeal (13)

c) US Supreme Court – currently the Rehnquist court (9 justices)

· judges at all levels are appointed for life by the President (confirmed by the Senate)

· the Supreme Court:

· resolves conflicts between states

· maintains national supremacy of the law

· ensures uniformity in interpretation of federal law

State Governments

· each state has its own written constitution, government, and code of laws 

· there are sometimes great differences in law and procedure between individual states, concerning issues such as property, crime, health, and education

· the highest elected official of each state is the Governor, each state also has an elected legislature (bicameral in every state except Nebraska), whose members represent the voters of the state 

· each state maintains its own judiciary, with the lowest level typically being county courts, the highest being the state supreme court, though sometimes named differently

Tribal Governments

· Indian tribes are considered "domestic dependent nations" that operate as sovereign governments subject to Federal authority but, generally, outside of the influence from state governments

National symbols

· Flag of the United States  - The 50 stars on the flag represent the 50 states and the 13 stripes represent the 13 original colonies; the United States flag is commonly called "the Stars and Stripes" or "Old Glory"

· Pledge of Allegiance 

· National anthem: "Star-Spangled Banner" 

· National bird: Bald Eagle 

· National colors: Red, white and blue 

· National motto: “In God We Trust” 
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