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hapter One
The Political System

When talking about one country, we definitely mention its politics, economy, cul-
ture and its legal system. Politics will shape and restrict economy, culture and laws
while economy and laws will react to politics. A political system is the totality of princi-

ples, rules and institutions that governs a society.

Section One
American Political System

Learning Objectives

1.Get to know the general principles of American politics.
2.Master the main function of the president in the U.S.

3.Tell the key differences between the two houses in the U.S. Congress.

Introduction

The United States is one of the youngest countries in the world while it has the old-
est constitution and political party. It is also said to have demonstrated the vitality as
well as flexibility of the U.S. Constitution, on which the nation is based. As with the United

States, stable political institutions are extremely important, and stable political system,
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in turn, depends on the allegiance of people to the basic structures and principles of gov-

ernment.

Political Principles

To know the American political system in detail, you have to understand the funda-
mental principles embodied in the U.S.

The first principle is the Rule of Law. In the whole society, people advocate the rule
of law and proper procedure. In this way, government power is significantly limited.

The second is Popular Sovereignty. In the case of the United States, popular sover-
eignty means that people are sovereign, for they established the Constitution of the U.S.
It is hoped that the word “people” was meant to encourage the growth of democracy in
the new nation.

The third is Federalism. With unitary form of government, power is heavily concen-
trated in the central government, while confederate form of government leaves sovereignty
with the state rather than national government.

The fourth principle is Separation of Three Powers. It originated from political theo-
ry and appealed to Americans who feared the concentrated power in one branch of gov-
ernment. At the national level, power is divided into three branches—the Executive, the
Legislative and the Judiciary. In this case, none of the three branches is fully dependent
on any one of the other two, and yet each of them has some interdependence with the oth-
er two. The legislative makes law, the executive applies and enforces the law, and the ju-
dicial interprets the law. The legislative power is exercised by Congress, the executive
power by the President, and the judicial power by the Supreme Court.

The fifth is Protection of Individual Rights. According to the U.S. Constitution, this
is one of the most important principles. The Bill of Rights contains the most sweeping
and substantive protections for the individual rights in America, including rights to free-

dom of speech, freedom of press, freedom of religion, and freedom of assembly.

Political Parties and Elections

Political activities in the U.S. are based on party politics. There are two major par-
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ties in the U.S., the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. The Democratic Party
was founded in Washington’s time. It mainly consists of the Anti-Federalists. It was called
the Democratic-Republican Party in the early years. The symbol of the Democratic Party
is a donkey which was first used in a caricature.

In the early years, the Democratic Party represented the interests of farmers, small
traders and handicraftsmen. The Democrats stood for free and fair competition. After
Jackson was elected president in 1828, the Democratic-Republican Party split. The main
faction, led by Andrew Jackson, called themselves the Democratic Party while the fac-
tion opposed to Jackson formed the Whig Party in 1834. The Democratic Party represent-
ed the interests of southwest cotton plantation owners, south slave-owners, and western
farmers while the Whig Party represented mainly northern commercial and industrial in-
terests and objected to Jackson’s economic policies.

The majority of the Whig Party, some of democrats, and other anti-slavery elements
founded the Republican Party in 1854. Abraham Lincoln, as a candidate of the Republi-
can Party, was elected president in 1860. The symbol of the Republican Party was an
elephant.

After the civil war, the Democratic Party was weakened. The Republican Party dom-
inated the political scene of the U.S. for most of the time between the 1860s and the
1920s.

American politics is party politics and no one can hope to win any election if he is
not backed by a party. Therefore, a parly’s main function is to help its candidates win
elections. So it has to find the most suitable candidate who is most likely to be accepted
by the public. The party will help the candidate raise funds to cover the expenditure of
running the election.

To win the Grand Election, a candidate has to spend tens of millions of dollars
which comes from his personal collection, the party’s help, etc. He travels all over the
country, delivering countless speeches and he has to debate with the other party’s presi-
dential candidate on TV.

The president-elect will prepare his inaugural address which is held before the U.S.
Capitol Building on January 20. He will be engaged in forming his administration and

preparing for moving into the White House.
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The Presidency

What is striking about the presidency of the U.S. is that the authority of the govern-
ment is not just divided but also limited. There are many things that the president can do
only with the cooperation of Congress and approval of the Supreme Court, and many
things that he can not do at all. The president is the key figure in the American political
system. His responsibilities include: 1. He is the head of the state. 2. The chief execu-
tive officer of the U.S. 3. The chief diplomat. 4. The commander of the armed forces.
And also he is the head of his political party. He is largely reliant on the efforts of his
party, and works with the party to pass the legislative program.

While the president in the U.S. is very powerful, his power is by no means limitless.
Constitutional limitations include the four-year term, the ban on the third term, etc. Con-
gress can override a presidential veto by a two-thirds vote of both houses, and remove

the president from office if he is found guilty.

Congress

According to the U.S. Constitution, Congress’s function is to make laws. That is the
reason why it is often regarded as a law-making body. The U.S. Congress consists of two
houses: the Senate and the House of Representatives. They are of equal importance.
Bills have to pass both houses before being sent to the President to be signed into laws.

The Senate is composed of 100 members, two from each of the fifty states regardless
of population. Now they are elected by voters of their respective states. Senators serve
six years after they are elected. The House of Representatives has 435 representatives.
Seats in the House of Representatives are apportioned among the 50 states according to
population, but each state should have at least one seat. The whole country is divided into
435 congressional districts.

The primary duty of congress is to make laws for the country and the process is very
complex. Of the two houses, there are some differences, and the most key differences are
their size and constituency. The house is much larger and it requires a more formal orga-
nizational structure as well as more rigid rules while the rules and procedures of the Sen-

ate are more flexible.
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The Judiciary

Besides the legislative (Congress) and executive (President) branches, the third
branch is the federal judiciary. Its main structure is the Supreme Court. It decides whether
or not their laws and acts are in accordance with the constitution. The Supreme Court is
composed of a Chief Justice and eight Associate Justices. They are nominated by the
President but must be approved by the Senate. Once approved, they hold office as Su-
preme Court justices for life. Besides the Supreme Court, Congress has established 11
federal courts of appeal and, below them, 94 federal district courts. They form the federal
court system.

Most states have a hierarchical system, ranging from lower courts to a state Supreme
Court. These courts try civil and criminal cases in which state laws are involved. Nearly
all cases including disputes on property, divorce, murder, theft and traffic offenses are
dealt with by relevant states” hierarchy of city, country and state courts according to state
laws. Each state has a Supreme Court of appeal, but their systems vary from one to another.
In some states, judges are publicly elected while in other states they are appointed by
the state governor or by special body such as judicial councils. Some judges hold office

for fixed periods while others are installed for life or up to retirement age.
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