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" United we stand, divided we fall. "
We are stronger when we all work together, but
we are weaker when we argue or fight among

ourselyes.
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Understanding the American Legal System

The United States of America is made up of fifty states which have all united to
form one nation.

The idiom at the beginning of this chapter states the basic idea here: united we
stand, divided we fall. By being united, the fifty states in the U. S. A. stand strong, but
if all of the states were divided, they might all fall to stronger nations.

The American legal system consists of the federal government, which is the
national government for all citizens in the U. S. A., and the fifty state governments.
Each of the fifty states has its own separate government. This means that there are
actually fifty-one separate governments in the U. S. A. —the federal government plus
fifty state governments.

To understand this legal system, it is necessary to know something of the history of
America.

# Colonies of England

Up until 1776, America was a collection of thirteen colonies which were all
governed by England. The laws were made by the King of England and the English
Parliament. The American colonies had no representatives in Parliament, so they had no
voice in what laws were made or enforced against them.

The American colonies were separated from England by the Atlantic Ocean. In the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it could take months to travel from England to
America. Over time, this separation resulted in the Americans becoming a very
independent group. They were no longer satisfied with being governed by men who
were so far away. The Americans felt they knew best how to run their own affairs, and
they strongly disagreed with many of the laws and policies handed down by Parliament.
Eventually, the Americans decided that they no longer wanted to be governed by
England at all.

On July 4, 1776, leaders from each of the thirteen colonies came together in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and signed the Declaration of Independence. This
document declared the thirteen colonies of America to be independent from England
and no longer subject to England’s laws. Signing the Declaration of Independence was a
very dangerous thing to do, because it amounted to an act of treason against England.
One of the great leaders of America, Benjamin Franklin, made that risk very clear
when he said, “We must, indeed, all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all
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hang separately. "™WMr. Franklin felt that if the colonies did not succeed in their gamble
to break free from England, it would mean the penalty of death by hanging for all the
men who had signed the Declaration of Independence.

In response to the Declaration of Independence, England sent soldiers to enforce its
control over the colonies, and the American Revolutionary War broke out between the
colonies and England. Eventually, the Americans won that war, and a new nation was

formed: The United States of America.
B The Articles of Confederation

Because the colonies had just successfully separated themselves from the King of
England, they had a great dislike of any governmental body that they viewed as too
powerful or too centralized. Each of the thirteen colonies had its own concerns, its own
interests, and its own problems. The leaders in each of those colonies wanted to make
sure that they retained their independence from the other colonies and from the national
government.

This attitude led them to create a very weak national government for the new
nation. They wrote a document called the Articles of Confederation, which provided
that each of the new “states” (the former colonies) would govern itself, separate from
any other state or from the national government. The Articles of Confederation created
only a “firm league of friendship” among the states. For the national government, the
Articles of Confederation created only a committee of representatives from each state,
who would meet in a governing body called the Congress. This was a national legislative
body. The Articles of Confederation did not create any executive or judicial branches for
the national government. The Congress was responsible for conducting foreign affairs,
declaring war or peace, maintaining an army and navy, and a variety of other lesser
functions. But the Articles of Confederation denied Congress the power to collect taxes,
regulate commerce among the states, or enforce laws.

After only a few years, it became obvious that the national government was too
weak. A stronger central government was needed if the new nation were to survive.

# The Constitution of the United States

Leaders from each of the thirteen states gathered together to write the Constitution,
which established a much stronger national government.

The Constitution divided the federal government into three parts:

e The Executive Branch, led by the President. The Executive Branch has the

@ “Hang together” in this sentence is an idiom meaning “to be unified. ” When Mr. Franklin said they could
“hang apart, ” he literally meant they could be killed by being hanged for what they were about to sign.
This entire sentence is a play on words ... hang together (be unified) or hang separately ( die by hanging) .



