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Of the many inquiries that are received by the International Com-
munication Agency, a large proportion are concerned with Ameri-
can government. This book is an attempt to supply some of the
answers in a concise and convenient form. It is in no sense defini-
tive; each of the subjects treated here within the space of a few pages
has been the subject of many in-depth studies. On pages 92-93 are
listed the titles of a few of the many works available for more
thorough research. It is hoped that this volume will serve as a useful
introduction to the subject and that it will add to the store of shared
knowledge and mutual understanding between those who read it
and the people of the United States.
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CHAPTER 1

THE CONSTITUTION

‘

‘... a constitution, intended to endure
for ages to come, and consequently, to be
adapted to the various crises of human affairs.”

John Marshall
McCulloch v. Maryland, 1819

THE BASIS OF THE AMERICAN REPUBLIC

The Constitution of the United States is the basic instru-
ment of American government and the supreme law of the
land. For two centuries, it has guided the evolution of gov-
ernmental institutions and has provided the basis for politi-
cal stability, economic growth and social progress.

The American Constitution is the oldest written constitu-
tion in force in any nation of the world. Its precepts are the
model for a number of other constitutions in the New World
and the Old. The Constitution owes its remarkable longevity
and its lasting influence to its simplicity and flexibility. Orig-
inally designed to provide a framework for governing 13
weak and disparate former colonies, its basic elements were
so soundly conceived that it serves well the needs of more
than 210 million people in 50 states.

The 13 British colonies, strung out along the eastern sea-
board of what is now the United States, declared their inde-
pendence from the mother country in 1776. A year before,
war had broken out between the colonies and Great Britain,
a war for independence that lasted for six bitter years. While
still at war, the colonies—now calling themselves the United
States of America—drafted a compact which bound them
together as a nation. The compact, designated the **Articles
of Confederation and Perpetual Union,”’ was adopted by a
Congress of the States in 1777, and formally signed in July
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CHAPTER 1

THE CONSTITUTION
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THE CONSTITUTION

1778. The Articles became binding when they were ratified
by the 13th state, Maryland, in March 1781.

The Articles of Confederation devised a loose association
among the states, and set up a federal government with very
limited powers. In such critical matters as defense, public
finance and trade, the federal government was at the mercy
of the will of the state legislatures. It was not an arrangement
conducive to stability or strength. Within a short time—Iless
than six years—the weakness of the Confederation was ap-
parent to all. Politically and economically, the new nation
was close to chaos. In the words of George Washington, the
13 states were united only ‘‘by a rope of sand.”’

It was under these inauspicious circumstances that the
Constitution of the United States was drawn up. In February
1787 the Continental Congress, the legislative body of the
Republic, issued a call for the states to send delegates to
Philadelphia to revise the Articles. The Constitutional, or
Federal, Convention convened on May 25, 1787, in Inde-
pendence Hall, where the Declaration of Independence had
been adopted 11 years earlier on July 4, 1776. Although the
delegates had been authorized only to amend the Articles of
Confederation, they pushed the Articles aside and pro-
ceeded to construct a charter,for a wholly new, more cen-
tralized form of government. The new document, the Con-
stitution, was completed September 17, 1787, and was offi-
cially adopted March 4, 1789.

The 55 delegates who drafted the Constitution included
most of the outstanding leaders of the new nation. They
represented a wide range of interests, backgrounds and sta-
tions in life. All agreed, however, on one central objective,
which is expressed in the preamble to the Constitution:

““We the people of the United States, in order to
form a more perfect union, establish justice, in-
sure domestic tranquility, provide for the common
defense, promote the general welfare, and secure
the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our pos-
terity, do ordain and establish this Constitution
for the United States of America.”

The primary aim of the Constitution was to create a strong
elected government, directly responsive to the will of the
people. The concept of self-government was not original
with the Americans; indeed, a measure of self-government
existed in England at the time. But the degree to which the
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THE CONSTITUTION

Constitution committed the United States to rule by the
people was unique, and even revolutionary, in comparison
with other governmental forms around the world.

The Constitution departed sharply from the Articles of
Confederation in that it established a strong central, or fed-
eral, government, with broad powers to regulate relations
between the states, and with sole responsibility in such areas
as foreign affairs and defense. Centralization proved difficult
for many people to accept. America had been settled in large
part by Europeans who had left their homelands to escape
religious or political oppression, or the rigid economic pat-
terns of the Old World which locked a man into a particular
station in life regardless of his skill or energy. Personal
freedom was highly prized by these settlers and they were
wary of any power—especially that of government—which
might curtail individual liberties. The fear of a strong central
authority ran so deep that Rhode Island refused to send
delegates to Philadelphia in the belief that a strong national
government might be a threat to the ability of its citizens to
govern their own lives.

The great diversity of the new nation was also a formidable
obstacle to unity. The people who were to elect and control
the government established by the Constitution were of
widely differing origins, beliefs and interests. Most had
come from England, but there were some from Sweden,
Norway, France, Holland, Prussia, Poland and many other
countries. Their religious beliefs were varied and generally
strongly held. There were Anglicans, Roman Catholics,
Calvinists, Huguenots, Lutherans, Quakers, Jews and ag-
nostics. Economically and socially the Americans ranged
from the landed aristocracy to indentured servants working
off debts, but the backbone of the country was the middle
class—artisans, farmers, tradesmen, mechanics, mariners,
shipwrights, weavers, carpenters and a host of others.

Americans then, as now, had widely differing opinions on
virtually all issues, up to and including the wisdom of break-
ing free of the British Crown. During the Revolution, a large
number of British loyalists—Tories as they were known
—fled the country, settling mostly in eastern Canada. Those
who stayed behind formed a substantial opposition bloc,
although they differed among themselves on the reasons for
opposing the Revolution and on what accommodation
should be made with the new American republic.
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In the past two centuries, the diverse character of the
people of the United States has increased, and yet the essen-
tial unity of the American nation has grown stronger. From
the original 13 states along the Atlantic seaboard, America
spread westward across the entire continent. Throughout
the 19th century and on into the 20th, an endless stream of
immigrants contributed their skills and their cultural herit-
ages to the growing nation. Pioneers crossed the Ap-
palachians, settled the Mississippi Valley and the Great
Plains, then crossed the Rocky Mountains and reached the
shores of the Pacific Ocean—4,500 kilometers west of the
Atlantic coastal areas settled by the first colonists. And as
the nation expanded, its vast storehouse of natural resources
became apparent to all: great stands of virgin timber, huge
deposits of coal, copper, iron and oil, abundant water power,
and fertile soil.

The wealth of the new nation generated its own kind of
diversity. Special regional and commercial interest groups
sprang up. East coast shipowners advocated free trade.
Midwest manufacturers argued for import duties to protect
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Among the diversified groups in the

new land were people such as these Lutherans from
Austria, shown in this 18th-century engraving
ready to depart for the wilds of Georgia.
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THE CONSTITUTION

their positions in the growing U.S. market. Farmers wanted
low freight rates and high commodity prices; millers and
bakers sought low grain prices; railroad operators wanted
the highest freight rates they could get. New York bankers,
southern cotton growers, Texas cattle ranchers and Oregon
lumbermen all had different views on the economy and the
government’s role in regulating it.

It was the continuing job of the Constitution and the gov-
ernment it had created to draw all these disparate interests
together, to create acommon ground and at the same time to
protect the fundamental rights of all the people. When the
Constitution was drafted, there was little precedent to go by,
since the Articles of Confederation had set up a federal
government, but its powers were so limited that the states
were united in name only. However, although the people’s
experience with federalism was limited, their expertise in the
art of self-government was considerable. Long before inde-
pendence was declared, there were functioning governmen-
tal units, controlled by the people, at the state and local
levels. Between January 1, 1776, and April 20, 1777, 10 of
the 13 states had adopted their own constitutions. Each
state had a governor and a state assembly, elected by
popular vote.

Compared with the complexities of contemporary gov-
ernment, the problems of governing four million people in
much less developed economic conditions seem small in-
deed. But the auithors of the Constitution were building not
only for the present but for the future of the nation. They
were keenly aware of the need for a structure of government
that would work for them and for generations to come.
Hence, they included in the Constitution a provision for
amending the document when social, economic, or political
conditions demanded it. Twenty-six amendments have been’
passed since ratification, and the flexibility of the Constitu-
tion has proven to be one of its greatest strengths. Without
such flexibility, it is inconceivable that a document drafted
nearly 200 years ago could effectively serve the needs of 210
million people, and the thousands upon thousands of gov-
ernmental units at all levels of the United States today. Nor
could it have applied with equal force and precision to the
problems of small towns and great cities.

The Constitution and the federal government thus stand at
the peak of a governmental pyramid which includes local and
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