
Chapter 3
The design of today’s democracy

Down with the king! Up with the people!

While the arrival of explorers and the beginning of the fur trade were going 

on in the American Northwest, a new nation was being born in the east. 

At that time, Europeans who had settled on the East Coast (called colonists) 

were still being ruled by the king in England. They wanted to break away from 

England and govern themselves.

For centuries, Europe had been ruled by kings. People thought the kings  

(and sometimes queens) had the “divine right” to rule people. 

WHAT DOES  
THE NUMBER 3  
HAVE TO DO WITH  

OUR DEMOCRACY?
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Kings and queens were almost like gods. Starting in the 1600s, people 
rebelled against this idea, but the American Revolution was a bold statement  
that people didn’t have to have kings and queens at all. The colonists’ belief that 
ordinary people could govern themselves in a democracy and elect their own 
leader was considered very radical.

In April 1775, war broke out between the colonists and English soldiers. No 
one knows for sure who fired the first shot, but it became known as the “shot 
heard round the world.”

Americans wrote a Declaration of Independence that said, “All men are created 
equal.” Then they worked to create a government based on that idea. This was 
deeply inspiring to people all over Europe and the world. 

In 1776, the Declaration of Independence marked the beginning of our 
nation. And in 1788, the states that made up the new United States signed the 
Constitution, the charter of the new government.

When our country 

was founded,  

the idea that  

ordinary people 

could govern 

themselves and 

elect their leaders 

was truly  

revolutionary. 

What do you notice about the people who signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776?
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But who is equal?

The people who wrote the Constitution thought they were living up to that idea 
that all people are created equal when they gave the right to vote to all White men 
who owned land.

But that left a lot of people out—namely women, people who didn’t own land, 
Native Americans, and all the enslaved African Americans. The principle that “all 
men are created equal” turned out to be an idea that we still struggle to live up to.

Even at the time the Constitution was signed, Abigail Adams, one of the signers’ 
wives, complained that there was nothing in it for women. 

Over the years, the right to vote has expanded to include people who don’t own 
land, African Americans, women, Native Americans, and immigrants of all races 
who choose to become citizens. Today, it seems obvious to us that everyone is equal 
and that everyone should have the right to vote. But the right to vote is something 
that many generations of Americans struggled hard to create for all of us. In fact, 
our country still struggles to ensure that the right to vote is respected for all people. 

Understanding human nature

Still, the men who wrote our Constitution were very wise about human nature. 
The Constitution seeks to curb our worst instincts—like greed, selfishness, and the 
desire for power over others. And it seeks to encourage our virtues—like respect, 
humility, and kindness, and being willing to listen to other people’s opinions.

The Constitution protects our freedom to choose our own beliefs. But it also 
calls on citizens and elected leaders to put the common good—the welfare of 
everyone—ahead of our own interests.

In 1787, the writers  

of the constitution 

argued about how  

to count people  

who were enslaved  

in the southern states, 

because the number 

of each state’s  

representatives in  

the U.S. House of 

Representatives was 

based on its popula-

tion. If they counted 

all of them, the slave 

states would have 

more power. After a 

lot of arguing, they 

decided to count each 

enslaved person as 

three-fifths of a free 

person.

When slavery ended, 

this clause lost its 

importance, but it is 

still in the Constitution. 

Most Americans wish 

it weren’t there, 

because the very idea 

of counting Black  

people as less than 

equal is horrible. But  

it is part of our history.

Indians were not 

counted at all in the 

census at that time.
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Abigail Adams never went  

to school, but she got a good  

education at home on her  

family’s farm in Massachusetts. 

Her mother taught Abigail and 

her sisters reading, writing, and 

math. They used their father’s 

and uncles’ libraries to help them learn 

French and read great books. And because 

their parents had many educated and civic-

minded friends, they grew up hearing a lot 

about the problems of the English colonies, 

and the growth of slavery in the South.

In 1764, when she was 20, Abigail married 

John Adams, a young lawyer. He was one of 

the leaders of the movement for American 

independence from Britain. He helped write 

the Declaration of Independence. Later he 

became the first vice president (when 

George Washington was president), and 

then he was elected our second president.

Abigail and John were often apart when he 

traveled, and they both wrote many letters, 

which are now an important source of 

information about their time in history. 

The most famous quote from Abigail’s many 

letters to John is this one from 1776:

   In the new code of laws which I  

suppose it will be necessary for you to 

make, I desire you would remember 

the ladies and be more generous and 

favorable to them than your ancestors. 

Do not put such unlimited power into 

the hands of the husbands. Remember, 

all men would be tyrants if they could. If particular 

care and attention is not paid to the ladies, we are 

determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold 

ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no 

voice or representation.

Decades later, this quote was taken to mean 

that she wanted women to have the right 

to vote. But that didn’t really come up in 

her letters. 

At that time, a legal tradition called coverture 

held that when a woman married, she no 

longer had any legal existence separate 

from her husband. If she owned property, it 

became his property. If she earned money, 

it was his to control.

Now most historians believe that she wanted 

women to have the right to own their own 

property, control their own money, and  

not be subject to their husband’s every  

command. 

Painting by Benjamin Blyth; source Wikipedia, in the public domain
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What is the Bill of Rights?

The United States was not always very united. 

During the 1780s, when the 13 colonies of 

Great Britain first won independence, they 

left each of the former colonies (soon to 

become states) with most of the power  

and a national government with very little 

power. Each of the states was more or less a 

separate nation, and they were united mostly 

by wanting to be independent from Great 

Britain.

Within just a few years, many leaders saw the 

need for a stronger national government that 

could settle disputes between states, be in 

charge of relationships with other countries, 

and support an army to defend everyone.

So in 1787, a group met for four months to 

write the U.S. Constitution. They did a good 

job of describing how a stronger national gov-

ernment would work. The Constitution 

explains how each of the three branches  

of government—executive, legislative, and 

judicial—is organized.

But the new Constitution didn’t spell out  

the rights citizens would have. And it didn’t 

clearly say what powers the states would 

have. So James Madison, who wrote a lot  

of the Constitution, wrote the Bill of Rights, 

which was adopted in 1791. The Bill of 

Rights comprises the first 10 amendments 

(amendments are changes or additions) to 

our Constitution.

The first amendment includes the right to 

free speech and the right to choose our own 

religion. 

It says we have the freedom to hold meetings 

and rallies, and to ask our government to 

change or improve something.

The second amendment says “A well regulated 

Militia, being necessary to the security of a 

free State, the right of the people to keep 

and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.” Most 

people believe that gives everyone the right 

to own guns, but people still argue about it.

Other amendments include rights like not  

having police search your house without a good 

reason and a judge giving them permission, 

being considered “innocent until proven 

guilty” if you are accused of a crime, and 

having fair trials. 

The Bill of Rights went further yet by saying 

that people have other rights that aren’t 

spelled out in the Constitution. It was as if 

the founders wanted to say, “There are 

probably other rights we can’t think of right 

now, but that people should have.” This 

statement has been used to claim the right 

to privacy.

Finally, the Bill of Rights says that any power 

belonging to the national government that 

isn’t included in the Constitution belongs to 

the states.

istock.com
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National, state, tribal, and local governments

We have four kinds of government: national, state, tribal, and local. 

 Our national government deals with issues that affect our whole 
nation. This includes:

•	 Taking	care	of	our	relationships	with	other	countries.

•	 	Having	an	army,	navy,	and	air	force	protecting	the	United	States	
from attack.

•	 Making	national	laws	and	providing	services	for	all	Americans.

•	 	Protecting	the	basic	freedoms	of	all	Americans	that	are	spelled	
out in the Bill of Rights.

 Our 50 state governments—and the governments of territories that 
the United States governs, like Puerto Rico, Guam, and American 
Samoa—deal with issues that affect the people who live in that state 
or territory. 

 Tribal governments, which exist for all the tribes that have treaties 
with the United States government, govern tribal members who live  
on reservations. 

 Our local governments make laws and provide services to people 
within counties, cities, and towns.
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State and local governments are based on the same ideas as our 
national government. Tribal governments are usually based partly on  
the national government model and partly on the traditional ways tribes 
governed themselves before settlers came. 

How many of these  

U.S. territories can  

you find on a map?

American Samoa 

Guam 

Puerto Rico 

The U.S. Virgin Islands  

The Northern Mariana 

Islands
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Separation of powers

The American system of government has three branches: 

1 Legislative 

2 Executive 

3 Judicial

Here’s	why	three is such an important number:

By balancing power among the three branches of government, power is 
shared, and no one person or branch of government has absolute authority.

This is the genius of American democracy: our Constitution spreads power 
around rather than giving a lot of power to one elected leader. This is intended to 
prevent one person from taking over and acting like a king or queen.

The three branches of government

LEGISLATIVE
makes laws

EXECUTIVE
carries out laws

JUDICIAL
interprets laws

CONGRESS

Senate

House of Representatives

PRESIDENT

Vice President

Cabinet

SUPREME COURT

Other federal courts

1 2 3

All illustrations on this spread by Nguyen Tran
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The legislative branch

At the national level (also called the federal level), the  
legislative branch makes laws and decides how to spend the  
federal taxes that all of us pay. The legislative branch consists  
of	the	Senate	and	the	House	of	Representatives.	(Together,	 
the	House	and	Senate	are	called	Congress.)

The people of each state elect two senators, no matter how 
big or small the state is. But the number of representatives each 
state	elects	to	the	House	of	Representatives	depends	on	how	
many people live in that state (for example, Washington State 
currently has 10 representatives; California has 52).

 The executive branch

The	president	is	the	head	of	the	executive	branch.	He	or	she	can	sign	into	law	
or veto (reject) the laws Congress makes. If the president vetoes a law, Congress 
can override (cancel) the veto by passing the law again. But to override a president’s 
veto, two-thirds of Congress have to vote to do so (not just a simple majority of 
half plus one).

2

Some of the many  
federal agencies include:

•���Department�of�Health�
and Human Services

•���Environmental�Protection�
Agency

•���Department�of�Education

•���Peace�Corps

•���National�Endowment�for� 
the Arts

•���Department�of�
Agriculture

•���Department�of�Veterans�
Affairs

•���Centers�for�Disease�
Control and Prevention

•���U.S.�Postal�Service

•���Department�of�Justice

•���Department�of�Defense
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This nebula, photograpghed by NASA, 
is nicknamed the Eye Of God.

NASA is a federal agency

Two halves of Congress

House of 
Representatives
based on each state’s 
population, total 435

Senate
two from each state, 

total 100

1
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The president is also the boss for most national government agencies as well 
as the commander in chief of the military.

The judicial branch

The judicial branch interprets U.S. laws and how to apply them. This branch 
includes many federal courts, but the most important part of the judicial branch 
is the U.S. Supreme Court. There are nine justices on the Supreme Court. They 
are chosen by the president, but the Senate has to vote to approve the president’s 
choices.

Supreme Court justices are appointed for life, so they don’t have to worry 
about losing their jobs if they make decisions that someone doesn’t like. Their 
job is to make sure that the laws passed by Congress, the states, and local  
governments respect our nation’s Constitution, the highest law in the land.

The U.S. Supreme Court building in Washington, D.C.

photo by Steven Petteway, collection of the Supreme Court of the United States

3
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If a majority of Supreme Court justices decide that a law is unconstitutional, 
it is thrown out. The Supreme Court can also rule on cases about whether states, 
police, or other government agencies or officials—including the president—
respect the rights of citizens.

 How the three branches work together

This system of government is not simple and fast; it is complicated, careful, 
and slow. 

A new law has to be debated and voted on by both houses of the legislative 
branch. It has to be approved by the executive branch.  If anyone challenges it, it 
has to be upheld or rejected by the judicial branch. 

There is often tension and conflict between the three branches of government. 
Presidents sometimes get angry when the Senate doesn’t approve their choices of 
people for the Supreme Court. Congress doesn’t like it when a president vetoes a 
law they’ve passed. But because everyone agrees with the basic rules set out in the 
Constitution, these conflicts don’t get out of hand.

This basic idea—the idea of spreading power among the three branches of 
government—is also reflected in the way state and local governments work. But 
state and local governments vary in the way they do this. Nebraska, for instance, 
has only one legislative body instead of two. And in Washington State, we elect 
the members of our state Supreme Court rather than letting the governor (the 
head of our executive branch) appoint them. 

Pramila Jayapal, congresswoman for a Western 
Washington district, holds a copy of the  
Constitution at a hearing.
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Many	local	governments	combine	the	legislative	and	executive	branches	
because they are just too small to maintain three separate branches. But the  
basic principle of spreading power around is a universal feature of American 
governance. It is often called a system of checks and balances.

 The rule of law 

Another big idea in American government is having a “government of laws 
rather than a government of men.” This means that our government is guided by 
the law, not by what one person—or one group of people—wants to do. Our laws 
are intended to apply to everyone equally. No one is supposed to get special 
treatment, no matter how rich or powerful they may be. And the power of all 
government officials is limited to what the law says they can do.  

On the first day of  
a legislative session 

following an  
election, legislators 

are sworn in to 
serve the citizens 

they represent.  
In the gallery at the 

top left, their family, 
friends, and other 

citizens watch.

photo courtesy Jeanie Lindsay, Northwest News Network
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The importance of democratic institutions 

Our democracy depends on people’s respect for the way our government 
works. Even if we don’t like the person who is elected mayor of our town or city, 
for instance, we have to respect the fact that the majority of voters chose them. If 
we don’t like the decisions that person makes, we can vote them out of office when 
their term is up. In the meantime, we often have to live with elected officials we just 
don’t agree with. 

Democracy takes patience. We can’t throw someone out of office the minute 
we get mad at them. Unless they’ve committed a terrible crime, we have to wait 

until the next election to vote them out. This can be a hard reality 
for many people to live with, but it might be the most important 
idea you learn about democracy. 

Having	three	branches	of	government	share	power	prevents	
any single elected leader from becoming a tyrant. But this system  
of checks and balances only works if citizens understand and 
respect it. 

If a leader comes along who convinces people that  
they alone can solve all our problems 

and says that we don’t need  
the other two branches of  
government, we could end  
up with a dictator.

The Statue of Liberty was given to the 
U.S. by France to celebrate America’s  

first 100 years of democracy and the  
end of slavery. She represents freedom, 
democracy, and justice.

istock.com
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The art of the possible 

In a democracy, no one group is likely to get everything they want. People 
have to find solutions to problems that everyone can live with, even if no one is 
totally happy with the result. 

That’s why people often say that “politics is the art of the possible,” or that 
it’s the “art of compromise.” Even if one group has the majority in Congress 
today, they still have to think about what might happen in the next election. If 
they lose the majority, will the next Congress repeal a law they just passed? This 
can and does happen, so the best members of Congress always look for solutions 
that will last.

Majority rule, minority rights 

The people who wrote our Constitution worked hard to balance two ideas. 
The first—majority rule—is the idea that power in a democracy must always 
come from the people. When we elect leaders, the majority of the people—that  
is, 50 percent plus one or more—choose the winner. 

Majority rule/minority rights

This picture shows one way to think about equality: The people standing on high, level 
ground have an advantage. Those who stand on lower ground can never see over the 
fence unless the people on the higher ground either make room for them or build up 
the ground they are standing on. 
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This is balanced by the second idea: the rule of law. The majority shouldn’t 
be able to violate the rights of a minority. Sometimes the majority of people are 
biased against a certain group of people. This might be because of race or religion, 
or different political beliefs. So the Supreme Court has the power to strike down 
any law, even if the majority likes it, if it violates the rights of others

States’ rights

When our country was founded, people argued about how power would  
be divided between state and national governments. The basic idea was that the 
federal government would make rules about things that crossed state borders, 
and states would be responsible for everything inside the state. 

But that was not very clear. Before the Civil War 
in the 1860s, southern states argued that they had 
states’ rights to enslave African Americans. It took  
a terrible war to end slavery. Even in the 1960s, 
southern states believed they had states’ rights to  
discriminate against African Americans. It took a 
long struggle to decide they did not. 

Today, people still disagree sometimes about 
what rights states have. Usually these arguments are 
settled by the U.S. Supreme Court.

Political parties 

A political party is a group of people who share values and beliefs about  
the role of government. Voters often choose who they will vote for based on  
their political party. 

This flier shows property  
to be sold, possibly after 
the owner died. In addition 
to furniture, farming  
utensils and livestock, it 
includes “3 Negro men,  
4 women, 1 boy, and  
some children.” 

What do you think about 
that?

photo from Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of 
African American History and Culture, object 2011.155.292
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Right now, our country has two main political parties: Republicans and 
Democrats. There are also several smaller political parties, and it’s always possible 
that one of those smaller parties may grow larger and more important. In the  
history of our country, the names and ideas of political parties have shifted with 
the times.

How do we know what’s true?

People get information about what or who to vote for in many ways. But 
everyone has to be careful to make sure the information they get is true.

This means we have to think about who controls the information we read, 
see, or hear. For instance, if we read or see something on social media, how do 
we know where it came from? Is the person who posted it someone we trust? Are 
they trying to make us think like they do, or just giving us the facts? Do we really 
know exactly where the information came from?

A political party is different from a birthday 

party. In fact, if you look up the word party in  

a dictionary, you can see that it has two or three  

different meanings. The one thing they all have  

in common is that parties are about people  

getting together.

A political party is a group of people who share 

the same ideas about how to run our government. 

Their ideas usually come from the values they hold 

and their beliefs about the role of government in  

our lives. 

Some people want government to be small,  

so that they don’t have to pay very much 

in taxes. And they tend to think that 

people should depend on family or 

friends if they have big problems, or just solve their 

problems by themselves.

Other people are willing to pay more taxes to 

have more government services, such as medical care 

for everyone, child care, and free or low-cost college. 

They think government can play a big role in making 

sure our society is fair for everyone.

People who share the same beliefs want to elect 

leaders who believe as they do, so they organize  

political parties to elect leaders who will represent 

their ideas.

The United States has many political parties,  

but the two biggest and most important  

are the Republican Party and the 

Democratic Party.

Since the 1800s, the Democratic Party’s symbol has been the donkey, and the Republican’s has been the elephant.

During the COVID-19 
pandemic, a lot of 
people read and 
believed things about 
it that weren’t true. 
Wearing masks was 
important, but not 
everyone understood 
that.

photo courtesy Jamie Clausen
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Fact or opinion?

The same goes for the news we see on TV or read online. It’s always important 
to know who is reporting the facts and who is trying to convince us to think like 
they do. We need to know the difference between fact and opinion. And if there is 
any doubt, we need to dig deeper and explore many sources of information about 
the same topic.

Also, we need to think about what is really important. We don’t need gossip 
and rumors. We need to be able to make good choices when we vote, and we 
need to know what our elected officials are doing.

Fact  
or  

opinion?

How do you know what’s true?

Check your sources. 
How do you know you can trust them? 
Where do they get their information?

What is their purpose?
What do other experts say?

1 As the earth gets 
warmer, there will be 
more severe storms 
and wildfires.

2 The earth’s climate  
has been changing for  
millions of years, so 
there’s no reason to  
think that humans are 
causing it to get warmer.

3 It’s good to have more  
carbon dioxide in the 
air because it makes 
plants grow faster.

4 Burning fossil fuels 
like gas and oil is  
the biggest cause  
of climate change.

5 Rising sea levels will 
flood coastal cities.

6 Climate change 
is a hoax.

1) fact  2) opinion  3) opinion  4) fact  5) fact  6) opinion
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