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Get the most from this book





Everyone has to decide his or her own revision strategy, but it is essential to review your work, learn it and test your understanding. These Revision Notes will help you to do that in a planned way, topic by topic. Use this book as the cornerstone of your revision and do not hesitate to write in it — personalise your notes and check your progress by ticking off each section as you revise.


Track your progress


Use the revision planner on pages 4 and 5 to plan your revision, topic by topic. Make a note when you have:




	
•  revised and understood a topic


	
•  tested yourself


	
•  practised the exam questions and gone online to check your answers and complete the quick quizzes





You can also keep track of your revision by noting each topic heading in the book. You may find it helpful to add your own notes as you work through each topic.







Features to help you succeed
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Now test yourself


These short, knowledge-based questions provide the first step in testing your learning. Answers are at the back of the book.
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Definitions and key words


Clear, concise definitions of essential key terms are provided where they first appear.
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Making links


This feature identifies specific connections between topics and tells you how revising these will aid your exam answers.
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Exam skills


These summaries highlight how the specific skills identified or applicable in a chapter can be applied to your exam answers.
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Compare


This feature shows you how to make comparisons with UK content.
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Summaries


The summaries provide a quick-check bullet list for each topic.
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Revision activities


These activities will help you to understand each topic in an interactive way.
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Exam practice


Practice exam questions are provided for each topic. Use them to consolidate your revision and practise your exam skills.
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Online


Go online to check your answers to the exam questions and try out the extra quick quizzes at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/myrevisionnotesdownloads
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Countdown to my exams
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6–8 weeks to go




	
•  Start by looking at the specification — make sure you know exactly what material you need to revise and the style of the examination. Use the revision planner on pages 4 and 5 to familiarise yourself with the topics.


	
•  Organise your notes, making sure you have covered everything on the specification. The revision planner will help you to group your notes into topics.


	
•  Work out a realistic revision plan that will allow you time for relaxation. Set aside days and times for all the subjects that you need to study, and stick to your timetable.


	
•  Set yourself sensible targets. Break your revision down into focused sessions of around 40 minutes, divided by breaks. These Revision Notes organise the basic facts into short, memorable sections to make revising easier.
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4–6 weeks to go




	
•  Read through the relevant sections of this book and refer to the reminders, key terms and summaries. Tick off the topics as you feel confident about them. Highlight those topics you find difficult and look at them again in detail.


	
•  Test your understanding of each topic by working through the ‘Now test yourself’ questions in the book. Look up the answers at the back of the book.


	
•  Make a note of any problem areas as you revise, and ask your teacher to go over these in class.


	
•  Look at past papers. They are one of the best ways to revise and practise your exam skills. Write or prepare planned answers to the exam practice questions provided in this book. Check your answers online and try out the extra quick quizzes at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/myrevisionnotesdownloads



	
•  Try using different revision methods as you work through the sections. For example, you can make notes using concept maps, spider diagrams or flash cards.


	
•  Track your progress using the revision planner and give yourself a reward when you have achieved your target.
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One week to go




	
•  Try to fit in at least one more timed practice of an entire past paper and seek feedback from your teacher, comparing your work closely with the mark scheme.


	
•  Check the revision planner to make sure you haven’t missed out any topics. Brush up on any areas of difficulty by talking them over with a friend or getting help from your teacher.


	
•  Attend any revision classes put on by your teacher. Remember, your teacher is an expert at preparing people for examinations.
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The day before the examination




	
•  Flick through these Revision Notes for useful reminders, key terms and summaries.


	
•  Check the time and place of your examination.


	
•  Make sure you have everything you need — extra pens and pencils, tissues, a watch, bottled water, sweets.


	
•  Allow some time to relax and have an early night to ensure you are fresh and alert for the examination.





[image: ]












[image: ]


My exams


Paper 1: UK Politics


Date: ………………………………………………


Time: ………………………………………………
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Introduction








Structure of the exam


US politics is examined in the Component 3A: Comparative Politics exam paper. It is a 2-hour exam which is worth 84 marks, a third of the total marks for A-level Politics.


In Section A, you need to answer ONE 12-mark question from a choice of two. This section tests AO1 and AO2 (see below) and the question will require you to ‘Examine…’ something. This will be a comparative question.


Section B is similar but there is only ONE compulsory question, again examining AO1 and AO2. This question will require you to ‘Analyse…’ something.


Section C is focused on US politics alone and requires you to write TWO 30-mark essay answers. This examines AO1, AO2 and AO3. You will choose TWO questions from a choice of three. These questions will require you to ‘Evaluate…’ something.







Assessment objectives


The three assessment objectives (AOs) require you to:






	AO1

	Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of political concepts, issues and theories.






	AO2

	Analyse aspects of political concepts, issues and theories.






	AO3

	Evaluate aspects of politics and make substantiated judgements and conclusions.
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Remember


If the exam question asks you to ‘Examine’ something, you need to consider it in detail and identify the similarities and differences with something else. So, for example, if the question was ‘Examine the ways in which the US Senate and the UK House of Lords differ’, you would need to identify and then consider in detail all of the differences between the two legislative chambers.
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Answering a 12-mark question


You have 2 hours to complete the whole exam, so should spend around 20 minutes answering each 12-mark question. In order to gain high marks, you should aim to examine and analyse around five or six different points — each of which will need elaborating on.


The Section B 12-mark question explicitly states that you need to make reference to at least one comparative theory — this means that when discussing similarities and differences, you must mention the comparative theory that is most relevant to your point. See the discussion on page 8 for more information.
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Remember


If you are asked to ‘Analyse’ something, you need to examine, explain and interpret in detail an aspect of politics. If the question was, for example, ‘Analyse the differences between the ways in which rights are protected in the USA and the UK’, you would need to do more than identify the differences — you would need to elaborate on each difference and assess its importance or its relevance.
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Answering a 30-mark question


A 30-mark question requires you to write an essay. You have to answer TWO of these questions in Section C, and should spend 40 minutes on each question. You are expected to provide a balanced argument and then reach a substantiated judgement in your conclusion. You should discuss at least four points on either side of the argument and then, in your conclusion, come down on one side or the other. Remember that you should not be writing phrases such as ‘I believe…’ or ‘in my opinion…’ — use more academic phrases such as ‘on balance…’, ‘as has been shown…’, or ‘in light of what has been discussed…’.
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Remember


If the exam question asks you to ‘Evaluate’ something, you need to consider the arguments and come to a conclusion about their importance or success. So, if you were asked to ‘Evaluate the extent to which Congress is an effective legislative body’, you would need to consider all the arguments that Congress is effective and all that arguments that it isn’t effective and then, in light of the arguments for and against, make a decision about whether Congress is or isn’t effective.
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Remember


If an exam question asks you to ‘Evaluate the extent to which…’ it requires you to weigh up both sides of an argument or an issue and reach a judgement one way or another. So, if the question was ‘Evaluate the extent to which the Supreme Court has quasi-legislative powers’, you would need to discuss the arguments that the Supreme Court does have quasi-legislative powers and the arguments that the Supreme Court does not have quasi-legislative powers. You would then need to reach a conclusion based on the arguments and decide whether the evidence in favour of the Court having these powers outweighs the arguments against.
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Three approaches to comparative politics


For A-Level Politics you are required to look at three different approaches to explaining similarities and differences between the political systems of different countries. In your Section B 12-mark answer, you must refer to at least one of these approaches.




Rational theory


This focuses on the individual within a political system and assumes that they will act rationally in a self-interested way. You could refer to rational theory when discussing the fact that prime ministers might use their popularity with the electorate to persuade Parliament to pass legislation.







Cultural theory


This focuses on groups within the political system and how these groups shape ideas and determine actions. You could refer to cultural theory when comparing the actions of US and UK interest groups or when comparing the policies of US and UK political parties.







Structural theory


This focuses on the institutions within the political system and how outcomes are determined by processes within these institutions. You might refer to structural theory when comparing the checks and balances that the US and UK legislatures bring to bear on the executive.


















1 The Constitution








Compromises of the Constitution




The form of government


Under British control, the colonies had been ruled by a unitary form of government, in which political power rests with one central/national government (of Great Britain in this case).


From 1781, they had then been ruled under a confederal form of government — one in which virtually all political power rests with the individual states and little with the central/national government.


The compromise was to devise a new form of government — a federal form of government, one in which some political power rests with the national (known as the federal) government, but other, equally important, powers rest with the state governments.
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Remember


Notice ‘equally important’ — it’s crucial to include that phrase so as not to give the impression that the state governments’ powers are trivial.
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Representation of the states




	
•  Large-population states wanted representation in Congress to be proportional to population: the bigger the population of a state, the more representatives it would have in Congress.


	
•  Small-population states wanted equal representation.


	
•  The compromise was to have Congress made up of two houses — the House of Representatives and the Senate.


	
•  In the House of Representatives, there would be representation proportional to population.


	
•  In the Senate, there would be equal representation for all states, regardless of population.
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Remember


Don’t use the phrase ‘proportional representation’ — it isn’t!
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Remember


To save yourself time in the exam, use the term ‘House’ (with a capital H) to refer to the House of Representatives.
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Choosing the president


There were many different suggestions about how to choose the president.




	
•  Some thought the president should be appointed.


	
•  Others thought the president should be directly elected by the people.


	
•  The compromise was to have the president indirectly elected by an Electoral College (see Chapter 6).
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Now test yourself




	
1  What was the disagreement between large-population states and small-population states with reference to representation?


	
2  Give three examples of compromises in the Constitution.





Answers on p. 111
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The nature of the Constitution: three key features


The Constitution has three key features:




	
1  It is codified.


	
2  Some of it is specific but some of it is vague.


	
3  Its provisions are entrenched.
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Constitution A set of political principles by which a country or organisation is governed.


Codification The process of arranging rules or processes in written format.
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A codified constitution


Some constitutions, like that for the UK, are uncodified — they are not collected together in one document — while others, such as that of the USA, are codified. This means there is one document called the Constitution.


But it’s worth remembering that these two terms are not exclusive to one another, and they are not the same as ‘written’ and ‘unwritten’ constitutions. Codified constitutions may not include all constitutional provisions. Written constitutions may have some elements that are unwritten.
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Codified constitution A constitution that consists of a full and authoritative set of rules written down in a single document.
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The new Constitution was made up of seven Articles, the first three of which explained how the three branches of the federal (national) government — Congress, the president and the Supreme Court — would work and what powers they would have (see Table 1.1).


Table 1.1 Summary of Articles I, II and III of the Constitution








	Article I

	Established Congress as the national legislature (law-making body) and defined its membership, method of election and powers






	Article II

	Established the president as chief executive and defined their method of election and powers






	Article III

	Established the US Supreme Court and set out its membership, method of appointment and powers









This leads us to the second of the Constitution’s three key features — that some of it is specific and some of it is vague.







A blend of specificity and vagueness


Some of the powers the Constitution gives, especially to Congress, are very specific:




	
•  The power ‘to collect taxes’ (Article I)


	
•  The power ‘to coin money’ (Article I)





But others are quite vague:




	
•  The power of Congress ‘to provide for the common defence and general welfare of the United States’ (Article I)


	
•  The power of Congress ‘to make all laws which shall be necessary and proper for carrying into execution the foregoing powers’ (Article I)





There is also the issue of whether certain powers belong only to the federal government, only to the state governments, or to both the federal and state governments. Table 1.2 explains these different types of power.


Table 1.2 Summary of different types of power in the Constitution








	Enumerated (or delegated) powers

	Powers delegated to the federal government — generally those enumerated in the first three Articles of the Constitution

	For example: the vice president is also president of the Senate and has the casting vote in the event of a tied vote.






	Implied powers

	Powers possessed by the federal government by inference from those powers delegated to it in the Constitution

	For example: the power to draft people into the armed forces may be implied by Congress’s enumerated power to raise an army and navy.






	Reserved powers

	Powers not delegated to the federal government, or prohibited to it by the Constitution — these are ‘reserved’ to the states or to the people

	For example: marriage and divorce laws differ between states.






	Concurrent powers

	Powers possessed by both the federal and state governments

	For example: highway management and maintenance. The federal government is responsible for US highways and the interstate system, while individual states manage intrastate highways.
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Enumerated powers Powers given to the federal government by the US Constitution.
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Entrenched provisions


Entrenchment is written into the Constitution by the complicated and demanding process for amending it.
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Entrenchment The application of extra legal safeguards to a constitutional provision to make it more difficult to amend or abolish.
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Now test yourself




	
3  What are the three key features of the Constitution?


	
4  What is a codified constitution?


	
5  What do the first three Articles of the Constitution deal with?


	
6  Give an example of the vagueness of the Constitution.


	
7  What is the difference between enumerated powers and implied powers?


	
8  What is the difference between reserved powers and concurrent powers?


	
9  What does ‘entrenchment’ mean?





Answers on p. 111
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Amending the Constitution


The various methods for amending the Constitution are set out in Table 1.3.


Table 1.3 The process for amending the Constitution








	 

	Proposed by

	Ratified by

	How often used?






	1

	Two-thirds of the House and the Senate

	Three-quarters of the state legislatures (38)

	26 times






	2

	Two-thirds of the House and the Senate

	
Ratifying conventions in three-quarters of the states

	Once (Twenty-First Amendment)






	3

	Legislatures in two-thirds of the states calling for a national constitutional convention

	Three-quarters of the state legislatures

	Never






	4

	Legislatures in two-thirds of the states calling for a national constitutional convention

	Ratifying conventions in three-quarters of the states

	Never
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Ratify To sign and give official consent to a change or amendment.


Supermajority Where approval is required by a two-thirds majority of Congress.
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Remember


The president has no formal role in passing constitutional amendments. Having been agreed by both houses of Congress, they are not subject to presidential approval and neither can the president veto them.
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As Table 1.3 shows, all successful attempts at amending the Constitution have been by amendments being:




	
•  proposed by two-thirds majorities of both houses of Congress


	
•  ratified by three-quarters (now 38) of the state legislatures





Advantages and disadvantages of the amendment process are outlined in Table 1.4.


Table 1.4 Advantages and disadvantages of the amendment process








	Advantages of the amendment process

	Disadvantages of the amendment process






	



	
•  Supermajorities ensure against a small majority being able to impose its will on a large minority.


	
•  The lengthy and complicated process makes it less likely that the Constitution will be amended on a merely temporary issue.


	
•  It ensures that both the federal and state governments must favour a proposal.


	
•  It gives a magnified voice to the smaller-population states (through the Senate’s role and the requirement for agreement of three-quarters of state legislatures).


	
•  The provision for a constitutional convention called by the states prevents Congress from being able to veto an amendment without the consent of the states.






	



	
•  It makes it overly difficult for the Constitution to be amended, thereby perpetuating what some see as outdated provisions (e.g. the Electoral College).


	
•  It makes possible the thwarting of the will of the majority by a small and possibly unrepresentative minority.


	
•  The lengthy and complicated process nonetheless allowed the Prohibition amendment to be passed (1918), banning the manufacture, sale and transportation of alcohol.


	
•  The difficulty of formal amendment enhances the power of the (unelected) Supreme Court to make interpretative amendments.


	
•  The voice of small-population states is overly represented.
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Remember


In the exam you may be asked to come to a conclusion about how effective the amendment process is. Make sure you have a bank of examples to use to illustrate your answer (e.g. names of some small-population states, some amendments that have been passed and some that have been proposed but not passed).
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The Bill of Rights and later amendments


Of the 27 amendments to the Constitution, the first ten were proposed together by Congress in September 1789 and are collectively known as the Bill of Rights. These include:




	
•  Freedom of religion, speech, the press and assembly (First Amendment)


	
•  Right to keep and bear arms (Second Amendment)


	
•  Rights of accused persons (Fifth Amendment)


	
•  Prohibition of cruel and unusual punishments (Eighth Amendment)


	
•  Undelegated powers reserved to the states or to the people (Tenth Amendment)
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Making links


The ten amendments that make up the Bill of Rights are extremely important to American citizens and are often quoted when a citizen has a grievance. The Second Amendment, for example, is often quoted as evidence of the right to bear arms in the USA. Accused persons will often quote the Fifth Amendment — the right to remain silent when being questioned by the police. Interest groups will reference the Bill of Rights wherever possible to reinforce their campaigns for change or the protection of the rights of their members (see Chapter 7).
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Amendments added later include:




	
•  Prohibition of slavery (Thirteenth Amendment, 1865)


	
•  Federal government granted power to impose income tax (Sixteenth Amendment, 1913)


	
•  Direct election of the Senate (Seventeenth Amendment, 1913)


	
•  Two-term limit for the president (Twenty-Second Amendment, 1951)


	
•  Presidential succession and disability procedures (Twenty-Fifth Amendment, 1967)


	
•  Voting age lowered to 18 (Twenty-Sixth Amendment, 1971).
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Remember


Note that a question about amending the US Constitution could require quite a substantial discussion about the Supreme Court’s power of judicial review.
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There have been only 27 successful attempts to amend the Constitution and only 15 since 1805. That is pretty infrequent. So why has the Constitution been so rarely amended? Reasons include the following:




	
•  The Founding Fathers created a deliberately difficult process.


	
•  The Constitution is, in parts, deliberately vague and has therefore evolved without the need for formal amendment.


	
•  The Supreme Court has the power of judicial review (see Chapter 4).


	
•  Americans have become cautious about tampering with the Constitution.
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Debate


Does the US Constitution still work? Does it ensure democracy in the USA and curtail the power of the executive?








	Yes

	No






	



	
•  Federalism has proved to be an excellent compromise between strong national government and state government diversity.


	
•  The text has proved very adaptable to changes in US society.


	
•  The demanding amendment process has usually prevented frequent and ill-conceived proposals for amendment.


	
•  Rights and liberties of Americans have been protected.


	
•  The Supreme Court’s power of judicial review has made it even more adaptable through ‘interpretative amendment’.






	



	
•  The amendment process is too difficult, thereby making it well-nigh impossible to amend parts no longer applicable or to add parts that a majority desires.


	
•  Power of judicial review gives the Supreme Court too much power to ‘amend’ its meaning.


	
•  The Constitution is too negative, giving too much power to those who oppose change.


	
•  Some parts make little sense in today’s society (e.g. the Electoral College).


	
•  Some parts don’t work as the framers would have envisaged (e.g. war-making powers).
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Interpretative amendment The ability of the Supreme Court to interpret the Constitution and, in effect, change the meaning of words within it.
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Now test yourself




	
10  How can constitutional amendments be proposed?


	
11  How can constitutional amendments be ratified?


	
12  Give three advantages and three disadvantages of the amendment process.


	
13  What are the first ten amendments to the Constitution called?


	
14  Give two examples of subsequent constitutional amendments.


	
15  Give two reasons why the Constitution has been amended so rarely.





Answers on p. 111
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Remember


You should make a judgement for yourself on whether the Constitution continues to work or whether it needs changing, as you could be asked a question about this in the exam. Make sure you have examples to hand to illustrate your argument (e.g. aspects of the modern world which are not adequately accommodated in the Constitution, or events which have shown that the Constitution is still relevant).
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The key principles of the Constitution


The Constitution is based on five key principles:




	
1  Separation of powers


	
2  Checks and balances


	
3  Federalism


	
4  Bipartisanship


	
5  Limited government







Separation of powers


To understand the principle of the separation of powers, you need to realise the following:




	
•  The federal government is made up of three separate branches:



	
•  The legislature (Congress), which makes the laws.















[image: ]


Remember


Be careful not to confuse the word ‘legislature’ (a noun, as in ‘the legislature’) with the word ‘legislative’ (an adjective, as in ‘the legislative process’).
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•  The executive (headed by the president), which carries out (executes) the laws.


	
•  The judiciary (headed by the Supreme Court), which enforces and interprets the laws.








	
•  No one can belong to more than one of these branches at the same time — this is often referred to as ‘the separation of powers’.


	
•  The term is somewhat misleading as it’s not the ‘powers’ that are separate but the institutions themselves.


	
•  Therefore the Constitution created a governmental system made up of ‘separated institutions, sharing powers’.





This sharing of powers is what the second of the Constitution’s key principles — checks and balances — is about.
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Separation of powers A theory of government whereby political power is distributed among the legislature, the executive and the judiciary, each acting both independently and interdependently.


Checks and balances A system of government that gives each branch — legislative, executive and judicial — the means partially to control the power exercised by the other branches.
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Remember


The four-word phrase ‘separated institutions, sharing powers’ is well worth committing to memory.
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Compare


The UK Constitution does not provide for a similar separation of powers principle. It is possible to be a member of more than one branch of government in the UK. Give two examples of where this has happened in recent governments.
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Checks and balances


Because the Constitution creates a system of separate institutions that share powers, each institution can check the powers of the others. The major checks possessed by each branch are set out in Table 1.5, along with some recent examples.


Table 1.5 Examples of major checks and balances








	Check by the president on Congress






	Veto a bill

	Iran War Powers Resolution (Trump, 2020)






	Checks by the president on the federal courts






	Nominate judges

	Brett Kavanaugh (Trump, 2018)






	Pardon

	Of Bernard Kerik, former New York City police commissioner (Trump, 2020)






	Commutation of sentences

	Of Roger Stone, political consultant and Trump confidant (Trump, 2020)






	Checks by Congress on the president






	Amend/delay/reject legislative proposals

	American Health Care Act (2017) — Trump’s attempt to repeal and replace ‘Obamacare’






	Override veto

	National Defense Authorization Act for 2021 (2020)






	Refuse to approve appointments*


	John Tower as secretary of defense (1989)






	Refuse to ratify treaties*


	Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2012)






	
Impeachment and trial

	Of President Donald Trump (2019–20 and 2021)






	Checks by Congress on the federal courts






	Propose constitutional amendments

	Proposed Federal Marriage Amendment (2015)






	Refuse to approve appointments*


	Merrick Garland to the Supreme Court (2016)






	Check by the federal courts on Congress






	Declare law unconstitutional

	Defense of Marriage Act (1996) in 2013






	Check by the federal courts on the president






	Declare actions unconstitutional

	Declared unconstitutional President Trump’s claim that he did not have to comply with a subpoena from a New York district attorney seeking information on Trump’s personal and business financial dealings (2020)









* Senate only.
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Impeachment A formal accusation of serious wrongdoing or misconduct of a serving federal official by a simple majority vote of the House of Representatives.
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Making links


These checks and balances link to the power and effectiveness of the different institutions. For example, Congress has ‘the power of the purse’ and must agree to the money needed by the president for the president’s policies. A Congress that is dominated by the opposing party to the president can wield a significant amount of power over the ability of the president to get things done (see Chapter 2).
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Compare


In the UK, separation of powers does not exist, but there is a system of checks and balances. What powers does the UK Parliament have to check a prime minister’s power?
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Remember


Always try to have examples that are as up to date as possible in your answers — avoid using examples that are unnecessarily dated.
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Federalism


The third key principle of the Constitution is federalism.
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Federalism A theory of government by which political power is divided between a national government and state governments, each having their own areas of substantive jurisdiction.


[image: ]








Nowhere is the word ‘federal’ or ‘federalism’ mentioned in the Constitution. It was written into the document in:




	
•  the enumerated powers of the federal government


	
•  the implied powers of the federal government


	
•  the concurrent powers of the federal and state governments


	
•  the Tenth Amendment
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Compare


The UK is an example of a unitary system rather than a federalist state. A significant degree of devolution has, however, taken place in the UK in recent decades. Give two similarities and two differences between devolution and federalism.
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Federalism under Barack Obama


Democrat president Barack Obama (2009–17) focused on domestic policy in order to pursue his ‘change’ agenda. The Obama years saw an increase in federal government activity in such programmes as:




	
•  an economic stimulus package (2009)


	
•  the re-authorisation of the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (S-CHIP) (2009)


	
•  the expansion of Medicaid (health insurance programme for the poor)


	
•  ‘Obamacare’ — Obama’s flagship reform of the US healthcare system (2010)










Federalism under Donald Trump


Republican presidents have traditionally sought to shrink the size and scope of the federal government. Although President Trump (2017–21) generally agreed with that policy, there were times when he attempted to make the states subservient to the federal government, but mostly in ways that specifically increased the power of the president, such as:




	
•  trying to end state lockdowns during the Covid-19 pandemic


	
•  policies towards illegal immigrants and ‘sanctuary cities’


	
•  use of the national guard and federal troops during the Black Lives Matter protests of May/June 2020










Consequences of federalism


Federalism has consequences throughout US government and politics:




	
•  Legal consequences — there is variation in state laws on such matters as the age at which people can marry or drive a car or have to attend school. Laws on the death penalty vary. There are federal and state courts.


	
•  Policy consequences — states can act as policy laboratories, experimenting with new solutions to old problems. There is great variation between the states on such policies as healthcare provision, immigration, affirmative action and environmental protection.


	
•  Consequences for elections — all elections are state-based and run under state law.


	
•  Consequences for political parties — political parties in the USA are essentially decentralised, state-based parties.


	
•  Economic consequences — huge federal grants going to the states, as well as the complexity of the tax system because, for example, income tax is levied by both federal and some state governments.


	
•  Regionalism — the regions of the South, the Midwest, the Northeast and the West have distinct cultures as well as racial, religious and ideological differences.













Bipartisanship


The Constitution makes no mention of political parties, but the separation of powers and the corresponding checks and balances between the three branches of the federal government — especially those between the legislature and the executive — mean that parties must cooperate. The framers of the Constitution hoped to encourage a spirit of bipartisanship and compromise between the president and Congress. Laws would be passed, treaties ratified, appointments confirmed and budgets fixed only when both parties worked together.
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Bipartisanship Agreement or cooperation between two different political parties that usually oppose each other.
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Limited government


The final key principle of the Constitution is limited government. The system of checks and balances, in addition to the separation of powers, places a firm limit on the powers of the executive and restricts its actions.
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Limited government A government prevented from being all-powerful by the limits provided by the Constitution.
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Now test yourself




	
16  What are the five key principles of the Constitution?


	
17  Define the doctrine of the separation of powers.


	
18  Complete this quotation: ‘The Constitution created a governmental system made up of separated _________ sharing _________.’


	
19  Give an example of each of the six sets of checks between the three branches of the federal government.


	
20  Give a definition of federalism.


	
21  How was federalism written into the Constitution?


	
22  Give two examples of the ways in which the size and scope of the federal government expanded under (a) Barack Obama and (b) Donald Trump.


	
23  Give three examples of the consequences of federalism.





Answers on pp. 111–12
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Debate


Is the USA still a federal nation?








	Yes

	No






	



	
•  All citizens pay federal income tax and the states depend on financial support from the federal government.


	
•  Healthcare provision is heavily dependent on federal funding, with the majority of states providing Medicaid.


	
•  The federal government has mandated parts of education policy.


	
•  The Homeland Security department coordinates and controls responses to threats to the nation (e.g. terrorist threats and natural disasters).


	
•  States depend on the federal government during national crises. The Federal Emergency Management Agency exists because the individual states cannot do what federal government can do.


	
•  The Supreme Court has made rulings in favour of the federal government over the states.






	



	
•  Laws vary significantly across states, including the legality of the death penalty, state taxes and the legal status of marijuana.


	
•  States control the provision of medical insurance.


	
•  Electoral practices vary significantly from state to state.


	
•  Some states use sanctuary cities to prohibit local law officers from helping federal immigration officials.


	
•  During national crises or national disasters such as Covid-19, state governors act in the best interests of their state.


	
•  The Supreme Court has made rulings in favour of a state over the federal government, e.g. Texas v United States (2016).
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Comparing the US and UK constitutions




The origins of the two constitutions


The differences between the constitutions of the USA and the UK largely reflect the different cultures of these two countries. This is where you can use the cultural approach to compare the constitutions. You can also use the rational approach given that the Founding Fathers conceived and wrote the US Constitution in response to their experiences during British rule — it was in their rational interests to lay out the ‘rules’ clearly to ensure limited government. Table 1.6 shows the different factors that shaped each constitution.


Table 1.6 Factors that shaped the US and UK constitutions








	Factors that shaped the US Constitution

	Factors that shaped the UK Constitution






	



	
•  Liberty


	
•  Individualism


	
•  Equality


	
•  Representative government


	
•  Limited government


	
•  States’ rights


	
•  Gun ownership


	
•  Fear of state-organised religion






	



	
•  An autocratic monarchy


	
•  The hereditary principle


	
•  The power of a landed aristocracy


	
•  An established church


	
•  A deferential working class


	
•  A lack of social mobility



















The nature of the two constitutions


The two constitutions are different not only in origin but also in nature. They are structurally very different. The US Constitution is codified, yet it makes no mention at all of such important matters as:




	
•  primary elections


	
•  congressional committees


	
•  the president’s cabinet


	
•  the Executive Office of the President


	
•  the Supreme Court’s power of judicial review





Some things that to begin with were merely conventions — such as a two-term limit for the president — over time have become formalised in the codified document.


The UK Constitution is uncodified, but much of it is written down in, for example:




	
•  Acts of Parliament


	
•  common law


	
•  the works of Erskine May and Walter Bagehot





This is an ideal place to use the structural approach to comparative politics — you are clearly comparing the different elements, institutions and structures of the two constitutions.


Other important differences between the two constitutions are as follows:




	
•  The powers, requirements and rights in the US Constitution are entrenched, whereas those in the UK Constitution are not.


	
•  The US Constitution allows for much more popular and democratic participation than does the UK Constitution.


	
•  The US Constitution establishes a separation of powers, whereas the UK Constitution establishes more in the way of fused powers, especially between the executive and the legislature.


	
•  Checks and balances are more significant in the US Constitution than in the UK Constitution.


	
•  The US Constitution enshrines the principle of federalism, whereas the UK Constitution enshrines the principle of devolution.





Table 1.7 summarises the main characteristics of the two constitutions and Table 1.8 compares UK devolution with federalism in the USA.


Table 1.7 Summary of comparisons between the US and UK constitutions








	US Constitution

	UK Constitution






	Codified

	Uncodified






	Some (unwritten) conventions

	Much is written






	Entrenched

	No entrenchment






	More direct democratic participation

	Emphasis on representative democracy






	Separation of powers

	Fusion of powers






	Checks and balances

	Fewer checks on power






	Federalism

	Devolution









Table 1.8 Comparing UK devolution with US federalism








	Similarities between devolution and federalism

	Differences between devolution and federalism






	



	
•  Both federalism and devolution involve a transfer of power from a central government to a regional government. Within the terms of the agreement, the regional government has the power to make laws and policies that may differ from those in other regions.





	



	
•  Federalism tends to be more rigid as it is defined by the Constitution and can only be changed by agreement between the federal government and the states. Devolution could be changed or removed much more easily through a simple law change.


	
•  With devolution, the central government maintains overall power. Having delegated some of its powers to regional governments, it remains more powerful than any devolved assemblies. With federalism, power is shared between the federal government and the states: the two are equally powerful; they just have different powers.


	
•  In a federal system all states have the same powers, whereas in a devolved system different regional assemblies can have different powers. For example, the Scottish Parliament has tax-raising powers while the Welsh Assembly does not.


	
•  Under devolution a regional assembly can be suspended on the say-so of the central government — this has happened, for example, with the Northern Ireland Assembly. Federalism does not allow this significant power to the federal government.
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Now test yourself




	
24  Give three of the cultural factors that were important in the USA in the late eighteenth century that helped shape the US Constitution.


	
25  Give three of the cultural factors that helped shape the UK Constitution.


	
26  Give three aspects of US government and politics not mentioned in the Constitution.


	
27  Name three places where one can find written parts of the UK Constitution.


	
28  Name three important differences in the nature of the US and UK constitutions.





Answers on p. 112
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Remember


Don’t labour the point of written versus unwritten constitutions — the UK Constitution has many written parts despite its being considered by some as an unwritten constitution. It is more helpful to discuss codified and uncodified constitutions.
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Using comparative approaches when comparing the US and UK constitutions


Table 1.9 shows how the three comparative approaches can be used when comparing the constitutions of the USA and UK.


Table 1.9 Comparative approaches to comparing the US and UK constitutions








	Topic

	Rational approach

	Cultural approach

	Structural approach






	Origins

	The US Constitution is based on the values of rationality and individualism.

	The US Constitution was written from a fear of an over-powerful ruler or state and a desire for limited government.

The UK Constitution evolved over centuries and has been shaped by a culture dominated by the monarchy, an established church and an aristocracy.



	The US Constitution was written at the beginning of the establishment of the US political system and remains a fundamental part of the process.






	Codified/uncodified

	 

	The US Constitution was written from a fear of an over-powerful ruler or state and a desire for limited government.

The UK Constitution evolved over centuries and has been shaped by a culture dominated by the monarchy, an established church and an aristocracy.
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