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1 The United States of America



Background


The United States of America is the third largest country in the world, in terms of land mass. It covers an area of 9,826,675 km2, making it about half the size of Russia and a little smaller than Canada. It is about twice the size of the European Union. It has land borders with two other countries: Canada and Mexico. It is spread over 3000 miles from east to west between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.


In June 2019, the United States population reached approximately 329,025,782 people, according to US Census Bureau estimates. That means the US is currently the third most populous country on the planet, behind only China (1.4 billion) and India (1.25 billion).





•  The state with the largest population is California with approximately 39.5 million people.



•  New York has the highest population of any other US city with an estimated 8.5 million people.





As shown on the map, there are 50 states in the USA. Alaska and Hawaii also make up the 50 states although they are not directly attached to the other states.
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Who makes up the American population?


American society has often been described as a melting pot but it has also attracted other definitions such as ‘salad bowl’.


This is due to the number of different ethnic groups and cultures who all make up the American population. There are five main ethnic groups in the USA:





•  non-Hispanic white



•  Hispanic/Latino



•  black



•  Asian and Pacific Islander



•  Native American.





Ethnic composition of America


The 329 million people making up the population of the United States are categorised into five main ethnic groups outlined above. The population of the US represents over 4.25 per cent of the world’s total population. This correlates with the fact that 1 in every 22 people in the world is a resident of the USA.


The US Census Bureau estimates that the population will rise to 417 million by 2060. Figure 1.3 (see page 3) compares the population ratio for the five main ethnic groups in the USA.
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Did you know?


The Hispanic/Latino group is the fastest growing group in the USA. The Pew Research Center has estimated that white people will decrease to under 50 per cent of the population by 2055. It estimates that the population breakdown will be as follows:


Table 1.1 2055 population estimate by ethnic group






	White

	≈ 48%






	Hispanic/Latino

	≈ 23%






	Asian and Pacific Islander

	≈ 12%






	Black

	≈ 13%







Source: Pew Research Center


White people are known as the majority group as they currently have the largest population in the USA. This is due to the history of white settlers in the USA until the 1920s. These white settlers predominately came from various countries in Europe.
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Ethnic minority groups


Hispanic people


There are estimated to be about 58.9 million Hispanic people currently living in the USA, making up over 18 per cent of the population. Hispanic people are the largest minority ethnic group, having overtaken black Americans in number in 2001. Only Mexico has a higher Hispanic population than the United States. The growth of the Hispanic population since then has been mainly due to births in the USA, not immigration from abroad.


Americans with Hispanic or Latino ethnicity are people from Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin.


Around two-thirds (63.3 per cent) of Hispanic people in the USA are of Mexican origin. The other third are from the remaining nine Hispanic origin groups of: Puerto Rican, Cuban, Salvadoran, Dominican, Guatemalan, Colombian, Honduran, Ecuadorian and Peruvian. These ten Hispanic groups differ in terms of numbers who are foreign-born, numbers who are US citizens by birth, and their proficiency in English. There are also differences in terms of their education levels, home ownership rates, income and poverty rates.


Ten US states have more than 1 million Hispanic/Latino residents: Arizona, California, Colorado, Georgia, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York and Texas. An estimated 41 million US residents (13.4 per cent of the population) speak Spanish at home.
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Hispanic people of Mexican origin
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Hispanic people of Mexican origin account for 63.3 per cent of the US Hispanic population, over 36 million people.


The majority of Mexican–Americans are concentrated in the Southwest: California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas.


The rise of the Mexican–American ethnic groups had resulted in an increasing number of Mexican consulates in various states being opened.


For decades, migrants from Mexico to the USA have largely been low-skilled, unauthorised workers in the agricultural/farming employment sectors. In recent years, migration patterns have changed due to factors including the improvement of the Mexican economy and US immigration enforcement. Today, immigrants are more likely to be college graduates and have stronger English skills than those in prior decades.


Mexicans are primarily Roman Catholic and usually remain dedicated to their faith while in the USA. Mexicans are often family orientated and many are granted green cards (lawful residency) through family ties and connections.


Hispanic people of Puerto Rican origin
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There are approximately 5.5 million Hispanic people of Puerto Rican origin living in the USA, which is more than the population of Puerto Rico itself at 3.1 million. Around two-thirds of the Puerto Rican population was born in the USA and one-third was born in Puerto Rico. Many Puerto Rican–Americans live in the mid-Atlantic area of America – mainly in New York. Anyone who is born in Puerto Rico is considered to be an American citizen by birth, due to the fact that Puerto Rico is a Free-Associated State of the USA, which entitles Puerto Ricans to enter mainland USA to live and work.


Puerto Ricans are increasingly becoming more educated than in previous decades with almost 20 per cent earning a bachelor’s degree. It is also estimated that 38 per cent own their own homes. This being said, these statistics are still lower than the US average.


Hispanic people of Cuban origin
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Hispanic people of Cuban origin account for almost 4 per cent of the US Hispanic population. On average, Cubans living in the USA tend to be older than the general US population and than other Hispanic groups. Around 70 per cent of Cubans live in Florida – predominately, Miami. New York is also home to a large proportion of Cubans.


From 1960s onwards, most Cubans entered the USA for humanitarian reasons and to gain political asylum during Fidel Castro’s reign. There have been many laws that have been passed through Congress to support Cubans from the oppression experienced in their homeland. Today, Cubans who enter the USA on a visa are eligible for a green card after one year in the USA.


Cuban immigrants are less likely to be proficient in speaking the English language at home than other foreign-born immigrants.


Cubans tend to be better educated than the other Hispanic groups, particularly if they were born in the USA as opposed to being an immigrant. Around 36 per cent of USA-born Cubans aged 25 and above have obtained a bachelor’s degree compared with 27 per cent of Cuban immigrants. As far as income levels are concerned, the numbers are higher than for all other Hispanic groups but lower than for the US population as a whole.


Black Americans


Black people account for about 13 per cent of the US population and are the second largest minority ethnic group in the USA. The 40.6 million black Americans are descendants of African slaves brought over to the USA from Africa to work on the plantations of the southern states in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Slightly more than half of this group are concentrated in the states of the south and south-east; the rest are to be found in the industrial cities of the north-east, and in central and Pacific Coast states.


After the Civil War (1861–65), slavery was abolished but black Americans still faced massive political, social and economic inequality, especially in the south. The civil rights movement of the 1960s and subsequent civil rights acts finally gave them full equality. However, poverty and segregation are very much evident in the USA today for black Americans.


Asian and Pacific Islanders


The 18+ million Asian and Pacific Islanders (APIs) account for over 5.5 per cent of the US population and are the third largest minority ethnic group in the USA. They are a diverse ethnic group who have come from countries in Asia such as Korea and China or the Pacific Islands. The majority group are the Chinese population at over 5 million people. APIs are generally well educated and have the highest educational attainment levels and median annual income of all the ethnic minority groups. As a result they also have one of the lowest poverty rates. Just over half of the population aged 25+ have a bachelor’s degree or similar diploma. The majority have settled in the cities of the west and south. Hawaii is the only US state in which Asian Americans or Pacific Islanders are the largest racial/ethnic group.


Native Americans


Native Americans account for 1.2 per cent of the total American population. This ethnic group are known as the ‘original’ Americans. Nearly 5 million Americans identify as Native American or Alaska Native solely or in combination with one or more races. Of them, more than 2 million identify as purely Native American or Alaska Native. In the most recent census figures, the majority tend to live in urban areas. Alaska has the highest Native American population, followed by New Mexico, South Dakota, Oklahoma and Montana. The majority of Native American citizens live on Reservations – these are recognised in US law as foreign territories and are not subject to all of the other laws of the USA.


The American Dream


The Declaration of Independence holds true the principles of the American Dream that everyone is given the chance to reach their potential:
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‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.’
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The search for the American Dream has been one of the most influential ‘pull’ factors for decades. Many immigrants, including those who are unauthorised, move to the USA to try to make their fortune from the capitalist system, hard work and sheer determination. This has not been the reality for the large majority of immigrants.


The Statue of Liberty symbolises democracy as well as international friendship; it is a colossal symbol of freedom to millions around the world. Its inscription reads:
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‘Give me your tired, your poor,


Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,


I lift my lamp beside the golden door!’
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These words, written by Emma Lazarus in 1883, have come to portray the statue’s universal message of hope and freedom for immigrants coming to America and people seeking freedom around the world.


Immigration


Immigration has been a controversial topic in the USA over a number of decades. The fact remains that the United States has more immigrants than any other country. It is estimated that more than 40 million people living in America today were born in another country. Most of the countries in the world are represented in the USA to some degree.


It is difficult to gain a true figure as many people who come to live in the USA do so illegally. Having said this, the Pew Research Center has estimated that in 2007 there were approximately 12.2 million unauthorised immigrants, and 10.5 million in 2017.


Many immigrants, mainly illegal, lack any formal education and therefore seek work as unskilled labourers. They often take the sort of jobs that most native-born Americans refuse to do for the wages offered. For example, much of California’s agricultural sector is dependent on thousands of immigrant labourers.
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What are the key issues?


The key issues are focused around controlling illegal entry. In the aftermath of 11 September 2001, the influx of illegal immigrants were sometimes thought to have posed a threat to national security. The US business sector claims that immigrants are a necessary workforce for the economy and so supports changes in the law to control entry and to clear up issues surrounding those already in the country illegally. The business sector would like to see illegal immigrants being allowed to remain in the country legally and wants the cap on the number of Temporary Worker Visas to be set higher or removed altogether.


Temporary Worker Visas (also known as the Guest Worker Program) allow foreign workers to reside and work in the USA for a fixed period of time. More than 900,000 of these visa types were granted in 2018.


Others want tougher enforcement of the land borders and existing laws on immigration. For example, some want to extend the fencing that already exists along a part of the US–Mexican border and introduce tougher penalties for businesses caught employing illegal migrants. Despite objections from the Mexican Government, this fence has been extended by 700 miles and is now patrolled by several thousand reserve soldiers of the USA National Guard.


The current president, Donald Trump, believes the USA needs tougher enforcement laws and has implemented some controversial strategies. His policy of ‘Buy American’ and ‘Hire American’ is at odds with the concepts of imported goods and foreign workers. Trump has stated that he will amend the Guest Worker Program and many similar programmes as there is an issue with tracking visas and knowing who has left the country when intended. Trump has also expressed his views on the need for a wall on the US–Mexican border. He has said that Mexico should pay for the wall as many illegal immigrants entering the USA are from Mexico. It is estimated that it would cost $20 billion to build the wall.


Immigration and politics


Politicians are aware of the growing immigrant electorate and so are reluctant to annoy and put off potential voters. The Republican Party faces confrontation from its social conservatives and the business lobby because of the view from some that a harder line is required and that illegal immigrants should be criminalised. At the same time, the Democratic Party is trying to avoid conflict with trade unions who claim that the Guest Worker Programs only drive down wages and cause unemployment for American citizens.


In 2012, President Obama issued the DACA executive order (Deferred Action on Childhood Arrivals) programme. This was to try to help illegal immigrants who were brought to the USA as children to have a chance to live and work in the USA legitimately. There were many requirements such as background checks, evidence of arrival and age upon entering the USA. In addition, they had to renew their application every two years.
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During the 2016 presidential campaign, Donald Trump stated that he intended to reduce both legal and illegal immigration and implement a system based on merits. In January 2017, he issued three executive orders on immigration with the aim of ensuring proper screening and monitoring for people attempting to enter the USA in an attempt to protect American jobs and not allow illegal immigrants to occupy positions. There has been fierce opposition to his plans to end the DACA programme and at the time of writing, the outcome is due to be determined by the Supreme Court.



Trump’s zero-tolerance policy



In 2018, President Trump introduced a highly controversial immigration policy that saw the children of illegal immigrants separated from their parents after crossing the southern border. The adults faced criminal charges and were taken to adult detention centers, while the children were taken to shelters run by the Department of Health and Human Services.
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•  In the first two months, 2800 families were separated.



•  The policy was called inhumane by both the Republican and Democratic Parties.



•  Trump was pressured into signing an executive order to cancel the family separation policy.



•  US District Judge Dana Sabraw in California banned the separation policy and ordered the administration to reunite families. Separation would only occur if it was deemed that the child/children were not safe with their accompanying adult.



•  Many families have still not been reunited.
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Assignment ideas


American Dream





•  The American Dream is no longer a reality for those migrating to the USA.



•  Capitalism allows anyone to have the opportunity to achieve the American Dream.





Immigration





•  The US Government must adopt tighter border controls to eliminate illegal immigration to the USA.
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Show your understanding





1  Write down the following information for the five main ethnic groups in the USA:







    •  Population living in the USA


    •  Reasons for them migrating to the USA


    •  Where they tend to live in the USA


    •  Evidence to show how they are progressing as a group, e.g. educational attainment








2  Read the text about the American Dream on pages 5–6.







    a)  With a partner, discuss your own interpretation of the American Dream.


    b)  Do you think the American Dream exists in the USA? Write down reasons for and against.








3  a)  What evidence is there to suggest that illegal immigration may not be as big an issue as it once was?


    b)  Write as many points as you can think of under each of these headings: ‘Points in favour of immigration’ and ‘Points against immigration’.


    c)  Why do politicians need to be careful how they handle the immigration topic in the USA?








4  Describe the actions taken by President Obama and President Trump on immigration.
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The political system



The US Constitution


The US Constitution and system of government was written by the founding fathers, after the 13 colonies gained their independence from Britain in 1783. The then 13 states agreed to devise a new form of government – a federal state. Here power would be divided between the national (federal) government and the respective states. A second compromise was to have a Congress made up of two Houses: the Senate and the House of Representatives. In the Senate there would be equal representation for all states. In contrast, in the House of Representatives there would be representation proportional to the population of each state. Another compromise was to have the president elected indirectly by the people. The citizens would elect the electoral college and the latter would choose the president. A Bill of Rights would protect the rights of all citizens.


All these compromises and more helped to create the written Constitution of the USA, based on federalism, separation of powers and checks and balances. The Constitution is a set of rules by government establishing how it should be run. The Constitution is the supreme law of the USA, and it defines the relationship and allocation of powers between the Executive, Legislature and Judiciary. This separation of powers or doctrine of shared powers ensures that no one branch of government can dominate and thus protects the fundamental rights of US citizens.
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Bill of Rights


The first ten amendments to the Constitution are referred to as the Bill of Rights, which is a series of constitutionally protected rights of citizens. The first two are:


First Amendment Right to freedom of religion, speech and the press, and the right to assemble peaceably, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.


Second Amendment Right to bear arms in common defence.
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The federal government


The federal government deals with matters concerning collective state issues and also foreign affairs. All powers not allocated to the federal government are retained by the respective states. The 50 states have the right to make their own laws on internal matters.


The federal government has authority over:





•  the armed forces



•  the post office



•  the currency of the USA



•  disputes between states



•  foreign relations, for example, declaring war.





The separation of powers


The American political scientist, Richard Neustadt, wrote that ‘the Constitution had created a government of separated institutions sharing powers’, while his UK counterpart, Professor Samuel Finer, described the Legislature and Executive as being ‘like two halves of a bank note – each useless without the other’. This separation of powers or doctrine of shared powers ensures that no one branch of government can become dominant.


The Legislative branch makes laws


Established by Article 1 of the Constitution, the US Congress comprises two chambers: the Senate and the House of Representatives. Congress is the legislative (law-making) and oversight (government policy review) body of the national government. For a law to be made, it has to be passed by both chambers by a simple majority and finally signed by the president. Under the Constitution, each state is entitled to be represented by two senators (each serving a six-year term) and at least one representative (serving a two-year term).


The House of Representatives has several powers exclusively assigned to it, such as the impeachment of federal officials.


The Senate has the sole power to ratify treaties and to approve senior posts such as appointments to the Supreme Court.


The Executive branch carries out laws


The chief executive of the USA is the president. The president is responsible for implementing and enforcing the laws written by Congress. The president appoints the heads of federal agencies, including the Cabinet. Each secretary (Cabinet member) is in charge of a Department of State, which employs thousands of people to do the day-to-day work. The president is elected to a four-year term, and may only be elected to serve two terms.
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The Judicial branch interprets these laws


Article 111 of the Constitution establishes the Judicial branch. The Supreme Court is the highest court of the USA and the only one specifically created by the Constitution. Members of the Supreme Court are appointed by the president and confirmed by the Senate. The Supreme Court consists of nine Justices who are appointed for life and are replaced only when they resign, retire or die. In 2009, President Obama appointed the liberal Sonia Sotomayor, with the approval of Congress, to fill a vacancy in the Supreme Court, making her the first Hispanic Justice.


In 2017, President Trump was able to appoint his first Supreme Court Justice successfully following the death of Justice Antonin Scalia. Neil Gorsuch became one of the nine Supreme Court Justices.


In 2018, Trump appointed his second Supreme Court Justice following the retirement of Anthony Kennedy. When Brett Kavanaugh was on the nominee list, three women came forward to say that Kavanaugh had sexually assaulted them in the 1980s. The Republican-controlled Senate Judiciary Committee held a hearing over the allegations, after which it voted for Kavanaugh’s nomination to go to Senate for a full vote. Brett Kavanaugh was voted in by 50–48 votes. No criminal charges have ever been brought against Brett Kavanaugh.


Federal courts hold the sole power to interpret the laws. The judges determine whether a law that has been passed is constitutional or not. The Judicial branch determines whether Legislative or Executive acts conform to the Constitution.


In 2019, the Supreme Court issued a decision that overturned ‘Nevada v. Hall’ (which held that the Constitution does not approve state immunity from lawsuits in another state’s courts) and held that the California franchise Tax Board was immune from a lawsuit in Nevada. Basically, the Supreme Court had ruled that no state is immune to a lawsuit in another state and then overruled their action – now states are given immunity from legal action in neighbouring states.
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1  John G. Roberts (Chief Justice) – appointed by President George Bush



2  Clarence Thomas – appointed by President George Bush Snr



3  Ruth Bader Ginsburg – appointed by President Bill Clinton



4  Stephen G. Breyer – appointed by President Bill Clinton



5  Samuel A. Alito – appointed by President George Bush



6  Sonia Sotomayor – appointed by President Barack Obama



7  Elena Kagan – appointed by President Barack Obama



8  Neil M. Gorsuch – appointed by President Donald Trump



9  Brett M. Kavanaugh – appointed by President Donald Trump
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What is meant by the ‘separation of powers’ and ‘checks and balances’?


The Constitution outlines the different powers/authority for the three branches of government – Legislative, Executive and Judicial. The Constitution allows each branch to check and balance the others. For instance, the president can veto bills approved by Congress and nominates individuals to the Federal Judiciary; the Supreme Court can declare a law enacted by Congress or an action by the president as unconstitutional; and Congress can impeach and remove the president and Federal Court justices and judges. In November 2019 the House Committee controlled by the Democrats began impeachment hearings against President Trump. He has been accused of using the office of president for political gain. The accusation is that he withheld the delivery of military equipment to Ukraine to put pressure on the Ukrainian president to find ‘dirt’ on his democratic rival Joe Biden.


The Legislative branch is given the powers to make the laws. The Executive branch is given the power to carry out the laws. The Judicial branch is given the power to interpret the laws. Table 1.2 shows how the branches check and balance each other.
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Show your understanding





1  Why is the US Constitution such an important document?



2  Explain how the checks and balances separate and limit the powers of the three branches of government.



3  Describe how power is separated between the three branches of government.
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ICT task


Read the paragraph about the Supreme Court Justices. See the list of the current nine Justices on page 11. Choose one of the Justices and carry out research online to write a timeline of their pathway to becoming a Supreme Court Justice. Include:





•  their place of birth



•  their education – including universities, etc.



•  their political affiliation – Democrat or Republican



•  different areas of politics they were involved in, etc.



•  when they became a Supreme Court Justice.
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The powers of the president


Article II of the Constitution sets out the powers of the president. These powers are both defined and limited by the Constitution.


The constitutional powers can be divided into three categories:





1  legislative powers



2  head of state powers



3  executive powers.





Chief legislator


As chief legislator, the president is expected to suggest proposals on laws to Congress. The president can refuse to sign a bill that he or she does not feel is in the best interests of the American people. Article 1 of the Constitution lays down the president’s veto power:
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‘Every bill … shall, before it becomes a law, be presented to the President of the United States; if he approves he shall sign it, but if not he shall return it, with his objections, to that house from which it shall be originated.’
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However, Congress has the power to override the veto with a two-thirds majority in both houses.


The president uses the annual State of the Union address to expand the legislative role of the presidency. At the start of each session in Congress, the president outlines important issues that have affected the country. The president discusses the Executive’s actions in the past year and the intended actions of the next 12 months in office. At this stage Congress may pass proposed legislation on behalf of the president. In President Trump’s 2018 State of the Union address he appealed to Congress: ‘Tonight I’m calling on Congress to produce a bill that generates at least $1.5 trillion for the new infrastructure investment that our country so desperately needs.’ At the time of writing, the issue is still being discussed and debated in Congress.
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The president can also submit an annual budget to Congress with great fanfare – perhaps at a ceremony in the White House. All presidents, even if their party controls Congress, must try to work in a bipartisan way (both parties working together for the good of the people rather than rejecting each other’s policies). For example, George W. Bush achieved his education reforms – No Child Left Behind – in 2002 because he worked with leading Democrats such as the late Edward Kennedy to enable the bill to be passed. Barack Obama had hoped to create a bipartisan Immigration Bill in 2013 and this was achieved in the Senate but blocked by the Republican-controlled House of Representatives. In October 2018, President Trump signed the bipartisan support for the Patients and Communities Act – described by the White House as ‘the largest single piece of legislation to address a drug crisis’ in the USA.


Head of state


The president is the chief public representative of the USA, embodying a sense of national pride. The presidential role combines the duties that in the UK would be carried out by a monarch and a prime minister. The president and vice president are the only elected members of the government. A president carries out the following duties:





•  meets with leaders of other countries



•  makes treaties



•  appoints ambassadors.





Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces


Article II Section 2 of the US Constitution, the Commander-in-Chief clause, states that: ‘[t]he President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the several States, when called into the actual Service of the United States’.


The questions of whether, and to what extent, the president has the authority to use the military in the absence of a Congressional declaration of war have proven to be sources of conflict and debate throughout American history. Some scholars believe the Commander-in-Chief clause confers expansive powers on the president, but others argue that, even if that is the case, the Constitution does not precisely define the extent of those powers. However, this clause does explain why presidents have far greater international powers than domestic powers.


In 2018, President Trump claimed he would spend billions of dollars to make the American armed forces the ‘finest that our country has ever had’ and he has used his power as Commander in Chief to send 6000 active duty troops to the southwestern border, a move that he says will protect the USA from the influx of immigrants from Mexico.


Chief executive


As chief executive, the president is responsible for the implementation of laws and policy: ‘he shall take care that the laws be faithfully executed’.


The president has a duty to uphold the decisions of the Supreme Court.


Executive Order The president can use this in certain emergency circumstances. This has the power of law but does not need Congress to pass it.


Power of ‘patronage’ The president controls the civil service, meaning that he or she can fill government offices. Therefore, the president appoints the top four layers of departments:





•  Cabinet



•  officials of the Executive office



•  heads of independent Executive agencies



•  independent regulatory commissions.





Control of Congress


In the USA, where the Executive and Legislature are elected separately, there is no guarantee that the president’s party will be in majority in either house of Congress. Nor is it guaranteed that the president will have any control over his or her party in the Legislature.





•  President Clinton (Democrat) was more of a ‘defensive president’ as he faced a hostile Congress dominated by Republicans. He failed to get his Health Bill through and used the president’s veto 36 times. The Republican Congress tried to impeach Clinton. The House of Representatives passed two articles of impeachment by simple majority. The Senate conducted the trial and failed to obtain a two-thirds majority that would have removed Clinton from office. (President Nixon resigned rather than face certain impeachment.) Congress can remove the president, but the president cannot remove Congress.



•  President George W. Bush (Republican) was more of an ‘imperial president’. In his first six years he was allowed to expand the office of presidency, partly due to the fact that his own party controlled both chambers and partly due to the crisis created by 9/11. This all changed when the Democrats regained control of Congress in December 2006. Bush had not used his veto in his first six years; in his last two he used the veto 11 times. Congress overrode four of his regular vetoes, including his veto of the 2008 Food Conservation and Energy Bill.



•  President Obama (Democrat) faced a predominately Democratic Congress in his first term and this enabled him to appoint a Hispanic liberal judge to the Supreme Court and to get through his health-care reforms. However, in the mid-term elections of 2010 the Republicans gained control of the House and then in 2014 gained control of the Senate. After 2014 Obama was described as a ‘lame duck president’ because he faced both a hostile House and Senate and failed to implement key policy priorities such as new gun control laws and a new immigration bill.



•  President Trump (Republican) has 51 Republican and 49 Democrat senators. However, in the House of Representatives, there is a Democrat majority. Trump has used two vetoes from 2017 until May 2019. In 2019, Trump declared a state of emergency in relation to building a wall at the border between the USA and Mexico. The House of Representatives passed a bill which rejected the state of emergency. However, the Senate supported Trump as it has an overall majority of Republicans. Trump faces a hostile House and a more supportive Senate.
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Did you know?


The federal budget must be approved in order for government departments to receive the money they need to operate. When the budget is not approved, non-essential government services are shut down and workers are sent home without pay. Workers in essential services, such as security and law enforcement, continue to do their jobs but are not paid during the shutdown. In 2018, President Trump had requested (no less than) $5.7 billion to build a wall on the USA–Mexico border but Democrats in Congress were mainly opposed to the demand and refused to approve the funds, resulting in the longest government shutdown in US history, from 22 December 2018 to 25 January 2019. During this time, 800,000 federal workers were unable to attend their place of work. Trump maintained the wall was required to secure the US border in order to halt illegal immigration but Democrats viewed the wall as being too expensive and ineffective.
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Congressional Committees


In the USA, no Executive staff are members of Congress and there is no equivalent of ‘Question Time’ in the House of Commons, in which members of the UK Government are grilled by the opposition parties. As a former president once wrote: ‘Congress in session is Congress on public exhibition, whilst Congress in its committee rooms is Congress at work.’ Congressional Committees in the USA are far more independent and powerful than their UK counterparts. Overall, there are 199 committees and subcommittees in Congress.


Standing Committees


Congressional Standing Committees are permanent policy specialist institutions which play a strategic role both in legislation and in overseeing the Executive branch. They are permanent legislative panels established by the House of Representatives and the Senate rules. Standing Committees consider bills and issues and recommend measures for consideration by their respective chambers.


Select Committees


Congress can also set up Select Committees to investigate Executive action. The House of Representatives set up a committee to investigate the terrorist attack on the American embassy in Iraq in 2012. The final report was highly critical of President Obama’s foreign policy.


Conference Committees


These ad hoc (short-term) committees are set up towards the end of the legislative process. Bills tend to have a House version and a Senate version and members from each chamber try to create an agreed form of the bill. If agreement is reached, the full Congress votes to accept or reject – no amendments can be made.
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State government


Powers not assigned to the federal government are retained by each of the 50 states. Each state has its Executive, led by a governor, and all have state legislatures. States collect their own local taxes and can decide on issues such as the use of capital powers (see Table 1.3). The death penalty currently applies in 30 states, with Texas having the highest number of executions. Citizens at the state level can also take part in direct democracy by putting forward proposals to change state laws, which are referred to as ballot measures.


In addition to their exclusive powers, both the national government and state governments share the power of being able to:





•  collect taxes



•  build roads



•  borrow money



•  establish courts



•  make and enforce laws



•  charter banks and corporations



•  spend money for the general welfare



•  take private property for public purposes, with just compensation.





Table 1.3 Powers of national and state government






	National government

	State government






	



•  Print money


•  Regulate interstate (between states) and international trade


•  Make treaties and conduct foreign policy


•  Declare war


•  Provide an army and navy


•  Establish post offices


•  Make laws necessary and proper to carry out these powers







	



•  Issue licences


•  Regulate intrastate (within the state) businesses


•  Conduct elections


•  Establish local governments


•  Ratify amendments to the Constitution


•  Take measures for public health and safety


•  May exert powers the Constitution does not delegate to the national government or prohibit the states from using them
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