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WHAT DOES THE CONSTITUTION DO, ANYWAY?


America is obviously a pretty awesome country. Not only do we have Disney World, but we’ve also got boardwalk fries, Wi-Fi, an excess of toy stores, and the wonder that is deep-dish pizza. America was founded on a few basic principles that almost everyone can get behind: equality, liberty, and the right to do what makes you happy. But that doesn’t mean you have free rein to do absolutely anything your heart desires. As you probably already know, this cool country of ours is run on laws that dictate what people can and can’t do.


You might be thinking: That sounds super strict and boring! But we need laws to keep us safe (and to keep people from pushing us around!). With so many citizens sharing one massive country, things could get pretty chaotic if we didn’t have some basic rules in place.








Fast Fact


There are at least 5,000 federal criminal laws in America right now. A federal criminal law is a law that applies to all fifty states. There are other laws that only apply in certain states; those are called state laws.


You’re going to hear the term federal used throughout this book in different ways. Federal basically just means “national”—as in, having to do with the entire country. One way to remember this is to think about how a federal criminal law is a law that applies to the whole country.











If you’ve ever wondered who made the laws that run this country—and how those laws are enforced—keep reading! This book will also explain to you exactly what YOUR rights are. Because no matter where you live; what race, age, or gender you are; or what religious background you come from, you’ve got rights—a lot of them, actually. And so does your dad, your best friend, your teacher, and that eccentric guy you see sometimes at the grocery store. We all have rights. Now let’s learn a little more about them!


THE U.S. CONSTITUTION: THE WHY, WHO, AND WHAT


Many of the laws we have today were put into place by the Constitution, a document signed way back in 1787 (yep, that’s more than 200 years ago). But what is the Constitution, and why does it exist in the first place?


Why


The government that we have today didn’t exist until the U.S. Constitution was written. But to understand why the Constitution was created, we’ll need to take a quick stroll down memory lane to a time before America was, well, America as we know it.


THE ORIGINAL THIRTEEN COLONIES
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Before the United States became what it is now, it was made up of thirteen colonies ruled by Great Britain. Colonists became more and more upset about how they were being treated under the rule of King George III. Angry with the king’s policies and that colonists’ concerns weren’t being met, small arguments began to turn into big squabbles.


For instance, colonists hated the Stamp Act of 1765 that introduced a tax requiring a stamp on printed materials such as newspapers, licenses, and even playing cards. They also hated the Tea Act that put a high tax on tea. Back then, most people were big tea drinkers, so they found this tax extremely outrageous and unfair! In fact, some enraged colonists disliked this tax so much that they dumped more than forty-five tons of tea into the Boston Harbor. By today’s standards, the amount of tea they dumped out was worth $1,700,000! (This infamous incident became known as the Boston Tea Party.)


Colonists were desperate for both a new way of life and a new government that would represent them. So they began to fight for their freedom from British rule during the American Revolutionary War (or the American Revolution). On July 2, 1776, they formally announced they were cutting ties with Great Britain to form a brand new union—the United States of America. To make it official, they drafted a document called the Declaration of Independence and approved all edits on July 4th. Today, we remember and celebrate this day as the Fourth of July, or Independence Day! The Founding Fathers (leaders of the revolution) signed the document in August. Seven of the most significant Founding Fathers were James Madison, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington.


After the United States won the war and gained independence, leaders of the Revolution were tasked with the challenge of creating a new government. They knew they wanted a government that was totally different from the unjust rule of King George III. That’s why they laid out the Constitution in such a way that the power belonged to the people and that no one person, group, or part of the government could take that power away. This kind of government, in which ordinary people have a voice, is called a democracy.




Fun Fact


Hamilton: An American Musical is a hip-hop Broadway musical about Alexander Hamilton, one of the Founding Fathers of the United States and Secretary of the U.S. Treasury.


In 2016, Hamilton received sixteen Tony nominations and won eleven, including Best Musical, and was the recipient of the 2016 Grammy Award for Best Musical Theater Album and the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for Drama.





Who


In 1787, delegates from twelve of the thirteen states that existed gathered at a big meeting called the Philadelphia Convention. That event, held in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, is commonly referred to as the Constitutional Convention, because an important aspect of it was the creation of the U.S. Constitution. Fifty-five delegates at the Convention helped create the Constitution, with thirty-nine actually signing the document.








“A republic, if you can keep it.”


This was Benjamin Franklin’s answer on the last day of the Philadelphia Convention when a woman asked him if the United States would be a republic, in which the power lies with the people, or a monarchy, like Britain, in which the power lies with a king or queen.
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The Constitution was drafted by a group of men known as the Framers. Some—but not all—of the Framers were also our country’s Founding Fathers.
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Did You Know?


Before the Constitution was created, a different document called the Articles of Confederation was considered the highest law in the land. It established the role of the government after the United States became independent from Britain, but it proved to be a weak document with little power to get things done. Luckily for everyone, the U.S. Constitution replaced the Articles of Confederation.











What


The Constitution is made up of a bunch of different parts. There’s a brief Preamble, which explains the Constitution’s meaning and purpose. It reads:




We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.
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Who Cares?


The first three words of the Preamble, We the People, are a big deal. They’re there to show that the new government’s purpose is to serve us, the American people. Without citizens, a government wouldn’t even be necessary! At the time those words were written, this was a pretty groundbreaking concept.











After the Preamble, there are seven Articles and twenty-seven amendments. The Articles are parts of the Constitution that were originally written and signed by the Framers. The amendments are the changes that were added later on.


As a document, the U.S. Constitution serves as the highest law in the land. It separates power between the federal government (the national government) and state governments and lays out the basic civil (human) rights that every American has. Civil rights are the bedrock of our society that guarantee equal opportunity for all citizens.


Each state also has its own unique constitution with laws that only pertain to that pocket of the country, but the U.S. Constitution is considered higher than those.








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.


—THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE











Because America has changed so much over the years—in fact, it’s still changing now—the Constitution sometimes has to change to keep up. It evolves as the nation and its people evolve. When the Constitution is altered and a new law is added, that new addition is called an amendment. You can probably guess that it’s called this because an addition to the Constitution is meant to amend— to fix or improve—what’s already there. There are currently twenty-seven amendments; the first ten are the super-important Bill of Rights, which will be explored in detail later in this book.




Fun Fact


The U.S. Constitution is the world’s longest-lasting written constitution. It’s been amended, but never replaced!
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DIVISION OF POWER



The Framers set up the government to have three parts: a legislative branch, an executive branch, and a judicial branch. Outlined in the first three Articles of the Constitution, these branches were designed to ensure that no one person or group could ever gain too much control (remember, the Framers wanted to avoid repeating a King George III situation!). With the power divided three ways, each branch is responsible for certain parts of the government, and together, the branches keep each other’s actions in check. This is why this concept is called checks and balances.


THE LEGISLATIVE BRANCH
(CONSTITUTION ARTICLE I)


The legislative branch is also known as Congress. You’ve probably heard this word used before! Congress is responsible for creating and passing U.S. laws, and it’s made up of two important bodies, or parts: the Senate and the House of Representatives. The jobs of the Senate and the House of Representatives are to write and vote on new laws called bills. To become an official law, a bill must be voted on and approved by the Senate and House of Representatives—and signed by the president. This is an example of how the branches check one another; the legislative branch proposes new laws, but the executive branch—led by the president—gives the final approval.


All fifty states are represented in the Senate, with two senators per state, for a total of 100 senators. Each senator serves a six-year term, after which that spot is open again for election. The vice president of the United States is the head of the Senate, but he or she can’t vote on bills (unless the final vote on a bill is a tie) because the vice president is also part of the executive branch. In the House of Representatives, there are 435 members, with each state having a different number of representatives based on how many people live in that state. For example, there are more representatives from New York than there are from South Dakota because New York has a higher population. Each representative’s term only lasts two years.


How Congress Creates Laws


The cool thing about laws is that they’re really only . . . ideas. In other words, every law we currently have in place stems from an idea someone had that was then turned into a bill. That bill eventually was voted into an official law, and . . . voilà, a new law was made!


But to make all that happen, there’s a pretty strict process in place. It begins when a person writes a bill explaining the ins and outs of the law being proposed. Literally anyone—even kids—can write a bill, but a member of Congress must champion it in order for it to be voted on. That member of Congress then presents the bill to some other members of Congress, and together they decide whether to reject, accept, or change the bill. If the bill is approved by this group, it is then presented to the House of Representatives. The House of Representatives then debates about the bill section by section, stating why they are for or against it; after that, the House votes on whether to turn that bill into a law. If the majority of the House says yes, then the bill is sent to the Senate. If the majority of the Senate votes yes, then the bill is sent to the president, who either signs the bill into law or uses presidential veto power (the power to reject) to block the bill from becoming a law. (More about vetoes and awesome presidential stuff coming up!) But there’s a catch. Even if the president vetoes a bill, Congress can override the veto if at least two-thirds of both the House of Representatives and Senate vote to do so.


The Power to Impeach


Impeachment is serious business. It’s what happens when a president is accused of illegal activity such as treason, bribery, or other high crimes and misdemeanors that may ultimately cause him or her to be removed from office. The word impeach means to formally accuse a public official of doing something wrong, and one of the House of Representatives’ most important jobs is to carry out presidential impeachments.
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