Unit V: THE SYSTEM OF GOVERNMENT IN THE USA 

Lesson 1

Political Life and the Democratic process
Separation of Powers


The USA is a presidential republic. 


The American Constitution is based on the doctrine of the separation of powers between the executive, legislative and judiciary. The respective government institutions – the Presidency, Congress, and the Supreme Court and other federal courts – were given limited and specific powers.

Executive Branch and Presidential Powers
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The executive branch of the government puts the country’s laws into effect. The President of the United States is a member of the executive branch. The President must be at least 35 years old, and be a natural citizen of the USA. In addition, he must have lived in the US for at least 14 years, and be a civilian. The President together with the Vice-President is elected every four years and cannot serve more than two terms.. When the President receives a bill from the Congress and he signs it, the bill becomes a law. He also appoints the justices to the Supreme Court. He must do his job according to the Constitution. The President is a Commander-in-chief of the armed forces. As head of his political party, with ready access to the news media, the president can easily influence public opinion.
The president appoints the heads and senior officials of the departments and agencies. Heads of the major departments, called ‘secretaries’, are part of the president’s Cabinet. The majority of federal workers, however, are selected on the basis of merit, not politics. 

The Cabinet developed outside the Constitution as a matter of practical necessity, for even in the days of George Washington it was impossible for the president to discharge his duties without advice and assistance. 

Some presidents have relied heavily on them for advice, others lightly, and some few have largely ignored them. Whether or not cabinet members act as advisers, they retain responsibility for directing the activities of the government in specific areas of concern. 

The Executive Office of the President

There are a number of staff organizations grouped into the Executive Office of the President. These include the White House staff, the National Security Council, the Office of Management and Budget, the Council of Economic Advisers, the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, and the Office of Science and Technology Policy. 
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The White House is the official residence of every US President. It stands on the south side of Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington. The main building has 6 floors, with the East Terrace leading to the East Wing, a three-story building used for offices and as an entrance for official events. The West Terrace contains offices and leads to the Executive Office.

It is built of stone painted white and was designed in 1800 by James Hoban, who was born in Ireland. The cornerstone of the Executive Mansion, as it was originally known, was laid on October 13, 1792. President Washington never lived there. It was John Adams, the second President who arrived in the new capital city to take up his residence in the White House. Compared to the huge, glittering palaces used by European and Asian rulers at the time it was built, the White House is a simple, almost unpretentious dwelling place.
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On August 24, 1814, the British troops entered Washington and set fire to the White House. In 1817, James Hoban completed rebuilding the “Executive Mansion”.


The British were indirectly responsible for the name “White House”. Since the marks of the fire were clearly seen on the sandstone walls, they had to be obliterated by being painted white. But the House remained the “Executive Mansion” until the administration of Theodore Roosevelt (1901-1909), when the words “White House” appeared and the term became official. 


In 1947 President Truman (1945-1953) had a second-floor porch built into the south portico. In 1948 he asked Congress to authorize complete rebuilding because the White House was unsafe. Reconstruction cost $ 5,761,000. The interior was completely removed, steel frame was built to support the interior. All original trim and metal work were preserved.



The White House has 132 rooms. 54 rooms on the second and the third floors are reserved for the First Family. 5 of the rooms are open to the public. They are the Blue Room, East Room, Green Room, Red Room, and State Dining Room.

The oval Blue Room contains furnishings in the French Empire style. There are seven gilded chairs. There is a portrait of President W. Taft sitting in the Blue Room.

The East Room is used for large gatherings. The grand piano with gilt American eagle supports was given to the White House in 1938. There is a full-length portrait of George Washington.


The Green Room was intended to be the common dining room. There are several historic pieces of Presidential silver on sofa table. Portraits of two presidents hang above the door.
The Red Room is one of the four state reception rooms. The furniture in this room dates from 1810-1830.

The State Dining Room seats 140 guests. Its table is surrounded by Queen Ann-style chairs.
There are many famous rooms such as the Library Room, the China Room, the Diplomatic Reception Room, the Map Room, the Lincoln Bedroom, the Treaty Room, and, of course, the President’s Oval Office.

A million visitors go through the White House every year free of charge. Most visitors walk through the East Garden Room to the glass-enclosed colonnade that leads to the Ground Floor. A massive bronze bust of Abraham Lincoln rests in a wall niche. Ground Floor Corridor is made of marble. There are busts of George Washington, Benjamin Franklin and other outstanding Americans. There are portraits of First Ladies. 
Legislative Branch 
The Legislative branch of the US government, or the Congress, represents all of the American states. It is the only branch of U.S. government that can make federal laws. It consists of two chambers: the House of Representatives and the Senate. 

Each state has two senators, who are elected every 6 years. A senator must be at least 30 years old, a citizen of the United States for 9 years, and live in the state she or he will represent. The duty of the senators was to ensure that their states were treated equally in all legislation. There are currently 100 senators. The Senate has the special privilege of unlimited debate to safeguard the rights of minorities, but this can enable a small group of senators to prevent the passage of a bill. The Senate has special responsibility in matters to do with foreign policy, and it also has the power to advise and consent on appointments made by the President. The Vice-President of the USA is president of the Senate.

The House of Representatives is the dynamic institution of the federal government. There are currently 435 members who are elected every two years. A representative must be at least 25 years old, a citizen for 7 years, and live in the state.
The Chairman of the House of Representatives, the Speaker, is elected by the House and has important responsibilities, giving him considerable influence over the President. More over, should the President or Vice President die before the end of their terms, it is the Speaker who becomes President.

The job of the Congress is to make laws. The President may sign or veto a bill. The Congress can pass the law anyway if it gets a two-thirds majority vote. The Congress can also declare war. The House of Representatives can impeach the President. This means that the House can charge the President with a crime. In this case, the Senate will put the President on trial. The Senate votes to approve the justices that the President appoints to the Supreme Court. Congress also controls the nation’s finances and its permanent specialist staff helps Congress to consider and change the budget presented each year by the President.

When a bill passes the House and the Senate in different forms, members of both bodies meet in a ‘conference committee’ to iron out the differences. Groups that try to persuade members of Congress to vote for or against a bill are called ‘lobbies’. Once both bodies have passed the same version of a bill, it goes to the president for approval.

In a system of government based on a series of checks and balances, the two Houses of Congress act as a check of each other, as well as together forming a check on the powers of the executive branch.

The Seat of American Legislature

The Capitol, located on Capitol Hill, dominates the City of Washington. Through the halls of this magnificent structure have passed the leading figures in American history. 

The Capitol is the tallest edifice (88 feet) in Washington: no other building is allowed to be taller than the Capitol.


Construction of the US Capitol began in 1793. President John Adams addressed the first joint session of Congress in the Senate Chamber on November 22, 1800.


All interiors of the building were burnt by the British in 1814. The Capitol was reoccupied in 1819. The present Senate and House wings were begun in 1851. Since then, numerous changes have been made.
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The Library of Congress

The Library of Congress is the Nation’s library. Its services extend not only to Members and committees of the Congress, but to executive and judicial branches of government, to libraries throughout the Nation and the world, and to the scholars and researchers and artists and scientists who use its resources.


When President John Adams signed the bill that provided for the removal of the seat of government to the new capital city of Washington in 1800, he created a reference library for Congress only.


The first books were ordered from England and shipped across the Atlantic. The library was housed in the new Capitol, until August 1814, when British troops invaded Washington, and when they put the torch to the Capitol Building, the Small Library was lost.


Within a month former President Thomas Jefferson, living in retirement, offered his personal library, accumulated over a span of 50 years. His library was considered one of the finest in the United States.


After considerable debate Congress in January 1815 accepted Jefferson’s offer, appropriating $ 23950 for the collection of 6487 books.


The Library of Congress complex on Capitol Hill includes three buildings. The Thomas Jefferson Building, executed in Italian Renaissance style, is the oldest of these. Heralded as the largest library structure in the world, it is elaborately decorated with splendid sculpture, murals, and mosaics created by 50 American artists.


The Main Reading Room houses a collection of 45 000 reference books and desks for 250 readers. The adjacent Computer Catalogue Centre provides public access to the Library’s automated catalogue files through computer terminals.
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The simply designed, dignified John Adams Building, faced with white Georgia marble, was opened in 1939. Bas-relief sculptures on its large bronze doors represent  12 historic figures credited with giving  the art  of writing to their people.


The white marble James Madison Memorial Building, dedicated on April 24, 1980, more than doubled the Library’s available Capitol Hill space. Eight reading rooms, offices, and storage areas for the Library’s special-format collections number over 70 million items.


Collections of the whole library include more than 86 million items covering every subject in format that vary from papyrus to optical disk. The Library has 26 million books in 60 languages and more than 36 million manuscripts, among them such treasures of American history and culture as the papers of Presidents, notable families, writers, artists, and scientists.


The Library has the world’s largest and most comprehensive cartographic collection – almost 4 million maps and atlases, dating back to the middle  of the 14th century, music collection that includes not only paper material, but also Stradivarius instruments. There are also 80 000 motion picture titles, 50 000 television broadcasts, 350 000 radio transcriptions.

Judicial branch

 The judicial branch of the government is the system of courts in the United States. Its job is to enforce laws. The Supreme Court is the highest court in the country. It consists of 9 justices: one Chief Justice and 8 Associate justices. The justices are appointed for life. The Supreme Court makes sure that people obey the laws. The Supreme Court can also decide if a law is constitutional. The judicial branch works together with the legislative and executive branches to protect the Constitution and the rights of people.
Government of the People

Political Parties

Many of America’s Founding Fathers hated the thought of political parties. They were sure that quarreling parties would be more interested in contending with each other than in working for the common good. They wanted individual citizens to vote for individual candidates, without the interference of organized groups – but this was not to be.
Political parties were not mentioned in the original Constitution. Differences over the role of the federal government led to the first national parties – the Federalists and the Republicans. Since then two major parties have dominated political life.

By the 1790s, the followers of Alexander Hamilton called themselves ‘Federalists’, they favoured a strong central government that would support the interests of commerce and industry. The followers of Thomas Jefferson called themselves ‘Democratic-Republicans’, they preferred a decentralized agrarian republic in which the federal government had limited power.

By 1828, the Federalists had disappeared as an organization. The Democratic-Republicans became Democrats, and the two-party system, still in existence today, was bor. 
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By 1860, parties were well established as the country’s dominant political organizations. Party loyalty was passed from fathers to sons, and party activities – including spectacular campaign events, complete with uniformed marching groups and torchlight parades – were a part of the social life of many communities.

By the 1920s, this boisterous folksiness had diminished. Municipal reforms, civil service reform, corrupt practices acts, and presidential primaries to replace the power of politicians at national conventions had all helped to clean up politics.
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The Democratic Party has existed since the beginning of the 1800s. Compared with their rivals, the Republican Party, the Democrats are more liberal and have strong support from minorities and the trade unions. Democrats generally believe that government has an obligation to provide social and economic programs for those who need them. Democratic Presidents have included Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, John Kennedy, Bill Clinton and so on. The traditional symbol for the party is the donkey.


The Republican Party, sometimes called the Grand Old Party, receives more support from rich people and is more conservative than its rival. It was established in 1854 by people who wanted to free the slaves. Abraham Lincoln was the first Republican President, and others have included Theodore Roosevelt, Ronald Reagan, George Bush and George W Bush and so on. The official symbol of the party is an elephant. 
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Republicans believe that social and economic programs are too costly to taxpayers. Republicans put more emphasis on encouraging private enterprise in the belief that a strong private sector makes citizens less dependent on government.

There is little ideological difference between the Democratic and the Republican parties, as both parties defend the free-enterprise capitalist system, accepted by almost all Americans as the basis of American society. It’s broadly possible to say that poor people vote for the Democrats and wealthy people for the Republicans. American politics are the politics of pragmatism and a party will always alter its platform to try and catch the mood of the nation. 
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Presidential Election
The President is directly elected by the people. Americans regularly exercise their democratic rights by voting in elections and by participating in political parties and election campaigns. 

Americans over the age of 18 have the right to vote, but only about half of them take part in presidential elections. 

A large amount of money is spent on election campaigning, where candidates try to achieve ‘name recognition’ (making their names widely known) by advertizing on television, in newspapers and on posters. They take part in debates and hold rallies where they give speeches and go round ‘pressing the flesh’, shaking hands with as many voters as possible. 
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The political parties choose their candidates through a series of primary elections held in each state. As these races take place it gradually becomes clear which candidates are the strongest and in the summer each party holds ‘a convention’ to make the final choice of candidates for President and Vice-President. In November, the people go to vote and although people vote for one of the candidate for President, an ‘electoral college’ makes the final choice. People don’t vote directly for them (President and Vice-President). In each state they vote for electors who vote for a particular candidate. All the electoral votes of a state go to one candidate who got the most votes in the state, and the candidate with at least 270 votes out of 538 becomes President. It’s therefore possible for the President to be elected without getting a majority of the US people’s votes. Many Americans think that the system is old-fashioned and should be changed.

After the election, the new President goes to Washington for the inauguration on 20 January, and takes the oath of office.

GLOSSARY

· the legislative branch – законодательная власть

· the House of Representatives – палата представителей
· the Senate – сенат 
· to veto a bill – наложить вето на законопроект

· to pass the law – провести закон
· to get a two-thirds majority vote – получить большинство в две трети голосов
· to put the President on trial – судить президента
· to approve the justices – утвердить судей
· to appoint a justice to the Supreme Court – назначить судью Верховного суда
· the executive branch – исполнительная власть
· to put the country’s laws into effect – приводить в исполнение законы страны
· to be a natural citizen of the USA – родиться в США и быть гражданином США
· to be a civilian – быть штатским
· a term – срок службы
· the judicial branch – судебная власть
· to enforce laws – проводить законы в жизнь

· an associate justice -  судья (помощник судьи)

· to be appointed for life – назначаться пожизненно
· check and balances – принцип взаимозависимости и взаимоограничения законодательной, исполнительной и судебной власти

· to abuse – злоупотреблять (властью)

· to interpret the laws – толковать законы
· to ensure – обеспечивать, гарантировать
· to implement – выполнять, внедрять
· State (Department) – Госдепартамент 
· Defense – министерство обороны
· Justice -   министерство юстиции 
· Treasury - министерство финансов 
· Commerce - министерство торговли 
· Labour - министерство труда и занятости
· Health – министерство здравоохранения
·  Education and Welfare -  министерство образования и социального обеспечения

· Housing and Urban Development - министерство жилищного строительства и городского развития

· Interior - министерство внутренних дел
· Agriculture and Transportation - министерство сельского хозяйства и транспорта

· resignation – отставка

· inauguration – торжественное вступление в должность

· oath of office – присяга при вступлении в должность

· to lay the cornerstone – заложить первый камень (основание)

· to hail – провозглашать

· currently – в настоящее время

·  to stagger – распределять в определённом порядке
· nomination – назначение на должность, выставление кандидата на выборах

· primary elections – предварительные выборы, голосование (сторонников какой-либо партии) для выставления кандидатов на выборах

· Electoral College – коллегия выборщиков на президентских выборах

· Ballot paper – избирательный бюллетень
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