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Introduction

The United States government contains many moving parts, types of politicians, regional and global influences, and differing opinions. This thoughtful and complex political structure was created to represent the people living in the US and protect the rights of American citizens. To appreciate, sustain, and benefit from this nuanced government, it’s important to understand its many layers and the language that surrounds it—and sometimes what you need most is to have the terms explained clearly.

In The Dictionary of the United States Government, you’ll find 350 terms that will make understanding the most integral parts of the US political system easy. Whether you’ve been following US politics for years or are preparing to vote in your first election, you’ll be able to understand the many varying roles in the American government and their background through this glossary of simple, accessible terms. First, each term is quickly summarized. Then, the “What it is” section provides a clear definition. Next, the “How it works” section further contextualizes and explains the concept. Finally, the “How it is used” example uses the term in an everyday sentence.

Throughout the book, you’ll find the terms grouped into common categories that will help you understand each term in context. For example:


	Chapter 1: Basics of Government highlights words associated with government systems as a whole, not just the American government.

	Chapter 4: The Executive Branch explores the powers, duties, and roles of the president and the bureaucracy that execute national law.

	Chapter 6: Political Participation focuses on the ways people can participate in politics, exploring terms such as electioneering, political party, and Voting Rights Act.

	And more!



Ultimately, the terms found throughout The Dictionary of the United States Government will teach you how the American government works, the role each citizen plays in the system, and the protections guaranteed to them, in an effort to help you become more informed. Let’s take a look at the language that makes the US government run, so you can understand it easily and successfully.
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The idea of centralized government spans the entire world. All nations have a political system that exerts its power over people, and different governments have particular ways of organizing their power. Although this book focuses specifically on the US government, there are certain terms and ideas related to government concepts as a whole that you should know. This chapter covers those for you.

Although some of the terms discussed in this chapter might not relate to aspects of the American government, they can help you understand other political systems around the world. For example, you’ll find terms about different types of government systems and key philosophies that are central to the purpose of government.





administration

execution of public policy

What it is: the act of implementing laws and programs within a government system

How it works: In every government system, groups approve public policies which go into effect, thereby affecting the nation’s citizens. This process is called administration. Administration encompasses the execution, management, and organization of policies and programs passed by a government. In the US, the administration of policy varies depending on the political party in power. Often, political scientists and historians label a president’s term as their administration—for example, the Obama administration. This gives insight into the execution of laws and programs during a president’s time in office, often related to their political party.

How it is used: During the Bush administration, the government executed a war on terror as a response to the attacks on September 11, 2001.




anarchy

absence of government

What it is: a form of society where centralized government doesn’t exist

How it works: Anarchy is a form of society with no rules and no laws. Typically, anarchy doesn’t last for long periods of time, and it may happen when a country is between government systems. For example, if a country has recently experienced a civil war or a revolution, anarchy may persist while the country works on becoming stable again. Anarchy can translate to chaos and disorder, as there’s no ruler or government system. This lack of central political framework can also describe the belief of self-governance, where people coexist and cooperate voluntarily without a formal government structure.

How it is used: After the collapse of the French monarchy during the French Revolution, a state of anarchy existed, which was marked by violence and chaos.





authoritarianism

complete control by the government

What it is: a government system where the rulers have ultimate authority (control) in most aspects of society

How it works: Authoritarianism describes when the central, or national, government is powerful and dominates society. Authoritarian governments demand political obedience and submission from their citizens to the authority of the rulers. Oftentimes, peoples’ political freedoms are severely limited, but social organizations might still exist. Authoritarian governments can include dictatorships and monarchies, as well as countries where small groups rule. Unlike a democracy, the power of the government resides in the ruler themselves, not in the people.

How it is used: Authoritarianism existed in Nazi Germany under Adolf Hitler, as this government had extensive power over its people and their lives.




authority

the right to use power

What it is: a political leader’s right to exercise their power

How it works: When leaders are selected to rule a country, they’ve been granted the right to use the power of the government. Authority is essentially the permission they have to use power to accomplish their duties. This power can be granted through customs, laws, or elections. When people accept a political leader’s authority to use power as valid, it’s seen as legitimate authority. Power in a government is stable only when it comes from legitimate authority. When people don’t accept the authority of a leader, it creates tension within the country.

How it is used: The president of the United States can use their authority as commander in chief to deploy the military during national crises.





autocracy

one ruler

What it is: a form of government where one person holds the power

How it works: An autocracy exists when only one person holds the power in a government system. This can take many forms, including a dictatorship or monarchy. Dictators are rulers who use force or intimidation to gain their power. They maintain this power as long as they’re not challenged. Monarchs get their power through inheritance, passing their power to their descendants. Absolute monarchs are true autocratic governments, as the king or queen has absolute (or total) power over all things. A constitutional monarchy differs because it places limits on the king or queen through a constitution.

How it is used: Current forms of autocracy in the world include dictatorships, such as North Korea; absolute monarchies, like Saudi Arabia; and single-party nations, such as China.




civics

being a citizen

What it is: the study and practice of being a citizen

How it works: Civics education is an important part of being an active citizen of a country. Learning civics includes gaining an understanding of how the government works and what your role is in that government. Civics also includes learning about the ways to participate in politics, such as through voting, joining political parties and interest groups, protesting peacefully, and petitioning government officials. Having high-quality civics education increases citizens’ engagement with their government and helps to protect democracy.

How it is used: Civics is an important part of the American education system and is a required course in many states and schools.





confederation

power to the states

What it is: a system of government where states hold the authority

How it works: In a confederation, the state or local governments have more power than the national government. The national government’s power is severely limited. States are independent and loosely allied with each other through the national government. States retain the right to make their own laws and decisions, but they come together over interests that affect them all, such as defense and trade. The first official government of the United States was a confederation, under the Articles of Confederation.

How it is used: The Confederate States of America, during the American Civil War, was a short-lived confederation of eleven Southern states.




consent of the governed

permission to have power

What it is: power is given to the government by the people

How it works: The consent of the governed is an important political concept that the founding leaders of the United States believed in. It’s also a fundamental part of democracy. The idea behind this concept is that governments exist only when the people allow them to exist. People give their consent to allow the government to have power and to use that power in regard to the people themselves, which gives legitimacy to the government. Consent of the governed goes hand in hand with the idea of popular sovereignty and the social contract.

How it is used: The Declaration of Independence lays the foundation for the American government when it states that governments are formed by and with the consent of the governed.





constitution

government outline

What it is: a plan for how the government will operate and what its structure will be

How it works: Every government system needs to have a plan. How the government is laid out, what it can and can’t do, and how it functions are all things that can be found in any nation’s constitution. By having the rules and procedures for a government written down in a constitution, there are certain limits placed on the government itself, and the country’s people can refer to the constitution to determine whether a government is acting appropriately. In the United States, the country’s constitution is called the Constitution, implying it’s the only one. But most, if not all, countries have constitutions.

How it is used: The United States Constitution was established in 1787 and is centered around the principles of checks and balances, federalism, limited government, popular sovereignty, and separation of powers.




democracy

the people rule

What it is: a form of government where the power resides with the people

How it works: Democracy was first founded in ancient Greece, where they had the idea to put the power of the government in the hands of the people. This was known as direct democracy, where the people vote on all issues. Representative democracy formed over time as nations became too large to have people vote on every issue. In this type of democracy, individuals elect representatives to make legislation and run the government. The people still have the power, as they choose the representatives. Today, the general public uses the term representative democracy interchangeably with republic.

How it is used: There are over one hundred countries in the world that have governments that are democratic in nature.





divided government

government split between parties

What it is: when different political parties have control in different branches of government

How it works: A divided government occurs when the elected president is of a different political party than the majority of at least one house of Congress. Those who created the Constitution wanted the government to be slow and deliberate. A divided government slows the government down, as only public policy that’s important to both parties will be created. In this way, it serves as a form of checks and balances. But when the majority of both houses of Congress and the president are of the same political affiliation, it’s called a unified government.

How it is used: The United States experienced a divided government during all of President Richard Nixon’s time in office, as the majority of both houses of Congress were Democrats and Nixon was a Republican.




federal system of government

balance of power

What it is: a system of government where state governments and the national government have separate powers but share authority over the same people

How it works: This system happens when power is divided between the states and national government. The US has a federal system of government, so the national government has supreme authority within its constitutional powers; states have powers of their own; and some powers—such as levying taxes—are shared between both levels of government. The founding leaders of the US settled on this system after living through both unitary and confederate systems and wanting to avoid the weaknesses of either system.

How it is used: During the COVID-19 pandemic, the federal system of government allowed for both the state and federal governments to make decisions about relief programs, vaccines, mask mandates, and lockdown procedures.





government

how a country is run

What it is: the body of people or groups that govern a nation or country

How it works: Governments operate to solve problems for the nation they serve by making public policy (official laws or programs). Laws are established to preserve order and protect the rights of the people in a society. Public goods—things paid for by taxes and enjoyed by everyone, such as a public library or park—are examples of government-implemented programs. Entitlement programs are another form of public policy. These programs are also paid for by taxes but are available only for members of certain groups. Some examples of entitlement programs are Social Security, benefits for veterans, and welfare programs.

How it is used: The government created a new program that will provide aid to those who have suffered from natural disasters, such as floods, hurricanes, and tornadoes.




inherent powers

powers naturally given to the government

What it is: the powers that a government has simply by existing

How it works: Some of the federal government’s powers are listed in the Constitution (expressed powers), and some powers are implied (inherent powers). Inherent powers, which exist because the government exists, are necessary for the government to function and operate. For example, a government has the inherent power to enact diplomacy with other nations, regulate immigration within its borders, and acquire new land for territorial expansion. These powers are the natural domain of a government system.

How it is used: An example of inherent powers in action is the purchase of the Louisiana Territory by Thomas Jefferson in 1803.





natural rights

rights that all people are born with

What it is: rights that can’t be taken away without reason

How it works: British philosopher John Locke first developed his natural rights philosophy in the 1600s. He argued that all people are created equal and have natural rights that cannot be taken away from them by the government without just cause. He stated that natural rights consisted of life, liberty, and property. Thomas Jefferson was heavily influenced by Locke when writing the Declaration of Independence but changed the term natural rights to unalienable rights—the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Jefferson and the other founding leaders of the United States believed that the government’s purpose was to protect the natural rights of its people.

How it is used: A government can’t take away a person’s natural rights without justifiable reason (like breaking the law).




oligarchy

rule by a group

What it is: a form of government where power is held by a small group of people who take charge of the country

How it works: Oligarchies exist when the power and authority of a government lie within a small group. There are different types of oligarchies, determined by who is in power. If an organization of wealthy people uses its status to gain control of the government, it’s considered an aristocracy. If the group in power consists of high-ranking members of the military, it’s a military junta. If religious leaders are in control, it’s a theocracy. Oligarchies can exist alongside other forms of government. For example, some countries might have a dictator who’s financially supported by an oligarchy.

How it is used: Russia had an oligarchy in the 1990s, with leaders being heavily influenced by small groups of individuals.





parliamentary system

the legislative branch chooses the executive branch

What it is: a system of government where the powers of the legislative and executive branches aren’t fully separate

How it works: In a parliamentary system, the legislative body elects the leader of the executive branch, often called a prime minister. As such, the prime minister will always be of the same political party as the majority of parliament. This means there’s no real separation of powers and divided government (when the leader is of a different political party) will not happen. In the United States, there’s a presidential system of government, where the people elect members of the legislative branch, or Congress, and indirectly elect the president. A clear separation of powers exists between the two branches. Even though the people don’t elect their executive in a parliamentary system, it is still considered a democratic system of government, as the people elect members of their legislature.

How it is used: The United Kingdom uses a parliamentary system of government where Parliament elects the prime minister.




politics

how stuff gets done in the government

What it is: the decision-making process of government officials

How it works: When considering the government as a whole, it’s important to understand politics. The concept of government dictates what the government can and cannot do. Politics is about how the government makes things happen. The study of politics includes understanding the decision-making process that members of the government go through. This includes understanding the influences that those in power experience when making decisions about policy. These influences can come from a variety of places, including political parties, the media, special interest groups, campaign donors, and ordinary citizens.

How it is used: Many people have negative feelings about politics, but it is seen as a necessary tool to get things done in any government system.





republic

representative democracy

What it is: a form of government where individuals vote for representatives to operate the government

How it works: One of the first known republics was in ancient Rome, but today, a large number of countries consider themselves to be republics. In this type of government, the people elect representatives who will vote on major issues to serve as the rulers of the country. The people hold the power in a republic, as they choose their leaders and representatives. When people reference a republican form of government, they’re likely not talking about the Republican Party. To differentiate between these two, people will capitalize the political party name.

How it is used: When asked what type of government was decided upon after the Constitutional Convention in 1787, Benjamin Franklin said, “A republic, if you can keep it.”




social contract

agreement between the government and the people

What it is: people give power to the government in exchange for protection

How it works: Philosophers developed the social contract theory during the Enlightenment period. This theory states that people agree to give up some freedoms in exchange for the government’s protection of their natural rights. The government exists because the people allow it to exist. If the government violates the social contract, the people must change that government. This theory was the justification of the colonists’ breaking with Great Britain during the American Revolution and is reflected in the Declaration of Independence.

How it is used: In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson wrote that the thirteen colonies were justified in their independence because Great Britain violated the social contract.





sovereignty

independence

What it is: a country’s power to rule itself

How it works: Sovereignty is an important component of a country, as it allows the country to rule itself without control from another nation. Before the American Revolution, the thirteen colonies didn’t have sovereignty because they had to default to the ruling country of Great Britain. When the United States became independent, it gained sovereignty. Similarly, in the US today, individual states don’t have sovereignty. Although states have separate governments and can enact their own laws, those laws can’t conflict with the Constitution or valid federal law. In the US, this gives the national government sovereignty but not the states.

How it is used: There are over 197 countries that claim to have sovereignty, although some nations dispute this number.




unitary system

the national government holds all power

What it is: a government system where the central, or national, government has significantly more power than the states

How it works: Under a unitary system of government, the national government holds all the real power. State, local, or regional governments might exist, but they carry out the laws and policies of the national government. The independent powers of local governments are severely limited, if nonexistent, and they rely almost entirely upon the national government. Although the United States doesn’t have this system of government, many countries around the world do.

How it is used: The United Kingdom is an example of a country with a unitary system of government.
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To understand the American government system, you must first understand why the Constitution was created. Why did the founding leaders decide that a republic was the best government for the new United States? Why were certain concepts included, and what do they mean? The founding leaders weren’t perfect, but they created a government that put together philosophical concepts in a new way, embarking on the great American experiment. Understanding their intentions with the government helps us understand what the function of government should be. Without this knowledge, you can’t truly appreciate or understand how the US government has evolved over time.

This chapter provides historical context, detailing the government before the Constitution, the compromises made at the Constitutional Convention, and the resulting government that’s still used today. The terms in this chapter explore the major concepts that lay the foundation for the American government system and explain why they’re still important.





3/5ths Compromise

three out of every five enslaved people were counted toward the population

What it is: a compromise at the Constitutional Convention regarding slavery

How it works: At the Constitutional Convention, the issue of slavery was a source of serious debate and conflict. Northern states believed that enslaved people should be counted as part of the population for taxation purposes but not for representation in the House of Representatives, as it would give the Southern states an unfair advantage. Southern states believed the opposite—that enslaved people should count toward representation but not taxation. The compromise was that three out of every five enslaved people would be counted toward a state’s population for both taxation and representation purposes. This clause was abolished with the 13th Amendment.

How it is used: The 3/5ths Compromise was one of many compromises regarding slavery made at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 to keep the Southern states from leaving the convention.




10th Amendment

the states have reserved powers

What it is: the amendment that grants the states powers not listed in the Constitution

How it works: Like the federal government, which has implied powers not listed in the Constitution, the state governments also have powers not detailed in the Constitution called reserved powers, which are granted to the states through the 10th Amendment. The last amendment in the Bill of Rights, the 10th Amendment, gives states any powers that aren’t granted to the federal government or denied to the states in the Constitution. This amendment helps to establish the principle of federalism.

How it is used: The 10th Amendment gives the states powers such as conducting elections, establishing education standards, and determining qualifications of voters.





amendment process

changes to the Constitution

What it is: the process by which changes can be made to the Constitution

How it works: When creating the Constitution, the founding leaders wanted to ensure that there was a way to make changes to the Constitution over time. But they didn’t want this process to be easy because they wanted any changes to be important and impactful. The amendment process can be found in article 5 of the Constitution. Two-thirds of Congress, or a national convention, must approve a proposed amendment. Three-quarters of the states, whether through state legislature or convention, must also approve the amendment. This process takes time and is deliberate, just as intended.

How it is used: To date, there have been only twenty-seven amendments that have successfully made it through the amendment process.




Anti-Federalists

against the Constitution

What it is: a group of people who didn’t approve of the Constitution

How it works: After the Constitutional Convention ended on September 17, 1787, the newly formed government was pushed out to the states to ratify the Constitution. The Anti-Federalists then emerged, believing people should vote against this new government. They wrote multiple papers trying to convince the people of the downfalls of the Constitution. Anti-Federalists said that the Constitution empowered the federal government too much because of its Necessary and Proper Clause and the Supremacy Clause. They also believed that the lack of a Bill of Rights would allow the federal government to trample on the rights of its citizens.

How it is used: Ultimately, the Anti-Federalists compromised with the Federalists and agreed to vote for the new Constitution if a Bill of Rights was immediately added.





Articles of Confederation

the first American constitution

What it is: the first government system of the newly formed United States during and directly after the American Revolution

How it works: When the thirteen colonies declared independence, they needed a new government system. Fearing a strong federal government after their experience with Great Britain, they developed the Articles of Confederation. Under this system, the states held the power, and the federal government was incredibly weak. In order to pass a law, nine out of thirteen states had to agree to it, and there was no way to enforce it. The national government had limited power and couldn’t tax the people. This limited the government’s ability to pay debts, leading to a depression and making it difficult for the federal government to fix issues.

How it is used: The issues with the Articles of Confederation ultimately led to the Constitutional Convention in 1787, where the Constitution was created.




bicameral legislature

two houses of Congress

What it is: a type of legislative body that has two houses (or chambers)

How it works: Under the Articles of Confederation, the legislative branch was unicameral, meaning it had only one house. Those who created the Constitution decided that the government in the United States under the Constitution would be bicameral, with two houses: the House of Representatives and the Senate. Having two houses would allow for an internal check on the power of Congress, as both houses have to agree to bills before they can become law. To learn about these houses and their powers, see Chapter 3.

How it is used: The federal government and many states have a bicameral legislature, allowing for greater access to the government by the people.





checks and balances

limitations on each branch of government

What it is: the ability of each branch of government to stop other branches from becoming too powerful

How it works: The concept of checks and balances allows each branch of government to regulate the power of another. This helps to stabilize the power of the government by ensuring that no one branch becomes too powerful. Examples of checks and balances include the president’s ability to veto laws that Congress is trying to pass and, subsequently, Congress’s ability to override the president’s veto. Another example is the Senate’s power of advice and consent when it comes to presidential appointments. Additionally, the Supreme Court’s power to interpret laws and executive actions as unconstitutional is a major check on the power of the other branches.

How it is used: Checks and balances is a government philosophy developed by Montesquieu, a French judge and political philosopher.




Commerce Clause

regulation of trade

What it is: Congress’s power to regulate interstate and foreign commerce

How it works: In article 1, section 8 of the Constitution, the Commerce Clause gives Congress the power to regulate business and trade between the states and foreign countries. This means Congress has the power to create laws that manage how goods and services cross state lines. Congress, however, can’t regulate intrastate trade (trade within a state). This power is seemingly simple in nature but has been interpreted in a variety of ways over time. It has been used to try and limit child labor as well as segregation throughout history.

How it is used: The Commerce Clause was used to help uphold the Civil Rights Act of 1964 when it was argued that segregation and discrimination in public areas had a negative effect on the commerce and economy of the United States.





concurrent powers

shared powers

What it is: powers that are given to federal and state levels of government

How it works: In the US, the federal and state governments have separate powers but do share some; these are called concurrent powers. Concurrent powers include making and enforcing laws, levying taxes, establishing courts, borrowing money, and protecting the health and safety of citizens. Concurrent powers can allow for the two levels of government to work together, or it can create conflict when both try to tackle issues.

How it is used: The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the complications of concurrent powers, as both national and state governments tried to protect public health, at times opposing or cooperating with each other.




Connecticut Compromise

Great Compromise of the Constitutional Convention

What it is: a compromise at the Constitutional Convention that established the structure of the United States government

How it works: During the Constitutional Convention, there were many debates about how the new government under the Constitution should be structured. The Connecticut Compromise, proposed by Roger Sherman and Oliver Ellsworth, took into consideration the concerns of the larger and smaller states. This compromise made the legislative branch bicameral: The House of Representatives has representation based on population, satisfying larger states. The Senate is based on equal representation, making smaller states feel represented. There are other components to this compromise, but the structure of Congress is the most influential one.

How it is used: Prior to the adoption of the Connecticut Compromise, the delegates to the Constitutional Convention debated over representation in the new Congress for close to two months.
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