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Unit 2 Key Concepts:
· The Constitution was written as a result of a combination of historical, social, and political circumstances and events.  Among these are America’s heritage as a British colony, as well as the lengthy evolution of representative government in Great Britain.  The Constitution also mirrors the problems the young nation faced after the Revolution, the conflicts waged and the compromises offered at the Constitutional Convention of 1787, and the struggle over ratification. 

· The Constitution embodies five basic principles: popular sovereignty and representative government tempered by indirect election, limited government, separation of powers and checks and balances, federalism, and judicial review. 

· The unusually long life and durability of the Constitution owes much to its concise yet flexible text, which has allowed Congress, the president, and the courts to interpret the Constitution in ways appropriate for changing conditions.  Because the Constitution has proven so adaptable, it has not been necessary to change it frequently through formal amendment.  It is, however, not perfect. 

· The drafters of the Constitution sought to create a government capable of governing, promoting economic development, and maintaining individual rights.  The Federalist Papers reflect this philosophy and were written to convince opponents of ratification.  Since ratification, a movement toward greater political and social equality has resulted in a series of amendments that has advanced the cause of equality while leaving the fundamental structure unaltered. 

· The Constitution is not neutral in its impact.  By dividing government power among the three branches of government and between the states and the federal government, it has made quick, decisive, and comprehensive policy making difficult.  But at the same time, divided governmental power has provided citizens with multiple points of access to decision-makers, encouraged policy making through negotiation, bargaining, and compromise, and proven resistant to authoritarian rule. 

· Federalism is a constitutional division of powers of government between the national and the regional (state) governments, with each exercising significant powers.  
· Until the 1930’s, American federalism was characterized by the national and state governments operating in largely separate and distinct spheres of authority. But with the advent of the New Deal in the 1930’s and the subsequent extensions of the federal government’s role, federal-state relations have been characterized by cooperative federalism, in which responsibilities are shared among the federal, state, and local governments. 

· An essential element of cooperative federalism is the grant-in-aid system, which transfers funds from the federal government to the states and localities for the purpose of carrying out federal policies.  Federal grants have enabled state and local governments to expand their services but have also made them heavily dependent on the federal government for funds. 

· Because of the expanded role of the federal government since the 1930’s the federal system of today is clearly more centralized than what the Framers envisioned.  Which level of government should perform which functions and how these functions should be paid for are continuing sources of conflict and politics.

