
The Goals and Principles of the Constitution
Reading focus 

• How does the Preamble
define the basic goals of
the Constitution 1

• What framework of govern-
ment Is established by the
articles of the Constitution?

• What are the seven basic
principles of American
government?

Key Terms 

Preamble 
domestic tranqullllty 
clvlllan 
general welfare 
liberty 
Articles 
popular sovereignty 
limited government 
checks and balances 
federalism 

... Main Idea The goals and prlnclples of the Constitution
-:::=.have guided the United States for more than 200 years. 
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Use Prior Knowledge Identify 
two branches of the federal gov
ernment mentioned at right 

J 

Setting the Scene On Election Day, 2000, some 100 milli
�
OB

Americans went to the polls to elect a new President. But they woke. 
up the next morning to learn that the election was not over. Aero 
the nation, the vote was split almost down·the middle. Neither thei 
Democratic candidate, Albert Gore, nor the Republican candidate, 4 
George W. Bush, had the 270 electoral votes needed to becomen 
President. The result would depend on the vote in Florida-a race� 
�was��w� 

JFor 36 days, Americans watched and argued as the candidates 1
battled for Florida's 25 electoral votes. Teams of lawyers, local elec-'" 
tion officials, state legislators, and state and federal judges all 
became involved in the battle. At last, a ruling by the Supreme Court 
of the United States allowed Bush to claim victory. Gore offered his · 
opponent best wishes for a successful presidency. 

The election of 2000 raised some troubling issues. In the end, 
though, the election showed the strength of our constitutional sys
tem. The electoral battle was fierce but not violent. The candidates 
fought bitterly to win, but they fought in the courts, not in the 1 
streets. As in the past, in a time of crisis Americans relied on the sys
tem established by their Constitution. 

The Preamble Sets Goals 

The Constitution is divided into three main parts: the Preamble, or 
opening statement, the Articles, and the Amendments. The 
Preamble defines six goals: 

"We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect Union, 
establish justice, insure domestic tranquillity, provide for the common defense, 
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" -- Preamble of the Constitution



To Form a More Perfect Union When the Constitution was writ· 
ten, the states saw themselves almost as separate nations. The 
framers wanted to work together as a unified nation. Fortunately for 
us, they achieved this goal. Think of what it would be like if you had 
to exchange your money every time you visited another state! 

To Establish Justice The framers knew the nation needed a uni
form system to settle legal disputes. Today, the American justice sys
tem requires that the law be applied fairly to every American, 
regardless of race, religion, gender, or country of origin. 

To Insure Domestic Tranquility Under the Constitution, the 
national government has the power to insure domestic tranquility, 
or peace and order at home. Have you seen reports of the National 
Guard providing assistance in a disaster area? By such actions, the 
government works to insure domestic tranquility. 

To Provide for the Common Defense Every country has a duty 
to protect its citizens against foreign attack. The framers of the 
Constitution gave the national government the power to raise armies 
and navies. At the same time, they placed the military under 
civilian, or nonmilitary, control. 

To Promote the General Welfare The Constitution set out to 
give the national government the means to promote the general 
welfare. or the well-being of all its citizens. For example, today the 
National Institutes of Health leads the fight against many diseases. 

To Secure the Blessings of Liberty During the Revolution, the 
colonists fought and died for liberty, or freedom. It is no surprise 
that the framers made liberty a major goal of the Constitution. Over 
the years, amendments to the Constitution have extended the "bless
ings of liberty" to more and more Americans. 

Articles and Amendments 

The main body of the Constitution is a short document, divided into 
seven sections called Articl�s. Together, they establish the frame
work for our government. 

The Articles The first three Articles describe the three branches 
of the national government: legislative, executive, and judicial. 
Article I establishes the powers of and limits on Congress. Articles II 
and m do the same for the President and the courts. 

Working to Fulfill 

the Constitution

_::::::::;;���-
Every day, hundreds of Americans 
like these work to fulfill the 
goals set out in the Constitution. 
Applying Information Which 
of the goals set out in the Preamble 
is associated with each of the peo
ple shown here? 
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law prevails. The final article, Article VIl, sets up a procedure for the 
states to ratify the Constitution. 

Amendments In more than 200 years, only 27 formal changes have 
been made to the Constitution. The first ten amendments, known as 
the Bill of Rights, were added in 1791. In Section 3, you will read how 
other amendments have changed the working of the government or 
extended rights to more Americans. 

Seven Basic Prlnclples 
The Constitution rests on seven basic principles. They are popular 
sovereignty, limited government, separation of powers, federalism, 
checks and balances, republicanism, and individual rights. 

Popular Sovereignty The framers of the Constitution lived at a 
time when monarchs claimed that their power came from God. The 
Preamble, with its talk of "We the people," reflects a revolutionary 
new idea: that a government gets its authority from the people. This 
principle, known as popular sovereignty states that the people 
have the right to alter or abolish their government. 

Limited Government The colonists had lived under the harsh 
rule of a king. To avoid such tyranny in their new government, the 
framers made limited government a principle of the Constitution. In 
a limited government, the government has only the powers that the 
Constitution gives it. Just as important, everyone from you to the 
President must obey the law. 

Article IV deals with relations between the states. It requires 
states to honor one another's laws and legal decisions. It also sets out 
a system for admitting new states. Article V provides a process to 
amend the Constitution. 

Article VI states that the Constitution is the "supreme law of the 
land." This means that states may not make laws that violate the 
Constitution. If a state law conflicts with a federal law, the federal 



separation of Powers To further limit government power, the
framers provided for separation of powers. The Constitution divides
the government into three branches. Congress, or the legislative 
branch, makes the laws. The executive branch, headed by the 
President, carries out the laws. The judicial branch, composed of the 
courts, explains and interprets the laws. 

Checks and Balances A system of checks and balances 
safeguards against abuse of power. Each branch of government has 
the power to check, or limit, the actions of the other two. (You will 
read more about checks and balances in Section Two.) 

Federalism The Constitution also establishes the principle of 
federalism, or division of power between the federal government 
and the states. Among the powers the Constitution gives the federal 
government are the power to coin money, declare war, and regulate 
trade between the states. States regulate trade within their own 
borders, make rules for state elections, and establish schools. 
Some powers are shared between the federal government and the 
states. (See the chart on page 235.) Powers not clearly given to the 
federal government belong to the states. 

Republicanism The Constitution provides for a republican form of 
government. Instead of taking part directly in government, citizens 
elect representatives to carry out their will. Once in office, 
representatives vote according to their own judgment. However, they 
must remain open to the opinions of the people they represent. For 
that reason, members of Congress maintain offices in their home 
districts, and often Web sites as well. 

Individual Rights The Constitution protects individual rights, 
which are basic freedoms the government agrees to protect.  Examples 
of these rights are  freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and the 
right to trial by jury. You will read more about the rights 
protected by the Constitution later in this chapter. 

Executive Branch 
(President carries out laws) 

Legislative Branch 
(Congress makes laws) 

Judlclal Branch 
(Supreme Court interprets 

laws)

• can propose laws
• Can veto laws
• Can call special sessions of Congress
• Makes appointments
• Negotiates foreign treaties

Checks on the Executive Branch 
• Can override President's veto
• Confirms executive appointments
• Ratffles treaties
• Can declare war
• Appropriates money
• Can impeach and remove President

Check on the Executive Branch 

• Can declare executive actions
unconstitutional

• Appoints federal judges
• Can grent pardons to federal offenders

Checks on the Judlclal Branch 

• Creates lower federal courts
• Can Impeach and remove judges
• Can propose amendments to overrule

judicial decisions
• Approves appointments of federal
judges

Check on the Leglalatlve Branch 

• Can declare acts o f  Congress
unconstitutional

Through checks and balances, each branch of the government llmlts the 
power of the other two. 

Checks on the Legislative Branch Checks on the Judicial Branch 



1. List each goal (there are six) included in the Preamble of the Constitution and
use your own words to explain what each goal means to you.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

2. Define

(a) Domestic tranquility

(b) Popular sovereignty

(c) Limited government

Name _________________________________ Period ______



(d) Checks and balances 
 
 
 
(e) Federalism 

 

 

3. What do the first three articles of the Constitution establish?   

 

 

 

 

 

4. List the basic principles of the Constitution below in order from 1 to 7 with the 
principle you are most familiar with as number 1 to the principle you are least 
familiar with at number 7.  
 
 
 

1. _______________________________________ (I get this one… it makes sense.) 

2. _______________________________________ 

3. _______________________________________ 

4. _______________________________________ 

5. _______________________________________ 

6. _______________________________________ 

7. _______________________________________ (I’m not completely certain about this one.) 
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