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Antifederalists—the label given to the opponents of the ratification of the Constitution.

Authority—the recognized right of an official or institution to exercise power.

Bill of Rights—the first ten amendments to the Constitution.

Capitalism—an economic system based on the idea that government should interfere with economic transactions as little as possible. Free enterprise and self-reliance are the collective and individual principles that underpin capitalism. 

Checks and balances—the elaborate system of divided spheres of authority provided by the U.S. Constitution as a means of controlling the power of government. Separation of powers among the branches of the national government, federalism, and the different methods of selecting national officers are all part of this system. 

Constitutional democracy—a government that is democratic in its provisions for majority influence through elections and is constitutional in its provisions for minority rights and rule by law. 

Constitutionalism—the idea that there are definable limits on the rightful power of a government over its citizens. 

Constitution—provides for limited government by defining lawful powers including the principles according to which a country is organized.

Delegates—the idea of elected representatives as being obligated to carry out the expressed wishes of the electorate. 

Democracy—a form of government in which the people govern, either directly or through elected representatives.

Denials of power—a constitutional means of limiting governmental action by listing those powers that government is expressly prohibited from using.

Diversity—the principle that individual differences should be respected, are a legitimate basis of self-interest and are a source of strength for the American nation.

Elitism—the view that the United States is essentially run by a tiny elite (composed of wealthy or well-connected individuals) who control public policy through both direct and indirect means.

Equality—the principle that all individuals have moral worth and are entitled to fair treatment under the law.

Federalists—those who supported the ratification of the Constitution.

Government—the effort of people to find agreeable ways of living together.

Grants of power—the method of limiting the U.S. government by confining its scope of authority to those powers expressly granted in the Constitution.

Great Compromise—provided for a bicameral (two-chamber) Congress: the House of Representatives would be apportioned among the states on the basis of population and the Senate on the basis of an equal number of votes (two) for each state.

Inalienable (natural) rights—those rights which persons theoretically possessed in the state of nature, prior to formation of governments. These rights, including those of life, liberty and property, are considered inherent and as such are inalienable. Since government is established by people, government has the responsibility to preserve these rights. 

Individualism—a philosophical belief that stresses the values of hard work and self-reliance and holds that individuals should be left to succeed or fail on their own. 

Judicial review—the power of courts to decide whether a governmental official or institution has acted within the limits of the Constitution and, if not, to declare its action null and void.

Liberty—the principle that the people are the ultimate source of governing authority and that their general welfare is the only legitimate purpose of government.

Limited government—a government that is subject to strict limits on its lawful uses of powers and hence on its ability to deprive people of their liberty.

Majoritarianism—the idea that the majority prevails not only in elections but also in determining policy.

Pluralism—a theory of American politics which holds that society's interests are substantially represented through the activities of groups.

Policy—generally, any broad course of governmental action; more narrowly, a specific government program or initiative.

Political culture—the characteristic and deep-seated beliefs of a particular people.

Political system—the various components of American government constitute a political system. The parts are separate but they connect with each other, affecting how each performs.

Politics—the process through which society makes its governing decisions.

Power—the ability of persons or institutions to control policy.

Primary elections—election to nominate candidates for office in which the rank-and-file voters are given the opportunity to select party nominees.

Representative democracy—a system in which the people participate in the decision-making process of government not directly but indirectly, through the election of officials to represent their interests.

Republic—historically, the form of government in which representative officials met to decide on policy issues. These representatives were expected to serve the public interest but were not subject to the people's immediate control. Today, the term republic is used interchangeably with democracy.

Self-government—the principle that the people are the ultimate source and proper beneficiary of governing authority; in practice, a government based on majority rule.

Self-government—the principle that the people are the ultimate source and proper beneficiary of governing authority; in practice, a government based on majority rule.

Separated institutions sharing power—the principle that as a way to limit government, its powers should be divided among separate branches, each of which also shares in the power of the others as a means of checking and balancing them. The result is that no one branch can exercise power decisively without the support or acquiescence of the others.

Separation of powers—a way to check power with power by dividing the authority of government so that no single institution could exercise great power without the agreement of other institutions.

Trustees—the idea that elected representatives are obligated to act in accordance with their own consciences concerning which policies are in the best interests of the public.

Tyranny of the majority—the potential of a majority to monopolize power for its own gain to the detriment of minority rights and interests.
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Federalism

Block grants—federal grants-in-aid that permit state and local officials to decide how the money will be spent within a general area, such as education or health.

Categorical grants—federal grants-in-aid to states and localities that can be used only for designated projects.

Commerce clause—the clause of the Constitution (Article I, section 8) that empowers the federal government to regulate commerce among the states and with other nations.

Confederacy—a governmental system in which sovereignty is vested entirely in subnational (state) governments.

Cooperative federalism—the situation in which the national, state and local levels work together to solve problems. 

Devolution—the passing down of authority from the national government to states and localities.

Dual federalism—a doctrine based on the idea that a precise separation of national power and state power is both possible and desirable.

Enumerated powers (expressed powers)—the seventeen powers granted to the national government under Article I, section 8 of the Constitution. These powers include taxation and the regulation of commerce as well as the authority to provide for the national defense.

Federalism (federal system)—a governmental system in which authority is divided between two sovereign levels of government: national and regional.

Fiscal federalism—the expenditure of federal funds on programs run in part through state and local governments.

Grants-in-aid—cash payments from the federal government to states and localities for programs, which they administer.

Implied powers—the federal government's constitutional authority (through the "necessary and proper" clause) to take action that is not expressly authorized by the Constitution but which supports actions that are so authorized.

"Necessary and proper" clause (elastic clause)—the authority granted to Congress in Article I, section 8 of the Constitution "to make all laws which shall be necessary and proper" for the implementation of its enumerated powers.

Reserved powers—the powers granted to the states under the Tenth Amendment to the Constitution.

Sovereignty—the ultimate authority to govern within a certain geographical area.

Supremacy clause—Article VI of the Constitution, which makes national law supreme over state law when the national government is acting within its constitutional limits.

Unitary system—a governmental system in which the national government alone has sovereign (ultimate) authority.
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