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Focus on American Democracy, comprendre les institutions politi­
ques en version originale, décrit, pour l'étudiant français, le système 
des checks and balances, les trois pouvoirs et contre-pouvoirs du 
gouvernement américain . Inspirée par Montaigne, le siècle des 
Lumières et la guerre d'indépendance américaine, la Constitution des 
États-Unis prévoit trois branches indépendantes et interdépendantes: 
le Congrès, la Présidence, et la Cour Suprême. Le Congrès avec ses 
deux chambres, la House qj" Representatives et le Senate, prépare et 
promulgue les lois. Le président détient le pouvoir exécutif, tandis 
que la Cour Suprême veille au respect de la Constitution, ses juges 
étant nommés par le président et leur nomination ratifiée par le 
Sénat. 

Chacun des trois principaux chapitres débute par vingt questions. 
Ces questions permettent au lecteur de contrôler ses connaissances 
tout en fournissant un résumé des points les plus importants du cha­
pitre. On peut les concevoir comme un test de culture politique amé­
ricaine. En classe, ces questions peuvent aider à structurer une étude 
plus détaillée et complète des rouages du gouvernement américain. 

Chaque chapitre est subdivisé en quatre parties. Chacune de ces 
sous-parties est suivie de divers exercices de grammaire et de voca­
bulaire ou de rappels de règles d'anglais. Cette partie n'a pas la pré­
tension d'être exhaustive. Les exemples, le vocabulaire et les points 
de grammaire sont suggérés ou soulevés par le texte. (Toutes les 
réponses aux exercices sont regroupées à la fin du livre.) 

Pour faciliter la lecture, les mots difficiles sont signalés en gras et 
définis brièvement dans le texte même. 

Grâce à l'index et à la table des matières, les lecteurs peuvent trouver 
réponse à leurs questions et lire la partie qui les intéresse. Ils peu­
vent commencer par la fin ou le milieu ou ne lire que ce dont ils ont 
besoin 1 

La conception et le contenu du livre qui se rapporte à la fois à des 
questions de culture politique américaine et à des questions gramma­
ticales sont le fruit de notre expérience pédagogique avec ceux-là 
mêmes (é lèves et lecteurs) auxquels ce livre est destiné. 
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HOUSE AND SENATE MAKEUP 

1. Congress is divided into two chambers. What are they' 

2. Which chamber represents ail the states eq ually? 

3. Which chamber represents the population of the United States? 

4. How many senato rs are e lectecl from each state? 

5. How are the representati ves e lected' 

6. How many senators are the re? 

7. How many me mbers are there in the House' 

8. Approximate ly how many people does a representative repre­
senti 

9. Who is the heacl of the Senate' 

10. What are the age requirements for a senator ancl a representa­
tive? 

Il . How often cio congressional elections take place in the USA' 

12. Who is e lected in these e lections? 

13. How lo ng is a Senate te rm' 

14. How many times maya Congress member be e lectec\l 

15. Article l , Section 8 of the Constitutio n authori zes Congress "to 
make ail laws which shall be necessary ancl proper" for cany ing 
out the other powers . What is this clause commonly called? 

16. Which amendment of the Constitution limits the powers of 
Congress? 

17. Where are representatives e lectecl ancl by w ho l11' 

18. Why cio districts va ry in size? 

19. How often ancl when is the census taken in the United States? 

20. What is the most commo n p rofession of members of Congress? 

CONGRESS 

The United States Congress, located on Capitol H ill in Washingto n 
D.C., is the lawmaking body of the federal government. When the 
Constitutio n was written in 1787, a clear clecisio n was made by the 
Framers to keep power from being concentrated in o ne strong 
executive autho rity and to have a congress with its own powers that 
worked independently of the president but with a system o f checks 
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and balances that worked back and forth. As a lawmaking body, 
Congress was conceived to equa11y represent the individual states 
which made up the United States and at the same time to proportion­
a11y represent the population of the country. 

Framers en) those who wrote the Constitution 

COMPOSITION 

The Congress of the United States is bicamera l, made up of two sep­
arate bodies: the Senate and the House of Representatives. Two sen­
ators are elected from each state regardless of the size of the state. 
The number of representatives elected from each state (with one del­
egate from Washington, D.C.) varies according to population, so the 
lm'ger the state's population, the more representatives it will have in 
the House. This is the result of a long debate which took place in 
1787 between the sma11 states and the large states, ending in a com­
promise between equal and proportional representation. Whereas 
the Senate represents a11 states equa11y, the House of Representatives 
empowers populous states with more voices in Congress. 

As the country has grown, so has the size of Congress. The first 
Congress consisted of 26 senators and 65 representatives. Today the 
Sena te consists of 100 members and the House has 435 representa­
tives. The House of Representatives stopped growing in 1922 when 
Congress passed a law limiting the House to 435 members. The pro­
portionality of the population representation changes regularly, as 
the population grows. Today one representative's constituency, a 
congressional district, covers some 530,000 persons, whereas in the 
first House each member represented around 50,000 constituents. 

The vice-president of the United States is the presiding officer of the 
Senate, but the active head of the Senate is a member of the majority 
palty ca11ed the majority leader. The head of the House of Representa­
tives is the Speaker of the House, also chosen from the majority party. 

ELiGIBILITY AND TERMS 

A representative must be at least twenty-five years old, he or she 
must have been a citizen of the United States for at least seven years, 
and must be a resident of the state which he or she represents. 

A senator must be at least thirty years of age, a citizen of the United 
States for at least nine years and a resident of the state in which he or 



she was elected. One can see, by contrast, that the Framers 
expected the Senate to be the older, thus w iser, body of Congress. 

Representatives hold ofnce for two years and may be elected for an 
indennite number of terms. They are elected in the congressional 
districts of their states. 

Senators are e lected by the citizens of their respective states for six­
year terms, and one-third of the Senate is elected every two years, in 
even-numbered years. They may also be elected for an unlimited 
number of terms. The vice-president of the United States presides 
over the Sena te, but he is not one of its members. He may vote only 
in case of a tie. 

even-numbered Cadj) a number divisible by rwo as opposed to an odd­
number (3,5,9, etc.) 
a tie (n) an eq ual score 

State residency is a rather flexible concept in the US 
Congress. Congressiona l hopefuls will often establish residency in a 
certain district uniquely for electoral pLlt·poses. Such was the case of 
Robert Kennedy, known for his Massachusetts links, who moved to 
New York City before ente ring the New York Senate race in 1964. 

The Founding Fathers believed that the Senate shou ld be the 
moderating branch of Congress. During the Constitutional 
Convention they held lengthy debates on the way to give this 
branch the dignity it deselved. Benjamin Franklin argued that 
senators shou ld be independently wealthy and get no sa lary at 
ail. Gouve rneur Morris agreed, saying "The Senate must have 
great personal property ; it must have the aristocratie spirit; it 
must love to lord it through pride.·' Many of the Founding 
Fathers tho ught that only well-to-do men should be eligible , 
and that they shou ld be over thirty years of age. Youth was 
eonsidered a handicap. Thus, age, wealth and long terms 
were eonsidered a safeguard for "stability" and "respectabil­
Ity. James Madison himself was afraid that the population 
would hecome poorer as the population of the countty 
increased , and he feared plans for a distribution of wealth. 
The Senate shou ld vote down the "symptoms of a levelling 
spirit" and help the rieh against "injustice." No one argued 
that this was anti-demoeraticl (Rodell, Fred, 55 Meil. The Story 
o/the Constitution , Staekpole Books, Harrisburg, 1986). 

WHO ARE THE LEGISLATORS AND WHAT DO THEY DO? 

Ali members of Congress, representatives and senators , have a dual 
role to play. They are both national representatives and loca l ones. 
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The US Congress deals with national problems; yet each member of 
Congress who goes off to Washington, D.C. has to keep an eye on 
the state where he or she is e lected. They are paid by the federal 
government; they are, however, elected by local di stricts or states. 
ü ften the national interest may be very different from the interests of 
those people in the state who elected them. While closing an army 
base, for example, may be bad for the economy of astate, it could 
nonetheless be in line with national po\icy. 

in line with (exp) in conformity w ith 

The powers of Congress are \isted in Article l, Section 8 of the Con­
stitution. They include the power to levy and collect taxes , to regu­
late commerce among the states and with foreign countries, to 
borrow money, ra ise armies, declare war, and to coin money. These 
clearly defined powers are known as "enumerated powers ." In a 
final clause, the famous "elastic clause," Congress is authorized "to 
make ail laws which shall be necessary and proper" for cany ing out 
the other powers. Thus this clause is also known as the "necessary 
and proper" clause, and it is through such a provision that the pow­
ers of Congress have been greatly expanded. 

The commerce clause in Article l is also responsible for a great 
expansion of congressional powers. In 1824 "commerce" meant \iule 
more than navigation, but later it came to mean ail activity -railroads, 
radio , telephone, television- that took place between states. Thus it 
has been the basis for many congressional laws involving minimum 
wages and maximum hours as weil as laws prohibiting oppressive 
labor conditions. Extended further, the commerce clause even 
became the underpinning of civil rights legislatio n for racia l inte­
gration. 

underpinning (n) foundation 

By contrast, the powers of Congress are limited in Article l Section 9, 
as weil as by the First Amendment, which forbids Congress from 
making laws depriving the people of basic liberti es su ch as freedom 
of speech, press, religion and the right to assemble. 

ELECTING LEGISLATORS 

Census and Apportionment 

Representatives are elected from their respective states, in their con­
gressional districts. Districts are based on population and thus valy 
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in size. Until 1964, district apportionment was seriously flawed: 
sorne districts contained more than seven times as many people as 
others, a system which worked in favor of the majority party. The 
Supreme Court decision Baker v. Carr put an end to such districting 
abuses by requiring careful observation of the popu lation count and 
by maintaining that ail districts must be equa ll y populated Capproxi­
mately 530,000 persons per district in 1995). 

Evely ten years, at the beginning of the decade, the Census Bureau 
counts the population of the whole countly, and based on the cen­
sus, the districts represented in the House of Representatives are 
accordingly reapportioned by state legislatures to reflect the states' 
populations and to assure proper representative government. 

Reapportionment has never been a neutral procedure. It remains a 
highly politica l and controversial issue, as state legislatures tend to 
draw districts in a way that will reflect population (according to the 
"one man, one vote" principle enshrined in the Baker v. Carr deci­
sion) as weil as to tly to protect interests of incumbents. Districts 
can be drawn to reflect populations of varying interests by "geny­
mandering" (from the salamander-shaped district carved up in Mas­
sachusetts in 1812 under Governor Eldridge Gerry). 

incumbent (n) a person already holding office and seeking reelection 

Partisan Gerrymandering 

The most common form of genymandering is partisan. It is as old as 
American government and it is a political thicket the Supreme Court 
has been reluctant to enter. It is , for instance, widely assumed that 
Democratic control of state legislatures allowed Democrats to use the 
redistricting process to their advantage in minimizing Republican 
gains throughout the 1980s. 

thicket (n) a dense growth; an extremely difficult situation 

Racial Gerrymandering 

The redistricting process assumed new complexity wh en the 1965 
Voting Rights Act signaled a political will to increase the political rep­
resentation of African-Americans in ail state and nationa l legislatures. 
Origina lly passed in the wake of the Civil Rights Movement to give 
access to the ba llot to a group of Americans who had been freed 
from slavery but disenfranchised since the Reconstruction 0865, fol­
lowing the Civil War) , the Act was subsequently amended in 1970, 
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1975 and 1982 and its provisions were extended to other minority 
groups. 

In the process, the jud icial inte rpreta ti on of the voting right shifted 
from the right to exercise oners vote freely to the right to have a 
meaningful vote by e racli cating such practi ces as packing Cgrouping) 
or splitting black votes in gerrymanclered distri cts that had been used 
ta "di lute" the black vote. Combined with the "winner-take-all" rule 
of American electio ns, this meant that even large minorities were 
un able to win e lectio n to o ffi ce . 

In the face of persistent racial bloc voting, the Supreme Court in a 
1986 landmark ruling CTbornburg v. Cingles) theori zed that a "fair 
and effective" politica l representation meant the possibility fo r a geo­
graphica ll y and politica lly cohesive minority to e lect "representati ves 
of the ir cho ice", a ruling which has resulted in the drawing o f 
"majority minority distri cts ." This meant that wherever local contexts 
a llowed it , mino rities are concentrated within distri cts in which they 
make up more than 65% of the voters . These "safe distri cts" have 
enhanced minority representation but have come unde r fire from 
conservati ves ancl Iibe rals alike w ho wonder whether the identity 
politics attachecl to such a reclistricting process is not Iike ly to furthe r 
balkanize America. O the r minorities -Latinos, Asians, Gays , etc.- are 
ma king similar d a ims to politica l representation . 

Race-conscious Districting Put to the Test 

Toclay this kind o f racial lineclrawing o r affirmative gerrymandering 
has been challengecl in the Supreme Court by pa rti es who consider it 
unconstitutional. While creating oclcl-shapecl c1 istricts based on race 
has been effective in fac ilitating the e lection of black minority repre­
sentatives, it could also sacrifi ce inte rracial po li tics anel even sanction 
segregated residential pa tte rns. CUITent court rulings oblige states to 
give "compelling reason" other than race for c1rawing su ch Iines , and 
these reasons may be challenged in c1i stri ct courts. Reasons fo r 
upho lding o r striking down this kind of gerryma ncle ring are preca ri­
o us, to say the least. 

The issue is a il the thornier as Republicans have in fact supporteel 
affirmative ge rrymancle ring, because in many cities (New O rleans , 
Miami , etc.), the crea tio n o f majority minority c1i stricts in inne r cities 
has resultecl in the "whitening" of suburban d istricts ancl has a llowecl 
Republicans to unsea t Democratie incumbents o r w in an open sea t. 

thornier (comparative adj thorny) more d ifficu lt; covered with tho rns 



The question of districting remained pending in the ea rl y 1990s, as 
recently appointed conservative justices (Clarence Thomas, Antonin 
Sca lia , Arthur Kennedy) tilted the Court to the right and seemed 
increasingly critical of majority minority districts. Throughout the US 
but especially in the South (Georgia, Florida or Louisiana), majority 
minority districts drawn in the 1992 redistricting process were chal­
lenged in district courts. The consensus which had been forged 
around an increased minority political representation and which had 
so far survived the attacks upon it seems on the wane and could 
break down if affI rmative gerrymandering keeps generating a back­
lash. 

on the wane (prepositiona l phrase) in a period of decline or decrease 
backlash (n) an adverse reaction to a political or socia l development 

Then on June 29, 1995, the Supreme Court, in a 5-4 vote, rejected the 
controversial districting o f Georgia's llth District, ruling that the use 
of race as a "predom inant factor" in drawing district lines is uncon­
stitutiona l. The decision , infuriating minorities and libera ls, has 
opened the way to a flood of legal questions concerning districts a il 
over the Un ited States. 

In response to this dilemma, new thinking o n expancling minority 
representation is needed in the United States. O ne iclea put forth by 
Lani Guinier, an expert on voting rights and a law professor at the 
University of Pennsylvania, is an experiment with cum ulative voting 
which could put into question the very concept of 
districting. Ms. Guinier's innovative ideas, however, have met with 
resistance, underlined by the vehement reaction that caused Presi­
dent Clinton to withclraw her nomination in 1993 as head of the civil 
rights division of the Justice Department. 

A ward about census 

The cens us is not on ly the basis for the apportionment of 
seats in the House of Representatives and state legislatures, 
but also affects the allocation of federal funds ta cities: the 
undercount of minorities and immigrants might result in a sig­
nificant loss of federal funds. 

There is a subcommittee in the House of Representatives, the 
House Subcommittee on Census, Statistics, and Postal Person­
nel which considers the implications of census-taking, but 
despite the important job it performs, this committee has 
always remained relatively obscure to the public in genera l. 
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Focus on American Democracy decrit pour I'etudiant fran~ais Ie
systeme des checks and balances, fondement du systeme politique
america in.

La composition, la structure et Ie fonctionnement du Congres, de la
Presidence et de la Cour Supreme sont presentes. Des exemples
soulignent et illustrent les jeux internes de ces institutions et les
debats actuels qu'i1s suscitent.

Au debut de chaque chapitre, des questions permcttent au lecteur de
contr61er ses connaissances et de memoriser les points les plus
importants. Des le~ons de grammaire et de vocabulaire en rapport
avec Ie texte ainsi que des exercices adaptes font de ce livre un outil
de travail efficace.

Ce livre pennet a la fois d'etudier en anglais les rouages du systeme
politique americain et de developper son lexique politique et
juridique, II s'adresse aux etudiants des Instituts d'etudes politiques,
des Universites, des grandes ecoles, aux chercheurs, aux journalistes
et a tout lecteur qui souhaite comprendre I'actualite politique
americaine.

CaNST TCE BORDE enseigne I'anglais et la civilisation americaine a
I'lnstitut d'etudes politiques de Paris.
SHEILA MALOVANY-CHEVALLlER est chargee d'enseignement et de
recherche au Departement de langues etrangeres de I'lnstitut
cl'etudes politiques de Paris.
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