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GLOSSARY


Cabinet: the President’s advisory body. It is made up of heads of the executive departments. 

Capitol Building: the building in which the United States Congress meets. 

Chief Executive: another name for the President of the United States. 

Commander-In-Chief: the role of the President as su​preme commander of the military forces of the United States. 

Congress: the legislative body of the United States federal government, made up of the Senate and the House of Representatives. 

Constitution: the supreme law of the federal government of the United States. Adopted in 1789. 

Department of Defense: executive department respon​sible for the nation’s defense. 

Department of Education: executive department respon​sible for promoting good education. 

Department of Homeland Security: executive depart​ment responsible for protecting the nation against terror​ism. 

Department of the Interior: executive department re​sponsible for managing federal lands, including national parks. 

Department of Transportation: executive department responsible for regulating transportation between states. 

Executive Branch: one of the three branches of the federal government. It is headed by the President. 

Federal: having to do with the central government in a system where states are joined under one central govern​ment but also have some governing powers themselves. 

House of Representatives: the lower house of the United States Congress. The number of representatives each state has in Congress is based on population. 

Impeachment: a formal charge of treason or other high crimes brought against a President by the House of Repre​sentatives. 

Judicial Branch: the United States Supreme Court and the system of lower federal courts. 

League of Nations: an international peace-keeping orga​nization proposed by President Woodrow Wilson. 

President: the head of the executive branch of the federal government of the United States. 

Revolutionary War: the war by which the American colonies won their independence from England. 

Senate: the upper house of the United States Congress. Each state has two senators. 

State Department: the executive department responsible for our nation’s relations with other countries. 

State of the Union Address: a speech given by the Presi​dent to Congress and the nation each January. In this speech, the President describes the administration’s pro​grams and calls for legislation to put these programs into effect. 

Supreme Court: the highest court of the judicial branch of the federal government. 

Treasury Department: executive department responsible for things like taxation and making recommendations about economic policy. 

Unconstitutional: not authorized by the Constitution. 

United States Constitution: the document, drafted in 1787 and adopted in 1789, that sets out the structure, processes and functions of the federal government. It establishes the powers of each branch of the federal govern​ment. 

Vote: to cast a ballot indicating a preference for a candi​date. 

War Powers Act: an act passed by Congress in 1973 that limits a President’s power to wage war without the consent of Congress. 

Watergate: an apartment complex in Washington that housed the Democratic National Committee’s offices in the early 1970s. In what became known as the Watergate scandal, members of President Richard Nixon’s campaign staff broke into those offices. Investigations into the cir​cumstances surrounding this event led to President Nixon’s resignation. 

White House: the official residence of the President. 
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SCRIPT


Narrator 
For over 200 years, they have been among the most famous people in the United States. 

They have helped determine the history of our nation in times of war and peace. 

They have held command of our armed forces. 

They have served as our nation’s chief representative in its dealings with other countries. 

They have been responsible for seeing that the laws of the United States are put into force. 

Not only U.S. citizens but people in other nations have looked to them for leadership. 

They have held America’s highest office and probably the most powerful position in the world...the presidency of the United States. 

Title: Our Federal Government: The Presidency 
The story of the American presidency began over 200 years ago. In 1781, British troops surrendered at Yorktown, Virginia, and two years later a treaty formally ended the Revolutionary War. The United States became a free and independent nation, but for several years following the war it had no President. 

Americans had just fought against George III of England, a king who used his power to deny Americans their rights. They were afraid that, like a king, a President might become too powerful. 

Judith Best 
After the American Revolutionary War Americans were hesitant about instituting a powerful central government because they had just fought against an all-powerful mon​arch, and they were concerned with limited government and individual freedom. 

Narrator 
So when the war ended and a new American government was formed, it had only a weak congress with representa​tives from each of the 13 states. 

In the early days of our nation, all the different state governments had more power than the federal, or central government that was responsible for governing the whole country. 

Imagine if today New York and New Jersey had different money, and the money used in New Jersey couldn’t be used in New York. 

Or imagine if Delaware or any other state could declare war against a foreign country or even another state. 

These are the kinds of things that states could do after the Revolutionary War. 

Robert Spitzer 
Most of the powers of government belonged to the states, not to the national government. The national government consisted of only one house of congress, no President, no system of national courts; and it conducted foreign policy, but its ability to govern the country in a way we think about a government today was very limited.


Narrator 

It soon became obvious that a stronger federal government was needed to solve the many problems the new nation faced. So in 1787, delegates from the original states met in Independence Hall in Philadelphia. 

Among them were people like George Washington, James Madison, John Adams, and Benjamin Franklin. The del​egates had many different opinions about what kind of government the United States should have. 

But they were able to settle most of their differences, and wrote a constitution that created a more powerful and efficient central government. 

The authors of the Constitution decided that the new federal government needed one person with enough power and authority to get things done. It needed a President. 

Robert Spitzer 
Well, the founders were experimenting with something entirely new when they created the office of the President. There had never been a job like President of the United States in any nation of the world in past history. There had been executives. There had been kings. There had been prime ministers. There had been military rulers; but not a job quite like the President; so they were really feeling their way. 

Narrator 
While the framers of the Constitution wanted a President, they didn’t want the President to be too powerful. Ameri​cans had just fought a war against the King of England, who had used his powers in ways they didn’t like. 

So the authors of the Constitution came up with a solution. They decided that the federal government should consist of three separate branches, or parts, that would share power. 


These branches are still the foundation of our federal government today. One branch is the legislative branch, or Congress. Congress consists of the House of Representa​tives and the Senate, which meet in the Capitol Building. 

Another branch is the judicial branch, which consists of the Supreme Court and a system of lower federal courts. 

And the third branch is the executive branch, with the President at its head. The White House, where the Presi​dent lives and works, has become a symbol of the executive branch. 

Each branch--the executive, legislative, and judicial--has its own powers and responsibilities. The authors of the Constitution imagined that by separating the powers of the federal government this way, no single branch would become too powerful. 

The Constitution also spells out the specific powers and duties of each branch, including the executive branch. 

For example, under the Constitution it has been the respon​sibility of Presidents like George W. Bush to meet with ambassadors from other countries. 

The Constitution also makes the President the Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces. Thismeans that Presidents are responsible for our nation’s defense and security. 

As Commander-in-Chief, the President makes key military decisions during a war and also appoints generals and other top military officials. 

But while the authors of the Constitution made the Presi​dent Commander-in-Chief, they didn’t want the executive branch to have too much military power. 

So they balanced the President’s power by giving only Congress the power to declare war. 

The Constitution also gives the President the power to make treaties with other countries. President Reagan used this power in 1987 to sign a treaty with Mikhail Gorbachev of the Soviet Union to reduce the nuclear weapons each country had in Europe. But the President’s power to make treaties is also limited by the Constitution. 

Any treaty the President makes has to be ratified—or approved—by two thirds of the Senate in Congress. 

In a similar way, other powers given the executive branch are balanced by powers given to the legislative branch. For example, the Constitution gives the President the power to appoint ambassadors, judges, and other important govern​ment officials; but these appointments need to be approved by the Senate. 

Let’s summarize what we’ve learned so far about the President’s powers and how they compare with the powers of Congress. 

The President has the power to:

-command the armed forces.

-make treaties. 

-appoint ambassadors, judges, and other officials. 

-meet with ambassadors from other countries. 

The President’s powers are balanced by powers of Con​gress to: 

-declare war.

-approve treaties. 

-approve appointments of ambassadors, judges and other officials. 

The Constitution also outlines some of the President’s responsibilities to Congress. For example, it requires the President to inform Congress on a regular basis about the “state of the union”... or how the nation is doing. 

For many years, Presidents have fulfilled this requirement by addressing Congress each January in a “State of the Union” speech. Like other Presidents before him, George 


W. Bush used this opportunity to outline what he hoped to accomplish in the coming year, and also to recommend legislation, or laws, that he wanted Congress to pass. 

(Bush) ‘We need to prepare our children to read and succeed in school with improved Head Start and early childhood development programs.” 

The President has the right to recommend legislation, but the authors of the Constitution did not imagine that this would be an important role for the executive branch. They thought it would be primarily the role of Congress to design the laws that determine how the country is governed. 

They made it the responsibility of the executive branch to execute--or carry out --these laws. Because of this respon​sibility, the President is also called the Chief Executive. 

But the President doesn’t act alone. He turns over many of duties to different departments in the executive branch. 

When Washington was President, there were only 4 depart​ments. When Washington met with the heads of these departments, this meeting was called a Cabinet meeting. The Cabinet formed a kind of informal board of advisors. 

Over the years, as the President’s responsibilities grew, so did the size of his Cabinet. During Abraham Lincoln’s Presidency in the early 1860s, there were 7 members of the Cabinet. 

Today, the Cabinet has 15 members who head departments that have many different functions. 

The Department of Defense is responsible for protecting the country’s security. It is often called the Pentagon because of the shape of the building which contains its headquarters. 

Other departments include the State Department, which is responsible for handling our relations with other countries. 

The Treasury Department has responsibility for things like collecting taxes and advising the President about policies that affect our economy. 

The Department of the Interior is responsible for managing over 500 million acres of federal land, including the na​tional parks that millions of Americans visit each year. 

The Department of Education is responsible for promoting good education for all students. 

The Department of Transportation oversees, among other things, our interstate highway system. 

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the Department of Homeland Security was established under President Bush to coordinate the nation’s efforts to protect itself from terrorism. 


In addition to these Cabinet-level departments, the execu​tive branch includes many different agencies and executive offices that also advise the President and help him perform his responsibilities. 

In 1787, however, the authors of the Constitution expected that the executive branch would be less powerful than the legislative branch. This is because they thought Congress would come up with the laws that the President would then carry out. 

However, over the course of many years a number of strong Presidents expanded the powers of the executive branch. George Washington was the first. Almost everybody respected Washington because of the important role he played in the war to win independence from England. 

After Washington became President in 1789, others in government often simply did what he wanted. It was Washington, not Congress, who proposed most of the laws that Congress later passed. 

Washington also determined which countries should be considered our friends or allies, even though the people who wrote the Constitution imagined that this would be Congress’s responsibility. 

Abraham Lincoln was another President who made the executive branch stronger. Lincoln was elected President in 1860 and served during the greatest crisis of American history, the Civil War. 

The Constitution gives only Congress the power to declare war. But to save the country from splitting up, Lincoln called up troops, released money for war supplies, and ordered Southern ports to be blockaded. He did all this without bothering to get Congress’s approval. 


Lincoln argued that since the South was violating the Constitution in order to destroy the Union, he could violate the Constitution in order to save it. 

Judith Best 
In times of national crisis, the power of the executive grows because a crisis is an emergency, and in an emergency one has to take quick, decisive action; and therefore the execu​tive is the place where power moves to, because Congress, as a collective, can’t act quickly and decisively. 

Narrator 
One example of a national crisis occurred when the Japa​nese attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941. 

Soon afterwards, President Franklin Roosevelt spoke to an emergency meeting of Congress. 

(Roosevelt) “I ask that Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, 1941, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire.” 

After America entered World War II, Congress went along with many of Roosevelt’s decisions, even when they in​volved powers not specifically given to the executive branch by the Constitution.

In order to help the war effort, President Roosevelt held down the prices manufacturers could charge for their goods, and he made other far-reaching decisions to control the American economy. 

Roosevelt also strengthened the Presidency in his role as Commander-in- Chief by making decisions that affected millions of American soldiers and sailors. 

Under Roosevelt, the power of the American presidency grew in still other ways. The President was widely viewed as not just an American leader but an important world leader in the effort to win the war. 

Twenty years later, however, another war raised serious questions about the power of Presidents. In the 1960s, President Lyndon Johnson sent large numbers of American troops to Vietnam without first getting the approval of Congress. Americans found themselves involved in an undeclared war that would eventually result in the death of over 50,000 Americans and hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese. 

Concerns that the presidency had become too strong con​tinued to grow after Richard Nixon became President in 1969. 

As part of the continuing war in Vietnam, Nixon ordered the bombing of Cambodia, a neighboring country, without informing Congress or the American people. Many people felt that the bombing was an abuse of presidential power. 

Finally, Congress reasserted its authority by passing the War Powers Act in 1973. This act strengthened the legisla​tive branch’s control of the executive branch’s power to wage war. It stated that a President could not send troops overseas without getting the approval of Congress. It also gave Congress the power to order the President to remove troops once they had been involved in military actions overseas. 

But since then there has been a shift back to presidential power. As a reaction to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, for example, Congress largely went along with George W. Bush as he sent troops to Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Judith Best 
After the September 11 attacks on the United States, President Bush became a much more powerful President. When he went to Ground Zero and stood there and said “I hear you. The American people hear you,” his power grew enormously because the American people will rally around the President during times of great crisis. 

Robert Spitzer 
One of the most important ways that presidential power has increased in the last one hundred, one hundred and fifty years is precisely through the country rallying around a President in time of emergency. In war time or in economic crisis the country almost instinctively rallies around the President looking for leadership to guide the country through its troubles...whether the President is capable of delivering that leadership or not. 

Narrator 
Congress remains, however, an important check on presi​dential power, particularly when it is controlled by mem​bers of the opposing political party. 

The Senate, for example, has often used its Constitutional power to reject certain kinds of presidential appointments. 

This has recently happened several times with Supreme Court nominations. According to the Constitution, the President has the power to appoint justices to the Supreme Court. A justice remains on the Court until he or she dies or decides to retire. The Supreme Court makes decisions that affect every American. 

Appointing a justice to the court gives a President an opportunity to influence the kinds of decisions the Court will make even years after the President is no longer in office. 

In 1984, for example, Republican President Ronald Reagan nominated Robert Bork to the Supreme Court. Reagan wanted Bork because he thought Bork shared his own views about the kinds of decisions the court should make. 

However, the Senate had to approve Bork’s nomination before he could join the Court, and many Democrats in the Senate disagreed with his views about the role of the Supreme Court. A Senate committee that questioned Bork voted to reject his nomination. 

Events following World War I provided another example of Congress using its Constitutional powers to prevent a President from getting what he wanted. 

When World War I ended in 1918, President Woodrow Wilson, a Democrat, tried to organize the League of Na​tions, an international organization that could settle dis​putes among different countries. He wanted the League of Nations to be part of the peace treaty. 

But Wilson needed the Senate’s approval for the treaty, and many Senators, particularly Republicans, were opposed to the League of Nations. They feared such a league would have too much power over the United States. 

Wilson took his cause directly to the American people, traveling and making speeches across the country. But in spite of everything he did to win support for the treaty, it was still rejected by the Senate. 

Wilson became ill during his efforts. In his final years in the White House, he depended on his wife Edith to handle many of the affairs of the presidency. 


The Constitution provides another, more drastic way Con​gress can limit the power of the presidency. It gives Congress the power to remove a President from office. To remove a President, the House of Representatives has to first vote to impeach him. Impeaching a President means charging him with treason, bribery, or high crimes and misdemeanors. 

In 1998 the Republican-controlled House voted to impeach President Bill Clinton for lying under oath about a sexual affair. 

A trial was then held in the Senate, which acquitted him of all charges. 

Judith Best 
There are two views of the Clinton impeachment effort. He was, of course, impeached but not convicted. One is that the President lied under oath and was guilty of obstruction of justice. And, therefore, since he is actually the chief law-enforcement officer of the United States, according to the Constitution, that no man...not even the President...is king...no man is above the law...and therefore should have been impeached. 

There is another view that the reason for the President’s impeachment is that the opposing party simply didn’t like him and wanted to get rid of him. We’ll leave that to the historians. 

Robert Spitzer 
President Clinton’s critics argued that he committed seri​ous crimes that justified an impeachment inquiry an im​peachment trial. 

But President Clinton’s defenders argued that his oppo​nents were looking for any bit of impropriety to try and oust him from office, to try and discredit him, to cripple him politically and that it was really a political hunt that was not worthy of the dignity of an impeachment inquiry. 

Narrator: 
Besides Clinton, only one other President has been im​peached, Andrew Johnson in 1868. 

Historians now agree that Johnson was impeached mainly because he had many opponents in the House of Represen​tatives who disagreed with his policies following the Civil War. 

After the House impeached Johnson, the Senate held a trial. It failed to convict him by a single vote. 

In more recent times, Republican Richard Nixon, came close to being impeached. 

In 1972 several people working for Nixon’s reelection campaign broke into the Democratic National Committee’s headquarters in the Watergate apartment building in Wash​ington, D.C. 

In what became known as the Watergate scandal, Nixon was accused of trying to cover up the involvement of several of his close aides in the burglary. 

Nixon tried to withhold information from a special com​mittee in Congress that was conducting an investigation into his involvement with Watergate. He claimed that it was his privilege as President to withhold this information. 


But in a special emergency session, the Supreme Court ruled that the President had to hand over the information the committee wanted...including tape recordings of some of Nixon’s conversations that indicated he was more involved in the Watergate cover-up than he claimed. 

When it became evident that the House of Representatives in Congress would vote to impeach him, Nixon went on television to talk to the nation. 

(Nixon) “ I shall resign the presidency effective at noon tomorrow. Vice President Ford will be sworn in at that hour in this office.” 

When President Nixon resigned, the Supreme Court played a role in checking what many felt were abuses of Presiden​tial power by ordering the President to hand over informa​tion to Congress. 

The Supreme Court is the highest court of the judicial branch of the federal government. It can limit the power of the executive branch by declaring that a President’s actions are unconstitutional. Something is unconstitutional if it goes against what the Constitution allows. 

The Supreme Court rarely exercises this power over a President, but one time it did was during the Korean War in the early 1950s. 

A labor strike threatened to close the nation’s steel mills. Producing steel was very important to fighting the war. To avoid a strike, President Harry Truman decided to take drastic action. 

(Truman) “First, I’m directing the Secretary of Commerce to take possession of the steel mills and to keep them operating.” 
When Truman tried to take over the steel mills, their owners sued. They argued that the Constitution didn’t give a President the power to seize private property. The Supreme Court agreed, and Truman was forced to return the steel mills to their owners. 

Both the Supreme Court and Congress can prevent a President from becoming too strong. 

There are also other things that limit a President’s power. One is the press. Today, the actions and decisions of a President are constantly observed and analyzed by newspa​per, magazine and television reporters. 

The internet provides another important forum for people who are critical of a President’s policies. 

No other person is more closely watched than the President. In this way, the press can influence how the American people feel about a President. 

And the opinions Americans have about a President are important. Every four years, the U.S. public has the power to choose who will be their President. 

By their votes the people of the United States have the final control over Presidential power. 

Summary 
In this program we’ve seen how over 200 years ago the authors of the Constitution created the executive branch of the federal government. 

In the Constitution, they specified the basic powers and responsibilities of the presidency. 

Among other things, the President 

-makes sure that the laws of our nation are carried out. 

-is the Commander-In-Chief of our armed forces. 

-makes treaties with other nations. 

-and appoints ambassadors, judges, and other officials. 

We’ve also seen how, beginning with George Washington, many Presidents have made the executive branch stronger by taking on powers not specifically provided them by the Constitution. 

For example, even though the Constitution states that only Congress can declare war, several Presidents have commit​ted American troops to wars without this declaration. 

More than any other part of the federal government, the President and the executive branch have determined what kind of country we have. 

But we’ve seen, too, that the power of the executive branch has limits. 

It is balanced by the legislative branch, Congress and the judicial branch, the Supreme Court. 

And finally we’ve seen that the American people have power, too. It is their votes that determine who becomes President. 

Through their votes, the American people can express their opinions about what kind of President and country they want. 
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