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About This Guide
This guide traces the origins, powers, and evolution of the United States government's three
constitutional branches — Legislative, Executive, and Judicial — from the 1787 Constitutional
Convention through the summer of 2026. It covers how each branch began, who built it, the powers
Article I, II, and III assign to it, how each has grown and been reinterpreted across 236 years, the
people who shaped it, and the events that tested it.

This is an educational reference. It is not affiliated with, endorsed by, or produced by the United
States government.
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PROLOGUE

The Founding
A government designed to resist itself
The framers had just lived under two failed models: a British monarchy that fused legislative,
executive, and judicial power in a crown, and the Articles of Confederation (1777–1789) — a single
unicameral Congress with no president and no national courts, which proved too weak to tax,
regulate trade, or enforce its own laws. Shays' Rebellion in 1786, an armed uprising of
Massachusetts farmers the Confederation government couldn't put down, convinced many leaders
the union would collapse without a stronger, better-structured center.

The solution, drawn from Enlightenment theorist Montesquieu's 1748 argument for separated
powers and centuries of English constitutional struggle against royal absolutism, was to split
government into three co-equal branches, each able to check the others, so that no single
institution could accumulate all of it.

“Ambition must be made to counteract ambition.”
— James Madison (writing as Publius), Federalist No. 51, 1788

How each branch began
Bran
ch

Basis First act

Legi
slati
ve

Article I First Congress convened March 4, 1789, Federal Hall, NYC. Speaker
Muhlenberg elected April 1.

Exec
utiv
e

Article II Washington inaugurated April 30, 1789 — unanimous electoral vote, the
only president ever elected without opposition.
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Bran
ch

Basis First act

Judi
cial

Article III + Judiciary Act of
1789

Chief Justice John Jay confirmed September 26, 1789; Court’s first
session February 1790.

Fifty-five delegates met in Philadelphia from May to September 1787. The Great Compromise —
detailed in Chapter I — broke the deadlock between large and small states and produced the
two-chamber Congress described in Article I. The finished Constitution was signed September 17,
1787, and became operative when New Hampshire cast the ninth ratifying vote on June 21, 1788.

What follows is the story of what each branch became — in its own words first, and then in the
record of 236 years that tested it.
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CHAPTER I · ARTICLE I

The Legislative Branch
Congress is the only branch the framers described in detail. It writes the nation's laws, controls its
money, and — on paper and often in practice — holds more enumerated power than either of the
other two branches.

Born from a deadlock
At the 1787 Constitutional Convention, large and small states clashed over representation. The
Virginia Plan, backed by Madison and Edmund Randolph, proposed a legislature apportioned by
population — good for populous states. The New Jersey Plan, backed by William Paterson,
proposed one vote per state — good for small ones. Connecticut delegates Roger Sherman and
Oliver Ellsworth broke the deadlock in July 1787 with the Great Compromise: a two-chamber
Congress, a House apportioned by population and a Senate with two seats per state regardless of
size.

A second, darker compromise went into the same package: the Three-Fifths Compromise, under
which enslaved people were counted as three-fifths of a person for both representation and direct
taxation — inflating the political power of slaveholding states until the 13th and 14th Amendments
(1865, 1868) made the clause obsolete.

The First Congress convened March 4, 1789, at Federal Hall in New York City. The House reached
quorum and elected Pennsylvania's Frederick Muhlenberg as the first Speaker on April 1; the Senate
followed on April 6 and immediately turned to counting the electoral votes that confirmed George
Washington as president.

House vs. Senate
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House Senate

Seat
s

435 100

Repr
esen
ts

Population, by district Each state, equally

Ter
m

2 years 6 years, staggered

Origi
nally
chos
en
by

Popular vote State legislatures until 1913

Min.
age

25 30

Pres
iding
offic
er

Speaker of the House Vice President

Article I, Section 8 — enumerated powers
The framers gave Congress the most explicit list of powers of any branch — and one clause elastic
enough to stretch far past that list.

1. Tax & spend. Lay and collect taxes, duties, and excises; pay the nation's debts; provide for the
common defense and general welfare.

2. Borrow & coin money. Borrow on the credit of the United States; coin money and regulate its
value; punish counterfeiting.

3. Regulate commerce. The Commerce Clause — regulate trade with foreign nations, among the
states, and with tribal nations. The single most litigated grant of federal power in American
history.

4. War powers. Declare war; raise and support armies (funding capped at two years at a time by
the Constitution's own text); provide and maintain a navy.

5. Naturalization & bankruptcy. Set uniform rules for how immigrants become citizens and how
bankruptcy is handled nationwide.

6. Post & patents. Establish post offices and roads; grant patents and copyrights to “promote the
progress of science and useful arts.”

7. The Necessary and Proper Clause. Make all laws “necessary and proper” to carry out its other
powers — the “elastic clause” the Supreme Court used in McCulloch v. Maryland (1819) to uphold
broad implied powers.
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8. House-only: originate revenue bills. All bills raising revenue must start in the House — the
chamber closest to the voters who'd pay the tax.

9. House-only: impeachment. The House impeaches (formally charges) federal officials, including
the President, by simple majority.

10. Senate-only: advice and consent. Confirms presidential nominees (Cabinet, judges,
ambassadors) by simple majority; ratifies treaties by two-thirds vote; tries impeachments, with a
two-thirds vote required to convict and remove.

How a bill becomes law
1. Introduction. A member introduces a bill in the House or Senate; it's assigned a number and
referred to committee.

2. Committee. The relevant committee holds hearings, can amend the bill (“markup”), and votes
whether to send it to the floor. Most bills die here.

3. Floor vote, first chamber. Debated and voted on. In the Senate, ending debate on most
legislation takes 60 votes to overcome a filibuster — a supermajority threshold found nowhere in
the Constitution's text but deeply embedded in Senate rules.

4. Second chamber. The other chamber must pass an identical bill. If versions differ, a
conference committee reconciles them.

5. The President. Sign it into law; veto it and return it to Congress; or take no action — it
becomes law automatically after 10 days (Sundays excluded) if Congress stays in session, or dies
via “pocket veto” if Congress adjourns first.

6. Override. Congress can override a veto with a two-thirds vote in both chambers — Congress's
ultimate check on presidential rejection.

How Congress changed, 1789 to today
• 1913 — 17th Amendment. Senators had been chosen by state legislatures since 1789. The
Progressive Era amendment moved to direct popular election, responding to gridlocked state
legislatures and corruption scandals.

• 1929 — Reapportionment Act. Fixed the House permanently at 435 seats, ending a century of
growth that had tracked the population and westward expansion state by state.

• 1973 — War Powers Resolution. Passed over Nixon's veto after Vietnam. Requires the President
to notify Congress within 48 hours of committing troops and limits deployments without a
formal declaration of war.

• 1974 — Budget & Impoundment Control Act. Reasserted Congress's “power of the purse” after
Nixon withheld (impounded) funds Congress had appropriated, and created the modern
congressional budget process.
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Who shaped the Legislative Branch
James Madison
Architect of the Virginia Plan and the Bill of Rights; later 4th President.

Henry Clay
“The Great Compromiser” — three terms as Speaker; brokered the Missouri Compromise.

Sam Rayburn
Longest-serving Speaker in history, guiding New Deal and postwar legislation.

Jeannette Rankin
First woman elected to Congress, in 1916 — four years before national suffrage.

Lyndon B. Johnson
Senate Majority Leader famed for legislative dealmaking before the presidency.

Nancy Pelosi
First woman Speaker of the House (2007–2011, 2019–2023).
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CHAPTER II · ARTICLE II

The Executive Branch
Article II is the shortest and vaguest of the three — and the office it created was shaped less by
the text than by the man who first held it.

One executive, not three
Delegates feared recreating a monarchy. Edmund Randolph argued for a three-person executive
council so power couldn't concentrate in one man. James Wilson and Alexander Hamilton pushed
back, arguing that only a single, “energetic” executive could act decisively and be held clearly
accountable. The single presidency won.

George Washington was elected unanimously by the Electoral College — the only president in
history to be — and inaugurated April 30, 1789, in New York City. Because Article II left so much
unwritten, almost everything about the modern presidency descends from precedents Washington
set rather than from the Constitution's text: a Cabinet of department heads (nowhere mentioned in
Article II), the two-term tradition he chose to observe (not law until the 22nd Amendment in 1951),
and the title “Mr. President” instead of the more regal titles some in Congress proposed.

His 1796 Farewell Address, warning against permanent foreign alliances and the dangers of political
factions, shaped American political culture for a century after he left office.

Founding precedents
• First Cabinet: State (Jefferson), Treasury (Hamilton), War (Knox), Attorney General (Randolph)

• Two-term tradition — observed voluntarily until FDR broke it in 1940

• “Mr. President” — chosen over “His Excellency” and similar titles

• Presidential veto used just twice by Washington in eight years



THE THREE BRANCHES A COMPLETE GUIDE TO U.S. GOVERNMENT

13

Article II powers — what the President controls
1. Commander-in-Chief. Heads the armed forces and, when called into federal service, state
militias — but only Congress can declare war.

2. Take Care Clause. Must “take care that the laws be faithfully executed” — the constitutional
basis for the entire federal executive apparatus.

3. Appointments. Nominates Cabinet officers, federal judges, and ambassadors — subject to
Senate confirmation.

4. Treaties. Negotiates treaties with foreign nations; they take effect only with two-thirds Senate
approval.

5. Veto. Can reject legislation; Congress can override with a two-thirds vote in both chambers.

6. Pardons. Unlimited power to pardon or commute federal (not state) offenses — the one
power Article II grants with almost no check.

7. Recognition. Receives foreign ambassadors — in practice, the power to formally recognize
foreign governments.

8. State of the Union. Must periodically report to Congress on the state of the union and
recommend measures for its consideration.

The Cabinet's growth, 1789 to today
Not one word of Article II creates a Cabinet. It exists because Washington needed advisors and
Congress kept creating departments to run — four became fifteen.

• 1789 — State, Treasury, War, Justice*. The four original departments (*Attorney General; DOJ
formalized 1870).

• 1849 — Interior. Public lands and the western territories.

• 1889 — Agriculture. Elevated to Cabinet rank.

• 1913 — Commerce & Labor. Split into two separate departments.

• 1947 — Defense. Consolidated War and Navy under the National Security Act.

• 1965–79 — HUD, Transportation, Energy, Education. Great Society and 1970s expansion of the
federal role.

• 1989 — Veterans Affairs. Elevated to Cabinet rank.

• 2002 — Homeland Security. Created after the September 11 attacks.

Precedent by precedent
• 1830s — Jackson. Cast himself as the direct representative of the people rather than of
Congress, used the veto far more aggressively than any predecessor, and built the modern
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party-based presidency.

• 1933–45 — FDR & the New Deal. Built the modern administrative state (SEC, FDIC, Social
Security) and, after the Supreme Court struck down early New Deal laws, proposed adding
justices to the Court in 1937 — a plan Congress rejected, but after which the Court's rulings
shifted in the New Deal's favor.

• 1951 — 22nd Amendment. Wrote Washington's voluntary two-term tradition into law after FDR
won four elections — the only structural limit on the office added since 1789.

• 1974 — Watergate. Nixon resigned rather than face near-certain impeachment and removal
after United States v. Nixon forced him to release the White House tapes — still the only
presidential resignation in U.S. history.
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Every president, Washington to today
# President Term Notable

1 George Washington 1789–1797 Unanimously elected; set the two-term precedent

2 John Adams 1797–1801 First vice president to become president

3 Thomas Jefferson 1801–1809 Doubled the nation's size (Louisiana Purchase)

4 James Madison 1809–1817 "Father of the Constitution"

5 James Monroe 1817–1825 The "Era of Good Feelings"

6 John Quincy Adams 1825–1829 Later served nine terms in the House

7 Andrew Jackson 1829–1837 Sharply expanded use of the veto

8 Martin Van Buren 1837–1841 Key architect of the Democratic Party

9 William Henry Harrison 1841 Died 31 days into office

10 John Tyler 1841–1845 First vice president elevated by a death

11 James K. Polk 1845–1849 Extended the U.S. to the Pacific

12 Zachary Taylor 1849–1850 Died in office

13 Millard Fillmore 1850–1853 Last Whig president

14 Franklin Pierce 1853–1857 Signed the Kansas–Nebraska Act

15 James Buchanan 1857–1861 Only lifelong bachelor president

16 Abraham Lincoln 1861–1865 Preserved the Union; assassinated

17 Andrew Johnson 1865–1869 First president impeached

18 Ulysses S. Grant 1869–1877 15th Amendment ratified during his term

19 Rutherford B. Hayes 1877–1881 Won a bitterly disputed electoral count

20 James A. Garfield 1881 Assassinated after 200 days in office

21 Chester A. Arthur 1881–1885 Signed the Pendleton Civil Service Act

22 Grover Cleveland 1885–1889 First of two non-consecutive terms

23 Benjamin Harrison 1889–1893 Signed the Sherman Antitrust Act

24 Grover Cleveland 1893–1897 Only 19th-century president to serve non-consecutive terms

25 William McKinley 1897–1901 Assassinated early in his second term

26 Theodore Roosevelt 1901–1909 Youngest president; trust-buster

27 William Howard Taft 1909–1913 Later Chief Justice — the only person to hold both offices

28 Woodrow Wilson 1913–1921 Led the U.S. through World War I

29 Warren G. Harding 1921–1923 Died in office

30 Calvin Coolidge 1923–1929 Presided over the 1920s economic boom

31 Herbert Hoover 1929–1933 In office as the Great Depression began
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# President Term Notable

32 Franklin D. Roosevelt 1933–1945 Only president elected four times; died in office

33 Harry S. Truman 1945–1953 Ordered the atomic bombings; desegregated the military

34 Dwight D. Eisenhower 1953–1961 WWII Supreme Allied Commander

35 John F. Kennedy 1961–1963 Assassinated in Dallas

36 Lyndon B. Johnson 1963–1969 Signed the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts

37 Richard Nixon 1969–1974 Only president to resign

38 Gerald Ford 1974–1977 Never elected vice president or president

39 Jimmy Carter 1977–1981 Brokered the Camp David Accords

40 Ronald Reagan 1981–1989 Survived an assassination attempt

41 George H. W. Bush 1989–1993 Led the Gulf War coalition

42 Bill Clinton 1993–2001 Second president impeached

43 George W. Bush 2001–2009 Led the U.S. response to 9/11

44 Barack Obama 2009–2017 First Black president

45 Donald Trump 2017–2021 Impeached twice

46 Joe Biden 2021–2025 Oldest president at inauguration

47 Donald Trump 2025–prese
nt

First non-consecutive terms since Cleveland

Who shaped the Executive Branch
George Washington
Set nearly every unwritten precedent the office still follows.

Andrew Jackson
Reshaped the office into a direct, populist power base.

Abraham Lincoln
Expanded wartime executive power to preserve the Union.

Theodore Roosevelt
Pioneered the regulatory, activist “bully pulpit” presidency.

Franklin D. Roosevelt
Built the modern administrative state through the New Deal.

Richard Nixon
His resignation triggered the modern era of executive checks.
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CHAPTER III · ARTICLE III

The Judicial Branch
The shortest article in the Constitution built the branch that would go on to define the limits of the
other two — but only after inventing that power for itself.

A skeleton, not a system
Article III creates “one supreme Court” and lets Congress build the rest. Congress did so almost
immediately: the Judiciary Act of 1789, drafted largely by Senator Oliver Ellsworth, created a
Supreme Court of six justices (one Chief Justice, five Associates) plus district and circuit courts.
John Jay was confirmed as the first Chief Justice on September 26, 1789.

The early Court had so little business that justices spent most of their time “riding circuit” —
traveling by horseback to preside over trial-level cases across their assigned regions. Jay himself
resigned as Chief Justice in 1795 to become Governor of New York, a job he and many
contemporaries considered more significant at the time. Alexander Hamilton, writing in Federalist
No. 78, predicted the judiciary would be the “least dangerous” branch, with “neither force nor will,
but merely judgment.”

That changed in 1803.

The federal court system
• District Courts — 94 trial courts where federal cases begin.

• Courts of Appeals — 13 circuits that review district court decisions for legal error.

• The Supreme Court — 9 justices with final say, hearing mostly the cases it chooses to.

1803 — the power the Court gave itself
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Judicial review — the power to strike down a law as unconstitutional — appears nowhere in the
Constitution. The Court created it in Marbury v. Madison (1803). Outgoing President John Adams
had appointed a batch of last-minute “midnight judges”; incoming Secretary of State James
Madison refused to deliver William Marbury's commission. Chief Justice John Marshall ruled that
Marbury was entitled to his commission — but that the law letting him sue directly in the Supreme
Court was itself unconstitutional. In striking down that law, the Court claimed the authority to
strike down any law it found unconstitutional, for good.

“It is emphatically the province and duty of the judicial department to say what
the law is.”
— Chief Justice John Marshall, Marbury v. Madison, 1803

How the Court's size has changed
Fixed at 9 by the Judiciary Act of 1869. FDR's 1937 plan to add up to 6 more seats — after the
Court struck down early New Deal laws — failed in Congress, but the Court's rulings shifted in the
New Deal's favor shortly after, a moment historians call “the switch in time that saved nine.”
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Every Chief Justice, Jay to today
# Chief Justice Served Notable

1 John Jay 1789–1795 First Chief Justice; resigned to become NY Governor

2 John Rutledge 1795 Recess appointment; Senate rejected confirmation

3 Oliver Ellsworth 1796–1800 Principal author of the Judiciary Act of 1789

4 John Marshall 1801–1835 Longest-serving; established judicial review

5 Roger B. Taney 1836–1864 Wrote the Dred Scott decision

6 Salmon P. Chase 1864–1873 Presided over Reconstruction-era cases

7 Morrison Waite 1874–1888 Early rulings limiting Reconstruction amendments

8 Melville Fuller 1888–1910 Wrote the majority in Plessy-era jurisprudence

9 Edward D. White 1910–1921 First Associate Justice elevated to Chief

10 William Howard Taft 1921–1930 Former president; got the Court its own building

11 Charles Evans Hughes 1930–1941 Led the Court through the New Deal clash

12 Harlan Fiske Stone 1941–1946 Wrote the Korematsu majority opinion

13 Fred Vinson 1946–1953 Court began hearing school segregation cases

14 Earl Warren 1953–1969 Brown v. Board; major expansion of civil liberties

15 Warren Burger 1969–1986 Presided over United States v. Nixon

16 William Rehnquist 1986–2005 Presided over the Clinton impeachment trial

17 John Roberts 2005–prese
nt

Sitting Chief Justice, 20+ years on the bench

Landmark rulings
Year Case What it held

1803 Marbury v. Madison Established judicial review

1819 McCulloch v. Maryland Upheld broad federal implied powers over the states

1857 Dred Scott v. Sandford Denied Black Americans citizenship; nullified by the 13th & 14th
Amendments and now near-universally condemned

1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Upheld "separate but equal" segregation; overturned 1954

1919 Schenck v. United States Upheld limits on speech posing a "clear and present danger"

1944 Korematsu v. United States Upheld WWII Japanese-American internment; formally repudiated by the
U.S. government (1988) and the Court itself (2018)

1954 Brown v. Board of
Education

Unanimously ended legal school segregation, overturning Plessy

1966 Miranda v. Arizona Required police to inform suspects of their rights
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Year Case What it held

1973 Roe v. Wade Found a constitutional right to abortion; overturned 2022

1974 United States v. Nixon Rejected unlimited executive privilege; forced release of the Watergate
tapes

1992 Planned Parenthood v.
Casey

Upheld Roe's core holding with more room for state regulation

200
0

Bush v. Gore Halted the Florida recount, deciding the presidential election — still
fiercely debated

2010 Citizens United v. FEC Struck down limits on independent political spending by corporations
and unions

2012 NFIB v. Sebelius Upheld the Affordable Care Act's individual mandate as a tax

2015 Obergefell v. Hodges Established a nationwide right to same-sex marriage

2022 Dobbs v. Jackson Women's
Health

Overturned Roe and Casey, returning abortion regulation to the states

202
6

Learning Resources v.
Trump

Ruled the emergency-powers law Trump used to impose global tariffs
did not authorize it — tariff-setting belongs to Congress

202
6

Louisiana v. Callais Struck down Louisiana's use of race in redistricting under the Voting
Rights Act, prompting several states to redraw congressional maps

202
6

Trump v. Barbara Reaffirmed the 14th Amendment's guarantee of birthright citizenship,
rejecting an executive order that sought to narrow it

*The 2026 rulings are recent enough that their long-term significance is still being debated —
included here for completeness rather than settled verdict.

Who shaped the Judicial Branch
John Marshall
Established judicial review and federal supremacy over 34 years.

Earl Warren
Led the Court's mid-century expansion of civil rights and liberties.

Thurgood Marshall
Argued Brown v. Board; first Black Supreme Court justice, 1967.

Sandra Day O'Connor
First woman on the Supreme Court, appointed 1981.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg
Leading advocate and later justice on sex-discrimination law.

John Roberts
Sitting Chief Justice since 2005.
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CHAPTER IV

Checks & Balances
No branch acts alone. Each of the three holds specific tools to restrain the other two — the
mechanism the framers built to make “ambition counteract ambition” a working system rather
than a slogan.

The system in practice
Checks Congress Checks the

President
Checks the Courts

Co
ng
res
s

Bicameralism — a bill
needs both chambers
to agree

Override a
veto
(two-thirds
of both
chambers);
impeach
and remove;
confirm app
ointments;
ratify
treaties;
declare war;
control the
budget

Confirm judges; impeach and remove judges; set the courts’
size and jurisdiction; propose constitutional amendments to
override a ruling

Pr
esi
de
nt

Veto legislation;
convene or adjourn
Congress in narrow
cases; recommend the
budget

— Appoint judges; grant pardons
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Checks Congress Checks the
President

Checks the Courts

Co
urt
s

Judicial review — can
strike down a law as
unconstitutional

Judicial
review of
executive
actions;
require
warrants;
rule on the
scope of
executive
power

—

How America grew through them
The Constitution built a frame, not a fixed size. As the country grew from 13 states clinging to the
Atlantic coast to a continental union of 50, all three branches grew and were reinterpreted to
match.

65 → 435
Legislative

House seats, 1789 to today. Fixed permanently at 435 by the Reapportionment Act of 1929; the
Senate grew from 26 members to 100 as new states joined.

4 → 15
Executive

Cabinet departments, 1789 to today — from State, Treasury, War, and the Attorney General to a
sprawling federal executive covering everything from energy to homeland security.

6 → 9
Judicial

Supreme Court seats. The number moved five times before settling at 9 in 1869 — including a
Reconstruction-era shrink and a failed 1937 attempt to expand it.

Government today — as of July 2026
• Executive. President Donald Trump (47th) · Vice President JD Vance

• Legislative. Speaker of the House Mike Johnson · Senate Majority Leader John Thune

• Judicial. Chief Justice John Roberts · 17th Chief Justice, serving since 2005
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CHAPTER V · 1774–2026

The Full Timeline
Every major event that built, tested, or reshaped the three branches, from the First Continental
Congress to the summer of 2026.

Founding Era · 1774–1800
Year Event What happened

1774 First Continental Congress Delegates from 12 colonies meet in Philadelphia to coordinate resistance
to Britain's Coercive Acts — the first shared American governing body.

1776 Declaration of
Independence

The Second Continental Congress adopts the Declaration on July 4. It
governs the new states alone — no separate executive, no national
courts.

1781 Articles of Confederation
ratified

A "firm league of friendship" with a single Congress, no power to tax,
and no way to enforce its own laws on the states.

1786 Shays' Rebellion An armed uprising of Massachusetts farmers that the Confederation
government cannot suppress — proof to many leaders that the union
needed a stronger center.

1787 The Constitutional
Convention

55 delegates meet in Philadelphia, May–September. The Great
Compromise creates a bicameral Congress; the finished Constitution is
signed September 17.

1788 The Constitution is ratified New Hampshire becomes the 9th state to ratify on June 21, making the
new government operative.

1789 All three branches convene First Congress meets March 4; Washington is inaugurated April 30; the
Judiciary Act of 1789 creates the federal court system.

1791 Bill of Rights ratified The first 10 amendments take effect December 15, drafted by Madison in
the First Congress.

1796 Washington's Farewell
Address

Declines a third term and warns against permanent foreign alliances and
political factions — shaping American politics for a century.
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Year Event What happened

1800 The "Revolution of 1800" Jefferson defeats Adams — the first peaceful transfer of power
between rival parties anywhere in the modern world.

Growth, Crisis & Reunion · 1800–1877
Year Event What happened

1803 Marbury v. Madison The Court establishes judicial review — the power to strike down laws
that conflict with the Constitution.

1803 Louisiana Purchase Doubles the nation's size; Jefferson pushes it through despite his own
doubts about its constitutionality.

1819 McCulloch v. Maryland Upholds broad federal implied powers and supremacy over the states.

1820 Missouri Compromise Speaker Henry Clay engineers a deal managing slavery's expansion into
new territories.

1832 Jackson vetoes the Bank Blocks the re-charter of the Second Bank of the United States, asserting
the President's own constitutional judgment against the Court's.

1857 Dred Scott v. Sandford Denies Black Americans citizenship and strikes down the Missouri
Compromise — deepening the crisis that led to civil war.

1861 Civil War begins Lincoln suspends habeas corpus and expands executive war powers
without waiting for Congress.

1863 Emancipation Proclamation Declares enslaved people in Confederate territory free — issued as a
wartime executive order.

1865 13th Amendment; Lincoln
assassinated

Slavery abolished nationwide in December; Lincoln shot in April, days
after Confederate surrender.

1868 Andrew Johnson
impeached; 14th
Amendment

First presidential impeachment — the Senate acquits by a single vote.
The 14th Amendment guarantees citizenship and equal protection.

1869 Supreme Court fixed at 9
seats

The Judiciary Act of 1869 sets the Court's size where it remains today.

1870 15th Amendment Bars denying the vote on the basis of race.

Industrial & Progressive Era · 1877–1932
Year Event What happened

1881
–83

Garfield assassinated; civil
service reform

Killed by a disappointed office-seeker; Congress responds with the
Pendleton Civil Service Act, ending most political patronage hiring.

1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Upholds "separate but equal" racial segregation — overturned nearly six
decades later.

1901 Theodore Roosevelt takes
office

Becomes president after McKinley's assassination; expands the
regulatory reach of the executive branch.
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Year Event What happened

1913 16th & 17th Amendments Federal income tax authorized; senators now elected directly by voters
instead of state legislatures.

1917 U.S. enters World War I Congress grants Wilson sweeping wartime powers over the economy and
speech.

1920 19th Amendment Guarantees women's suffrage nationwide.

1929 House fixed at 435 seats The Reapportionment Act permanently caps the House, ending a century
of growth alongside the population.

New Deal to Cold War · 1933–1974
Year Event What happened

1933 The New Deal begins FDR's first "Hundred Days" dramatically expand the executive's
regulatory and economic role.

1935
–36

Court strikes down early
New Deal laws

Schechter Poultry and Butler v. United States rule key New Deal
programs unconstitutional.

1937 The court-packing fight FDR's plan to add up to 6 justices fails in Congress — but the Court's
rulings shift toward the New Deal soon after.

1941 Pearl Harbor; WWII
declaration

Congress declares war on Japan within a day of the attack.

1944 Korematsu v. United States Upholds Japanese-American internment — later repudiated by the
government (1988) and the Court itself (2018).

1945 Truman orders the atomic
bombings

Becomes president on FDR's death in April; orders the bombs that end
WWII in August.

1951 22nd Amendment Limits presidents to two elected terms, codifying Washington's voluntary
precedent.

1954 Brown v. Board of
Education

Unanimously ends legal school segregation, overturning Plessy.

1964
–65

Civil Rights & Voting Rights
Acts

Passed with bipartisan coalitions and pushed hard by President
Johnson.

1967 25th Amendment; first
Black justice

Clarifies presidential succession and disability; Thurgood Marshall joins
the Supreme Court.

1973 Roe v. Wade; War Powers
Resolution

The Court finds a constitutional right to abortion; Congress, over Nixon's
veto, reasserts control over military deployments.

1974 Watergate ends Nixon's
presidency

United States v. Nixon forces the tapes' release; Nixon resigns August 9
— still the only presidential resignation. Congress passes the Budget and
Impoundment Control Act.

Modern Era · 1974–2000
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Year Event What happened

1981 First woman justice Sandra Day O'Connor joins the Supreme Court.

1987 Iran-Contra affair Tests the limits of executive power and Congress's oversight of covert
action.

1991 Gulf War Fought under a congressional use-of-force authorization rather than a
formal declaration of war.

1998 Clinton impeached Second presidential impeachment, over perjury and obstruction; the
Senate acquits in 1999.

200
0

Bush v. Gore Halts the Florida recount and decides the presidential election — one of
the Court's most debated rulings.

21st Century · 2000–2026
Year Event What happened

2001 September 11 & the
PATRIOT Act

Congress authorizes military force and passes sweeping new
surveillance powers within weeks of the attacks.

200
2

Department of Homeland
Security

The largest reorganization of the federal government since 1947.

2010 Citizens United; the ACA The Court reshapes campaign finance law; Congress passes the
Affordable Care Act, upheld by the Court in 2012.

2013 Shelby County v. Holder Strikes down the Voting Rights Act's preclearance coverage formula.

2015 Obergefell v. Hodges Legalizes same-sex marriage nationwide.

2019
–21

Trump impeached twice December 2019 (abuse of power, obstruction of Congress) and January
2021 (incitement of insurrection); the Senate acquits both times.

2022 Dobbs v. Jackson Women's
Health

Overturns Roe and Casey, returning abortion regulation to the states.

2025 Trump returns as the 47th
president

Second in U.S. history, after Grover Cleveland, to serve non-consecutive
terms.

Feb
202
6

Learning Resources v.
Trump

The Court rules the emergency-powers law Trump used to impose
global tariffs didn't authorize it — Congress, not the president, holds the
tariff power.

Apr
202
6

Louisiana v. Callais Narrows the Voting Rights Act's limits on race-based redistricting,
prompting several states to redraw congressional maps ahead of the
2026 midterms.

Jun
202
6

Trump v. Barbara Reaffirms the 14th Amendment's guarantee of birthright citizenship,
rejecting an executive order that sought to narrow it.
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CHAPTER VI

Key Figures
The framers who designed the system, and the people across 236 years who built, tested, and
reshaped it.

The Founders & Framers
James Madison
Principal architect of the Virginia Plan and the Bill of Rights — the "Father of the Constitution." Later 4th
President.

Alexander Hamilton
Pushed for a strong single executive; co-wrote the Federalist Papers; became the first Treasury
Secretary.

George Washington
Presided over the Convention; his conduct as first President set precedents the office still follows.

Benjamin Franklin
At 81, the Convention's elder statesman; urged unanimous support in his closing speech.

Gouverneur Morris
Wrote the Constitution's final wording — including the Preamble's "We the People."

Roger Sherman
Co-author of the Great Compromise that created the House and Senate.

John Jay
Co-wrote the Federalist Papers; became the first Chief Justice of the United States.

George Mason
Refused to sign without a Bill of Rights — his objections shaped the first ten amendments.

Elbridge Gerry
Also refused to sign; later, as governor, lent his name to "gerrymander."
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Legislative Branch
Frederick Muhlenberg
First Speaker of the House, elected April 1, 1789.

Henry Clay
"The Great Compromiser" — three terms as Speaker; brokered the Missouri Compromise and
Compromise of 1850.

Daniel Webster
The Senate's leading orator on federal union and constitutional law.

John C. Calhoun
Senator and Vice President; the era's leading advocate for states' rights.

Thaddeus Stevens
Radical Republican House leader who drove Reconstruction and the 14th Amendment.

Jeannette Rankin
First woman elected to Congress, in 1916 — four years before national suffrage.

Sam Rayburn
Longest-serving Speaker in history; guided New Deal and postwar legislation.

Lyndon B. Johnson
Senate Majority Leader famed for legislative dealmaking before the presidency.

Everett Dirksen
Senate Minority Leader whose bipartisan coalition passed the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts.

Shirley Chisholm
First Black woman elected to Congress, in 1968.

Nancy Pelosi
First woman Speaker of the House (2007–2011, 2019–2023).

Mike Johnson
Speaker of the House since 2023

Executive Branch
George Washington
Established the Cabinet, the two-term tradition, and the peaceful transfer of power.

Thomas Jefferson
Doubled the nation via the Louisiana Purchase despite his own constitutional doubts about it.

Andrew Jackson
Expanded the office's populist power and use of the veto.

Abraham Lincoln
Expanded wartime executive power to preserve the Union; assassinated in office.
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Theodore Roosevelt
Pioneered the regulatory, activist "bully pulpit" presidency.

Franklin D. Roosevelt
Built the modern administrative state through the New Deal; only president elected four times.

Harry Truman
Ordered the atomic bombings that ended WWII; desegregated the armed forces.

Richard Nixon
His resignation triggered the modern era of legislative and judicial checks on the presidency.

Donald Trump
45th and 47th President — first to serve non-consecutive terms since Cleveland.

Judicial Branch
John Jay
First Chief Justice; resigned to become Governor of New York.

John Marshall
Established judicial review in Marbury v. Madison and federal supremacy in McCulloch v. Maryland.

Roger B. Taney
Wrote the Dred Scott decision, now near-universally condemned by legal scholars and historians.

William Howard Taft
27th President and 10th Chief Justice — the only person to hold both offices.

Earl Warren
Led the Court's mid-century expansion of civil rights and civil liberties.

Thurgood Marshall
Argued Brown v. Board as a lawyer; became the first Black Supreme Court justice in 1967.

Sandra Day O'Connor
First woman on the Supreme Court, appointed 1981.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg
Leading advocate, then justice, on sex-discrimination law.

John Roberts
17th and current Chief Justice, serving since 2005
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