
Core Concept 2.1: 

 A government is a group of people who have the power to make and enforce laws for a country or 

area.  

o Basic purpose is to keep order (making and enforcing laws), provide services and to protect 

the common good or well-being of the people (ex: building schools and roads, defending 

our country – military.  

 They collect taxes (required payments from citizens and businesses) to pay for the 

goods and services they provide. 

 Simple form of government. Some type of government always existed. People living together 

would often choose leaders who kept order and made decisions for the group. 

 Complex government first appeared in Southwest Asia (5,000 years ago). Groups settled, villages 

grew into cities, so people felt a need to have an organized way to resolve problems and oversee 

the needs of the population. Governments were formed to take care of this.  

o Limited government – a government structure in which government actions are limited by 

law.                  

 Work to protect the common good and provide for people’s needs. 

 In the U.S., government actions are limited to protect individuals’ freedoms.  

 The people can freely express their opinions and work to change policies. 

o Unlimited government - a government structure in which there are no effective limits on 

government actions. A ruler or small ruling group has the power to make all decisions for a 

country or society which can lead to tyranny (unjust use of power.)  

 Do not protect the rights of their people 

 May use censorship (ex: no freedom of speech, access to the internet, controlled 

newspapers and other forms of communication.) 

 

Core Concept 2.2  

 A state is a region that shares a common government.  

o City-states, developed in Southwest Asia, is an independent state consisting o a city and its 

surrounding territory. 

o An empire is a state containing several countries.  They were formed when military leaders 

conquered large areas and ruled over them. 

o A nation-state is a state that is independent of other states.  

 The U.S. is a nation-state. 

 They have specific territory with clearly defined borders. 

 They have governments, laws and authority over citizens, 

 Most are divided into smaller states or provinces that contain cities and towns. 

 Most states were autocracies (ruled by a single person), or oligarchies (ruled by a small group of 

people. 

 Today, many states have some form of democracy in which citizens hold political power. 

 Monarchy – a form of government in which the state is ruled by a monarch, usually a king or 

queen.  

o Power is usually inherited by family members 

o Unlimited power 

o Constitutional monarchies – limited by law and share power with other branches of 

government. 

o Power can be limited or unlimited. 

 Authoritarian government – a government where all power is held by a single person or small 

group.  



o Governments can control all aspects of life. 

o Ex: Communism – a political and economic system in which government owns all property 

and makes all economic decisions. 

o Powers are unlimited. 

 

Core Concepts 2.3  

 Government distribution of power:  

o Unitary system – a central government makes all the laws for the entire country. 

o Federal system – power is divided among central, regional and local governments. 

o Confederal system – a group of independent states join together and give limited power to 

a common government 

o U.S. is a federal system. 

 Principles of government – 

 Authoritarian gov’t seeks to control all aspects of society, even actions and beliefs. 

 Most democracies act to protect individual rights and the common good. 

 In the U.S.,  

o Governments follow the rule of law – power is defined by laws that limit its actions. 

o Decides issues by majority rule 

o Cannot take away basic rights and freedoms of minority groups or the people of the land. 

o Balance between majority rule and minority rule. 

 

Three branches of government (called separation of powers) – a system of checks and balances limits 

each branch’s power.  
   

 Legislative branch – establishes laws, citizen’s elect legislative representatives to make decisions 

for them, imposes taxes to pay for goods and services. For ex.: roads, parks, fire and police 

departments, and national defense. 

   

 Executive branch – carries out, or enforces the laws, provides for the country’s defense, conducts 

foreign policy, manages day to day affairs. 

   

 Judicial Branch - makes decisions about disputes. It does this through courts of law. They range 

from local criminal courts to the highest court which is the Supreme court.  

      The Supreme Court interprets (explains) the laws. It judges how a law should be        applied and 

whether it violates the Constitution.  
  

 U.S. has an elected presidential system who is the head of the branch. The United Kingdom has a 

parliamentary system. The parliament chooses a prime minister as chief executive. 



 

Core Concepts 2.4                                                                                                  

 A citizen is a legal member of a country. 

 Citizens are born in a country. 

 Immigrants to the U.S. become citizens through a legal process called naturalization. 

 Citizen’s get their rights and responsibilities from sources such as, the constitution, cultural 

traditions and religious laws. 

 Part of the constitution that protects U.S. citizens basic rights are the “Bill of Rights”.  

o Ex:  Freedom of Speech, Freedom of Religion, Freedom of the press, etc… 

 Part of our responsibility in our country is to respect each others’ rights as we expect our rights to 

be respected. 

 We also have a duty to participate in government and civic life (activities having to do with one’s 

society and community.  

o Voting, keeping informed about issues, contacting government officials, speaking out about 

issues, taking part in public events, running for public office, signing petitions, joining 

interest groups (a group that seeks to influence public policy on certain issues), joining a 

political party (democratic, independent, republican, etc). 

 


