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SIX MAJOR PRINCIPLES OF GOVERNMENT 
 

A. POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY 
The power to rule belongs to the people. 
People of the nation are the sources of 
government power. The government can 
govern only with the consent of the governed. 
 
 

B. LIMITED GOVERNMENT 
Government is not all powerful; it can do 
only those things that the people have 
given it the power to do. Government must 
obey the law. This is referred to as “rule of 
law” or “constitutionalism.” The government and 

government officials are subject to the law, never “above 
the law.” 
 
 

C. SEPARATION OF POWERS 
The Constitution distributes the powers of 
the central government among the three 
branches—legislative, executive, judicial. 
Each branch has its own responsibilities. 
Each branch addresses different tasks of the whole 
society . . . separation of powers is meant to increase the 
efficiency of government. 
 
 

D. CHECKS AND BALANCES 
Each branch of the government would have 
some control over the other branches. The 
principle of checks and balances would 
prevent any one branch from ignoring or 
overriding the decisions of the other 
branches. 
 
 

E. JUDICIAL REVIEW 
This is the power of the Supreme Court to 
declare an act of Congress to be 
unconstitutional. Nowhere in the Constitution 
is this power stated. However, the interpretation of the 
Supremacy Clause by Chief Justice Marshall in the case of 
Marbury v. Madison (1803) set a precedent for the Court to 
act as the guardian of the Constitution. 
 
 

F. FEDERALISM 
The Constitution divided the powers of 
gov’t between the central or national 
gov’t and the state or regional 
governments. Neither kind of 
government was given all the powers. They are 
independent of each other in terms of certain powers; 
however, they must cooperate on certain shared or 
concurrent powers. 
 

Each of the following phrases describes one of the 
six principles of government.  Next to each 
statement, state which principle it is related to by 
using the letters to the left.  Each principle is used 
TWICE.   
 
1. ____  The people are the source of all government 

authority. 
 
 

2. ____   President is responsible for the executing, 
enforcing, and administering the law. 
 
 

3. ____   Congress can override a presidential veto with 
a two-thirds vote in each house. 
 
 

4. ____ This practice allows courts to rule a law as 
unconstitutional. 
 
 

5. ____   The government is never above the law. 
 
 

6. ____   Congress is responsible for making laws. 
 
 

7. ____   The Supreme Court can declare acts of 

Congress unconstitutional. 
 
 

8. ____   The people get to vote for representatives to 
the House of Representatives every two years. 
 
 

9. ____   In California, people pay both a State and 
Federal income tax. 
 
 

10. ____   All government officials must follow the same 
laws as everyone else in America.  
 
 

11. ____   The Supreme Court has voided more than 1300 
state laws as unconstitutional. 
 
 

12. ____   Powers not specifically given to the federal 
government by the Constitution are retained by 
the States.  

 


