The Constitutional Separation of Powers
Part One:

The Wisdom of the Framers
The Framers of our Constitution
understood human behavior and created
a system of government that would protect
our nation from the worst of those human
instincts. Humans
are emotional and
capable of actions
they might later
regret. Humans love
power and may not
exercise that power in
the best of fashions.
The Constitution
was written to guard
against these instincts.

England and the failed attempt to govern
ourselves in the Articles of Confederation.
They wanted to learn from these
experiences and create something better.

James Madison,
the Father of the
Constitution, argued
that if there was
concern about the
abuse of power by
government, then we
should stop putting
all the power of
government into a
single set of hands.
One of the ways
The King possessed
the Framers sought
all the power under
But the great security
against a gradual
to accomplish
colonial rule, which
concentration of the
this was with the
led to tyranny.
several
powers
in
the
same
separation of powers
Under the Articles
department, consists in giving
into legislative,
of Confederation,
executive and judicial to those who administer each
all the power was
department, the necessary
branches. Congress,
given to the states,
constitutional means, and
the President and
leading to chaos.
personal motives, to resist
the Supreme Court
The Framers wanted
encroachments of the others.
would each have
to avoid both
James Madison
checks upon the
extremes. Their
other branches and in
solution was to
turn would each be checked by the other
create a substantial federal government,
branches. This system of separation of
but divide power between a Congress, a
powers and its web of checks and balances President and a Supreme Court.
was designed to allow government to rise
It is essential to remember the Framers
above human frailty.
were not focused on creating a system of
In 1787, the Framers arrived in
government that would get things done
Philadelphia to construct a new system of
quickly or easily. Their greatest concern
government with two events fresh in their
was the emergence of a single force within
minds: the abuse of power by the King of
the government that would become so

powerful it threatened the principles that
formed the foundation of this new system:
limited government, commitment to the
rule of law and protection of civil liberties.
This was the initial wisdom that allowed us
to flourish as a constitutional republic.

Newspaper
Connections
Use newspapers or news
websites to find articles
about the three branches
of the federal government
and the various ways they
provide checks and
balances on each other.
Examples include a
congressional committee
investigating travel by
Cabinet members or the
Supreme Court hearing
arguments about whether
gerrymandering of voting
maps can lead to
Constitutional violations.
Once an article is
identified, you should be
able to provide a summary
of the circumstances
explained within the piece
and what examples of
checks and balances are
occurring.
This Newspapers in Education feature
brought to you by this newspaper and

