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年表



■1776年，美国革命开始。

■1776年7月4日，《独立宣言》完成。

■1781年，《邦联条例》获得通过。

■1787年，《美国宪法》获得通过。

■1787年，选举人团制度第一次获得通过。

■1791年，《权利法案》诞生。

■1826年，美国第一条铁路开始修建。

■1865年，美国内战结束。

■1865年，《宪法第十三修正案》获得通过，奴隶制被定为非法。

■1875年，《1875年民权法案》获得通过，意味着向种族歧视非法化迈进了一步。

■1929年，股票市场崩溃，大萧条开始。

■1964年，《1964年民权法案》获得通过。

■2000年，乔治·沃克·布什在总统选举中获胜。

■2001年，恐怖分子袭击美国。

■2008年，巴拉克·奥巴马成为美国第一位黑人总统。




第一章





《独立宣言》











成立政府的目的就是为了保障我们的权利。——托马斯·杰弗逊



在过去的250年间，美国发生了很多变化。美国变得更强大，现代发明、战争和21世纪的理念也改变了人们的思维方式。










但是，有一些东西没有改变。美国的核心是一些非常重要的理念，它塑造了美国，并持续性地影响至今。

在美国初建时就已写下的文件里，你可以找到这些理念的大部分，《独立宣言》就是其中之一。


什么是《独立宣言》？


很久以前，美国曾经是13个不同的殖民地
 

【1】




 。这些殖民地属于英国，并没有自己的政府。

很多人都对英国不满，他们不喜欢英国管理殖民地的方式。

起先，人们只是想解决英国和殖民地之间的关系问题，他们并不打算让殖民地成为独立的国家。

但是接着，事情起了变化。1776年，殖民者和英国士兵在马萨诸塞州的莱克星顿和康科德发生了战斗。

在此期间，一群人聚到了一起，他们称自己为“大陆会议”。这群人中，有来自每一块殖民地的代表，他们在一起商量接下来怎么办。

很快，人们意识到殖民地不得不宣布独立，他们应该成立自己的国家。

大陆会议请托马斯·杰弗逊为独立
 

【2】




 准备一份正式的阐述文件。这群人会将它递交给英国，也会向所有的殖民者宣读它，它被称作《独立宣言
 

【3】




 》。





托马斯·杰弗逊



理念


托马斯·杰弗逊在大陆会议中代表着弗吉尼亚。他年轻、聪明，其他的代表知道他擅长写作。

杰弗逊确实写了《独立宣言》，但是他写下的这些思想并不只是来自他自己，更是从其他伟大的思想家那里借鉴的。

美国人想让自己的国家成为民主
 

【4】




 国家，他们不想要国王。《独立宣言》宣布，新的国家将实行民主制度。

杰弗逊还借用了约翰·洛克的思想。洛克相信，所有人都有某些权利。他说，人民拥有健康、自由以及生命的权利，因为他们是人。今天的美国人依然认为这些非常重要。

杰弗逊借用的另一个重要思想是政府不能太过强大。政府不能随意伤害人民，而要公平，这恰恰不是英国惯常的做法。


起草


杰弗逊和其他几个人开始工作。他们写出了《独立宣言》，包括四部分。

第一部分是前言，它讲述了殖民地居民起草宣言的原因。

第二部分阐述了每一个人都应该享有的权利。

第三部分列出长长一串殖民地居民对英国国王不满的原因，这一部分是为了证明国王不配统治这些殖民地。

最后一部分是真正的宣言。这一部分宣告，殖民地会为了从英国独立而斗争。

下面一小段话引自《独立宣言》：

我们认为这些真理不言自明
 

【5】




 ，那就是：人人都生而平等；造物者赋予他们不可剥夺
 

【6】




 的权利，这些权利包括生命权、自由权以及追求幸福的权利。





《独立宣言》原件随着时间的流逝褪色了



接下来发生的事情


殖民地已经宣布要从英国独立出来了，接着，他们打了一场独立战争，并且获得了胜利——美国诞生了。《独立宣言》这个引发了一切的源头文件，对美国人来说将会一直保持着重要的地位。

但随着时间流逝，《独立宣言》的重要性也发生了变化。在赢得对英国的战争后，没有太多人关注它了，人们有更重要的事情要操心。但是，他们依然在庆祝7月4日——签署《独立宣言》的那一天。

在19世纪60年代的内战时期，亚伯拉罕·林肯使《独立宣言》再次变得重要起来。他在一次重要的演讲中谈到了它，这次演讲被称作“葛底斯堡演说”。林肯认为，美国是建立在一个新理念之上的，这个理念就是一切人类都生而平等，并且所有人都拥有权利——这正是他结束奴隶制的依据。

这些理念对现在的美国来说依然非常重要。这个国家并非总是践行这些理念，但是，它们自美国诞生之日起就存在于美国政府的核心，这意味着它们总是美国人努力追求的美好目标。


注释：




【1】
  殖民地指成群的人生活在另外一块土地上，但是他们仍然属于他们的祖国。指一国在国外所侵占并大批移民的地区。




【2】
  独立是自由的另一种说法，指的是你不需要其他人来告诉你怎么做，可以自行做决定




【3】
  宣言是关于某件事情的陈述。




【4】
  民主制度是政府的一种构成方式，人民通过选举来选择他们自己的领导人。




【5】
  不言自明的东西是明显的，不需要被证实，因为你只需看着它，就知道它是真的。




【6】
  不可剥夺的东西是不能被夺走的，它是决定事物本质的一部分。




《独立宣言》一瞥



谁起草了这份宣言？

托马斯·杰弗逊。

什么时候签署的？

1776年7月4日。

在哪里起草的？

宾夕法尼亚的费城。

谁签署的？

来自13个美洲殖民地的代表。

为什么要写它？

向世界解释为什么殖民地需要从英国脱离出来。



那么，女性呢？



很遗憾的是，在美国诞生的时候，女性并未被看作是和男人同样的人类，这意味着她们没有同等的权利。事实上，她们被当作男人所拥有的财产。直到后来，女性的权利才在美国得到认可。有智慧、有勇气的女性思考着那些塑造了美国的理念，坚持认为这些理念同样也属于女性，正如它们属于男性一样。



21世纪美国的平等



在21世纪的美国，有一个重大问题是相同性别的人是否有权利结婚。有些人说“不”，他们认为同性恋者不应该有这样的权利。这些人认为婚姻只能发生在一位男性和一位女性之间。很多人认为这是一个宗教问题，但另外一些人认为，当同性恋者结婚的权利被拒绝的时候，他们受到了歧视。

你怎么看？你是否认为既然美国宪法保障人权，那么同性恋者结婚的权利就应该受到保护？你是否认为各州应该有权拒绝同性恋者结婚的权利？




第二章





宪法











美国最重要的公文是宪法，它告诉人们政府应该是什么样子。它还告诉人们什么合法，什么不合法。它是美国的中心。







开端


美国诞生或者说殖民地取得对英独立战争的胜利后，就到了成立政府的时候。

首先，新国家的领导人拿出了《邦联
 

【1】




 条例》，这份公文创立了美国的第一个政府。但是，联邦
 

【2】




 中央政府非常弱小，因为美国人想要保证不会有国王一样的人物出现在美国。结果反倒是各州政府比中央政府掌握了更多的权力。

很多人不喜欢第一个政府，他们想要重新来过。1786年，国会同意召集人民更换《邦联条例》。

第二年，各州的代表们再次齐聚一堂。他们决定拿出一份新的公文，并将称之为《美国宪法》。





指导思想


代表们面临的一个主要问题是：他们需要成立一个强大的、能够保护国家的政府，但是又不能过于强大。那么，谁来控制政府呢？

他们决定让联邦政府更强大，这样它就可以控制各州政府。每一级政府——国家与各州政府拥有不同的权力，谁也不能变得过于强大。

政府要有三个部门：要有一个行政
 

【3】




 部门，就是总统和他的工作人员；要有一个司法部门，就是法院系统和法官们；还要有立法部门，那就是制定和通过法律的国会。





位于华盛顿特区的国会大厦


每一个部门要有自己的权力，但谁也不能拥有太多权力，他们彼此互相监督。这是一个检查与平衡的系统，它的设计旨在防止政府的任一部门变得过于强大。

这个国家要由大多数人来统治。也就是说，一件事情必须要有超过一半的人赞成，才能列入政府的管辖范围。

同时，政府必须保护少数人
 

【4】




 的权利。与其他人持不同意见的人，不能因为直言不讳而被投入监狱，他们不能受到伤害。

美国政府也要实行民主制度。人民要投票，他们可以选别人在政府中做代表。然后，这些代表可以制定法律、管理国家。


争议


当然，想让每个人的意见都一致也有困难，争议爆发了。最后出炉的宪法从很多方面来看都是各方妥协
 

【5】




 的产物。

有些州人口众多，有些州却不是。小的那些州担心在政府中无法听到他们的声音，大家都听大州的，所以他们希望每个州在政府的选票数量都一样。

那些大州不喜欢这样的计划，他们的人口更多！他们说，他们要拥有更多的选票才公平。否则，相对于小州的面积来说，这些州的权力显得太大了。

有人提出了一个解决办法：美国国会可以有两组不同的代表——参议院和众议院。

参议院由各州出两位代表组成。这样的话，小州会满意。

众议院则建立在人口的基础上。根据各州有多少居住人口，决定每个州的代表人数。这样的话，大州会满意。

另一个妥协是关于奴隶制的。一些来自北方的人不喜欢奴隶制，而许多来自南方的人不愿意放弃奴隶制。但是，没有人准备好争论奴隶制是否正确，这个问题的讨论还需要等待。

而当下，他们要弄明白的是奴隶是否应该算作人。对现在的我们来说，这是一个愚蠢的问题。奴隶当然是人！他们是被残酷对待的人！但在那个时候，奴隶并没有被看作是国家的一员，他们不能投票，也没有受到和自由人一样的保护。

南方各州有许多奴隶。如果奴隶被算在人口内，这些州就会获得更多的代表。北方各州不希望把奴隶算上，他们说这对没有奴隶的州是不公平的。

最后，所有人都同意把每一个奴隶算作五分之三个人。南方州可以有更多的代表，但是不会多太多。在今天看来，这种妥协方式非常愚蠢，因为奴隶们很显然不是可以等分的人，但是因为他们不能投票，他们在政府中没有话语权，看起来就像可以等分一样。靠着将奴隶计算在内，南方各州在政府中得到了更多的权力。


变更宪法


宪法非常短，它没有覆盖到治理政府时可能会遇到的所有事情。但是，宪法的创立者确保了随着时间流逝，人们可以变更它，或是为它增添内容。

政府可以修改宪法，这意味着宪法可以改变，也可以增加内容。但是，做起来很难。今天，宪法有27项修正案。每项修正案都必须相当重要，才可以成为宪法的一部分。

比较重要的修正案涉及：

● 确保各州参议员由民众直接选举

● 解放奴隶

● 确立妇女的选举权

● 将法定选举年龄降低到18岁


《权利法案》


《权利法案》是宪法的一部分，它实际上只是最早的10项宪法修正案。换句话说，它是人们最早添加进宪法中的10项内容。

有时候，人们认为《权利法案》理所当然。所有人当然都有权利说出自己想说的任何话，人也不能不经审判就被投入监狱！但是，如果没有《权利法案》，政府就可以夺走人们的自由。它可以不允许人们说自己想说的话，还可以想把谁投入监狱就把谁投入监狱。

《权利法案》给予了人们如下一些权利：

● 如人们所愿、践行任何宗教信仰的权利

● 言论自由

● 集会的权利

● 获得公平审判的权利

● 携带武器的权利

● 避免受折磨的权利


添加法案


起初，宪法并不包含《权利法案》。接着，当时人们起草《权利法案》，只是为了限制中央政府的权力，没人想到要用它来管理人们的生活。后来，《权利法案》变成了对州政府也同样适用的法案。

关于《权利法案》的意义，人们仍然争论不休。政府的行为是否违背《权利法案》，是由最高法院来裁决的，但最高法院里每个法官的意见都略有不同。

宪法和《权利法案》至今仍然非常重要，它们制约了政府的行为。人们仍然相信，宪法里所说的内容是让美国运转的最好方法。


注释：




【1】
  邦联指一些国家或州共同协作。




【2】
  联邦与控制整个国家的政府有关。




【3】
  行政是一些人拥有管理的权力。




【4】
  少数人是指从属于一个大群体的一小群人，他们在某些方面与这个大群体中的其他人有这样那样的差别。




【5】
  妥协指分歧中的各方各自做出一些让步，从而找到双方的共同立场。




21世纪美国与各州的权力



美国人在18世纪争论的事情，有些直到今天仍然在争论。例如，与国家的中央政府比起来，各州政府应该拥有多少权力？对于这个问题，美国人仍然没有达成一致。有些美国人认为，各州应该有权决定大的事项，比如同性婚姻、环境保护和堕胎。另一些美国人则认为，对于这些问题，中央政府应该通过适用于整个美国的法律，这样，所有美国人就都能在同样的法律下受到治理了。



在21世纪保障美国人的安全



2001年9月11日，美国受到了恐怖分子的袭击。这些恐怖分子想让美国人害怕，从而改变美国对待穆斯林国家的方式。恐怖分子劫持飞机，撞进纽约和华盛顿特区的大楼里，数千人因此死去。

突然之间，美国人被吓到了。将近200年的时间里，没有敌人袭击过美国本土。美国人想要他们的国家再次保障他们的安全，想要一个强大的中央政府来保护他们。因此，一个新的政府机构诞生了，叫作“国土安全部”。

如果没有美国刚诞生时就形成的强大的中央政府，美国就难以组织起这个强大的保护机构，各州就不得不独自和恐怖主义做斗争了。




第三章





选举人团











你可能会以为人们通过投票选出总统。只要年满18岁，每个人都有一张选票。这些的确没错，不过事实还要更复杂一些。










在2000年，美国举行了一次总统选举。乔治·沃克·布什与前副总统艾尔·戈尔竞选，戈尔比布什多出了50多万张普选选票。但是，布什在一个叫作“选举人团”的群体中赢得了277票，而戈尔只赢得了266票。由于布什赢得的选举人票数更多，所以他成了总统。

显然，选举人团非常重要，它最终决定了总统是谁。

《美国宪法》刚制定的时候，制定者们并没有过多考虑总统的选择问题，每个人都知道乔治·华盛顿会成为第一任总统。在此之后，他们认为国会会参与选择总统。

稍后不久，人们开始更多地考虑这件事，他们想到了选举人团制度。


选举人团制度如何发挥作用


美国的奠基者
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 们认为人们不能独立选出总统，也不相信所有的人都会团结在一个或两个人的身后。而且那个年代没有电话和电脑，人们也没有简便的沟通方法，想让所有人都能互相讨论并选出一位总统，实在太困难了。

选举人团制度成为了解决方案。它由各州的代表组成，代表的数量由各州在国会中的成员数量决定。





一份选举地图，显示了各州在选举人团中拥有的票数


代表们先等待各州的投票结果。一个州会有一名候选人
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 赢得大部分选票，然后，代表们再为这名候选人投票。除了个别州的操作方式略有不同，这是一贯的方式。

哪位候选人获得了最多选举人团的投票，就将成为总统。


问题


选举人团制度一直运转得很好，然而在1800年的选举中出现了问题。

那时候，每位选举人团代表可以投两次票。获得最多票数的候选人将成为总统，票数第二多的人成为副总统。

1800年，托马斯·杰弗逊与一位叫阿龙·伯尔的人打成了平手——他们获得了同样多的票数！

最后，众议院选择了杰弗逊。但那是一个艰难的选择，许多人因此非常生气。

所以，政府在宪法里加入了另一条修正案：选举人团成员必须一票投给总统，另一票投给副总统；当选一方必须获得至少270票。





1800年的总统选举地图



两个党派


现在，美国主要有两个政治团体（也就是政党）：共和党与民主党。





美国政党的标志：民主党的驴和共和党的象


美国只有两个党派的部分原因是因为选举人团。你要在选举人团里得到一定的票数，意味着你必须得到很多的支持。说服许多人为你投票非常难，而说服一个政党要容易些。

一位候选人必须要强大，要能赢得一个州里大多数的选票。然后，他或她在选举人团里得到那个州的选票。来自其他党派的人非常难得到大多数的选票，所以他们从来没有赢得过一个州，也没有赢得过一张选举人团的选票。

其他党派的人里，没有太多人曾经有机会成为总统。除了民主党和共和党，确实还有其他党派，但他们从没强大到能够真的在政府里得到发言权。





位于华盛顿特区的国会大厦



注释：




【1】
  奠基者是指那些最先开始建立某事物的人。




【2】
  候选人指那些竞选公职或是要求被选上某职位的人。




21世纪的选举人团



许多美国人对2000年的选举非常不满。当时，民主党候选人艾尔·戈尔比共和党候选人乔治·布什多出了543895张普选选票，但是根据选举人团的投票，布什成了总统。最后，最高法院也介入了，并决定不重新点算选票。这个国家继续运转，然而这次选举也成为了共和党与民主党产生重大分歧的开端。两党之间的怨气增长，许多民主党人认为艾尔·戈尔应该成为总统。

现在，一些人觉得美国需要选举总统的新方法。他们说，选举人团制度在现代社会不起作用。他们还认为，就算更多的人选举某一人为总统，这个人仍然可能当不上总统，这不公平。

你怎么看呢？




第四章





公民权利











阿拉巴马州伯明翰市的1963年春天是艰难的。马丁·路德·金和他的追随者们正在为所有非裔美国人的权利战斗着。他们没有使用暴力，而是举行和平
 
抗议
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 。










只是，警察确实使用了暴力，他们动用了警犬和催泪瓦斯。这已经是内战的100多年后了，但有那么一阵子，看起来就像战争依然在继续。

这段时间发生的事情在美国历史上被称作“民权运动”。民权运动为改变美国做出了许多努力，它帮助非裔美国人以及其他人获得了一些权利。但是，努力还没有结束。





民权示威者


为了真正明白为什么在1963年，一个人的皮肤颜色那么重要，以及为什么这一点至今仍然有影响，我们需要回顾一下历史。


宪法


在制定宪法的时候，奴隶制仍然合法。许多人有奴隶，所有的奴隶都是非裔美国人。17—18世纪，他们的祖先被带到了这里。

内战的一部分原因是为了结束奴隶制。南方想要保留奴隶制，南方人需要奴隶在自己的农场上种庄稼，他们不认为奴隶是和白人平等的人类。很多北方人不喜欢奴隶制，在内战爆发的时候，北方实际上已经没有了奴隶制。

北方赢得了内战，奴隶制被禁止，《宪法第十三修正案》终结了奴隶制。

下一项修正案说，在美国出生的所有人都是公民。在此之前，非裔美国人并不是公民。

终于，《宪法第十五修正案》确定了所有公民都可以投票（除了女性）。任何男人都可以投票，无论他是什么种族或拥有什么肤色。

并非所有人都遵守这项法规。在许多州里，白人想方设法阻止黑人投票。例如，有些州要求人们在投票时交钱，黑人通常情况下付不起。这就意味着，最后投了票的只有白人。

后来，政府废除了这些做法，并出台了更多的法律，以确保所有人都可以投票。


后来的法律


很长时间里，黑人受到了和其他美国人不一样的对待。他们不再是奴隶了，但种族歧视仍然围绕在他们身边。

1875年，国会通过了《1875年民权法案》。根据该法案，任何人如果因为别人的种族而拒绝为之服务，就是违法的。这是第一部将歧视
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 定义为非法的法律。

不幸的是，除了为政府工作的人，这部法律并没有被任何人运用起来。但是，美国稍后会出台更多的法律。

1896年，最高法院裁定“隔离但平等”是可以的。在火车车厢、公交车或商店里，黑人和白人可以被隔离，这被称作“种族隔离”——不过给黑人的东西要和给白人的东西一样好。1896年的这个案例被称作“普莱西诉弗格森案”。然而今天，我们认为这是种族歧视
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 ，并且是错的。

后来，更多法律的出现终结了种族隔离。20世纪60年代的民权运动迫使人们倾听，于是政府最后通过了这些法律。

这其中，《1964年民权法案》是最重大的。它终止了许多对非裔美国人的歧视，再也没有可以隔离黑人和白人的公共场所了。





林登·约翰逊签署《1964年民权法案》


今天，种族歧视仍然是个问题，人们还没有解决它。黑人以及其他种族（例如拉丁美洲人）并不总是受到和白人一样的对待，人们还要继续为之奋斗。


注释：




【1】
  抗议是指有人站出来直言反对不公平的事情。




【2】
  歧视指的是以不公平的方式对待别人，依据的是他们的肤色、宗教信仰、性别或其他使他们与别人不同的地方。




【3】
  种族歧视是指人们因为其他人的肤色不同，就以不同的或不公平的方式对待他们。




21世纪美国的歧视



现代美国的重大问题之一是移民。美国应该允许人们轻易地从墨西哥或其他国家跨越边境而来吗？有些人的回答是肯定的。也有人说不，他们认为美国应该阻止墨西哥人或其他国家的人如此轻易地进入美国。有些美国人还认为，非法留在美国的人——也就是没有得到政府批准而入境的人，应该被送回他们来的地方。但是，另一些美国人认为，这是对拉丁美洲人的歧视。

拉丁美洲人来自拉丁美洲，拉丁美洲包括中美洲、南美洲和加勒比海地区。大多数拉丁美洲人说西班牙语，但他们来自许多不同的国家。来自墨西哥的人叫拉丁美洲人，来自波多黎各的人叫拉丁美洲人，来自智利的人也叫拉丁美洲人。有些拉丁美洲人是移民，他们出生在其他国家，最近才搬到美国来；另一些拉丁美洲人出生在美国，他们的家人已经来到这里很长时间了。

在今天的美国，拉丁美洲人是增长最快的人群。拉丁美洲文化也在改变着美国。人们现在吃拉丁美洲食物，比如墨西哥玉米卷和玉米片。人们和着拉丁美洲音乐一起唱歌，甚至有些人开始学习西班牙语。有些美国人担心拉丁美洲人会改变美国，使它不再是1776年创立的那个国家。但是另一些美国人坚持认为，美国从来就是一个移民国家，来自世界各地的人有助于使美国更强大。

你的看法是什么？




第五章





是什么成就了美国的经济？











巴拉克·奥巴马是美国第一位黑人总统



“经济”这个词涉及一个国家产生金钱的所有方式。它和企业与农场、工作与商店有关。经济是一幅全局图，它包括所有这些东西。






其他国家的人想到美国，总是会想到钱。他们在电视节目和电影里看到了富有的美国人，所以他们觉得所有美国人都富有。

和世界上其他地方的人比起来，许多美国人拥有多出很多的钱。他们买得起食物、房子和车子，不需要担心钱。

但同样有许多美国人实际上并没有太多钱。这些人的工作付给他们的报酬并不高，或者他们找不到工作。其他国家的人并不总是能明白这一点。

在美国生活，你需要很多钱。房子、车子、手机，还有其他的东西都很贵！

但是整体来看，美国是一个相当富有的国家。一般来说，人们不会饿死。许多人确实有工作，可以让他们舒适地生活。那么为什么美国这么有钱呢？


回顾从前


一部分原因是由于美国革命战争。殖民地居民不喜欢英国的理由之一就是英国处理钱的方式。

很多殖民地居民都有自己的生意。他们相信自己挣的钱都是自己的，他们不想拱手送出。

英国人的想法不同。他们喜欢那些自己有生意的人，但他们认为，做生意的目的是为了使整个政府强大，而不是让个人挣到钱。

殖民地居民认为英国政府过于干涉他们的生意。通过税收，英国最终从殖民地拿走了很多钱，而殖民地居民想要把钱留给自己。

后来，殖民地获得了胜利。他们确保自己的政府不像英国政府那样，他们保护了商业不受政府干涉。

效果很好，人们挣了许多钱，他们的生活变得更美好了。


保持


后来，更多事情帮助美国人挣到了钱。人们可以跨过州际线交易物品，这使所有人都更富有。无限制的交易并不总是有效，但它确实在美国起到了作用。

关于著作权的法律起了重要作用。它们意味着，任何有所发明的人都可以主张拥有自己的发明。然后，他们可以自由买卖这些点子，或是用它们来挣钱。

国内的沟通变得更好了。邮政系统建立起来了，在佛罗里达州的一个人可以给缅因州的另一个人寄一封信。从此，和别人做生意变得轻松了许多。

在19世纪，铁路也成了一桩大事，火车穿越了整个国家。如果一个地方的人想把东西卖给另一个地方的人，他可以很容易就把东西运过去。

所有这些因素都促使美国的商业公司越来越壮大，一些人也越来越富有。


大公司


但是有时候，公司挣的钱太多。一家小公司成功起来，然后不停扩张，最后它会变得太强大，不允许其他公司成功。

铁路就是让一些公司扩张到庞大规模的商业类型之一。铁路给了成千上万人工作，他们挣了许多钱。铁路商人在政府中有很大的权力，他们可以保证对自己有利的法律获得通过，也可以摧毁可能伤害到自己的法律。

庞大的公司被称作“垄断者”，它们是自己的商业领域里唯一可以出售商品的公司。所以，如果一家公司垄断销售钢铁，就没有其他公司可以卖钢铁了。大公司可以强迫人们花高价买钢铁，因为其他地方买不到。

一些人变得更富有，但是并非所有人都这样。那些经营企业的人变得越来越有钱，他们被称作“强盗资本家”。

与此同时，为他们工作的人没有变得富有。这些人有时候根本得不到什么钱，还不得不在危险的条件下工作。

后来，美国政府介入了。那些公司太大，政府强迫他们变小，宣布垄断属于非法。从此，小公司又可以成功了。


今日美国


大部分美国人的金钱观是自然而然的，但其实美国人对钱有特殊的理解。人们花钱、攒钱以及把钱给其他人的方式都非常美国化，而其他国家的人对钱的看法和美国人不同。

这种方式有时候很有效，有时候则不然。美国有许多关于钱的问题，但有一件事是事实，即美国之所以是美国，一部分原因在于人们处理钱的方式。

塑造美国的理念来自200多年以前，但随着时间的流逝，这些理念被世界上发生的事情改变了。有些理念仍然适用于美国，有一些则需要稍作修改，从而更适用于现代世界。有时候，美国人仍然需要努力才能找到合适的方法，为了不辜负那些伟大的、打造了他们国家的理念。 

重要的是，美国建立在理念之上。而且，这些理念至今依然打造着美国，使它成为现在的样子。



21世纪的美国经济



2008年，美国经济陷入了大麻烦。许多公司倒闭，很多人失去了工作，问题越来越严重。在此期间，巴拉克·奥巴马当选为总统，他是美国第一位黑人总统。对于由这位年轻、睿智的黑人男子来带领这个国家，很多人都觉得很激动，他们在奥巴马总统身上寄予了非常大的期望。

对于如何解决美国的问题，奥巴马总统有许多想法。他喜欢强大的中央政府，以帮助穷人的医疗保健；他想要在环境保护方面有所行动；他想要调整商业，并向富有的美国人征收更高的税。但并非所有人都赞成他的想法。有些美国人觉得，奥巴马的计划会夺走美国人的自由和权利，而这些都是美国人曾经得到过保证的。他们觉得，奥巴马总统正想方设法地要改变一些在治理美国的方式上非常重要的东西。另一些美国人赞成奥巴马的计划，他们中的一些人甚至希望他采取更强硬的措施。在这样一个民主党与共和党之间仍然存在着强烈分歧的国家，奥巴马总统不得不艰难地寻找妥协方案。

这些是大问题，在美国，对类似问题的讨论已经持续了一年又一年。实际上，美国人拥有为自己找到这些答案的权利，而这样的权利也正是让美国如此强大的一部分原因。




Time Line



■1776–American Revolution begins.

■July 4, 1776–Declaration of Independence written.

■1781–Articles of Confederation adopted.

■1787–The U.S. Constitution adopted.

■1787–Electoral College first approved.

■1791–The Bill of Rights is created.

■1826–Construction on the first railroad in the United States starts.

■1865–Civil War ends.

■1865–The 13th Amendment is passed— slavery is made illegal.

■1875–The Civil Rights Act of 1875 is passed, a step toward making discrimination illegal.

■1929–The stock market crashes and the Great Depression begins.

■1964–The Civil Rights Act of 1964 is passed.

■2000–Presidential election; George W. Bush wins.

■2001–Terrorists attack America.

■2008–Barack Obama becomes America’s first black President.













“It is to secure our rights that we resort to government at all.” –Thomas Jefferson



IOver the past 250 years, a lot has changed in America. The United States has grown bigger. Modern inventions, wars, and twenty-first century ideas have changed the way we think.


But some things haven’t changed. At the center of the United States are very important ideas. They shaped the country when it was born. And they continue to shape it today.

You can find many of these ideas in the documents that people wrote when the United States was very young. The Declaration of Independence is one of them.


What Is the Declaration of Independence?


A long time ago, the United States used to be thirteen different colonies
 

[1]




 . These colonies were run by Great Britain. They didn’t have their own government.

Many people were unhappy with Great Britain. They didn’t like how it was running the colonies.

At first, people just wanted to fix the relationship between Great Britain and the colonies. They didn’t want the colonies to actually become their own country.

But then things changed. In 1776, colonists and British soldiers fought a couple of battles at Lexington and Concord in Massachusetts.

During this time, a group of men were meeting together. They called themselves the Continental Congress. There were people from each colony in the group. Together, they talked about what to do.

Pretty soon people realized that the colonies would have to declare independence. They would form their own country.

The Congress asked Thomas Jefferson to prepare a formal argument for independence
 

[2]




 . The group of men would send it to Great Britain. They would also read it to the colonists. It would be called the Declaration
 

[3]




  of Independence.





Thomas Jefferson



Ideas


Thomas Jefferson represented Virginia in the Continental Congress. He was young and smart. The other representatives knew he was a good writer.

Jefferson actually wrote the Declaration of Independence. But he didn’t just pull the ideas he wrote about out of his own head. He got them from other great thinkers.

Americans wanted their new country to be a democracy
 

[4]




 . They didn’t want a king. The Declaration of Independence declared that the new country would practice democracy.

Jefferson also used ideas from a man named John Locke. Locke believed that all people had certain rights. He said that people had the right to health, freedom, and life, just because they are human. Americans today still think those things are very important.

Another important idea that Jefferson used was that the government couldn’t be too powerful. It couldn’t hurt people just because it wanted to. It had to be fair. That wasn’t how things had always worked with Great Britain.


Writing


Jefferson and a few other men set to work. They came up with the Declaration of Independence. It had four parts. 

The first part is called the preamble. It talked about the reasons the colonists were writing the Declaration.

The second part talked about the rights each human being should be guaranteed.

The third part was a long list of reasons why colonists were unhappy with the British king. This part was trying to prove that the king didn’t deserve to rule the colonists.

The last part was the actual declaration. It said that the colonies would fight to be free from Great Britain.

Here’s a short quote from the Declaration of Independence:


“We hold these truths to be self-evident
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 , that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable
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  rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”






The original Declaration of Independence has faded with age.



What Happened Next


Now the colonists had declared that they wanted to be independent from Great Britain. Next they fought the Revolutionary War. And they won. The United States was born. The Declaration of Independence—the document that had started it all—would continue to be important to Americans.

The importance of the Declaration of Independence changed over time, though. Not too many people paid attention to it right after the war against Britain was won. There were more important things to worry about. They did celebrate July 4, though—the day the Declaration of Independence was signed.

During the Civil War in the 1860s, Abraham Lincoln made the Declaration important again. He talked about it in his famous speech called the Gettysburg Address. Lincoln was arguing that the United States was founded on a new idea: that all humans are created equal and that all people have rights. It was his argument to end slavery.

These ideas are still very important to the United States. The country doesn’t always live up to them—but the fact that they are there, right at the center of the U.S. government’s birth, means that they’re wonderful goals for Americans to always move toward.


Note:




[1]
  Colonies are groups of people living in a different land but still belonging to their home country.




[2]
  Independence is another word for freedom—the ability to make decisions without anyone telling you what to do.




[3]
  A declaration is a statement of something.




[4]
  Democracy is a form of government where people choose their own leaders by voting.




[5]
  Something that is self-evident is obvious. It doesn’t need to be proven, because you can tell it’s true just by looking at it.




[6]
  Something that is inalienable can’t be taken away. It’s a part of what makes something what it is.




Declaration of Independence Fast Facts



Who wrote the Declaration?

Thomas Jefferson

When was it signed?

July 4, 1776

Where was it written?

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Who signed it?

Men from all thirteen American colonies.

Why was it written?

To explain to the world why the colonists needed to separate from Great Britain.



What About Women?



Unfortunately, when the United States was born, women were considered to be not exactly human in the same way that men were. This meant that they didn’t have the same rights that men did. In fact, they could be treated much like property that belonged to men. Women’s rights would come later to America. Smart, brave women looked at the ideas that shaped America—and insisted that those ideas belonged to women as much as men.



Equality in Twenty-First-Century America



One of the big issues in twenty-first-century America is whether people who are the same sex have the right to marry. Some people say no, they shouldn’t have this right. These people believe that marriage should only be between a man and a woman. Many people believe this is a religious issue. Other people, however, say that homosexuals are facing discrimination when their right to marry is denied.

What do you think? Do you believe that homosexuals’ right to marry is protected by the U.S. Constitution’s guarantee of human rights? Or do you think that states should have the power to deny homosexuals the right to marry?













The most important document in the United States is the Constitution. It tells us what our government should look like. It tells us what is legal and illegal. It’s at the heart of the United States.



The Beginning


After the United States was born—after the colonists had won the Revolutionary War against Great Britain—it was time to set up a government.

First, the leaders of the new nation came up with the Articles of Confederation
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 . That was a document that created America’s first government. The central federal
 

[2]




  government was pretty weak, though. Americans wanted to make sure there wouldn’t be a king in the United States. Instead, the state governments had a lot more power than the government at the center had.

Many people didn’t like this first government. They wanted to start over. In 1786, Congress agreed to call people together to replace the Articles of Confederation.

The next year, men from every state met together again. They decided to come up with a new document. They would call it the United States Constitution.





Guiding Ideas


The main problem that the men faced was that they needed to create a strong government that could protect the country. But it couldn’t be too strong. Who would control the government? 

The men decided they would make the federal government stronger. Then it could control the state governments. Each level—the nation and the states—would have different powers. Neither would get too strong.

The government would have three branches. There would be an executive
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  branch. That was the President and his staff. There would be a judiciary branch. That’s the court system and judges. And there would be the legislative branch. That would be Congress, who made and passed laws. 





Capitol Building, Washington, D. C.


Each branch would have its own power. Nobody would have too much power though. They kept an eye on each other. It was a system of checks and balances designed to keep any single branch of the government becoming too strong. 

The country would be ruled by the majority. That means that more than half of the people had to agree on something. Then it could become part of the government. 

At the same time, the government had to protect the rights of the minority
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 . The people who didn’t agree with everyone else couldn’t end up in jail because they spoke out. They couldn’t be hurt. 

The United States government would also be a democracy. People would vote. They would pick other people to represent them in the government. Then those people would make the laws and run the country.


Arguments


Of course, it was hard for everybody to agree. Arguments broke out. The Constitution ended up being a compromise
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  in a lot of ways.

Some states had a lot of people and some states didn’t. The smaller ones were afraid that their voice wouldn’t be heard in government. Everyone would listen to the bigger states. They wanted all states to have the same number of votes in the government.

Bigger states didn’t like that plan. They had more people! It was only fair that they have more votes, they said. The small states would be too powerful for their size.

The men came up with a solution. The U.S. Congress would have two different groups of representatives.

The Senate was made up of two representatives from each state. That made the small states happy.

The House of Representatives would be based on population. Each state would have a different number of representatives according to how many people lived there. That made the bigger states happy. 

Another compromise was about slavery. Some people from the North didn’t like slavery. Many people from the South didn’t want to give up slavery. However, no one was ready to fight about whether or not slavery was right. That would have to wait. 

For now, they had to figure if slaves would count as people. To us, we think that’s a silly question. Of course slaves were people! They were human beings who were treated cruelly. But back then, slaves weren’t considered members of the government. They couldn’t vote. They didn’t get the same protections as free people. 

The Southern states had a lot of slaves. If the slaves counted in the population, those states would have a lot more representatives. The Northern states didn’t want to count them. It wasn’t fair to the states without slaves, the North said.

In the end, everyone agreed to count each slave as three-fifths of a person. The Southern states could get more representatives. But not too many more. This seems like a really stupid compromise today, since clearly slaves were not pieces of persons—but since they couldn’t vote, they had no say in the government. By allowing them to be counted at all, the South would get more power in the government.


Changing the Constitution


The Constitution was really short. It didn’t cover everything that could ever happen with the government. But the creators of the Constitution made sure that people could change it and add to it as time passed.

The government can amend the Constitution. That means it can be changed and added to. It’s hard to do though. The Constitution has twenty-seven amendments today. An amendment has to be really important to become part of the Constitution.

Some of the more important amendments have: 

● provided for the direct election of senators

● freed slaves

● given women the vote

● lowered the voting age to eighteen


The Bill of Rights


The Bill of Rights is part of the Constitution. It’s actually just the first ten amendments. In other words, it is the first ten things that people added to the Constitution. 

Sometimes we take the Bill of Rights for granted. Of course all people have the right to say whatever they want! Of course people can’t be put in jail without a trial! But if we didn’t have the Bill of Rights, the government could take our freedom away. It could not let people say what they wanted. It could put whomever it wanted in jail.

Here are some of the things that the Bill of Rights gives us:

● the right to practice any religion we want

● the freedom of speech

● the right to meet together

● the right to a fair trial

● the right to carry weapons

● protection from torture


Tacking on the Bill


At first, the Constitution didn’t include the Bill of Rights. Then, once it was written, the Bill

of Rights was only meant to limit the power of the national government. No one wanted it taking over people’s lives. Later, the Bill of Rights applied to state governments too.

People still argue about what the Bill of Rights means. The Supreme Court makes the decision about whether something a government does goes against the Bill of Rights. But each judge on the Supreme Court has slightly different ideas. 

The Constitution and the Bill of Rights are still very important today. It shapes everything the government does. We still believe that the things the Constitution says are the best ways to run the country.


Note:




[1]
  A confederation is a group of countries or states working together.




[2]
  Federal has to do with the government that controls an entire country.




[3]
  An executive is someone who has power to run things.




[4]
  A minority is a smaller group of people that is different in some way from the rest of the people in the larger group to which they belong.




[5]
  A compromise is when each side of an argument gives in a little bit and finds a way to meet in the middle.




Twenty-First-Century America and States’ Rights



Some of the issues that Americans argued about back in the 1700s are still being argued about today. For example, Americans don’t always agree on how much power states should have compared to the nation’s central government. Some Americans believe that the individual states should have the right to decide about big issues like same-sex marriages, protecting the environment, and abortion. Other Americans think that the central government should pass laws that will apply to the entire United States regarding these issues, so that everyone in America will be governed by the same laws.



Keeping Americans Safe in the Twenty-First-Century



On September 11, 2001, America was attacked by terrorists. The terrorists were people who wanted to change the way America treated Muslim nations by making Americans afraid. The terrorists flew planes into buildings in New York City and Washington, D.C. Thousands of people were killed.

Suddenly, Americans were scared. No enemy had attacked America’s homeland for nearly 200 years. Americans wanted their country to make them safe again. They wanted a strong central government to protect them. In response to this, a new government agency was formed, called the Department of Homeland Security.

Without the strong central government that started to take shape when America was born, the United States could not have formed this powerful protection agency. The states would have had to fight terrorism on their own.

















You might think that we choose the president by voting for him (or her!). Each person gets one vote, as long as he or she is at least eighteen. That’s true. But it’s a little more complicated.






In 2000, the United States had a presidential election. George W. Bush ran against former Vice President Al Gore. Gore won half a million more individual votes than Bush. But Bush won 277 votes in something called the Electoral College. Gore only won 266. Because Bush had more Electoral College votes, he became President.

The Electoral College is obviously pretty important. After all, it decides who the President is going to be. 

Back when the Constitution was created, the writers didn’t think a whole lot about picking the President. Everyone knew that George Washington would be the first President. After that, they thought that Congress would be involved in picking the Presidents.

A little later, people started thinking about it more. They came up the idea of the Electoral College.


How the Electoral College Works


The founders
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  of our country didn’t think people could pick a President all by themselves. They didn’t believe anyone would unite behind just one or two people. They didn’t have easy ways of communication back then either. There were no phones or computers. It would be hard for everyone to talk to each other and pick a President.

The Electoral College was the solution. It would be made up of representatives from each state. The number of representatives depended on how many members of Congress each state has.





Electoral map showing the number of votes each state has in the Electoral College


The representatives wait for each state to vote. One candidate
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  will win the most votes in that state. Then the representatives all vote for whoever won in their state. A couple states do it a little differently, but that’s how it usually happens.

Whichever candidate gets the most Electoral College votes then becomes President.


Problems


The College worked all right for a while. Then the election of 1800 caused some problems. 

At the time, each Electoral College representative could vote twice. The person with the most votes became President. The person with the second-most votes became the Vice President.

In 1800, Thomas Jefferson and a man named Aaron Burr tied. They had the same number of votes!

The House of Representatives eventually chose Jefferson. But it was a tough choice. It made a lot of people angry.

So the government added another amendment to the Constitution. Electors had to cast one vote for President and one vote for Vice President. The winner has to get at least 270 votes.





Map of presidential election, 1800



Two Parties


Today there are two main political groups of people in the United States: the Republicans and the Democrats. They are our political parties.





The symbols of America’s political parties: Democratic donkey and Republican elephant


The reason that we only have two parties is partly because of the Electoral College. Because you have to get so many votes in the College, you have to have lots of support. Convincing a lot of individual people to vote for you is hard. It’s easier to convince one political party.

A candidate has to be strong enough to win most of the votes in a state. Then he or she gets the Electoral College votes for that state. People from third parties find it really hard to get the most votes. So they never win a whole state and its Electoral College votes.

There aren’t too many third party people who ever have a chance of being the President. There are alternatives to the Democrats and the Republicans. But they’re never popular enough to really have a say in the government.





Capitol Hill Building, Washington D. C.



Note:




[1]
  Founders are people who build the beginnings of something.




[2]
  A candidate is someone who is running for office or who is asking to be chosen for some position.




The Electoral College in the Twenty-First Century



Many Americans were upset by the 2000 election, where Al Gore, the Democratic candidate, had 543,895 more individual votes than George Bush, the Republican candidate—and yet Bush became the President, based on the Electoral College’s vote. In the end, the Supreme Court got involved as well, making a decision not to recount votes. The country moved on—but this was the beginning of a major split in the country between Republicans and Democrats. Bad feelings between the two parties grew. Many Democrats felt that Al Gore should have been the President.

  Today, some people think America needs a new way to elect its Presidents. They say that the Electoral College doesn’t work in the modern world—and that it’s not fair that more people can vote for someone to be President and yet that person can still end up not being the President.

  What do you think?













The spring of 1963 was hard in Birmingham, Alabama. Martin Luther King Jr. and his followers were fighting for rights for all African-Americans. They were doing it without violence. They
 
protested
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  peacefully.


But the police did use violence. They used attack dogs and tear gas. It was more than a hundred years after the Civil War, but for a while, it seemed like the war was still being fought.

The Civil Rights Movement, as this time in America’s history is known, did a lot to change America. It helped African Americans and others gain some rights. But the struggle wasn’t over.





Civil rights demonstrator


To really understand why the color of a person’s skin mattered in 1963—and why it still matters today—we have to go back in history.


The Constitution


When the Constitution was written, slavery was legal. A lot of people had slaves. All slaves were African Americans. Their ancestors had been brought here in the 1600s and the 1700s.

The Civil War was fought in part to end slavery. The South wanted to hang on to the practice of slavery. Southerners needed slaves to grow crops on their farms. They didn’t think of slaves as human beings who were equal to white people. Many Northerners didn’t like slavery. The North didn’t really have slavery by the time the Civil War broke out.

The North won the Civil War, and slavery was banned. The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution ended slavery. 

The next amendment said that all people born in the United States were citizens. Before that, African Americans weren’t citizens. 

Finally, the Fifteenth Amendment made sure that all citizens could vote (but not women). Any man could vote, no matter what his race or color was. 

Not everybody followed this rule. Whites tried to keep blacks from voting in many states. For example, some states made people pay money when they voted. Blacks couldn’t usually afford to pay it. This meant that the only people who ended up voting were whites.

Later on, the government got rid of these practices. It made more laws that made sure that all people could vote. 


Later Laws


For a long time, blacks weren’t treated the same as other Americans. They weren’t slaves any more, but there was still a lot of racism
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  around.

In 1875, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1875. It made it illegal for anyone to refuse to serve someone because of his or her race. It was the first law that made discrimination
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  illegal.

Unfortunately, it didn’t really apply to individual people who didn’t work for the government. The United States would make more laws later, though.

In 1896, the Supreme Court decided that “separate but equal” was okay. Black people and white people could be separated in train cars or buses or stores. That is called segregation. But the things for black people had to be just as good as the things for white people. The court case was called Plessy versus Ferguson. Today we think that is racist and wrong.

More laws eventually ended segregation. The Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s made people listen. The government eventually passed a lot of laws.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 is the most important. It ended a lot of discrimination against African Americans. No public places could separate blacks and whites any more.





Lyndon Johnson signing the Civil Rights Act


Today, race is still an issue. We haven’t solved it yet. Black people (and others, like Latinos), don’t always get the same treatment as white people. It’s a fight we’ll keep on fighting.


Note:




[1]
  Protested means that someone stood up and spoke out against something that’s unfair.




[2]
  Racism is when people treat others differently—and unfairly—because of the color of their skin.




[3]
  Discrimination is unfair treatment of a group of people based on the color of their skin, their religion, their sex, or some other thing that sets them apart.




Discrimination in Twenty-First-Century America



One of the big issues in modern America is immigration. Should the United States let people easily cross its borders from Mexico and other countries? Some people say yes—other people say no, America should keep Mexicans and others from entering the United States so easily. Some Americans also believe that those who are here illegally—without the government’s permission—should be sent back to where they came from. But other Americans believe that this is a form of discrimination against Latinos. 

  Latinos are a group of people who come from Latin America. Latin America includes Central America, South America, and the Caribbean. Most Latinos speak Spanish. They come from a lot of different countries, though. People from Mexico are Latino. People from Puerto Rico are Latino. People from Chile are Latino. Some Latinos are immigrants. They just moved to the United States recently. They were born in another country. Other Latinos were born in the United States. Their families have been here for a long time.

  Latinos are the fastest growing group of people in the United States today. Latino culture is changing the United States. We now eat Latino food, like tacos and nachos. We sing along to Latino musicians. Some of us are even learning Spanish. But some Americans worry that Latinos will change America so that it is no longer the country that was created in 1776. Other Americans, however, insist that the United States has always been a nation of immigrants—and that people from around the world help to make America stronger.

  What do you think?













The economy is a word that has to do with all the ways that a country produces money. It has to do with businesses and farms, jobs and stores. The economy is the big picture that includes all these things.


People from other countries often think about money when they think about America. They watch TV shows and movies that show rich Americans. So they think all Americans are rich.

Many Americans have a lot more money than people have in other parts of the world. They can afford food, homes, and cars. They don’t have to worry about money.

Many other Americans don’t actually have much money. Their jobs don’t pay them enough. Or they can’t find a job. People from other countries don’t always understand that.

You need a lot of money to live in this country. Houses, cars, cell phones, and other things are expensive! 

But overall, the United States is a pretty rich country. People don’t usually starve to death. Many people do have jobs that let them live comfortably. Why is it that the United States has so much money?


Way Back


Part of the answer has to do with the Revolutionary War. One reason the colonists didn’t like the British was because of how the British dealt with money.

Many colonists had their own businesses. They believed that the money they made was for them. They didn’t want to give it away. 

The British thought a little differently. They liked people who had their own businesses. But the point of a business, the British thought, was to make the whole government strong. It wasn’t just for individual people to make money.

The colonists thought the British government was too involved in their businesses. The British ended up taking a lot of money from the colonists through taxes. The colonists wanted it for themselves. 

Then the colonists won. They made sure the government wasn’t like Britain. They protected businesses from the government. 

It mostly worked really well. People made a lot of money. People’s lives got better.


Keeping Up


Later on, more things helped Americans make money. People could trade things across state lines. That helped everyone become richer. Unlimited trade doesn’t always work so well, but it did in the United States.

Copyright laws were important. These meant that anyone who invented something could claim it as theirs. Then they were free to sell their idea. Or they could use it to make money. 

Communication around the country got better. A postal system was set up. A person in Florida could send a letter to a person in Maine. That made doing business with other people a lot easier.

In the 1800s, railroads became a big deal too. Trains crossed the whole country. People could now easily ship something they were selling to people who wanted to buy it in another part of the country. 

All these things helped American businesses get bigger and bigger. And some people got richer and richer.


Big Business


Sometimes businesses got too much money, though. A small business would become successful. Then it grew and grew. It eventually got too much power. It didn’t let other businesses succeed. 

Railroads were one kind of business that grew to be huge. The railroads gave thousands of people jobs. They made a lot of money. Railroad businessmen had a lot of power in the government. They could make sure that laws that helped them were passed. They could destroy laws that would hurt them.

Huge companies were called monopolies. They were the only ones who could sell things in their business. So if a company had a monopoly selling steel, no other company could sell steel. The big company could make people buy steel for a lot of money. There was nowhere else to buy it. 

Some people got richer. But not everyone. The people who ran the businesses got more and more money. They were called “robber barons.” 

Meanwhile, the people who worked for them did not get richer. They sometimes didn’t get much money at all. They had to work in dangerous conditions.  

Eventually the U.S. government stepped in. Those businesses were just too big. The government made them smaller. It outlawed monopolies. Smaller businesses could succeed again.


America Today


Most of us take the way we think about money for granted. But Americans have a special understanding of money. The way we spend it, save it, and give it to other people is very American. Other people think about money differently. 

Some of the time, it works out well. Sometimes it doesn’t. The United States has a lot of money problems. But one thing is true. America is America partly because of how we deal with money. 

The ideas that shaped the United States come from more than two hundred years ago—but over time, those ideas have been changed by what’s gone on in the world. Some ideas still work well for America. Other ideas have needed to be tinkered with a little, so that they work better in the modern world. Sometimes Americans still need to work hard to find ways to live up to the big ideas that formed their nation.

But the important thing is that the United States is built on good ideas—and those ideas still shape what makes America the nation it is today.



The American Economy in the Twenty-First Century



In 2008, the United States’ economy ran into big trouble. Businesses failed. People lost their jobs. The problem just got worse and worse. 

In the midst of this, President Barack Obama was elected President. He was the first black President America had ever had. Many people were excited that this young, intelligent black man would be leading the country. They placed a lot of hope on President Obama.

President Obama had many ideas about how to fix America’s problems. Obama favored a strong central government that would help poor people with health care. He wanted to take action to protect the environment. He wanted to regulate business and place higher taxes on richer Americans. Not everyone agreed with his ideas. Some Americans felt that Obama’s plans would take away the freedoms and rights guaranteed to Americans. They felt President Obama was trying to change important things about the way the United States is run. Other Americans agreed with Obama’s plans. Some of them wanted him to take even stronger action. In a nation that was still sharply divided between Democrats and Republicans, President Obama had to struggle to find compromises.

These are big questions. Discussions about questions like these have been going on for years and years in the United States. In fact, Americans’ right to figure out these answers for themselves is part of what makes the United States so strong!
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