The Great Amendments Explanation Page!

The Amendments of the Constitution- The only way to change or fix the constitution is to amend it.  This process is very long and hard to do.  Most of the people in the USA must be involved for it to happen, so any amendment that gets passed is supported by most of the people in the USA.

Links in blue go to the actual text of the Constitution.  From there you can click on the history that led to each one.  I have made the most significant and important Amendments darker so you can concentrate on the good stuff, but all of them are allowed for your assignments.

The 1st Amendment guarantees the right Freedom of Speech and Press, Freedom of Assembly, and Freedom of Religion.  This means people can talk about anything they want to (Freedom of Speech).  They can write about anything too and publish it so others can read it too (Freedom of the Press).  They can criticize the government or the laws or anything else and the government cannot punish them.  It also means people can gather in a place to talk or argue or just to try to get others to agree with them (Freedom of Assembly).  Together, these rights guarantee that the people of the USA can talk about problems, come up with solutions and get enough people on their side to win an election.  Without these rights, we could not have an effective democracy.  Freedom of religion allows people to practice whatever religion they want to.

The 2nd Amendment protects the right to own guns. The idea was that people in the US needed guns to protect themselves from people outside the US (especially Native Americans and the French who were always attacking) There is debate whether this is a right that protects the state, or a right that protects individuals.

The 3rd Amendment guarantees that the army cannot force homeowners to let soldiers live in their houses eat their food (and often romance their daughters and spying on the families they lived with).

The 4th Amendment prevents the government from taking property, papers, or people, without a valid warrant based on probable cause (good reason and evidence that a crime has been committed).  This is known as the No Search And Seizure Rule.

The 5th Amendment has many pieces.  

· One pieces says a person cannot be held for committing a crime unless the police follow the rules.

· Another says that a person may not be tried twice for the same crime. 

· A third part says that a person cannot be forced to testify against themself.

· Another piece explains that the government cannot take a person’s property (Like land for a public road) without paying for it.

· It also contains due process guarantees.  Due Process rights say that the Government cannot take a person’s life, freedom to move about, or their property without following a specific set of just rules. 

The 6th Amendment guarantees a number of things.

· First, everyone has a right to a speedy trial.  This means that anyone accused of a crime must have their trial in less than 100 days.  That way, the government can’t lock a person up forever and never give them a chance to clear their name.  

· They have the right to an impartial jury.  The government can’t stack a Jury of people who are already against the accused.   

· The accused can confront witnesses against them.  Every defendant has the right to talk directly to the person who has accused them of a crime so that someone who has a grudge can’t get their enemy in trouble with the law for spite.

· Finally, the accused must be allowed to have a lawyer.    If they cannot afford one, the government must get them one. 

The 7th Amendment guarantees a jury trial in federal civil court cases. This type of case is normally no longer heard in federal court.

The 8th Amendment guarantees that punishments will be fair, and not cruel, and that extraordinarily large fines will not be set.  That way, the government can’t use torture or pick someone up on a small infraction and keep them in jail because the person can’t pay a huge bail amount (like setting bail at $10,000 for jay walking)

The 9th Amendment is simply a statement that other rights aside from those listed may exist, and just because they are not listed doesn't mean they can be violated.  This is the Catch All that the founding fathers put in the Amendments in case they forgot something.

The 10th Amendment is the subject of some debate, but essentially it states that any power not granted to the federal government belongs to the states or to the people. Some people say this means ANY power not specifically given to the Federal Government, belongs to the states.  Others say that a number of powers are Implied by other things and that this means the Federal government can claim them.

The 11th Amendment more clearly defines the original jurisdiction of the Supreme Court concerning a suit brought against a state by a citizen of another state.

The 12th Amendment redefines how the President and Vice-President are chosen by the Electoral College, making the two positions cooperative, rather than first and second highest vote-getters. It also ensures that anyone who becomes Vice-President must be eligible to become President.

The 13th Amendment abolished slavery in the entire United States.

The 14th Amendment ensured that all citizens of all states enjoyed not only rights on the federal level, but on the state level, too. That means that Due Process must be followed by the state governments as well as the federal government.  This amendment also smoothed over some of the complications left by the end of the Civil War.  

The 15th Amendment ensured that race could not be used as a criteria for voting.  No one could pass a law that said a person couldn’t vote because of the color of their skin or their heritage.

The 16th Amendment authorizes the United States to collect income tax without regard to the population of the states.

The 17th Amendment shifted the choosing of Senators from the state legislatures to the people of the states.

The 18th Amendment abolished the sale or manufacture of alcohol in the United States. This amendment was later repealed (erased).

The 19th Amendment ensures that sex could not be used as a criteria for voting.  It gave women the right to vote.

The 20th Amendment set new start dates for the terms of the Congress and the President, and clarifies how the deaths of Presidents before swearing-in would be handled.

The 21st Amendment repealed the 18th Amendment.  People could drink booze legally again!

The 22nd Amendment set a limit on the number of times a President could be elected - two four-year terms. It has one exception for a Vice-President who assumes the Presidency after the death or removal of the President, establishing the maximum term of any President to 10 years.

The 23rd Amendment grants the District of Columbia (Washington D.C.) the right to three electors in Presidential elections.

The 24th Amendment ensured that no tax could be charged to vote for any federal office.  Taxes had been set so high that poor people couldn’t vote.  They couldn’t afford to pay the tax and buy food too.  This mostly affected minorities in the South.  This policy took away Democracy which says the people decide what happens by voting for what they want.

The 25th Amendment clarifies even further the line of succession to the Presidency, and establishes rules for a President who becomes unable to perform his duties while in office.

The 26th Amendment ensures that any person 18 or over may vote.

The 27th Amendment requires that any law that increased the pay of legislators may not take effect until after an election.

