
AMERICAN GOVERNMENT 
JUDICIAL BRANCH – CONSTITUTIONAL LAW Name: _______________________________________ 

 

Constitutional Interpretation 

“What does this part of the Constitution actually mean?” 
 

In its original context, the Constitution was written to address the needs of a central government that was 

originally too weak to handle even simple tasks, operating under the Articles of Confederation.  That 

government clearly needed more power, but the question was how much more?  While the Constitution 

ended up creating a system with more power than the central government had under the Articles, it was still 

limited due to the fear that its proponents had of “tyranny of the majority” – of masses of “have-nots” rising 

up and using the power of the government to take wealth away from the “haves” redistributing it.  It is no 

longer the early 19th century, and times have changed, or so some believe.  Because the Constitution is so 

brief, there is often much room for debate about what the words actually mean.  While the actual wording of 

the Constitution does not change, except through the amendment process, the interpretation of the words on 

the page can and does change, depending on who is doing the interpreting.   
 

“Broad” Interpretation “Narrow/Strict” Interpretation 
Those who adopt a “broad” interpretation believe 
that the Constitution was written to be a “living” 
document that should grow and adapt to fit the 
society and culture of the time. 
 

Those who adopt a “narrow” interpretation believe 
that the Constitution established a timeless system 
that was meant to endure over time. 

A broad interpretation is generally favored by those 
who desire to expand government power beyond its 
original, restrictive boundaries. (i.e. “liberals”) 
 

A broad interpretation is generally favored by those 
who believe that government should still be limited 
in its role in society. (i.e. “conservatives”) 

 

Setting Precedent 

“How much would a court decision impact laws and society?” 
 

The Constitution lays out clear roles for each of the branches of government.  The Legislative writes the laws, 

the Executive enforces and carries out the laws, and the Judicial interprets the laws.  Sometimes, though, a 

court decision about what a law “means” can have significant impact on other laws, to the point of actually 

changing or eliminating them.  Judges and justices take this into consideration when making a ruling, 

especially at higher levels such as the federal Circuit Courts of Appeal and the Supreme Court, since their 

decisions have the potential to affect so many people – even the whole country. 

 

Judicial Activism Judicial Restraint 
When judges and justices make decisions in their 
rulings that have sweeping effects, overturning 
existing laws, usually in order to protect (or create a 
new) “right.”  Example: Roe v. Wade overturned anti-
abortion laws in a majority of states across the US. 

When judges and justices limit the scope of their 
decisions in their rulings, to refrain from making 

major changes that would affect laws.  Often, they 
will reject a case, preferring to leave such decisions 

for legislatures to decide when making laws. 
 

 


