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AP U.S. Government and Politics: 
Foundational Documents Guide 

This document provides an overview of the 9 required foundational documents for the AP 
U.S. Government and Politics exam, as specified by the College Board. These documents are 
essential for understanding the philosophical, historical, and ideological foundations of American 
government. They are frequently referenced in the course and appear on the exam, particularly 
in Free-Response Questions (FRQs) like the Argument Essay (FRQ #4), where you must use 
at least one foundational document as evidence to support your claim. 
For each document, I'll include: 

●​ Key Details: Author, date, and brief summary. 
●​ Why It's Important: Its historical and political significance. 
●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: Potential applications in FRQs or multiple-choice 

questions. 

Study tip: Focus on key excerpts, themes (e.g., federalism, separation of powers, civil rights), 
and connections to constitutional principles. Practice linking these to Supreme Court cases or 
modern politics. 

1. The Declaration of Independence 

●​ Key Details: Written by Thomas Jefferson (primary author), adopted July 4, 1776. It 
declares the colonies' independence from Britain and outlines Enlightenment ideals. 

●​ Why It's Important: It articulates natural rights (life, liberty, pursuit of happiness), 
popular sovereignty, and the right to revolution. It influenced global democratic 
movements and serves as the philosophical foundation for American democracy, 
emphasizing government by consent and equality (though not fully realized at the time). 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: In Argument FRQs to support claims about 
individual rights, limited government, or equality. For example, cite "all men are created 
equal" to explain expansions of civil rights or refute arguments about the government's 
role. It pairs well with cases like Brown v. Board of Education for equality themes. 
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2. The Articles of Confederation 

●​ Key Details: Drafted in 1777, ratified in 1781. The first U.S. governing document, 
creating a loose alliance of states with a weak national government. 

●​ Why It's Important: It highlighted the dangers of excessive state power and a weak 
central authority (e.g., no taxation or regulation of commerce), leading to Shays' 
Rebellion and the push for a stronger Constitution. It represents early experiments in 
federalism and republicanism. 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: To argue about federalism or the need for a 
stronger national government in FRQs. For instance, contrast its weaknesses (e.g., no 
executive branch) with the Constitution's solutions in debates over divided sovereignty. 
Useful in questions on policy-making failures. 

3. The U.S. Constitution 

●​ Key Details: Drafted in 1787 at the Constitutional Convention, ratified in 1788. The 
supreme law of the land, outlining the structure of government. 

●​ Why It's Important: Establishes federalism, separation of powers, checks and balances, 
and protections for individual rights (via amendments). It's a living document, adaptable 
through amendments and interpretation, embodying compromise (e.g., 3/5 Clause, 
Electoral College). 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: Central to nearly all FRQs—use specific 
articles/amendments as evidence (e.g., Article I for Congress's powers). In Argument 
FRQs, cite clauses like the Necessary and Proper Clause for federal power debates. 
Multiple-choice may test interpretation (e.g., commerce clause). 

4. Federalist No. 10 

●​ Key Details: Written by James Madison, 1787 (part of The Federalist Papers). Argues 
for a large republic to control factions. 

●​ Why It's Important: Explains how a diverse, extended republic mitigates the dangers of 
majority factions through representation and pluralism. It defends the Constitution 
against Anti-Federalist fears of centralized power and promotes interest group politics. 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: In FRQs on political participation or 
pluralism—e.g., argue that factions (modern interest groups) are inevitable but 
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controllable. Cite to support claims about democracy's stability or contrast with Brutus 
No. 1 on small vs. large republics. 

5. Brutus No. 1 

●​ Key Details: Written by Robert Yates (pseudonym "Brutus"), 1787 (Anti-Federalist 
essay). Opposes ratification of the Constitution. 

●​ Why It's Important: Warns of the dangers of a strong national government, predicting it 
would erode state sovereignty and individual liberties. It advocates for a bill of rights and 
smaller republics, highlighting fears of tyranny and consolidation of power. 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: As a counterpoint in Argument FRQs—e.g., refute 
Federalist arguments by citing Brutus's concerns about judicial overreach or federal 
taxes. Useful for debates on federalism or the Bill of Rights' necessity. 

6. Federalist No. 51 

●​ Key Details: Written by James Madison, 1788. Discusses separation of powers and 
checks and balances. 

●​ Why It's Important: Argues that "ambition must be made to counteract ambition" 
through institutional design, ensuring no branch dominates. It justifies the Constitution's 
structure to prevent tyranny while allowing effective governance. 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: In FRQs on institutions—e.g., explain 
congressional oversight or judicial review. Cite the "double security" of federalism to 
support arguments about divided power or gridlock. 

7. Federalist No. 70 

●​ Key Details: Written by Alexander Hamilton, 1788. Advocates for a strong, unitary 
executive. 

●​ Why It's Important: Defends an "energetic" president with unity, duration, and adequate 
powers, contrasting with fears of monarchy. It influenced the presidency's design, 
emphasizing decisiveness in foreign affairs and administration. 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: In FRQs on the presidency—e.g., argue for 
executive power in policy implementation or war powers. Cite to discuss imperial 
presidency debates or contrast with Brutus on centralized authority. 
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8. Federalist No. 78 

●​ Key Details: Written by Alexander Hamilton, 1788. Explains the judiciary's role. 
●​ Why It's Important: Establishes judicial review (courts can declare laws 

unconstitutional) and judicial independence (lifetime tenure). It portrays the judiciary as 
the "least dangerous" branch, protecting the Constitution from legislative overreach. 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: Essential for FRQs on the judiciary—e.g., link to 
Marbury v. Madison for judicial review. Use to argue about checks on majority rule or the 
courts' role in civil liberties. 

9. Letter from a Birmingham Jail 

●​ Key Details: Written by Martin Luther King Jr., 1963. A response to white clergymen 
criticizing civil rights protests. 

●​ Why It's Important: Defends nonviolent civil disobedience against unjust laws, drawing 
on natural law and just vs. unjust distinctions. It advances civil rights ideology, linking to 
the Declaration's ideals and critiquing moderate inaction. 

●​ How It Might Be Used on the Exam: In FRQs on civil rights or political 
participation—e.g., argue for social movements' role in change. Cite King's "unjust laws" 
to support claims about equality or contrast with formal institutions. 

Additional Exam Tips 
●​ Integration: These documents often connect—e.g., pair Federalist No. 10 with No. 51 

for institutional design questions. 
●​ Practice: Review excerpts on AP Central. In the Argument FRQ, always use at least one 

as evidence with reasoning. 
●​ Themes: Focus on enduring debates: federalism, rights, democracy vs. republicanism. 
●​ Resources: College Board course description, Khan Academy, or Gilder Lehrman  

 


