
The Bill of Rights is not separate from the twenty-seven amendments as if it belongs 
somewhere else. It is the name we give to the first ten amendments. So when we say “the 
twenty-seven amendments,” the Bill of Rights is included inside that number. The first 
ten amendments were proposed by Congress on September 25, 1789, and ratified on 
December 15, 1791. The National Archives explains that Congress originally proposed 
twelve amendments, but only ten were ratified at that time; those ten became the Bill of 
Rights. The Twenty-Seventh Amendment was actually one of the original twelve 
proposals from 1789, but it was not ratified until May 7, 1992.  

The First Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, protects freedom of religion, speech, 
press, assembly, and petition. This amendment is about protecting the mind, the mouth, 
the conscience, and the public voice from government control. It means the government 
cannot force one national religion on the people, punish people simply for disagreeing 
with leaders, shut down the press because it dislikes criticism, stop peaceful public 
gathering, or block citizens from asking the government to correct wrongs. This 
amendment is one of the deepest protections in American life because it guards the 
people’s ability to think, worship, speak, organize, criticize, and demand change. 

The Second Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, protects the right to keep and bear 
arms. To understand it, readers need to know that the early United States feared both 
outside attack and government tyranny. The amendment connects the idea of a “well 
regulated Militia” with the right of the people to possess arms. Over time, Americans 
have argued intensely about how to understand this amendment, especially the 
relationship between individual gun ownership, public safety, militias, and government 
regulation. At its core, though, the amendment deals with armed self-defense, civic 
defense, and limits on government power. 

The Third Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, says soldiers cannot be forced into 
people’s homes during peacetime without the owner’s consent, and during wartime only 
according to law. This amendment came from colonial anger toward British practices 
before the Revolution, when colonists feared military intrusion into private homes. Today, 
this amendment is not discussed as often as the others, but its meaning is still 
important. It protects the home from military occupation and reminds us that private 
living space should not be casually invaded by the government. 

The Fourth Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, protects people from unreasonable 
searches and seizures. This is the amendment that says government officers generally 
need a proper legal reason before searching your home, body, papers, car, phone, or 
property. It also says warrants must be based on probable cause and must describe the 
place to be searched and the things to be seized. In plain language, the government 
cannot just go digging through your life because it feels like it. The Fourth Amendment 
stands between the individual and abusive investigation. 



The Fifth Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, gives several protections in criminal 
and legal matters. It protects against being forced to testify against yourself, which is 
why people say they “plead the Fifth.” It protects against double jeopardy, meaning the 
government cannot keep trying you again and again for the same offense after a proper 
final result. It requires due process, meaning the government must follow fair legal 
procedures before taking life, liberty, or property. It also contains the takings clause, 
which says private property cannot be taken for public use without just compensation. 
This amendment is about preventing the government from overpowering a person 
through pressure, unfair procedure, or repeated prosecution. 

The Sixth Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, protects people accused of crimes. It 
gives the accused the right to a speedy and public trial, an impartial jury, notice of the 
accusation, confrontation of witnesses, the ability to call witnesses, and assistance of 
counsel. In everyday language, this means the government cannot secretly accuse you, 
hold you forever without trial, hide the charges, block you from challenging witnesses, or 
leave you defenseless in court. The Sixth Amendment is about making sure criminal 
prosecution is not just powerful, but also fair. 

The Seventh Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, protects the right to a jury trial in 
certain civil cases. A civil case is not usually about jail or criminal punishment. It is often 
about money, injury, contracts, property, or disputes between people or organizations. 
This amendment matters because it keeps ordinary citizens involved in the justice 
system, not just judges and lawyers. It says that in important civil disputes, people may 
have the right to let a jury hear the facts and decide. 

The Eighth Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, prohibits excessive bail, excessive 
fines, and cruel and unusual punishment. This amendment is about restraint. Even when 
a person is accused or convicted, the government does not get unlimited power to 
punish, overcharge, or abuse. Bail should not be used simply to crush someone. Fines 
should not be wildly out of proportion. Punishment should not become torture or 
barbaric treatment. The Eighth Amendment reminds readers that justice without limits 
can become cruelty. 

The Ninth Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, says that the listing of certain rights 
in the Constitution does not mean the people have only those rights. This is one of the 
most important amendments for mature readers because it protects against a narrow 
reading of liberty. The founders knew they could not write down every possible human 
right. So this amendment says, in effect, do not assume that a right does not exist just 
because it is not specifically named in the Constitution. It protects the idea that the 
people’s rights are broader than the written list. 

The Tenth Amendment, ratified December 15, 1791, says powers not given to the federal 
government, and not prohibited to the states, are reserved to the states or to the people. 
This amendment is about federalism, which means power is divided between the national 
government and state governments. The federal government is not supposed to have 



every power. States keep many powers, and the people keep powers too. The Tenth 
Amendment is one reason American government is not one single central authority 
controlling everything from the top. 

That completes the Bill of Rights, but it does not complete the amendments. The first ten 
amendments are the Bill of Rights, and amendments eleven through twenty-seven came 
later as the country faced new problems, corrected old structures, expanded rights, 
fought over power, and adjusted how government works. The Senate summarizes it 
plainly: the Constitution has been amended twenty-seven times, and the first ten 
amendments are the Bill of Rights.  

The Eleventh Amendment was proposed March 4, 1794, and ratified February 7, 1795. It 
limits the ability of individuals to sue states in federal court. This came after early conflict 
over whether a citizen of one state could sue another state. The amendment 
strengthened state sovereign immunity, meaning states have a certain protection from 
being dragged into federal court without consent. In plain language, it helped protect 
states from some lawsuits and clarified that states are not just ordinary defendants like 
private people. 

The Twelfth Amendment was proposed December 9, 1803, and ratified June 15, 1804. It 
changed the way the president and vice president are elected through the Electoral 
College. Before this amendment, the system could create confusion because electors did 
not vote separately for president and vice president in the way we understand now. The 
election of 1800 exposed that weakness. The Twelfth Amendment helped separate the 
voting process for president and vice president, making the system more workable for 
political parties and national elections.  

The Thirteenth Amendment was proposed January 31, 1865, and ratified December 6, 
1865. It abolished slavery and involuntary servitude, except as punishment for crime after 
conviction. This amendment is one of the most morally important changes in American 
history. The original Constitution tolerated slavery without using the word directly in the 
main text. After the Civil War, the Thirteenth Amendment made slavery unconstitutional. 
It did not instantly create equality, but it destroyed the legal foundation of human 
bondage in the United States. 

The Fourteenth Amendment was proposed June 13, 1866, and ratified July 9, 1868. This 
amendment is enormous. It defines national citizenship, protects due process, requires 
equal protection of the laws, and limits states from violating basic rights. It was created 
after the Civil War because formerly enslaved people needed more than freedom from 
slavery; they needed citizenship and legal protection. The Fourteenth Amendment is the 
foundation for many later civil rights cases because it tells states that they cannot deny 
people equal protection or basic legal fairness. 

The Fifteenth Amendment was proposed February 26, 1869, and ratified February 3, 1870. 
It says the right to vote cannot be denied because of race, color, or previous condition of 



servitude. This amendment was meant to protect Black men’s voting rights after the Civil 
War. The painful truth is that many states later used poll taxes, literacy tests, 
intimidation, violence, and other tactics to block Black voters anyway. So the amendment 
was powerful in principle, but the fight to enforce it lasted for generations. 

The Sixteenth Amendment was proposed July 2, 1909, and ratified February 3, 1913. It 
gave Congress clear constitutional authority to collect a federal income tax. Before this 
amendment, there were constitutional limits and court disputes over direct taxes. This 
amendment changed the financial power of the federal government because income tax 
became a major source of federal revenue. In plain language, it helped create the modern 
federal government’s ability to fund large national programs, wars, agencies, and 
services. 

The Seventeenth Amendment was proposed May 13, 1912, and ratified April 8, 1913. It 
changed how United States senators are chosen. Before this amendment, senators were 
selected by state legislatures. After this amendment, senators were elected directly by 
the people of each state. This made the Senate more democratic because voters, not 
state politicians, chose senators. It also reduced the power of state legislatures over the 
federal government. 

The Eighteenth Amendment was proposed December 18, 1917, and ratified January 16, 
1919. It created Prohibition, which banned the manufacture, sale, and transportation of 
intoxicating liquors in the United States. It did not make drinking itself unconstitutional in 
every private sense, but it attacked the alcohol business and alcohol distribution. 
Supporters believed alcohol was damaging families, work, morality, and public order. In 
practice, Prohibition created major enforcement problems, illegal markets, organized 
crime, and public resistance. 

The Nineteenth Amendment was proposed June 4, 1919, and ratified August 18, 1920. It 
says the right to vote cannot be denied because of sex. This amendment gave women 
constitutional protection for voting rights after a long suffrage movement. It did not mean 
every woman had equal access to the ballot immediately, especially women of color who 
still faced racial barriers, but it was a major constitutional victory. It changed American 
democracy by recognizing that women could not be excluded from voting simply 
because they were women. 

The Twentieth Amendment was proposed March 2, 1932, and ratified January 23, 1933. It 
changed the dates when presidents, vice presidents, and members of Congress begin 
and end their terms. Before this, there was a long “lame duck” period after elections, 
where outgoing officials could remain in office for months after losing power. This 
amendment shortened that waiting period. It moved the president’s term beginning to 
January 20 and Congress’s term beginning to January 3. The Congressional Research 
Service’s Constitution Annotated notes that ratification was completed on January 23, 
1933.  



The Twenty-First Amendment was proposed February 20, 1933, and ratified December 5, 
1933. It repealed the Eighteenth Amendment and ended national Prohibition. This is the 
only amendment that repeals another amendment. It is also the only amendment ratified 
by state conventions instead of state legislatures. Its lesson is important: the 
Constitution can be changed not only to create a rule, but also to admit that a rule failed. 
Prohibition was judged by many Americans to have created more problems than it 
solved, so the country reversed course. 

The Twenty-Second Amendment was proposed March 21, 1947, and ratified February 27, 
1951. It limits a president to being elected to two terms. This came after Franklin D. 
Roosevelt was elected president four times. Before Roosevelt, presidents traditionally 
followed George Washington’s example of serving no more than two terms, but that was 
tradition, not constitutional law. The Twenty-Second Amendment turned that tradition 
into a legal limit. It is about preventing one person from holding presidential power too 
long. 

The Twenty-Third Amendment was proposed June 16, 1960, and ratified March 29, 1961. 
It gave Washington, D.C., electoral votes in presidential elections. Before this 
amendment, residents of the nation’s capital did not have a voice in choosing the 
president through the Electoral College. The amendment did not make D.C. a state, and it 
did not give it full congressional voting representation, but it did give D.C. voters 
participation in presidential elections. 

The Twenty-Fourth Amendment was proposed August 27, 1962, and ratified January 23, 
1964. It banned poll taxes in federal elections. A poll tax was a fee people had to pay to 
vote, and it was used especially in the South to suppress Black voters and poor voters. 
The amendment matters because rights can be blocked not only by saying “you cannot 
vote,” but also by putting a cost, test, threat, or barrier in front of the ballot. The 
Twenty-Fourth Amendment attacked one of those barriers directly. 

The Twenty-Fifth Amendment was proposed July 6, 1965, and ratified February 10, 1967. 
It deals with presidential disability, succession, and vice presidential vacancies. In simple 
terms, it explains what happens if a president dies, resigns, is removed, or cannot 
perform the duties of the office. It also creates a process for filling a vice presidential 
vacancy. This became especially important after the assassination of President John F. 
Kennedy because the country needed clearer rules for presidential continuity during 
crisis. 

The Twenty-Sixth Amendment was proposed March 23, 1971, and ratified July 1, 1971. It 
lowered the voting age to eighteen. The background was the Vietnam War era, when 
young people could be drafted to fight but many could not vote. The common argument 
was, if a person is old enough to be sent to war, that person is old enough to vote. This 
amendment expanded democracy by bringing younger adults into the electorate. 



The Twenty-Seventh Amendment was proposed September 25, 1789, and ratified May 7, 
1992. It says that a law changing the pay of senators and representatives cannot take 
effect until after an election of representatives has occurred. In plain language, Congress 
cannot give itself an immediate pay raise without voters having a chance to respond at 
the ballot box. This amendment has one of the strangest histories because it was part of 
the original group of amendments proposed in 1789, but it took more than two hundred 
years to become part of the Constitution. The Senate notes that this amendment was 
ratified in 1992 after being submitted to the states 203 years earlier.  

When readers step back and look at all twenty-seven amendments together, they can see 
that the Constitution did not remain frozen in 1787. The Bill of Rights protected individual 
liberty against government power. The Civil War amendments abolished slavery, created 
citizenship and equal protection, and protected voting rights regardless of race. Later 
amendments changed taxation, elections, presidential terms, voting access, succession, 
and congressional pay. Some amendments expanded rights. Some corrected 
government structure. One amendment created Prohibition, and another repealed it. The 
story of the amendments is really the story of the country trying to repair, restrain, 
expand, and clarify its own government over time. 

 

 


