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Citizen Legislator… 
 

IS AMERICA A DEMOCRACY OR… (Part 1) 

 

 
 

 
In Americans’ “Popular Imagination” Abraham Lincoln stands not only as a 
historic national leader, but also as the great exponent of the virtues of 
democracy.  In describing the U.S. government as being “of the people, by 
the people and for the people,” he articulated one of our nation’s most 
cherished ideals. 
 
To be an American is to embrace and believe in the superiority of democracy 
as the ideal form of government.  With the elections happening in November 
2024, the advocates for democratic action are again out in force, with the 
familiar rallying cries: “Get out and vote!” “Make sure to register!” “Power to 
the people!” 
 
Advocates of more democracy even have gone so far as to call for abolishing 
some of our American institutions.  These proposals range from getting rid of 
the Electoral College, to blocking the confirmation of “unpopular” Supreme 
Court justices, to tying representation in the U.S. Senate to state 
populations, rather than retaining equal representation. 
 
The rationale for such drastic changes is that the institutions in question just 
aren’t democratic enough. 
 
After all, there’s no higher political value than always responding to the will 
of the majority of people - RIGHT? 

http://rmc.library.cornell.edu/gettysburg/good_cause/transcript.htm
http://rmc.library.cornell.edu/gettysburg/good_cause/transcript.htm
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/tyler-lewis/why-we-should-abolish-the_1_b_8961256.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/tyler-lewis/why-we-should-abolish-the_1_b_8961256.html
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/08/poll-kavanaugh-is-the-most-unpopular-court-pick-in-decades.html
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/08/poll-kavanaugh-is-the-most-unpopular-court-pick-in-decades.html
https://www.cnn.com/2018/07/10/politics/small-states-supreme-court/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2018/07/10/politics/small-states-supreme-court/index.html
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WRONG! 
 
Contrary to catchy slogans, memes and other slick forms of electioneering, 
the government of the United States was never intended to be a pure 
democracy.  In fact, most of the institutions’ activists complain about today, 
were designed to thwart the pernicious effects of Too Much Democracy! 
 
They’re anti-democratic by design.  Rather than flaws that require remedy, 
these institutions were (and are) essential safeguards for individual liberty. 
 
The Framers knew that in its pure form democracy could be dangerous. 
 
The writings of the founding era are filled with warnings of this fact: 
 

• “Real liberty is not found in the extremes of democracy, but in 
moderate governments,” Alexander Hamilton wrote. “If we incline 
too much to democracy we shall soon shoot into a monarchy, or 
some other form of a dictatorship.” 

• Thomas Jefferson lamented that “a democracy is nothing more 
than mob rule, where 51 percent of the people may take away the 
rights of the other 49.” 

• James Madison argued that democracies “have ever been 
spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever been 
incompatible with personal security or the rights of property; and 
have in general been as short in their lives as they have been 
violent in their deaths.” 

• John Adams concluded that democracy “never lasts long. It soon 
wastes, exhausts and murders itself. There never was a 
democracy yet that did not commit suicide.” 
 

Despite what many of today’s activists would have us believe, the anti-
democratic institutions of the American Republic are just as vital now as they 
were over 200 years ago. 
 
For example, the Electoral College ensures that individuals elected to the 
presidency don’t only have the support of the population-heavy coasts, but 
broad support throughout the entire country.  The function of the Electoral 
College is to respect and represent the States as sovereign entities within 
our federal system – after all, the States created the Federal government. 
 
Likewise for the Senate...  Each state is represented equally in the Senate, 
irrespective of population, size or prestige.  As a check upon democratic 
extremes, the Senate was even more effective before the unfortunate 
enactment of the 17th Amendment in 1913, subjecting Senators to direct 
election by voters, rather than by the individual state legislatures. 

https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/what-would-senate-look-like-without-the-17th-amendment
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Finally, the Supreme Court is perhaps the least democratic institution of all.  
The court’s members are given lifetime appointments by presidents elected 
via the Electoral College, subject to no democratic oversight or elections. 
Justices are called upon to decide cases and controversies according to what 
the law demands, not according to their personal preferences or the passions 
and prejudices of the electorate. 
 
Even Lincoln, and contrary to “Popular Imagination,” understood the role our 
institutions play in tempering democracy’s excesses and ensuring 
deliberation, balance and stability.  As he noted in an 1856 speech: “Don’t 
interfere with anything in the Constitution.  That must be maintained, for it is 
the only safeguard of our liberties.  And not to Democrats alone do I make 
this appeal, but to all who love these great and true principles.” 
 
The advocates for increased democracy would do well to remember Lincoln’s 
wise warning.  Their demand for more democracy may stem from genuine 
concern and a desire for “progress.”  But in seeking to undermine or cast 
aside the less democratic institutions of the American system, they show a 
vast misunderstanding and lack of appreciation for our unique system of 
government. 
 

In the United States, the people rule, but only through institutions 
designed to protect the individual and minority from the tyranny of the 

majority.  That system is worth protecting and preserving. 
 
So, Let’s Call It Like It Is:  We’re a Federal Constitutional Republic with 
three separate branches of Government… (1)  the President of the United States 
(the head of state and the Executive Branch), (2)  Congress (the Legislative Branch), 
and (3)  the Courts (the Judicial Branch), and sharing sovereignty with the State 
Governments under the doctrine of Federalism. 
 
Linda Brickman, 
Director of Legislative Affairs for MCRC and LD2 
EMAIL:  luvbug1611@cox.net  
CELL:  602-330-9422 
 
 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/l/lincoln/lincoln2/1:391?rgn=div1;view=fulltext
mailto:luvbug1611@cox.net

