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Abstract 

For decades, the United States has been seen and proclaimed itself to be the pinnacle of a free 

and democratic society. But in recent years those assurances have appeared to have been 

unsuccessful in swaying not only outsiders, but the American people as well. This paper aims to 

examine the causes of waning confidence in the American government and the dangers we face 

now that this sentiment has taken hold. It will mainly address three things which have been 

deemed crucial to democracy: citizen participation, a strong middle class and widespread 

education. Using evidence gathered on the condition of those key areas, this paper will 

illustrate that the United States faces some immense challenges and has suffered some severe 

breakdowns, but that a recovery is not impossible.  
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Slumbering Giants & Waking Nightmares: The State of Democracy in The United States 

Some of my contemporaries are eager to point to works like the Federalist 

Papers or the influence of thinkers like Plato on the Founding Fathers and assert that 

here lies the undeniable truth that democracy in the United States was never really a 

democracy at all. That from the outset, the old idea of a ruling “guardian” elite that was 

to hold the real power was present and that the people were to hold as little power as 

possible. This train of thought, though understandable, has the tendency to lead people 

down a dark path. Because it breeds the idea that our government was designed from 

the outset to ignore the cries of the ordinary citizen, while serving the ruling elite. So, if 

our system was rigged from the start, the question becomes how do we create change? 

This is where the real danger begins. Most often the answer is revolution and 

redistribution. But these people often ignore the most crucial question in this 

conversation: what are the reasons for adopting democracy? If they examined that 

question, they would find that the Founding Fathers had an exceptionally good reason 

for constructing the government the way they did. So why do we adopt democracy? As 

Milton Friedman once wrote:  

Our minds tell us, and history confirms, that the great threat to freedom is the   

concentration of power. Government is necessary to preserve our freedom, it is 

an instrument through which we can exercise our freedom; yet by concentrating 

power in political hands, it is also a threat to freedom. Even though the men who 

wield this power initially be of good will and even though they be not corrupted 
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by the power they exercise, the power will both attract and form men of a 

different stamp. (Friedman, 2003, as cited in Miroff et al., 2004, p. 93) 

As Friedman explains, history and personal experience warns that positions of power, 

particularly political power, are apt to fall into the hands of tyrants. The real reason for 

adopting democracy is, therefore, not because everyone deserves to have an equal say, 

but because it is the only way to guard against tyranny. No one person or group can be 

trusted enough to have unchecked power over their neighbors. A recognition of this fact 

is what led the Founding Fathers to establish a system of checks and balances, though 

how well that system has worked is under near constant debate.  

The basis of democracy is not well known however, a critical error which leaves 

the populace to be preyed upon by radical ideologies which promise to overthrow the 

system in order for a new, more equitable system to rise out of the ashes. But it would 

be far from any honest view of the current state of affairs in America to paint a purely 

rosy picture. Any person with even a modicum of knowledge about American politics, 

could no doubt name at least five problems plaguing our government, at least in their 

view. But when it comes time to develop a solution, here is where those who 

understand the basis and workings of democracy and those who do not part ways. The 

latter views the system (and when I say “the system” I am referring to the mechanisms 

of the United States government, which necessarily includes capitalism) as a means of 

oppression which prevents marginalized groups from partaking in the supposed wealth 

of democracy and capitalism, which is in reality, solely for the elites or bourgeoisie. This 
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train of thought, once again, leads to the idea that only heavy modification of the 

system, or a complete dismantling of the system can bring about a true state of equity. 

While the former views the system as a necessary evil, one that while apt to corruption 

and incompetence, is also the instrument of our freedom and our protection. This is a 

bitter pill to swallow; it certainly sounds paradoxical. How could our greatest protector 

simultaneously be our greatest threat? But all relationships are the same, the people 

who are closest and most trusted can ultimately do the most harm. We have a certain 

disgust when such a relationship is broken, i.e. an abusive parent, an unfaithful spouse, 

or a cruel schoolteacher. Though just as how the fear of betrayal does not stop us from 

bonding with our parents, pursuing love, or attending school, at least before our trust is 

broken, we must not give up on democracy. This is where some would posit the 

objection: but our trust has been broken, we cannot sit here and trust the system any 

longer. The idea, however, is not to have a childlike view of the government in which 

everyone is good, it is to put away that childish view and realize the reality while 

remaining optimistic. Nihilism about the state of democracy will breed nothing positive. 

They must realize that the means of improving the system, however broken it is, lies 

within that system, not externally. So now comes the question, how broken is the 

system? It is this critical question that we will attempt to answer next, as we cannot 

begin repairs until we have assessed the damages. 

Slacktivists & Couch Potatoes: The Question of Citizen Participation 
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Democracy obviously requires the input of citizens to function and the 

implementation of that input, at least occasionally, to be considered a true democracy. 

So how has the United States done on that front? Well, there is good news and bad 

news. The good news is that the United States has made some great progress in 

response to overwhelming citizen support for certain causes, at least throughout its 

lifetime, certainly in the twentieth century. The bad news, however, is a little more 

complicated. There has been an unsettling decline in faith in the government for the last 

few decades. One study even found that four out of five people agree that 

governmental leaders will say anything to get in office, then never deliver, favoring a 

pursuit of their own interest (Alperovitz, 2006). The simple fact that one can understand 

their sentiment, or even hold it themselves, is indicative of a larger problem. That 

problem is that their assessment is quite often correct. Many politicians will provide the 

public with every assurance during their campaign, though never intending to take any 

real action. They know not to rock the boat. The reason that this fact is so important to 

the question of citizen participation is because this sentiment, which can pass for 

realism at its best and governmental nihilism at its worst, has a tangible effect on voter 

turnout. For example, in the 1996 presidential election between Clinton, Dole and Perot, 

just under fifty percent of the voting age population participated (Putnam, 2003, as 

cited in Miroff et al., 2004). The abysmal participation in the 1996 election, however, 

was far from being a fluke. It was, in fact, just another instance of the overall trend of 

low participation being experienced in the United States. Voters regularly fail to turn out 

in any sizeable numbers for presidential elections and the situation is demonstrably 
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worse in state and local elections. This is the reason why the United Sates ranks lowest 

in voter turnout when compared to the other major democracies (Piven & Cloward, 

2006, as cited in Grover & Peschek, 2012). While the United States is falling behind in 

terms of participation, it would be remiss to ignore the fact that some elections cause 

peaks and valleys. Such as in the case of the 2008 presidential election, where 57.1 

percent of the voting age population participated (University of California, Santa 

Barbara (UCSB), n.d.). But this is, again, indicative of a larger problem. A certain 

percentage of the voting age population is roused when they deem it to be an important 

election, quite understandably. The problem is that these voters and many more might I 

add, should consider every election important. This is where some theorists have come 

to help ease our civic conscience by assuring us that the system is balanced by people 

abstaining to vote. Some have even theorized that nonvoting is a sign of contentment 

with the system (Piven & Cloward, 2006, as cited in Grover & Peschek, 2012). There are 

problems with both views, but we will first address the idea of balancing the system.  

This notion seems to stem from three main points. One, that leaders require 

some wiggle-room with which to work, that is, they cannot cater to everyone’s 

happiness all the time. Two, that nonvoting helps reduce conflict. Just as someone who 

hates sports is unlikely to enter a brawl because of any one team losing or winning, 

nonvoters are less likely to engage in politically based altercations. Three, that 

nonvoting helps protect against “the tyranny of the majority”. The tyranny of the 

majority is an old democratic problem; if everyone gets an equal say, how are we 
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supposed to prevent fifty-one percent of the population from imposing tyranny on the 

other forty-nine? We are admittedly less likely to succumb to this threat as a republic, 

but the danger is not gone. If there is an issue which is strong enough to cause a 

significant portion of the traditionally nonvoting sector to vote, it is something which 

most likely stirs emotion and/or is polarizing. This is where the danger really sets in, as 

the emotion swells within the populace, those who wish to do harm are likely to emerge 

and seize this opportunity to further their cause. This can lead to rash decisions and in 

the worst-case scenario, the tyranny of the majority becoming more than a theoretical 

problem as the majority swiftly acts to resolve this issue by penalizing the minority in 

some way. The entrance of those who are traditionally nonvoters is not even required 

for the threat to be realized, but it would be likely if such an issue occurred. But let us 

not go drawing long faces, this is one of the least dangerous scenarios which we face. 

The danger which is more likely is also more manageable, that is the tyranny of the 

minority.  

One can admit it sounds foolish, paradoxical even. How can a minority impose 

tyranny on the majority? But rest assured you that is one of the most real threats we 

face as a democracy today. The way in which our system is set up favors those who have 

loud voices. The trouble is that often the loudest voices are situated in the minority, 

hence the moniker “vocal minority”. This is true not only in politics, but in many other 

facets of our society as well. Someone writing a restaurant review, for example, is often 

more likely to leave a negative review than a positive one, because they were so upset 
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at the quality of their service that they took the time to leave a review, either out of 

spite or a sense of duty to warn others, or maybe both. This is compared to the average 

diner who enjoyed their meal and decided to express their satisfaction with continued 

patronage instead of a review, though there are certainly some who do both. But if you 

were to look up this restaurant and saw that it had more negative reviews than positive, 

you would most likely avoid the establishment, even though in reality, the majority of 

customers enjoyed their experience. Here we begin to understand the danger of the 

tyranny of the minority. The vocal minority was able to taint your view of reality 

because the majority decided to stay silent. This is where the other part of the problem 

surfaces. The majority has the tendency to acquiesce to the minority, not because they 

agree, but because they cannot be bothered to or do not want to publicly disagree with 

the minority, whose voice is amplified by the silence of others, like an echo. This 

acquiescence is what really allows the minority to take control and it is all too common 

in our time. The government and corporations only comply with them because they 

think that they are speaking for the majority or are at least more willing to act than the 

majority. Because of this, they bend the knee. Though it is not just a civic minority, it can 

also be a minority of bankers, CEOs, or politicians which gain acquiescence from the 

majority who oppose their practices, but are too disorganized, uniformed, and nihilistic 

to challenge them. This is the real threat of individualism, at least irresponsible 

individualism. We must maintain something referred to as social capital to ward off this 

threat. Social capital means the social bonds and connections between individuals, such 

as those we create when we do business, go to school, shop, participate in clubs or 
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societies, and the values and trust those relationships are built on (Putnam, 2003, as 

cited in Miroff et al., 2004). The demolition of social capital is one of the goals of 

authoritarian regimes, such as the Soviet Union. Soviet defector Yuri Bezmenov warned 

during the Cold War that the Soviet Union was trying to “subvert” the United States and 

other Western nations. He explained that the word subversion in Soviet terminology 

always meant a destructive activity which is designed to destroy the nation or 

geographical area of your enemy. This activity was mainly through ideological means, as 

they supported and created anti-government, anti-Western, anti-religious, and anti-

capitalist groups and sentiments through various means. But he stated that this 

subversion could only take place in an area which allows itself to be subverted, like the 

United States. If the subversion is continued unopposed, traditional institutions and 

relationships will begin to crumble. He also warned not to allow the government to 

disrupt interpersonal relationships and therefore disrupt social capital because this is 

how they begin to solidify their power and encourage submission to the authoritarian 

system (Bezmenov, n.d., as cited in Sengupta, 2020). As one author states:   

The desire to avoid conflicting influences on their citizens’ loyalty to the state is a 

major reason totalitarian systems strive to incorporate every segment of the 

individual’s life into groups controlled by state dogma. (Heineman, 1996) 

This does not mean, however, that every movement is co-opted by foreign agents, nor 

does it mean that any given decrease in traditional social relationships is the product of 

subversion. But there should be no doubt in your mind that subversion is still taking 
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place, in fact, you can observe subversion if you pay close enough attention to society. 

Subversion is not often cloak and dagger work, it supports popular movements, helps 

kickstart unrest, infiltrates education systems, and encourages radical ideologies. While 

they are certainly not the largest group, they knowingly add fuel to the fire in the hopes 

of causing collapse from within. As President Lincoln famously said, “A house divided 

against itself cannot stand”. Once organized subversion starts, it is extremely hard to 

combat. But we can help stop it if we learn how to combat the tyranny of the minority. 

There is one effective way to combat it: use your voice and speak out against the vocal 

minority, make your voice just as loud as theirs. If the system realizes that the 

overwhelming majority of people are against the ideas and changes championed by the 

minority, they will not give in. Nonvoting does not help balance the system, it helps 

create imbalance.  

The claim made by some scholars that nonvoting is a sign of contentment with 

the political status-quo is also incorrect and requires some exploration. Citizens are not 

abstaining from voting because they are pleased with the current political arrangement, 

the opposite is true; they are so disenfranchised by the system that they do not feel 

their individual vote matters. As one scholar said: 

Cynicism, apathy, and a sense that the powerful control, no matter what, must 

grow until, finally, recognition that current political processes are at a dead end 

quietly becomes endemic. The polls already indicate that beneath a patina of 
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conventional political concern, the basic elements of such an understanding are 

not far off. (Alperovitz, 2006, p. 1). 

This governmental nihilism as mentioned previously, has slowly infected larger and 

larger portions of the population. One of the only things both sides of the political 

spectrum can seem to agree on is that our public servants serve themselves more than 

the public! Both the statistics and common knowledge tells us that distrust of the 

government is growing and that this is having a great effect on citizen participation. If 

you believe the game is rigged from the start, why even play at all? Especially if you 

have a disdain for the other players.  

As was previously mentioned, social capital is important to maintain to defend 

against tyranny. But its maintenance requires more than just voting in the presidential 

election every year; even when participation in other federal, state, and local elections 

are factored in it is still not enough. Social relationships must also be formed and 

retained. Our relationships with local businesses, hobbyists, clubs, religious institutions, 

schools, government agencies, friends, and neighbors are all important. But here the 

evidence shows that just like voting, Americans are increasingly absent from traditional 

sources of social capital. One study found that since the 1960s, Americans were thirty-

five percent less likely to attend public meetings and forty percent less active in political 

and civic organizations, all great sources of social capital (Putnam, 2003, as cited in 

Miroff et al., 2004). This news is somewhat unsurprising, however, as we advance 

further into the technological age, one which has provided alternate means of social 



  13

 
interaction. But this new form of social interaction is much less conducive to the 

production of social capital. This is not to denounce the technological advancements of 

our age, at least in many of their facets, but we must understand the hard truth that it 

has aided the retreat into a more individualistic lifestyle. As Hayek stated in The Road to 

Serfdom: 

Yet our chance of avoiding a similar fate [to that of Nazi Germany] depends on 

our facing the danger and on our being prepared to revise even our most 

cherished hopes and ambitions if they should prove to be the source of the 

danger. (1944, p. 2) 

Similarly, we must be ready to acknowledge the dangers of even our most cherished 

conveniences. This is an ability that appears to be absent from many citizens, who reach 

for the most convenient option, preferring instant gratification over long-term benefits. 

But in their dash for simplicity, they have lost out on the real object and have been sold 

a fake bill of goods. Though all is not lost, we may still recover yet. This recovery will by 

no means be easy, as it requires the government to restore citizens’ faith in itself, a new 

balance to be found with technology and the creation of social capital, citizens 

themselves to use their voice more, and a real understanding of these mechanisms to 

become more widely known. But it is not impossible. 

Goodbye Briefcase, Hello Laptop: The Question of the Middle Class 

A healthy middle class is recognized as one of the prerequisites for democracy. 

This is because it allows a sizeable part of the population to have something serfs did 
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not: free time. This free time is for more than leisure however, as it also provides time 

to ponder political issues. This, in turn, creates a well informed and influential base of 

citizens to affect political change. If the middle class is too weak or non-existent, it can 

take a toll on democratic processes. In the United States the question of the middle 

class has been bitterly debated for decades, neither side aiming to give ground. On one 

hand you have the critics of the system who posit that the middle class, if not an illusion, 

is quickly dwindling and that only a serious conservation effort or a complete 

remodeling of the system can solve our problems. On the other you have staunch 

defenders of the system who assure us that everything is going according to plan and 

that there is nothing to worry about, we are getting richer! But as with many issues, we 

find that the answer lies somewhere in the middle. The United States does not have a 

“strong” or “vibrant” middle class it is true. Those descriptions conjure up images of the 

late 40s and 50’s, a booming post-war economy that seemed as if it could go on forever. 

Business and technology soared, pop culture, as if needing to unleash its pent-up vigor 

from the years of war, exploded in a fantastic burst of color and drama. Our present 

surroundings, however, paint a much different picture. The economy and the middle 

class have obviously lately been strained by what we can politely call “market 

externalities”. Or as most non-economists would put it: a global pandemic and civil 

unrest. But that withstanding, it is obvious that the middle class is not what it once was. 

But it is not non-existent either. To better understand our economic condition, we must 

first look at the theoretical basis for our economic system. 
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This is far from a comprehensive analysis, but it should help us obtain a better 

understanding of the issue. To obtain political freedom we must also obtain economic 

freedom, or so the idea goes. Making a living is one of the most important facets of 

anyone’s life as it allows them to survive and can either fulfill or frustrate them. 

Economic freedom allows people to choose, even though they are sometimes limited by 

personal factors, their profession, position, pay, etc. If you have an idea for a business or 

product, the market is open for you to become an entrepreneur. You get to choose 

what factors are most important to you as an employee or a business owner. For 

example, if you would prefer to work longer hours to earn more or work shorter hours 

to spend more time with family or attend school. Economic freedom allows us to make 

the choice of how to use our political freedom and improve our material condition in 

the process. If economic freedom is destroyed, political freedom is also crushed 

underfoot. This idea of individual economic freedom is what provides the basis of our 

economic system. This is where some theorists might say: “Yes you may choose your 

path, only if you have the resources available to do so. As the old saying goes, it takes 

money to make money”. This is true, but what is also true is that it leaves the door open 

for personal advancement if the resources should become available and still provides 

you with a level of freedom as an employee. But there are some who are still not 

satisfied and believe we should create a better system. As one author writes: 

The only thing keeping us from a peaceful, post-scarcity world is a lack of 

political creativity. The barriers are no longer physical but organizational. 
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…Equity and ecological common sense aren't options or add-ons. If we lived in a 

functioning democracy, both would already be embedded as design principles 

around which decision-making turns. (Gates, 2000, p. 1) 

While the idea of creating a fairer system is a noble goal, it often creates immense 

danger for democracy. This comes from a misunderstanding of the basis and values of 

our system. One can obviously see the utopian tendencies of the above quote, as most 

people understand that world peace and material comfort for every human is 

impossible without a miracle. This understanding comes from a recognition of human 

tendencies to clash and want more, not from close-mindedness or pessimism as some 

moonstruck theorists would have you believe. But the quote also highlights an 

important conflict between free economies and planned economies: the question of 

equality vs equity. They sound quite similar and some people mistakenly use them 

interchangeably, but assuredly in this realm they mean two vastly different things. 

Equality usually means “equality of opportunity”, that is, that everyone should have the 

same barriers to entry and opportunity once they enter the market. While equity usually 

refers to “equality of outcome”, that is, regardless of effort or risk taken, everyone will 

receive the same reward. This proposition is incompatible with economic freedom as it 

requires the government to either inhibit or aid citizens unfairly to ensure equality of 

outcome is achieved. The government would also have to decide what standard of 

wealth is optimal for everyone, which has historically gone awfully bad. Here we realize 

that the dreams of some to embed equity into democracy are misguided, neither 
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equality nor equity are the reasons for adopting democracy. But let us not delude 

ourselves into thinking that the government can and should be completely lassez-faire 

in their economic policies. As even Friedman admits:  

The existence of a free market does not of course eliminate the need for 

government. On the contrary, government is essential both as a forum for 

determining the "rules of the game" and as an umpire to interpret and enforce 

the rules decided on. What the market does is to reduce greatly the range of 

issues that must be decided through political means, and thereby to minimize 

the extent to which government need participate directly in the game. (2003, as 

cited in Miroff et al., 2004, p. 96) 

The government must still set certain limitations and carry out enforcements of such 

regulations, but even here we run into danger. Obviously, if the market is too 

unregulated monopolies can form. Monopolies may also form because it is more 

efficient to have a central enterprise, but these cases are few and far between 

(Friedman, 2003, as cited in Miroff et al., 2004). Overregulation, however, can also 

foster monopolies by creating a barrier to entry that is too strong for most, thus 

ensuring that only established investors or corporations can succeed. The key is in 

maintaining an economy that is free enough to allow everyone a chance to compete if 

they enter the market, while having enough regulation to ensure fair play and the 

means of enforcing those regulations. The economy is a true balancing act.  
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Now that we have established the basis and theory of the economy, we must 

look at the health of the middle class it is supposed to foster. First, it is important to 

explain that a strong middle class is not something which has historically grown by 

virtue of its own in the United States. The periods in which the middle class was at its 

strongest all had government influenced changes which led to an increase in the middle 

class. Such as the Homestead Act of 1862 which provided 160 acres of free public land 

to settlers who would live on and improve the land for five or more years, the high 

tariffs on imports during the 1920s, and government benefits such as home mortgage 

interest reduction, Social Security, and the GI Bill throughout the 20th century. Here we 

reaffirm the truth that government influence can either make or break the economy. 

But the dream did not last forever. As globalization increased during the latter half of 

the 20th century, many low-wage workers found their jobs shipped overseas and as we 

advance what jobs are not lost to foreign groups are often lost to technology, such as 

automated assembly lines (Lind, 2004). These factors have led to a thinning of the once-

flourishing middle class. However, the middle class is not in nearly as bad of a situation 

as some scholars have speculated. This misestimation often stems from a 

misunderstanding of statistics, as well as of the basis of democracy and the economy as 

previously mentioned. A 1992 study found that 86 percent of the lowest 20 percent of 

income earners in 1979 had advanced to a higher group by 1988 and 66 percent 

reached the middle tier or above (Cox & Alm, 2003, as cited in Miroff et al., 2004). This 

sounds like a far cry from the supposed swift destruction of the middle class, though it 
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has obviously weakened. The evidence presented by some regarding income inequality 

is particularly apt to be misinterpreted. As these authors wrote:  

As a matter of fact, it's quite common to find a widening of income distribution 

in boom times, when almost everyone's earnings are rising rapidly. All it takes is for one 

segment of the workforce to become better off faster than others. However, the 

distribution can narrow in hard times, as companies facing declining demand cut back 

on jobs, hours, raises, and bonuses. In fact, we often see a compression of incomes in 

areas where people are sinking into poverty. (Cox & Alm, 2003, as cited in Miroff et al., 

2004, p. 323) 

While there are some alarming disparities in the United States, merely shouting that 

there is income inequality as some do will get us no further to solving our problem. We 

must thoroughly examine the data and act only against the most critical issues, not 

make any generalizations. Another important piece of evidence is the civilian 

unemployment rate. The civilian unemployment rate has obviously increased during 

recessions and currently due to the pandemic, where it reached a twenty year high of 

14.7 percent in April of 2020 (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (U. S. BLS), n.d.). 

But many will be surprised to find that the overall trend before, after, and between 

recessions has been a steady decrease. For example, the civilian unemployment rate fell 

from 10 percent in October of 2009 to 3.5 percent after a long downward trend in 

February of 2020 (U. S. BLS, n.d.). This is again contrary to the many appeals made by 

authors on the subject such as this one:  
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 In a society that calls itself advanced and progressive, we have not met the 

achievement of even the most "primitive" societies that always have work for 

everyone and a chance for all to participate in the productive process. (Boyer, 

2003, p. 135) 

The author would still obviously have a point as we have not reached one-hundred 

percent employment yet, but it again brings up the original point of economic freedom. 

The author suggests that “primitive societies” have achieved a level of moral standing 

which we have not. But many of those societies either had people working as slaves or 

as a subjugated class, or a system where young citizens were forced into choosing their 

families’ profession. Were they participating in the “productive process”? They were 

not, at least in any grand sense. They had the same sort of “chance” people in the Soviet 

Union had, a chance to be a dirt-poor farmer because the government decided that was 

their role. But hey, it at least produced equity! Our society has many problems and it is 

true that there is inequality within our system, but it must also be realized how good we 

have it. Even among our poor, the living standards have increased greatly over time. The 

average working-class person often has amenities better than those held by the ruling 

strata in previous ages. The instinct to critique the system by proclaiming injustice and 

pointing to the “old fashioned” and “traditional ideals” is nothing new, it has long 

endangered democracy. As Hayek wrote over seventy-five years ago: 

Because of the growing impatience with the slow advance of liberal policy, the 

just irritation with those who used liberal phraseology in defense of antisocial 
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privileges, and the boundless ambition seemingly justified by the material 

improvements already achieved, it came to pass that toward the turn of the 

century the belief in the basic tenets of liberalism was more and more 

relinquished. What had been achieved came to be regarded as a secure and 

imperishable possession, acquired once and for all. The eyes of the people 

became fixed on the new demands, the rapid satisfaction of which seemed to be 

barred by the adherence to the old principles. (1944, p. 8) 

We must take great care to not let this impatience and even just irritation override our 

better judgements concerning democracy. Just because the economy and more broadly, 

the system, have flaws or do not bring about a utopia does not mean they should be 

tossed out. Our freedom is not guaranteed under any system! So, while the middle class 

has dwindled over time, a recovery can be made by proper government action, however 

that manifests itself. There are tough times ahead, but we can make a recovery if cooler 

heads prevail.  

The Idea Assembly Line: The Question of Education 

A healthy democracy requires educated citizens to function and to prosper. But 

achieving this task requires the proper infrastructure for public and private education, 

as well as a news media system which provides citizens with unbiased facts. 

Unfortunately, the United States faces large problems regarding public and private 

education that penetrate to the very core of the current system and the state of news 

media is just as bad, if not worse. We will start with where our youth start, the public 
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and private school system. The basis of our modern education system does not lie 

within the United States, or even in Britain, but in the old German state of Prussia. The 

concept of mandatory mass schooling in the Prussian way was popularized from 1905 to 

1915. The Prussian system, however, was not based on educational excellence, but on 

mass mediocrity. The theory behind this system was that the populace would be easier 

to control if they were all of the same mediocre intellect and underwent pro-authority 

conditioning. This conditioning had six major functions: 1. To ingrain a habit of belief of 

and obedience to authority; 2. To create citizens who are as similar as possible; 3. To 

determine the societal role of each child by observation and record-keeping; 4. To 

output the minimum requirement of resources needed to enter that child into their 

determined societal role; 5. To “mark” the “unfit” children with mechanisms such as 

grades to convey their low status to other children, therefore challenging their later 

chances at a relationship; 6. To train an elite group of children to maintain the system 

and control the herd (Gatto, 2004). These functions contradict almost all our beliefs 

about the freedom of the individual. What happened to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness”? With such a basis, is it shocking to hear that many students and teachers 

alike find the classroom dull and unenergetic? The system, whether its proprietors 

realize it or not, accomplishes many if not all its original goals. Most people can recall 

the exhilaration they felt when getting a good grade on a hard test or paper, as well as 

the dull, dreary atmosphere that often comes after hours of mandatory work. For some 

kids, the pacing set in schools is too fast, for some it is too slow, but it all works towards 

the underlying goal of standardization of the individual.  



  23

 
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) found that while eighth 

grade reading scores rose from 264 in 2009 to 267 in 2017, the progress was not to last 

as they fell to 263 in 2019 (NAEP, n.d.). Even worse was the high school reading data, 

which dropped from 288 in 2009 to 287 in 2015 and to 285 in 2019 (NAEP, n.d.). This 

seems to paint a bleak picture of student performance in America, but it may not be as 

bad as it might seem at first glance. In 2002 almost half of the 17-year-olds chosen to 

participate did not show up to test at all and the students who did show up left more 

essay style questions blank than multiple choice questions, signaling they were not 

going to put in extra effort for a test which did not affect their academic career (Starr, 

2005). While the NAEP provides valuable assets for helping to gauge student 

performance, it is by no means infallible and its data can be skewed by a mere lack of 

effort on the students’ part. This lack of enthusiasm is a hallmark of our education 

system, something which should not be the case. Schools should be a place where the 

natural curiosity a child has for the world should be nourished and grown, not just 

memorization of information for a test which will inevitably be forgotten a month or 

two later.  

Another crucial part of a democracy is news media, they are how most of the 

population is informed about domestic and international developments, especially 

amongst the lower classes. If this system is corrupted, they can be more dangerous than 

any armed force. Unfortunately, this system is quite corrupted in the United States. 

Most people, especially in the younger generations recognize this fact, but what is not 
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recognized is how it became this way. It was a long and complex process, but there 

appears to be a shift somewhere in the 20th century in which the media began to 

participate in its own brand of activism. This activism was often spurred by cries like 

this:  

So this raises the question of whether there is an "obligation" to help a reader 

see that a moral or ethical issue is at stake. If so, then the idea of a report being 

"objective" would in many cases make the report "unethical" if it treated people 

as objects merely to be described without any value judgment, as though people 

existed in an ethical vacuum. …The myth of "objectivity" permits people to stand 

outside the real world, providing excuses to look in but to do nothing about the 

injustices they see. (Boyer, 2003, p. 135) 

While the news media should not be completely detached from our affairs, this is not 

the exhortation they needed. They already tended to do so in many cases. It is healthy 

to occasionally impart value judgements in the news, if a terrorist attack or some other 

tragedy occurs, the media should not be impartial to the situation. But by encouraging 

journalists to impart value judgments in their work, this movement largely created 

partisan media. Because when the journalists made judgements about political events, 

they appealed to certain sides of the political spectrum, and became popular for their 

known view and political leaning, not for unbiased analysis. This led not to an increase in 

public knowledge, but to a decrease as citizens retreated into media which fed them 
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what they wanted to hear, not what was true. But this push for socially aware activism 

takes place in schools as well. As the same author argued:  

A true educational role is served when the teacher is helping students learn 

intellectual processes and ethical social objectives. …Twentieth century 

authoritarian institutions should be converted into democratic institutions in the 

twenty-first century, and it is the responsibility of the teacher to help facilitate 

this historic transition. (Boyer, 2003, p. 134) 

Any move to impart social messages outside traditional moral standards (i.e. Love thy 

neighbor as thyself, do not cheat, steal, etc.) is incredibly dangerous. These “ethical 

social objectives” are usually debated political and economic reforms which taint the 

young minds those supposedly moral teachers are charged with growing and protecting. 

But since most of our adults are products of this infantilizing system themselves, many 

of them fall for the same moral platitudes as children. They only understand that one 

thing is “good”, and one thing is “bad”, not that real issues are incredibly complex and 

require a kind of nuance not derived from weak generalizations. Or if not ignorant, they 

purposely weaponize their curriculum to create the social and political changes they 

want, something which is incredibly immoral. To preserve democracy, we must remove 

activism from the classroom and the newsroom alike. But to salvage education we must 

also reexamine the basis of our educational system and decide if the results we are 

seeing are not flukes at all, but products of a system intentionally designed to 

accomplish them. Reforms here will be incredibly difficult, schools and media outlets are 
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some of the most politically entrenched groups in the modern era, but if we can 

accomplish little changes consistently, we have a shot at pushing them towards actually 

educating our citizens, not just “schooling” them or repeating their favorite political 

message.  

Conclusion 

Democracy is something that is not easily achieved, and its maintenance is the 

result of constant striving. The United States has many flaws that need to be solved, no 

institution is ever perfect. But overall, it must be admitted that the United States has 

done one of the best jobs of creating, maintaining, and improving a free society in world 

history. The soil of democracy, though weakened by erosion, is still fertile enough to 

maintain democracy for future generations. But just as tending a crop requires an 

experienced hand, the soil of democracy needs a robust citizenry to flourish. Citizens 

need to understand the basis of democracy so they may protect it from dangers. C. S. 

Lewis once said: 

The danger of defending democracy on those [false] grounds is they’re not true, 

and whenever their weakness is exposed the people who prefer tyranny make 

capital out of the exposure. (Lewis, 1943, as cited in Doodle, 2017, 0:31) 

These dangers, however, are not only from external threats, they are from ourselves as 

well. If we ourselves do not understand the very mechanisms and institutions we set out 

to improve, our efforts are doomed to only worsen our condition. As G. K. Chesterton 

illustrated:  
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Suppose that a great commotion arises in the street about something, let us say 

a lamp-post, which many influential persons desire to pull down. A grey-clad 

monk, who is the spirit of the Middle Ages, is approached upon the matter, and 

begins to say, in the arid manner of the Schoolmen, “Let us first of all consider, 

my brethren, the value of Light. If Light be in itself good-“ At this point he is 

somewhat excusably knocked down. All the people make a rush for the lamp-

post, the lamp-post is down in ten minutes, and they go about congratulating 

each other on their unmediaeval practicality. But as things go on they do not 

work out so easily. Some people have pulled the lamp-post down because they 

wanted the electric light; some because they wanted old iron; some because 

they wanted darkness, because their deeds were evil. Some thought it not 

enough of a lamp-post, some too much; some acted because they wanted to 

smash municipal machinery; some because they wanted to smash something. 

And there is war in the night, no man knowing whom he strikes. So, gradually 

and inevitably, to-day, to-morrow, or the next day, there comes back the 

conviction that the monk was right after all, and that all depends on what is the 

philosophy of Light. Only what we might have discussed under the gas-lamp, we 

now must discuss in the dark. (Chesterton, 1905/2014, p. 3) 

In this case, the philosophy of democracy is what matters. This philosophy tells us that 

America is lacking adequate citizen participation, faces difficulties with maintaining a 

fair and free economy, has a weakened middle class as a result of those economic 
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issues, and is experiencing a massive lack of adequate political education. But this 

philosophy also tells us we can change the system, not through rash or violent means, 

but by understanding and active participation. The Bible says in James, “Even so faith, if 

it hath not works, is dead, being alone” (2:17, KJV).  Similarly, belief in democracy 

without action is dead. But this action must be preceded by personal growth and 

enrichment, as those who are ignorant, selfish, lazy, or greedy will hurt our progress. 

The United States must create an active and “enlightened” citizenry to avert disaster. 

This does not mean that every citizen needs to be politically active or agree on every 

issue; but if we can create a culture that promotes peaceful change, intelligent dialogue, 

and political involvement, the United States will not have just planted the seeds of 

democracy, it will have grown them.  
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