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Sonetimes transformati ons take place under the radar. W do not see that a rea
change has happened until the tipping point suddenly nmakes it apparent. W are living
at such a tine now Qur Denmpbcracy is at a | ow ebb-but there is Ilight out there.

Partici patory government (denocracy or republic) has always been difficult by its
very nature. To function at its optimum there nust be a good constitution that sets
forth rules, elected officials who believe in a process characterized by debate and
conprom se, and an electorate that is literate, educated, and cares about
participation in governing.

The American republic has had the | ongest continuity of nodern republics. The Geek
Republic in Athens only | asted 50 years: Rone’'s, 500, but at its nobst functional

only a century; Poland’s first republic (1569-1791) was followed by centuries of
msery until today; and Venice' s renai ssance republic lasted for centuries, nore or

| ess. Most republics established after Wrld War | did not |ast out the decade before
bei ng taken over by fascist dictatorships. As one phil osopher noted, if nmen were
angel s they woul d not need governnent.

Today, the United States is facing one of its latest crises inits history of

sel f-governnent. A growing najority of citizens are not happy about how our
government functions and we are simultaneously undergoing a crisis of faith in all of
the institutions that we once trusted: church, education, |law, and government.

During the 19th century, Anerican denocracy suffered a nunber of even worse crises.
When the voting rolls were opened to all white nales (1840), propertied and educat ed
elites (such as our founding fathers) were replaced by uneducated backcountry nen and
| ater hordes of immgrants from Europe who could be controlled by political bosses.

Anot her issue roiled the country until the Cvil War: what to do about slavery.
Political parties were nutually antagonistic and nasty, not seen again until today’'s
dysfunctional congress. The Suprene Court of that day was also the worst in Anerica’s
hi story.

The war ended sl avery, but tradition and bad governance strangl ed the new Bl ack
constituency’s voting power in its cradle. It took another century to address this.
In addition, noney corrupted the political process until the election of Theodore
Roosevelt at the turn of the 20th century.

Now, the disenchantment with our governing institutions comes from some bad deci sions
made by peopl e using inadequate critical thinking:

o] Ref erendum process: public voting on propositions that have had no di scussion or
debate by el ected representatives, which result in un- funded mandates

o] Primary Presidential Candidate el ections: giving undue power to states with snal
popul ations and to extremnmi st parties at opposite ends of the spectrum (Tea Party and
Far Left).

o] An unwi se Suprenme Court decision permtting unlimted noney from busi nesses and
unions to political canpaigns.

o] An Education systemthat rarely teaches civics (how our governnment works) and tha

t

increasingly stresses the failures of our systens, not their successes (the vogue

for \223criticisnm 224).

o] Legi sl ators (and, increasingly judges) that nust have deep pockets so that they c
an

run for office.

It will take time to reformour education systemwhich, to its credit, has a much
nore difficult task than did educators of the past (a flood of imm grant children
parental and government interference, etc.). But there are some changes pronoted by
an irate public that could tip our denocracy back to trust:

o] Get rid of the referendum process and conpel legislators to do their job

o] Hold Primary El ections on the same day everywhere in the country. This would
cripple the strangl ehold of extrem st parties with their terrible choi ces.

o] Chal | enge again the Suprene Court’s equating businesses with individual citizens

and restore canpai gn funding regul ati ons.
o] Repl ace two-year terns of office with four, and have termlimts. This will take



the wind out of constantly having to rai se canpai gn noney.
o] Stop having judges run for office; appoint them

Finally, to save our denocracy, we all need to participate intelligently and
thoughtfully and once nore realize that our two political parties are coll eagues, not
enemies. Deals are made in the niddle.
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