Growth of Democracy: The Big Ideas

The struggle of individuals and groups to define, exercise, and ensure civil rights and political freedom for all members of American society

These are some of the important ideas to consider when using the theme of Growth of Democracy to interpret events and circumstances in American History:

We the People: Defining Citizenship, Rights and Personhood.  

To define is also to delimit, and every definition expresses what a thing is and what it is not. The concept of Democracy has always been a fundamental, defining characteristic of American governance and society. As such, it has served as the basic rubric for defining what, and who, is and is not American. By extension, ideas about Democracy also come with qualifications on who is capable, and who is not capable, of practicing Democracy. In our own time, voting rights are denied to children and, in some jurisdictions, to inmates and ex-felons because they are deemed incapable or undeserving of democratic participation. The exercise and benefits of Democratic principles –though often celebrated as a universal right –have variously been limited by income, property ownership, gender, race, age and nationality. Because the franchise is considered the ultimate mark of citizenship, any limits on voting rights essentially defines who “We the People” are –and who is not part of “the People.” Consequently, studying the limits of democracy at any particular time in U.S. history provides a powerful sense of how particular peoples and times can define and wield this seemingly universal political ideal.

Freedom isn’t Free: Struggles for Democracy

Democracy is often viewed as an absolute ideal that human societies evolve or progress towards by some inexorable process. The Growth of Democracy thus seems to refer to a natural, socio-political evolution. While such a view is widely applied to United States history, it has no explanatory power. How or why do democratic principles and practices grow? By what means do these principles become more perfect and more widely practiced? The general sense is that the ideal of Democracy was fully formed by 1776, and the Founding Fathers bequeathed future generations with a political process that would allow Americans to better achieve this ideal through the fullness of time. Such a notion obscures the many struggles and disagreements that have marked the expansion of suffrage and democratic political practices. Women’s Suffrage and the Civil Rights movements were not simple evolutionary steps in the Growth of Democracy, they were long hard struggles that subverted old ideas and created new forms of democratic participation. Like protests against religious, financial, and other restrictions on voting throughout U.S. history, these two struggles were motivated by the ideal of democracy that is foundational to U.S. history. Yet they demonstrate that the ideal had to be seized and fought for, and once won it often required vigilant protection lest it be lost.
Democracy in Context: Democratic Principles as Expressions of Historical Circumstances

From references to Jeffersonian or Jacksonian Democracy, to FDR’s “Four Freedom’s” and the Beastie Boys more recent proclamation that “You have to fight for your right to party,” what people mean by freedom, personal rights, and democracy has changed considerably throughout American history. In each instance, however, ideas about democracy profoundly reflect the larger conditions in which they occur. Jacksonian Democracy, for instance, was marked by widespread voter participation, well-structured political parties and campaigns, and the end of property holding, religious and residential restrictions on white male suffrage. The quiet world of gentlemen elites nominating and electing their own suddenly gave way to brash politicians openly pandering to voters, who were themselves excitedly attending campaign events and pouring into the polls in unprecedented numbers. This particular growth in democratic participation reflected the dynamic opening of the national economy into full-fledged capitalism. Politics, in short, operated just like mass markets –and voters became free agents in an open political arena. In this respect, Democracy did not grow so much as this essential American ideal reflected an essential transformation in the nation. In FDR’s time, ideas about democracy and freedom reflected a deep social and economic crisis. As for the Beastie Boys, their concern seems to be the struggle for guiltless leisure in the midst of 1990s affluence –truly, the penultimate achievement in Democracy’s mighty growth.
The Last, Best Hope of Earth: Democracy as America’s Charge to the World

Superman may have stood for “Truth, Justice, and the American Way of Life,” but he could just as well have been celebrated as the Defender of Democracy. Such has been the moral basis on which the United States presents itself on the world stage and –at many times over the past two centuries and more –that is how many peoples abroad have celebrated America. During the Revolution and the early Republic, American Democracy represented the essential alternative to European empires and kingdoms. During the era of Manifest Destiny and beyond, American claims to new lands were bolstered by the belief that white Americans possessed special democratic virtues that would necessarily destroy or uplift other peoples. The 20th century has seen Democracy as a bulwark against fascism, Nazism, and communism, and more recently Presidents Clinton and both Bushes have celebrated American Democracy as the global model for the post Cold War world. In short, Americans have almost always viewed Democracy as the ultimate goal of human society –and America’s purpose in the world has always been to foster that outcome while defending against any presumed threats to such a desired condition. The Growth of Democracy, in this sense, might correspond to any number of things –from the territorial expansion of the United States to the growth of American influence around the globe to the long tradition of other peoples using American Democratic principles to define and inspire their own revolutionary movements.
Corruption and Reform: The Enduring Cycle of Democracy in America

While democratic principles and practices certainly reflect broad economic, social, and demographic conditions at various times in U.S. history, the ideal of democracy has nevertheless remained a touchstone across time. It’s meaning may change, yet in every manifestation we nevertheless connect our own ideals with those of past and future generations. Sometimes we might unfairly use our own values to judge past developments as abuses of democracy without realizing that what we critique was –in its time –a pure expression of Democracy. (Native dispossession in Oregon, for instance, was widely viewed as essential for creating a democratic society.) On the other hand, we share with generations past and future a conviction that adherence to basic democratic principles allow us to identify corruption and develop reforms. In this respect democracy really is constant and unchanging, as democratic ideals have inspired every political reform and every struggle for justice. Of course, they have also inspired the opponents of every reform and struggle. Yet a common thread remains, across time and between adversaries, in which all parties define the virtue of their position in the same democratic terms. In this regard we share a common language and forum for our differences with each other and with past and future generations. Such a sense of commonality may cause us to miss the important differences between what democracy has meant at different times, but it also allows us to identify with –and participate in –an unbroken process of decrying corruption, seeking reform, and endeavoring to create a more perfect union.
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