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Democracy as a social principle is based upon the doctrine of the equality of all men and of their equal worth.  Democracy as a form of government is one in which political power resides in all the people and is exercised by them directly (pure democracy) or is given to elected representatives (representative democracy).  Each citizen shares equally in his/her political privileges of free elections and government given rights.  Democracy does not, however, guarantee the absence of injustice, prejudice or the equal representation of every minority position.  While the idea of pure democracy may exist, in practice unadulterated democracy with political, social and legal equality for every citizen remains a utopian ideal.

A democratic state in its purest form is one in which the power is vested in the people and is exercised DIRECTLY by them rather than by elected representatives.  This system of government is practical only on a very small scale.  Consequently modern counties with this form of representation are organized as republics rather than democracies.  

Our nation is in actuality a federal republic or a government composed of a number of separate autonomous states bound together by a constitution, and subject to a central government for issues of national importance.  In a republic, political power is exercised by representatives chosen directly or indirectly by the people.

A representative republic does not have to be democratic in spirit or in its actual operation.  Democracy is only used to describe a type of political society in which the social organization and the powers of government are EQUALLY directed and controlled by the mass of people.  While not a democracy, the United States is founded on the principles of democracy.  

Democracy in the United States is historically the offspring of British political institutions (e.g. commonwealth).  The concept of popular sovereignty based on pre-revolutionary grievances of colonial lack of representation, spurred the formation of a government administered by the people or elected representatives.  The Constitution allowed for the foundation of democracy as a principle in the United States.

Certain governmental and societal practices, however, have kept our government from functioning in a truly democratic manner.  Several examples include slavery and the omission of Black, Indian and female voters in the "democratic" process.  Constitutional Amendments 13,15, and 19 were measures designed to improve on the existing adulterated democracy.  With true democracy (social, legal, and political equality) as an ultimate objective, further modifications in the social and economic order will certainly need to be made in the future (e.g. ethnic rights). 

Obstacles to attaining democracy in America include the European heritage of distinct class structure, traditional dominance of one ethnic group, and the system of capitalism based on competition and perpetuation of economic inequalities.  American social culture in part is a transplanted remnant of the feudal or class structure of the middle ages.  In America today the wealthy and elite manage and control many of the masses.  The masses include employees and their families (economically dependent) as well as consumers who are manipulated and propagandized into buying products manufactured by companies.  We have redefined feudal structure changing kingdoms to multi-national corporations with real power (as dictated by money) in the hands of a few individuals.  

Another affront to the progress of democracy in America has been the dominance of the white Anglo-Saxon male.  Historically, government institutions, voting rights, education and social and economic advancement were limited to and controlled by this group.  This domination included political, religious, and social biases. Minority groups were and are not equal participants of democracy in this representative federation dominated by a majority group.   Representative government does not insure equal representation of all groups.  

Finally, the system of inequalities which limits democratic practice in the United States today is the economic system of capitalism.  Competition for advantage over another, increased private ownership with wealth, profit motive for individual gain, buying the services of other individuals, and loaning money to those with less money all perpetuate social and economic inequality.  Money is power, influence and control to those who have it.  In a consumer society with material gain as the objective, social equality is not of primary importance.  Equality is a group concept; capitalistic individualism is counterproductive to equality.  Thus our feudal heritage, the dominance of one ethnic group and capitalism have limited democracy in the United Sates. 

Colonialism was the vehicle by which the ideas of Europe were transported to the United States.  The concept of democracy (originally from Greece) is based on a society of equality and a government directly and equally administered by the mass of people.  It is a matter of question as to whether true democracy can exist on a large scale with a diversity of peoples and interests.  Can political, social and economic equality be guaranteed without infringing on the rights of certain individuals by limiting their freedoms?

The United States is not a democracy (yet it claims equality) but a federal republic, which allows for state differences, competition, individualism and a social hierarchy.  Some might argue this social hierarchy has enabled the wealthy few to make laws in their best interest, thus “limiting” democratic practice and negating the ideal of equality.  In a world with an increasing number of political entities, multinational corporations, and third world markets; capitalistic competition is certain to increase, while democratic equality remains but a hope of the common man. 

