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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
Popular government in the United States requires an American citizenry capable to 

confront the difficult questions of a self-governing people. As political science 

deepens our understanding of the political behavior of the American people, it also 

narrows our understanding of the citizen’s role to election cycles and policy 

outcomes. The Madisonian Framework for Civic Involvement represents an 

understanding of the citizen’s role as complex and varied as the proposition of 

popular government itself. The Framework traces three themes (interaction, input and 

integration) that recur in James Madison’s writing as a political theorist and his work 

as a political actor.  

Rather than a prescription of specific behaviors required from each individual, 

Madison's work provides a framework for understanding the patterns, perspectives 

and principles giving shape to an American citizenry capable of countering the worst 

tendencies of popular government and their own nature. The work presented here 

revisits an understanding of the citizen's role as Madison imagined it, embedded in his 

commitments about the proper role of government, the institutional scheme of an 

extensive republic and the lessons of America's past.  

The Framework demonstrates how the study of American Political Behavior has 

worked to shrink our ideas about the citizen’s role while promoting studies 

constrained by specific commitments about the relationship between citizens and 

government. The Madisonian Framework for Civic Involvement makes it possible to 
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suspend debate over Madison’s liberal, democratic or civic republican commitments 

in order to extend our own understanding of civic involvement as it aligns with the 

more complex understanding of the nature of humankind and government that guided 

the original design of the American system of government. Finally, the author 

demonstrates how the Framework has potential to help us understand the political 

debates (Lincoln-Douglas Debates), social programs (President Johnson’s Community 

Action Programs) and policy initiatives (President Obama’s online petition) of the 

past and future where the understanding of the citizen's role makes all the difference. 
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1 

Introduction 

 Technology is remaking our political life. News media continue to celebrate new apps 

designed to connect citizens to local social services when they are in need, to their city’s non-

emergency desk when they require repairs in their neighborhoods and to their neighbors 

when severe weather hits. These new ways for citizens and government to interact represent 

a widening gap in the study of American political behavior. With research focused on 

election cycles and policy outcomes, the work of political science proceeds with models of 

participation that limit what counts and has little to say about the rest. This practice adds up 

to a political science that has no answer for what popular government requires of American 

citizens and whether or not they are ignoring activities of little consequence or the ones that 

make all the difference. 

 A dangerous dissonance hides in the background between the commitments of American 

political thought, the data of our political behavior and how the average citizen applies them 

all to questions of a shared political life. The American people argue that popular 

government is the only legitimate form of government while also believing that the people 

have no capacity or no will to participate in governing. The promise of democracy is 

hollowed out and American citizens in one category or another wear the blame. Our 

measures of political behavior often find participation only makes sense for those who are the 

most interested in policy outcomes and the most motivated by winning electoral contests. At 

the same time, the opportunities for citizens to support their communities through connecting 

with one another, elected representatives and government services multiply and transform 

into mechanisms for redesigning the processes of government itself.   
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 The work presented here offers a Framework for Civic Involvement that asks us to 

evaluate a full scale of political behaviors with an understanding of what is necessary to 

sustain American popular government. Uncovering a theory of civic involvement in 

operation throughout early political debates, the Framework comes into view through themes 

recurring in James Madison’s discussions of what keeps government oriented toward good 

work and then asks what these commitments mean for the citizen’s role. Through the course 

of the work presented here, the Framework will be applied to the descriptions of American 

citizens appearing in American political thought and the studies of political behavior to bring 

their assumptions about the American people out of the background and to show how these 

models work to constrain or coerce their behavior. 

 The dissonance in the representations of the American citizen point to a troubling void in 

our civic life that Madison, Tocqueville and contemporary thinkers have all contemplated. In 

response to Jefferson’s proposition to institutionalize regular constitutional conventions, 

Madison shared a vital observation about human nature that, “the reason of man, like man 

himself, is timid and cautious when left alone, and acquires firmness and confidence in 

proportion to the number to which it is associated.”1 Also predicting an apathetic citizenry, 

Tocqueville warned his readers that democracy breeds disinterested and disconnected 

individuals. Comparing democratic and aristocratic peoples, Tocqueville noted that members 

of democratic regimes “become indifferent and almost like strangers among themselves,” 

who adopt a “habit of always considering themselves in isolation, and… willingly fancy that 

                                                

1 Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison. 1961 [1787-1788]. The Federalist ed. 
Jacob E. Cooke. Hanover: Wesleyan University Press., 49. 
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their whole destiny is in their hands.”2 A disconnected formlessness and indifference threaten 

to rob civic life of both meaning and momentum. 

 Madison does not prescribe the specific activities or behaviors of the American people as 

much as he offers a framework for thinking about how different activities and behaviors 

address the void described above and support the political community. His ideas of the 

citizen’s role appear within his discussions of how the American people could achieve a 

sustainable model of popular sovereignty. Madison embedded his ideas about the citizen’s 

role in the commitments he made for the citizens, candidates, office holders and institutions 

he put into motion as the American model of popular government.  Alan Gibson proposed 

that political science reconsider Madison’s work in this way. He suggested revisiting 

Madison to read his ideas about the proper role for government and to consider them instead 

as statements of his “beliefs about the character or content that civil society had to have if 

republicanism was to survive in America.”3 This approach transforms each statement about 

good government into a vantage point for considering the citizen’s role in sustaining popular 

government. 

 

A Madisonian Framework for Civic Involvement  

 The Framework of Civic Involvement (pictured below) utilizes three different themes 

that appear throughout Madison’s work to uncover what he believed popular government 

would require of American citizens. These components, their characteristics and the 

                                                

2 Tocqueville, Alexis de. 2000 [1835-1840]. Democracy in America, trans. and ed. Harvey C. 
Mansfield and Delba Winthrop. Chicago: University of Chicago Press., 483-484. 
3 Alan Gibson. 2000. “Ancients, Moderns and Americans: The Republicanism-Liberlism 
Debate Revisited.” History of Political Thought. Vol. XXI. No. 2. Summer., 298. 
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questions that accompany them will help us evaluate the strengths and shortcomings of the 

different political behaviors operationalized through political science literature and 

contemporary discourse. 

 

Figure 1: Madisonian Framework for Civic Involvement 

  

 

 The three components (interaction, input and integrative concerns), each represent 

potential strengths and weaknesses. As we revisit Madison’s work to build our understanding 

of each component, we will see that they each offer their own corrective and corruptive 

forces. For this reason, Madison often discusses each component as a choice between 

competing commitments and an effort to balance bad tendencies with good ones. The center 

line represents the point of origin Madison imagined for each of these choices.  
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 On either side of the center line, at the extreme left or right, there are three characteristics 

for each component provided to describe a particular mode of civic involvement. They add 

up to a description of either political participation or civic engagement through terms 

borrowed from more recent research interpreting the political behavior of American citizens. 

The competing conceptions of civic involvement at each pole aim to institutionalize a 

particular way of thinking about the citizen’s role and popular government. The framework is 

a tool for uncovering those commitments and unveiling their consequences for the sake of 

further investigation and discussion.  

 The questions represented by each component of the Madisonian Framework for Civic 

Involvement offer leverage on the assumptions embedded in our models of civic 

involvement.  They outline a mode of inquiry for evaluating different models of civic 

involvement, our study of political behavior and the country’s own efforts to enroll citizens 

in the work of governing. Three questions accompany the Framework: 

 

1. How does the behavior utilize interaction with other citizens to facilitate 

communication, deliberation and cooperation? [Model of Interaction] 

2. How does the behavior balance different channels for citizens to contribute to 

political life by identifying issues, investigating potential solutions and campaigning 

to demonstrate support for specific outcomes? [Types of Input] 

3. How does the behavior work to enlist the individual citizen’s independent 

inclinations into the pursuit of the constitutional principles and shared identity of the 

political community? [Integrative Concerns]  
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 The questions motivating our studies of American political life, not just behavior, require 

extending the inquiry beyond how much or how little civic involvement occurs in the 

American system and whether or not it is sufficient for popular government. Madison’s 

model demonstrates that the assumptions behind political participation and civic engagement 

are both necessary and that they work together to support popular government. When we 

allow the relatively small acts of electoral participation to either be the extent of our 

expectations or to be considered equal to the more demanding acts of civic engagement, we 

minimize the citizen’s role and undermine ideas about political life. For this reason, the 

Framework functions like a scale with more and less of each component, its strengths and 

weaknesses, available for understanding and evaluating a range of possibilities for civic 

involvement.   

 Civic involvement represents the efforts we make to connect with one another in the 

worthwhile pursuits of political life or the need to connect that we neglect. It includes acts 

political science has discussed as political participation and civic engagement and provides a 

mechanism for considering the differences between the two. Civic involvement is our means 

to confront the dissonance that persists when we discuss our expectations of popular 

government and the American people, and it offers a construct for challenging these 

commitments when they are either too limited or too extensive. 

 

Plan of Book    

 Chapter 1 offers a thorough exploration of the Framework for Civic Involvement through 

the themes of Madison’s work. It looks at how Madison’s portrayal of healthy political life 
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relies on interaction between citizens, their interests and reason and the public will. Each 

component of the Framework comes into view through Madison’s work in this first chapter.  

 The work of  Chapter 2 then applies the Framework to understanding how scholarship 

analyzing Madison’s work has narrowed or otherwise revised our understanding of the 

citizen’s role as he presents it. The approaches to Madison’s writing and other work institute 

a particular understanding of the citizen’s role and fail to recognize the sometimes more 

pragmatic and sometimes more demanding role Madison described for American citizens. 

These shallow representations of Madison’s work then limit our expectations of the citizenry 

and make it difficult to agree on a way to evaluate American political behavior. 

 Chapter 3 looks at the American citizen as understood through the study of political 

behavior. The citizen’s role is small, with little influence and no reason to participate. A call 

to fulfill a civic duty that is rarely articulated except to coerce participation reveals what is 

lost in this transition from qualitative questions about the political life that supports popular 

government to quantitative answers that leave those questions embedded in models of 

political behavior. 

 Chapter 4 then focuses on what we can reclaim through the Framework for Civic 

Involvement. The citizen’s role and the work a citizen attempts align to the understanding of 

mankind and government that appear in American political thought. A civic perspective 

develops as citizens expand their own experiences with civic involvement. Experience and 

constitutional principles combine to integrate citizens into the work of the political 

community that enjoys a durability beyond the reach of election cycles. Lastly, the chapter 

looks at Madison as an example of this civic perspective.  
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 Chapter 5 looks at how the Framework resolves the more practical questions of civic 

involvement. Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas provide one example through their 

debates on how to best meet the requirements of popular sovereignty. Two different ideas 

about the proper role of citizens motivated each man’s understanding of the popular 

sovereignty they promoted. A second example comes from Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great 

Society programs, specifically the Community Action Programs. When Johnson spoke about 

these programs, he spoke of realizing the fullest measures of popular sovereignty by creating 

opportunities for citizens to work with one another to solve the biggest problems in their 

communities. In application, however, the programs never measured up to Johnson’s big 

ideas. The Framework helps us see the distance between the programs as they were imagined 

and how they were instituted. Finally, the chapter applies the Framework to understand the 

criticism of President Obama’s online petition site, We The People, and to reimagine it. The 

conclusion returns to the question of 21st Century technology and what it makes possible for 

participation and popular government if we require it to operate according to more 

comprehensive models of civic involvement. 
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Chapter 1: Recognizing Civic Involvement in American Political Life 

 “It was an imposing conception—a kinetic theory of  politics—such a crumbling of political and social 
  interests, such an atomization of authority, such a parceling of power.” 

  
 —Gordon S. Wood 
 The Creation of the American Republic 1776-1787 

 

 Writing at the end of Federalist 14, Madison described the perfect chaos of an America 

that had come undone. He found hope in the strength of the American people who refused all 

temptation to turn away from “the suggestions of their own good sense, the knowledge of 

their own situation, and the lessons of their own experience.”4 In that moment Madison 

transformed his opponents’ accusations that the proposed Constitution was too novel and too 

unusual into a question for the American people. He asked if the American people 

recognized themselves in the proposed constitutional order, if it matched the American 

people as they understood themselves, their past and its prescriptions for their future. The 

three components of the Framework for Civic Involvement each take aim at making this 

recognition possible.   

 The Framework makes it necessary to address the question that drives the conversation 

about civic involvement: how does our behavior (or lack of it) support the American federal 

republic? The political community comes into view as citizens, constitutional principles and 

government interact with one another over time. The interaction works to make sure they 

each answer one another with estimates of who they are, who they have been and who they 

                                                

4 Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison. 1961 [1787-1788]. The Federalist ed. 
Jacob E. Cooke. Hanover: Wesleyan University Press., p. 88., hereafter Federalist Papers (# 
if not given), pg. 
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aspire to be. Civic involvement reflects how the Constitution has constituted the American 

people. This chapter looks at how this kind of interaction is represented in Madison’s work to 

create a shared idea of the American federal republic. The Framework of Civic Involvement 

is offered as a tool to evaluate our own political behavior with this understanding of how the 

models of interaction we adopt work to integrate individual citizens in the work of the 

political community. 

 This chapter will look at the structure of interaction Madison applied to his own political 

thought and advocated for when addressing the challenges of the American system of 

government. He had multiple channels for enlightening popular opinion and turning self-

interest to serving the public good. Madison’s work becomes a rubric for recognizing when 

our behavior fails to support the public good and how to reorient it. 

 

Model of Interaction: Interests, Reason and Will 

 Madisonian republican government relied on the interaction embedded in civic 

engagement to transform the proposed American experiment into an American experience. In 

his writing, Madison adapted his study of Aristotle to his own purposes and characterized the 

different types of government “by the spirit which predominates in each.” The republican 

governments of Americans stood in stark contrast against two other forms— government by 

“permanent military force” and government by “corrupt influence.” In the essay titled “Spirit 

of Governments,” Madison celebrated the American invention of a unique type of republican 

government that derived “its energy from the will of the society, and operating by the reason 
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of its measures, on the understanding and interest of the society.”5 Madison’s description 

implies society reasons through its public measures and that those public measures somehow 

mediate the interaction between society’s will and its understanding and interest. His 

comparison to the other two forms listed implies that this interaction occurs without coercion 

or corruption. Madison expected government, political actors and other factors to influence 

popular opinion if we can understand that opinion to be a society’s “understanding and 

interest.” Not all influences were equal or even equally welcome, so a popular opinion was 

something to be questioned and understood rather than something to quickly command 

government action or to direct “public measures.” The way we often talk about public 

opinion today, as an aggregate measure of individual preferences, ignores how essential the 

interaction of many influences is to political life.  

 The interaction Madison believed occurred between society’s will, its reason and its 

“understanding and interest” reveals two different temporal instances of society that work 

with and against one another. First, the will of society as a whole must be known or 

knowable. For Madison, the people’s charter or constitution expressed this will. Describing 

the government of the United States in the National Gazette, he described the American 

people as the authors and guardians of constitutional liberty and their constitutions as “the 

highest authority next to their own, because the immediate work of their own, and the most 

sacred part of their property, as recognizing and recording the title to every other.”6 Under 

another title, Madison explained that these constitutions were “charters of power granted by 

liberty” where every word “decides a question between power and liberty; …proclaiming the 
                                                

5 James Madison. 2006 [1773-1836]. Selected Writings of James Madison, ed. Ralph 
Ketcham. Indianapolis, Indiana. Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. 
6 Madison, Selected Writings, 213. 
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will, and authenticated by the seal of the people, the only earthly source of authority.”7 He 

then delineated three aspects of the charters as compacts, trusts and “metes and bounds of 

government.” In each instance, the charter is prior to all other considerations: 

As compacts, charters of government are superior in obligation to all others, because 
they give effect to all others. As trusts, none can be more sacred, because they are 
bound on the conscience by the religious sanctions of an oath. As metes and bounds 
of government, they transcend all other landmarks, because every public usurpation is 
an encroachment on the private right, not of one but of all.8 

 

 According to Madison, these popular charters made it possible for fixed public opinion to 

control government. This fixed opinion, however, is different from society’s understanding 

and interest that can be influenced by public measures. More permanent and less likely to 

change due to circumstance, fixed public opinion, according to Madison, is the source of all 

power, the stability of governments and the security of all rights.9 This places fixed public 

opinion in the same realm as superior obligations, sacred trusts and principles of government.  

 In the same essay, Madison offered his devout wish, “that the public opinion of the 

United States should be enlightened; that it should attach itself to their governments as 

delineated in the great charters, derived… from the legitimate authority of the people.”10 

These representations of fixed public opinion would make society’s will not just knowable 

but also aspirational. Society’s will, or what Madison called fixed public opinion, known 

through charters and constitutions could then, “guarantee, with a holy zeal, these political 

                                                

7 Madison, Selected Writings, 214. 
8 ibid 
9 ibid 
10 ibid 
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scriptures from every attempt to add or diminish from them.”11 The popular opinion of the 

day would be made to contend with these ideas of who the American people would be for all 

time.  

 Madison spoke of this type of interaction between political principles and popular 

opinion when he addressed Virginia’s ratification convention in the summer of 1788. 

Responding to Patrick Henry’s claim that there were many dissatisfied Americans in states 

that adopted the new Constitution, Madison argued “that the satisfaction of those states is 

increasing every day,” and suggested that the proselytism of its supporters had worked so 

that “principles begin to be better understood.” These principles could then counter “the 

inflammatory violence, wherewith it was opposed by designing, illiberal and unthinking 

minds.”12 The supporters’ proselytizing gave the principles embedded in the Constitution, a 

representation of the people’s will, the opportunity to influence popular opinion and assuage 

those who were once dissatisfied.   

 The second temporal consideration in Madison’s interactive scheme is the popular 

opinion of the day or, more whimsically, of the moment. Moved by many factors, including 

society’s will and its political principles as discussed above, popular opinion also exerts its 

own influence on public measures and the political community. Subsequent to fixed public 

opinion, popular opinion fluctuates and is more likely to change in response to these many 

influences. Madison understood the sometimes raw power of popular opinion. Unbridled it 

threatened liberty and order as much as arbitrary government, but Madison believed it could 

be cultivated into liberty’s strongest defense through shared political principles. Popular 

                                                

11 ibid 
12 Madison, Selected Writings, 148. 
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charters or constitutions became a Madisonian tool to challenge capricious popular opinion 

with shared political principles and the character of the American people as a whole, or the 

whole people as a political community. Madison relied on the interaction between these two 

temporally different instances of popular and public opinion to temper the difficulties of 

popular government. Instability and tyranny of the majority could undo popular government 

but the interaction of the people articulating fixed public opinion to address or resolve the 

contests of contemporary opinions could fortify the American model. This process of 

communication, deliberation and mutual influence could withstand the forces of corruption 

and coercion. 

 

Enlightened Selfishness Serves the Public Good 

 Madisonian civic engagement relies on the interaction between citizens through their 

constitutional commitments of the past and their interests in the future. It also requires their 

interaction with one another and elected representatives as constituents of the political 

institutions of that community. On both levels, this interaction yields a vital resource for 

republican government, turning individual interests toward the public good. The working 

parts of Tocqueville’s “enlightened selfishness” appear in Madison’s Federalist No. 10 where 

he demonstrated that “the latent causes of faction are sown in the nature of man.”13 He 

pointed to the connection between an individual’s reason and self-love that would always 

allow his passions to direct his opinions. Madison saw the necessity in influencing how an 

                                                

13 Federalist Papers, 58. 
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individual understands the best way to serve his self-love. He looked for mechanisms to 

direct this calculation of passions and opinions toward the common good.   

 In Federalist No. 57, Madison traced just this sort of enlightened selfishness at work in 

the proposed House of Representatives. He had to answer the opposition’s claim that the 

people’s chamber would quickly fill with an elite class “most likely to aim at an ambitious 

sacrifice of the many to the aggrandizement of the few.” Madison first articulated the goal of 

constitutionalism, or limited government, as a dual effort to elect officers “who possess most 

wisdom to discern, and most virtue to pursue the common good of the society;”as well as “to 

take the most effectual precautions in keeping them virtuous, whilst they continue to hold 

their public trust.”14  Madison believed winning an election would itself demonstrate an 

individual’s ability to speak authoritatively and convincingly about the common good. He 

then discussed term limits and the subsequent “proper responsibility to the people” as the 

most effective means of those “relied on in this form of government for preventing their 

degeneracy.”15 Madison understood that popular government began to atrophy when elected 

officials turned away from the common good to serve their own individual interests, so he 

employed institutional mechanisms to keep office holders concerned with the common good 

even after they won office. Madison understood that reason could turn self-love and passions 

toward the common good when one’s interest in maintaining office depended on a reputation 

for serving the public good. 

 For Madison, the reputation of elected representatives, disseminated through their 

constituents and expressed through elections, provided a sort of mooring for popular 

                                                

14 Federalist Papers, 384. 
15 Ibid 
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government, anchored in the relationship between the people and their representatives. With 

“the great body of the people of the United States” exercising their choice among citizens 

“whose merit may recommend him to the esteem and confidence of his country,” the 

proposed government provided “every security which can be devised or desired for 

fidelity.”16 Madison believed elected representatives would respond to the “marks of honor, 

of favor, of esteem, and of confidence” with “grateful and benevolent returns” while having 

“more to hope from a preservation of the favor, than from innovations in the government 

subversive of the authority of the people.”17 Madison believed the interaction between 

elected representatives and their constituents would ensure that elected representatives 

understood a necessary relationship between their own self-interest and the public good. The 

proposed constitution required regular elections that would become what Madison called a 

“habitual recollection of their [elected representatives] dependence on the people.”18  

 An assessment of this relationship between constituents and representatives, however, 

was also not limited to one individual’s experience. Writing several years later, defending his 

opposition to the Alien and Sedition Acts, Madison described discussion and deliberation 

among citizens as an essential attribute of popular government. In his political essay, “States’ 

Rights and Freedom of Expression,” he referred to regular elections as “the essence of a free 

and responsible government” that relies on both the constituents’ knowledge of the 

comparative advantages and disadvantages of each candidate and on “the equal freedom, 

consequently, of examining and discussing these merits and demerits.”19 To vote effectively, 

                                                

16 Ibid 
17 Federalist Papers, 387. 
18 Federalist Papers, 386. 
19 Madison, Selected Writings, 262. 
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constituents need to talk to one another, comparing their assessments of the candidates. 

Madison later identified this “right of freely examining public characters and measures, and 

of free communication thereon… the only effectual guardian of every other right.”20 Free 

government required more than regular elections. It also required a constituency that shared 

their assessments of candidates and issues in preparation for casting their ballots. 

 Madison’s understanding of how to tether one’s interests to the common good aligned to 

the means Tocqueville also suggested for turning self-interest toward the public good. 

Tocqueville demonstrated his agreement with Madison by explaining that popular elections 

and the desire to be elected to office would work to create mutual support within the 

community. He argued that winning the “love and respect” of a multitude of citizens requires 

“a long succession of little services rendered, obscure good offices, a constant habit of 

benevolence, and a well-established reputation of disinterestedness.”21 Shifting his focus 

from those elected to those who would make that selection, Tocqueville gave Americans 

credit for defeating the “individualism to which equality gives birth.” He pointed to local 

freedoms where the affairs of a township or a community are “regulated by the men who 

inhabit it” so that these citizens regularly interact with one another and concern themselves 

“to know each other and to be pleasing to each other.”22 For Tocqueville, the interaction 

between those elected to office and their constituents bolstered an agenda for the public good 

while the interaction between citizens themselves created an understanding of the community 

beyond their individual interests. 

                                                

20 Madison, Selected Writings, 263. 
21 Tocqueville, Alexis de. 2000 [1835-1840]. Democracy in America, trans. and ed. Harvey 
C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop. Chicago: University of Chicago Press., 487. 
22 Ibid. 
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 These future-oriented concerns, to be pleasing to other citizens or to maintain electability, 

demonstrate how one’s reputation can counter the inclination toward a too simple calculation 

of self-interest. Robert Putnam aligned his principle of generalized reciprocity, “the 

touchstone of social capital,” to Tocqueville’s idea of “self-interest rightly understood” 

through an understanding of how reputations are sustained within a community. He 

explained that “dense networks of social exchange” transmit what is known about an 

individual’s reputation.  These personal exchanges create bonds of “thick trust” compared to 

the “thin trust” where reputations are sustained through a “background of shared social 

networks and expectations of reciprocity. Putnam concludes that one’s reputation is “surely 

worth more than gains from momentary treachery.”23 Putnam, Tocqueville and Madison all 

turned to an individual’s reputation as a means to combine self-love and reason so that 

serving the public good coincides with a natural concern for one’s own interest.   

 Realizing popular sovereignty through public opinion made competent to rule requires a 

political community that both expects and requires interaction between individuals and 

groups. To the extent that constitutional principles are allowed to direct this interaction, these 

individuals and interested groups contend with one another in both their current and past 

forms. This interactivity subjects individual interests to a kind of public reason through 

shared constitutional principles, previous public measures and estimates of one’s reputation. 

To be successful, individual interests appeal to public interests and create opportunities to 

direct the public will of their political community. Before the projected outcome claims a 

single vote, the interactive activities of a political community engaged in maintaining its 

                                                

23 Robert Putnam. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New 
York. Simon & Schhuster Paperbacks. 
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prospective self tests whether or not the proposal aligns to the whole people’s idea of what 

that community would represent in the future. 

 

Types of Input: Diverse Interests and Civic Skills 

 Recognizing that civic engagement requires interaction, we can transform individual 

independence into an asset for the political community rather than a contemptible threat or a 

coercive compromise. Interaction that requires communication, deliberation and cooperation 

supports a process where citizens identify the most pressing issues and investigate proposed 

solutions. For Madison, the American people did not have to be unified in one opinion or in 

support for one policy outcome. He, in fact, found value in each individual following what 

concerned him or her most, suggesting that diverse activity could support a different kind of 

unity.  

 Writing in December 1791for the National Gazette, Madison enlisted his readers to take 

up separate tasks that would support a shared effort in self-government, “to erect over the 

whole, one paramount Empire of reason, benevolence and brotherly affection.”24 Madison 

first demonstrated that resistance to consolidation at the state level did not preclude a 

beneficial consolidation “in their interests and affections.” He added that this “mutual 

confidence and affection of all parts of the Union” would then support an American people 

with attributes we recognize as civic skills.  According to Madison, an American people with 

shared interests and affections would be “more likely to concur amicably, or to differ with 

moderation.” The more their differences were minimized and, “the greater the concord and 
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confidence throughout the great body of the people,” Americans would be able to 

“sympathize with each other,” and able to “interpose a common manifestation of their 

sentiments.” Madison believed this unity would ensure the people would “take the alarm at 

usurpation or oppression” and “consolidate their defense of the public liberty.”25 With 

Madison, it is this interdependence or mutual confidence among the people rather than a 

single unified opinion that would maintain the necessary constraints on popular government. 

 The mutuality Madison imagined was derived from two opposing groups, divided on the 

question of consolidating the states into one national government. He assigned these groups a 

task fit to their concerns but still supportive of what he proposed as a unified “empire of 

reason.” He instructed those “who are most jealously attached to the separate authority 

reserved to the states… to watch against every encroachment, which might lead to a gradual 

consolidation of the states into one government.” Madison assigned these individuals the task 

of maintaining the separate roles for state and national government by decrying every effort 

to aggrandize national power. He then addressed those who were “more inclined to 

contemplate the people of America in the light of one nation,” and asked them to “employ 

their utmost zeal, by eradicating local prejudices and mistaken rivalships, to consolidate the 

affairs of the states into one harmonious interest.”26 According to Madison, these individuals 

would make mutual confidence possible by decrying the errors in judgment that could 

accompany a suspicious assessment of the national government’s actions. Lastly, Madison 

assigned a shared task to the whole group, “a patriotic study… to maintain the various 

authorities established by our complicated system, each in its respective constitutional 
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sphere.” Despite their differences on the question of consolidation, Madison could enlist the 

citizenry to guard against what he believed would be the greatest threat, state encroachments 

on national power. Thus, Madison enrolled each member of the American people to support 

the political enterprise of the United States, but he enlisted them through their own 

suspicions and desires and encouraged them to apply their patriotic resolve. 

 This understanding of the citizen’s role, one comprised of suspicions and desires as well 

as patriotic duty, hardly corresponds with today’s most vaunted accounts of civic duty or the 

most precise measures of political participation. To measure civic skills, Verba asked 

respondents about writing letters, attending meetings, taking part in decisions at those 

meetings or planning them, chairing a meeting or making a presentation. The assumption is 

that once these skills are acquired, future participation is considered to be less costly and 

more effective but that effectiveness is measured by getting the outcome one wants. 

Madison’s scheme suggests that there is a measure of effectiveness beyond one’s own 

preferred outcome. Madison assigned citizens a responsibility to maintain each authority in 

its “respective constitutional sphere” after studying a complicated system. The citizen has a 

concern for and an obligation to maintain a mutual confidence in the American people even 

if he or she has lost a particular political contest. This is more akin to the civic skills Greg 

Weiner described in his book, Madison’s Metronome, “accepting defeat graciously and 

reacting to it industriously… by seeking to change the community’s mind, which in turn 

presumes the skills of persuasion, openness to persuasion, empathy, and reasonableness.”27 

This industry occurs between elections and beyond the routine activities of an elected 
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official. This civic engagement requires the political community to consider its members and 

to appeal to them through shared principles, experiences and aspirations.  

 Rather than expressing untested individual preferences and then suffering political losses 

or celebrating wins, Madisonian citizens have to imagine themselves in a conversation or 

working relationship with other citizens. Lance Banning offers an interpretation of Federalist 

No. 10 using this Madisonian understanding of a citizen’s role, noting that “popular 

engagement could not be assumed. Instead, majority opinion had to be elicited or formed, the 

people mobilized and energized to make their will effective.”28 These anticipated 

relationships with fellow citizens, real and imagined, produce the external and internal effects 

Putnam assigned to political associations, amplifying the demands of like-minded 

individuals, cultivating habits of cooperation and public spiritedness, and developing or 

teaching practical skills to participate (both social and civic).29  

 

Integrative Concerns: Citizens Protecting Constitutional Principles 

 In his next set of political essays, Madison described good citizens as those willing to be 

“a centinel over the rights of the people; over the authorities of the confederal government; 

and over both the rights and the authorities of the intermediate governments.”30 He believed 

these citizens “who love their country, its repose and its republicanism” would study and 

prepare themselves for “elucidating and guarding the limits which define the two 
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governments.” Madison’s citizens were charged with “inculcating moderation in the exercise 

of the powers of both, and… a mutual abstinence from such as might nurse present 

jealousies, or engender greater.”31 These Madisonian citizens did not stop at assessing 

candidates for office and the policies they enacted. Madisonian citizens were responsible to 

maintain constitutional structures as “authors” and “guardians” of liberty with, “their eyes… 

ever ready to mark, their voice to pronounce, and their arm to repel or repair aggressions on 

the authority of their constitutions.”32 Madison expected the citizenry to speak for the 

Constitution, not just by using its words but by applying their study and understanding of its 

requirements. In Madison’s estimation, the American people would have to be a genuine 

force in his arrangement of powers, a force capable of recognizing inconsistencies in 

government and repelling or repairing them. 

 Madison says little about any formal course of education to prepare for these moments 

but he recognized opportunities in the experiences of the American people. Writing to 

William Bradford in January 1774, Madison expressed his concern for the regular contests 

between the colonists and the British in Boston and remarked, “political contests are 

necessary sometimes, as well as military, to afford exercise and practice, and to instruct in 

the art of defending liberty and property.”33 He suggested this “practice” would “prove of 

real advantage” in the end. Fifteen years later, concerned to counter what he considered to be 

the most pressing threat to popular government, Madison resigned himself to adding a bill of 

rights to the Constitution to protect it from being overrun by the impulses and passions of the 

majority of the people. The bill of rights could serve to fix public opinion as “fundamental 
                                                

31 Madison, Selected Writings, 212. 
32 Madison, Selected Writings, 213. 
33 Madison, Selected Writings, 2. 
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maxims of free government… incorporated with the National sentiment.“ Once integrated 

into fixed public opinion, these maxims would “provide good grounds for appeals to the 

sense of the community if government does exceed its authority.”34 

 Independent study, directed toward shared principles but motivated by an individual’s 

own experience and perspective, becomes an asset for the political community. Madison 

recognized this asset in the mutual confidence he believed the American people would create 

and sustain. Modern political thought is more likely to use the label civic skills when 

describing this understanding of the reciprocal relationship between citizens within a shared 

political enterprise. Today’s measures of civic skills, however, ask about the experiences of 

writing letters, attending meetings or even leading a presentation. These activities can all be 

conducted with little concern for the wider community. Like Tocqueville’s question about 

how the individual understands his or her own interest, we are at risk of overlooking an 

essential component of Madisonian civic engagement if we fail to ask how an individual’s 

experiences in civic life either attempted to connect to a broader concern shared by the 

community or subsequently served to inform other participants about how to do so. 

Madisonian civic engagement requires us to measure effectiveness not by achieving our own 

preferred outcomes but in working with one another to align those preferred outcomes to our 

shared constitutional principles. 
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Madisonian Civic Engagement: Recognizing the American People in American Politics 

 The ongoing interaction between the people themselves, their political principles and 

popular opinion is central to Madisonian civic involvement. Through this interaction, the 

American people come to recognize their interdependence and understand themselves as a 

political community. Figure 2 below represents Madison’s prescription for civic involvement 

outlined in this section. The weaknesses of each component of political participation are 

indicated in brackets with Madison’s prescribed solutions indicated in the civic engagement 

column. He sought to confront the difficulties of political participation with a mode of civic 

involvement that would enable the American people to participate in governing in 

meaningful ways, making it possible for them recognize themselves in public measures. 

 

Figure 2: Madison’s Prescription for Civic Engagement 
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 Madison discussed this interaction as an “intercourse of sentiments” in his essay, “Public 

Opinion.” Appearing in The National Gazette in December of 1791, Madison wrote that a 

large country made it more difficult to ascertain “real opinion.” Through the course of the 

essay, he argued that this difficulty would be “favorable to the authority of the government” 

and that an “extensive country” would make it likely for each individual to seem 

“insignificant.. in his own eyes.”35 A government able to counterfeit public opinion would 

obviously threaten liberty by bolstering its authority but so could disaffected citizens unable 

to resist these encroachments or others. A government able to counterfeit public opinion and 

allowed to proceed unchallenged by its citizens would not meet Madison’s requirements for 

republican government. 

 Protecting liberty from the corruptive forces of counterfeit opinion and a disaffected 

citizenry would require facilitating, “a general intercourse of sentiments,” making this 

contraction possible through, “good roads, domestic commerce, a free press, and particularly 

a circulation of newspapers through the entire body of the people, and Representatives going 

from, and returning among every part of them.”36 Colleen Sheehan described this interaction 

as a “time-consuming process of communication and deliberation throughout the community, 

grounded in and reciprocally influencing the minds and mores of the people.”37 This ongoing 

interaction or communication would yield an integrated people with an “enlightened voice” 

that Madison sought and Tocqueville later recognized. In Federalist No. 50, Madison 
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provided a way to recognize this enlightenment, arguing that reason applied to specific 

questions generates a variety of opinions that must then be reconciled together. Madison 

continued to say that, in comparison, passion unifies opinion behind a single answer with 

little debate.38 Reason can negotiate between what Madison called fixed public opinion and 

the day’s popular opinion through deliberation and interpretation while passion, according to 

Madison, would too easily yield to tomorrow’s whims.  

 The interaction of the American people across the extent of the country and over time 

through their constitutional principles fueled a mutuality and reciprocity that would create a 

sense of belonging to a united American people with a shared past and a shared destiny. 

Madison described how this oneness appeared in their experiences fighting for independence 

from Britain as “the American people, knit together… by so many chords of affection” and 

“members of the same family” who are “mutual guardians of their mutual happiness.” 

Madison then refers to their invaluable shared experiences, having “accomplished a 

revolution which had no parallel in the annals of human society.”39 While the proposed 

Constitution might be a novel plan for government, Madison argued that this could hardly be 

a liability for the American people who had once before “pursued a new and more noble 

course,” when they adopted state constitutions that had “reared the fabrics of government 

which have no model on the face of the globe.” Rather than considering the proposal to be a 

novelty, he presented it as the “suggestions of their own good sense, the knowledge of their 

own situation, and the lessons of their own experience.”40 Madison transformed his 

opponents’ question of whether or not the proposed Constitution was too novel or too 
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unusual. He instead asked whether or not the American people recognized themselves in it, if 

it matched the American people as they understood themselves, their past and its prescription 

for their future. 

 By Federalist No. 38, Madison represented this unity as a single body suffering and in 

need of remedy. He described the American people as a patient ”sensible of her malady” who 

has to consider the “regular and unanimous advice from men of her own deliberate choice.”41 

With a shared fate, mutual maladies, unanimous advice and a deliberate choice, the health 

and well-being of the American people required a distinct kind of deliberation and 

cooperation. Madison outlined the critical considerations at the beginning of Federalist No. 

39. Initiating what he calls a “candid survey” of the proposed Constitution, Madison 

identified the first question to be whether or not the “general form and aspect of the 

government” was “strictly republican.” This is perhaps a logical beginning without further 

explanation, but Madison gives his reasons for starting here. He pointed to three different 

aspects of the American people to explain why republican government was necessary. 

Republicanism was “reconcilable with the genius of the people of America; with the 

fundamental principles of the revolution;” and, lastly, “with that honorable determination, 

which animates every votary of freedom, to rest all our political experiments on the capacity 

of mankind for self-government.”42 Evaluating the proposed plan and maintaining it would 

require discussing the character of the American people or their sense of themselves, the 

principles they committed themselves to preserve for the future and what these attributes 

require of a people wanting to become the very model of popular government.  
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 Madison’s work includes several demonstrations of how the communication and 

deliberation he proposed in theory would work in practice, integrating individuals into this 

united American enterprise. In Federalist No. 10, he claimed to have gathered support from 

“considerate and virtuous citizens” who complained about unstable government in the states 

where “the public good is disregarded,” allowing decisions to be made, “not according to the 

rules of justice... but by the superior force of an interested and over-bearing majority.”43  

Madison’s government enlisted its citizens to consider the character and fate of popular 

government, to adopt its principles and to guard private rights. While the governmental 

institutions Madison proposed would work to constrain the influence of popular passions, the 

people would play an essential role maintaining the boundaries of government and 

safeguarding constitutional principles. 

 Madison provided a model of this type of dynamic citizenship when he urged the First 

Congress to amend the Constitution. Balancing relationships between the whole body of the 

American people, their Constitution and the political principles it sought to embody, Madison 

believed the effort would, “have a salutary effect on the public councils, and prepare the way 

for a favorable reception of future measures.”44 Madison demonstrated his own 

persuadability and persuasive skill by representing the very perspective he had opposed in 

previous debates having argued that the addition a Bill of Rights was both unnecessary and 

problematic. Despite his previous position, Madison became an advocate for these 

amendments and others. Representing Virginia in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1789, 

Madison suggested his fellow representatives should consider these “particular rights” to be 
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unsafe “while a great number of our fellow-citizens think these securities are necessary.”45 

Madison also appealed to a sense of reciprocity, “the acquiescence which our fellow-citizens 

show under the Government, calls upon us for a like return of moderation.”46 He then 

presented his proposed amendments, which included a Bill of Rights and “several minor 

cases” where he wanted to revise the Constitution. Having answered the anticipated 

objections, made easy to anticipate since he had written many of them himself, Madison 

concluded his remarks saying the amendments were an “absolute necessity” because he 

believed the results would be to “obtain the confidence of our fellow-citizens, in proportion 

as we fortify the rights of the people against the encroachments of the Government.”47 

Madison made the case for the amendments by demonstrating empathy for those he had 

previously opposed and showing the reasonableness of their arguments. 

 Madison argued the proposed amendments would serve to integrate antifederalists and 

other groups who had fought against ratification into the whole body of the American people. 

Having referred to a potential “reunion” with North Carolina and Rhode Island, two states 

that had failed to ratify the Constitution, Madison also presented a parallel argument for the 

amendments that appealed to the self-interests of the representatives. He began with the 

“salutary influence” and “favorable reception for future measures” presented above, and 

continued to his assertion that the effort would proceed “on principles of amity and 

moderation” to declare “the great rights of mankind secured under the Government.”48 The 

representatives could act in a small way but solve the problem of these two resistant states 
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and identify themselves with other defenders of human rights. Nearer the end of his remarks, 

Madison observed that making the “Constitution better in the opinion of those who are 

opposed to it, without weakening its frame, or abridging its usefulness in the judgment of 

those who are attached to it,” would be an act of statesmanship where the representatives 

played “the part of wise and liberal men to make such alterations as shall produce that 

effect.”49 Madison put his own civic skills to work, recognizing and admitting the usefulness 

of a Bill of Rights while persuading his colleagues through principles, pragmatism and 

reputation. 

 Madison’s turn on this question of the Bill of Rights provides another useful case for 

understanding how he imagined the relationship would work between popular opinions and 

fixed public opinion. In the same political essay on the nature of public opinion, Madison 

referred to a Constitutional Declaration of Rights as the example of something that influences 

both public opinion and government. Rather than a single, unidirectional arrow transforming 

opinion into government decree, Madison saw indirect and reciprocal influences, observing 

that “as there are cases where the public opinion must be obeyed by the government; so there 

are cases, where not being fixed, it may be influenced by the government.”50 This statement, 

he believed “would prevent or decide many debates on the respect due from the government 

to the sentiments of the people.” The Bill of Rights would “require an influence on 

government, by becoming a part of the public opinion.” While the essay launched with the 

oft quoted statement that public opinion is the “real sovereign” in every free government, 

Madison was only initiating his analysis of how difficult public opinion could be. There were 
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shades of public opinion, either fixed or unfixed, real opinion that is either ascertained or 

presumed and popular opinion that is easily counterfeited. Madison understood that claims of 

public opinion would threaten to diminish an individual’s estimation of his own power so he 

prescribed the “general intercourse of sentiments” in an attempt to maintain the tension 

between individuals and their perception of public opinion.  

 Madison devised a system where government only acted with authority when it worked 

in concert with the people represented as both fixed public opinion and popular opinion of 

the day. Alan Gibson analyzed Madison’s statements on public opinion between 1785-1800 

and concluded that they give “specificity and bite to its parent concept—popular 

sovereignty.”51 Rather than asking who would govern whom, Gibson believes Madison 

wrestled with the difficulties of the next question: how popular sovereignty could be made 

genuine. This ongoing tension between fixed public opinion and popular opinion also aligns 

to what Cass R. Sunstein describes as a republican view of “disagreement as a creative and 

productive force, highly congenial and even an indispensable part of the basic republican 

faith in political dialogue.”52 Gordon S. Wood refers to a “kinetic theory of politics” where 

the public good is realized through the “clashing and checking of this diversity.”53 Under 

Madison’s design, discussion and deliberation constrained by fixed public opinion regarding 

the American people’s constitutional principles and shared character worked to transform 
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these disagreements, contests and clashes into a people’s will competent to govern a free 

people. 

 

Conclusion 

 The questions that motivate Madisonian civic involvement represent an opportunity to 

better understand the American people as a political community. The ongoing discussion of 

shared constitutional principles would challenge the often too common practice of tallying 

accrued benefits as a score between political winners and losers. Without compromising 

individual independence, the interaction of citizens, constitutional principles and government 

yield an interdependent political community where individuals recognize themselves in the 

enterprise of the American people as a whole. This capacity to integrate individuals into the 

whole of the American people does not require sacrificing one’s independence but employing 

this independence to recognize one’s own interests in the public good and to evaluate 

government according to the constitutional principles that represent the American people. 

 The Madisonian Framework of Civic Involvement provides a tool for evaluating our 

political behavior according to the degrees of interaction, types of input and integrative 

capacity each political activity represents. Recognizing these shades of difference between 

seemingly comparable activities invites further discussion about how these behaviors work to 

support popular government by integrating individuals into this shared cause. The nature of 

the relationship between one’s own interests and one’s understanding of how it relates to the 

public good moves out from behind a cloud of assumptions to drive the conversation about 

civic involvement.  
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 Madison’s work demonstrated how self-interest would not have to be trained toward the 

public good or denied in public decision-making. Self-interest and the public good could 

work in parallel to challenge and improve one another. Madison capitalized on the pervasive 

energy of self-interest so that it would be the very force sustaining the American political 

community. With Madison’s design, a diversity of interests becomes a mechanism to better 

orient those interests toward the public good and the Framework of Civic Involvement helps 

us check our effectiveness in this regard. 
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Chapter 2: How We Understand Madson 
  
 “But it is hard to make nature fit a paradigm. That is why the  puzzles of normal science are so 

challenging and also why measurements undertaken without a paradigm so seldom lead to any 
conclusions at all.” 

 
 —Thomas S. Kuhn  
 The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 1962 

 

 When we consider the full scale of civic involvement, we see that James Madison 

simultaneously expected more and less of the American public than contemporary debate 

suggests. Political science has long debated whether or not Madison trusted the general 

public, whether or not he was democratic enough and, given the answer to the previous 

questions, how to best understand his repeated commitments to republican government. The 

previous chapter demonstrated how Madison envisioned the American people at the center of 

a dynamic process where different layers of civic involvement work to counter independent 

inclinations with interdependent commitments and vice versa. Madison approached the 

question of popular government with a scientific understanding of forces and equilibrium that 

today’s dichotomous measures of political behavior flatten and obscure. 

 Self-interest and passion continuously threaten popular government where the people’s 

will has an equal opportunity to create turmoil and uncertainty or happiness and stability. 

Madison depended on the people to provide the energy government would need to achieve its 

ends even when those ends required resisting the shifting currents of popular opinion. He 

entrusted the people with the means to provide government its powers and to maintain its 

limits. Recognizing this mutual influence between the people and their government is 

essential to understanding Madison’s expectations of the American citizenry. Analyses 
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focusing on questions of Madison’s distrust of the people, his reliance on a governing elite or 

his republican convictions often overlook the mutual influence he hoped to set in motion 

between all the working parts of self-government. The analysis then proceeds with a singular 

focus that often dismisses Madison’s other concerns as rhetorical commitments that merit 

little investigation.  

 Fortunately the effort to understand Madisonian thinking has moved beyond single-

faceted accusations that he was either an anti-democratic actor motivated by his wealth or a 

pragmatic democrat with a singular aim of making popular government safe. By skilled 

hands, Madison has been presented as a committed democrat with republican ideals and as a 

modern republican who recognized the excesses of republicanism and the potential of a 

pluralistic people. In an excellent review of scholarship focused on understanding a 

“Madisonian Madison,” Alan Gibson identified the critical nature of this endeavor: our 

estimates of Madison’s work, his political thought and the tenacity of his commitments bear 

directly on how well these sources can guide us to understanding our Constitution and the 

foundation of our political community. 

 This chapter returns to these now familiar portraits of Madison to apply the Framework 

of Civic Involvement to that work and see how it helps us to focus on how the citizen’s role 

is minimized, exaggerated or otherwise distended. As much as an interpretation of Madison’s 

work may seem to align to the attributes the interpreter identifies, it is reasonable to also ask 

if it leaves the rest of Madison’s world in tact. Interpreting the American citizen to be too 

small, too distant or even too demanding jeopardizes our ability to see the coherence in 

Madison’s ideas for self-government and the civic involvement that would sustain it. 
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Flat Madison 

 On the two extremes of the Framework of Civic Involvement, the interaction within a 

political community has markedly different modes. Interaction can be limited and prescribed, 

like voting or working with like-minded individuals, or unlimited and open-ended, like social 

protests or persuading the uninformed to join a cause. We recognize both versions of political 

life and easily identify with them despite the significant differences between them. Previous 

scholarship that focused on categorizing Madison’s thought as either liberal or republican 

often reduced the citizen’s role to a single question of whether Madison intended an active or 

inactive role for the American people. This practice flattens the multiple dynamics of civic 

involvement to a single consideration, distorting our understanding of Madison’s ideas and 

our constitutional system. Preoccupied with a seemingly simple question, these analyses 

often report on who participates, how and to what end but say little about the models of 

interaction included or excluded and the integrative concerns that give shape to the political 

life described. An author’s chosen emphasis often reveals critical commitments regarding 

human nature, the proper role of the citizen and the allowable sphere for the political 

community while failing to address the controversy embedded in those commitments.   

 The pole that most accommodates independent, autonomous activity represents civic 

involvement through a menu of transactions where the institutions of government define 

specific roles. Voters, candidates, constituents, representatives and bureaucrats direct 

government as a result of electoral outcomes that easily allocate numbers to the familiar 

categories of “for” and “against.” These defined roles and measurable outcomes appear to 

make it a low-cost and easy proposition to get involved. This picture of political life, 
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however, suffers the absence of a political community’s pull through connections to other 

citizens and shared principles.  

 Well-meaning activists bemoan how few people vote or participate more generally but 

the most compelling reason they can give for participating is a free license to complain about 

office holders and their policy decisions. Left with little but one’s own opinions on the issues 

of the day, the voters in this picture of political life seem to model the “philosophic method 

of the Americans” that Tocqueville used to introduce his less flattering second book of 

Democracy in America. Taking “tradition only as information,” Tocqueville observed that 

Americans adopt a self-sufficiency where their own thinking is “the most visible and closest 

source of the truth.” Without the familiar bonds of traditions, facts, “the spirit of the system” 

and “family maxims,” American opinions become “a sort of intellectual dust that is blown 

around on all sides and cannot gather and settle.”54 Contests of opinions and interests emerge 

through this dust to shape popular government as individuals compete with one another for 

governmental power. 

 Robert Dahl investigated Madison’s work in this mode and yielded one of the most 

familiar flat interpretations of Madison. With a careful logical exercise, Dahl combed 

through Madison’s commitments in Federalist 10 to reveal an author driven by personal 

motives to protect a wealthy minority from a potentially powerful majority. He derived what 

he called Madison’s first principle, “if unrestrained by external checks, any given individual 

or group of individuals will tyrannize over others.”55 This makes the model of interaction one 
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of majorities and minorities with an intent to oppress. Dahl then recast Madison’s external 

check, separation of powers, as a mechanism to distribute penalties or rewards to office-

holders in a system that has no understanding of internal checks, “conscience (super-ego), 

attitudes and basic predispositions [habits and attitudes inculcated in society].”56 This 

transactional understanding limits the consideration of input to institutionally prescribed 

channels related to those who win elections. As Figure 3 illustrates below, there is no weight 

allowed for constitutional principles or a shared identity. The darker shading to the left of the 

fields indicates that the strength of Madison’s convictions, according to Dahl, reside closer to 

the extreme than to the middle of our Framework. Rather than approaching the question from 

a neutral position and making choices to the left and right of the center line, Dahl’s Madison 

operates with a more fixed and uncompromising idea of American political life.  

 Dahl conceived of the smallest and most limited role for American citizens as voters 

whose ballots legitimize the power of wealthy office-holders. Power, governmental control 

and protecting one’s own interests dominate Dahl’s description of what Madison intended for 

American political life as he presents the American model, a “torturous political theory” 

whose continuation defies logic. 
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Figure 3: Robert Dahl’s Understanding of Madisonian Political Life 

  

 While the first principle Dahl identified does not appear to be at odds with Madison’s 

stated objective to “break and control the violence of faction,” it does neglect the constraints 

Madison placed on proposed solutions in the very same paragraph. A “proper cure” only 

comes with a plan that avoids “violating the principles to which he [the friend of popular 

government] is attached.”57 Dahl assigned to Madison an understanding of human nature 

borrowed from Thomas Hobbes, justifying this move through a series of quotes from 

Franklin, Hamilton and Mason. An understanding of individuals driven to exert power and 

control others then dominates Dahl’s version of Madisonian thinking even though Madison 

himself had a more complex understanding of human nature.58 With much of Madison’s own 
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work dismissed as either invalid, abstract or unpersuasive, Dahl finally described the 

American system as “a convenient rationalization for every minority that, out of fear of the 

possible deprivations of some majority, has demanded a political system providing it with an 

opportunity to veto such policies.”59  

 Dahl’s version of Madison’s scheme distrusts most interaction between citizens and 

therefore aims to obstruct it and this makes constitutional government impossible. The 

arguments Madison provides for avoiding the rule of passions and temporary interests add 

up, Dahl believed, so that “the effectiveness of any majority whatsoever is severely limited if 

the electorate is numerous, extended and diverse in interests.”60 This understanding of 

American political life revolves around the simple questions of self-interested minorities 

acquiring power and maintaining it. The model of civic involvement Dahl suggests does not 

simply overlook integrative concerns capable of supporting a shared political community; it 

denies them any pull whatsoever. Individuals interact with one another as voters and office-

holder or as members of majorities and minorities. Definitions, measurements and specified 

roles limit what inputs carry weight. An institutional precision Madison would have hardly 

believed possible pretends to balance the independent and interdependent forces operating in 

political life. The desire to manipulate those mechanisms and acquire power for one’s own 

group supplants interests in republican principles while Madison’s stated objective in 

Federalist 10, to “refine and enlarge public views,” has disappeared.  

 At the opposite extreme, the pole that most accommodates interactive and interdependent 

activity represents civic involvement through the integrity of one’s commitment to the 
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political community, its shared principles and a willingness to work through collective 

action. Citizens share a responsibility to work together determining the issues to be 

addressed, identifying potential solutions, deliberating among them and implementing a 

decision. Much more labor-intensive, this mode of civic involvement requires considering 

how to best educate citizens about the principles and commitments of the political 

community. This picture of political life risks losing the push of individual pursuits that often 

uncover new ideas or different ways of thinking. 

 Appeals to get involved often employ the language of a shared identity found at this 

extreme. Whether asked to vote or to contribute, individuals withstand calls to do their civic 

duty, to make democracy work and to support their country. If overemphasizing 

independence creates a problem of purposeless or disconnected individuals, then this version 

of political life overemphasizes dependence and risks coercing individuals to act as though 

they share the beliefs of the political community whether the actually do or not. Again, 

Tocqueville imagined how this extreme would work among a democratic people. He 

described a regime where the power of the majority exerts an “immense pressure on the 

minds of all on the intellect of each” so that a “faith in common opinion will become a sort of 

religion whose prophet will be the majority.”61 This version of political life holds that the 

community’s morals, principles and customs can be fixed, taught carefully and passed along 

to future generations.  

 Colleen Sheehan has written the most thorough interpretation of Madison operating in 

this mode. Sheehan’s investigation revealed Madison to be an uncompromising republican 
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who fought against modern forces seeking to redefine the ends of republicanism. According 

to Sheehan, Madison’s theory of government represents one of the first in America to 

explicitly state the importance of public opinion, its centrality to free government and the 

conditions necessary to articulate it.62 Integrative concerns of principles and a shared identity 

drive Sheehan’s understanding of the interaction Madison sought to foster among the 

American people. Her interpretations of Madison’s work demonstrate how he sought to 

transform competing passions and interests into public reason with a “time-consuming 

process of communication and deliberation through the community, grounded in and 

reciprocally influencing the minds and mores of the people.”63 Countering Dahl’s first 

principle, Sheehan identified Madison’s “great desideratum in government” to be that of 

shaping public opinion or, “modifying the sovereignty.” She argued that the extended 

republic served two purposes. The distance controlled factions as Dahl had suggested but it 

also promoted, “the formation of a deliberative and reasonable public opinion in order to 

achieve self-government in a republican polity.”64 This makes the model of interaction a sort 

of reflection of the integrative concerns Sheehan believed grounded Madison’s approach to 

civic life. 
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Figure 4: Colleen Sheehan’s Understanding of Madisonian Political Life 

   

 

 Public opinion often assumes a leading role in interpreting Madison’s work whether the 

author seeks to prove that he distrusted the American people or that he relied on them as the 

ultimate sovereign. The term itself, however, has almost as many interpretations as Madison. 

Sheehan grounded much of her analysis on Madison’s notes for the National Gazette essays 

where she claimed to have found the most compelling evidence that Madison “utilizes means 

different from the classical science” that are “nonetheless directed to the classical republican 

task of improving the opinions and souls of citizens and developing among them a common 

republican character.”65 Public opinion becomes competent to govern “after there has been a 

general intercommunication of ideas among the people and guidance by their political 
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leaders.”66 Sheehan emphasized the centrality of “political tutelage” in Madisonian thinking 

where “the will of the public is the rightful ruling element when, and only when, it accords 

with the political truths of free government, from which its very sovereignty is derived.”67 

Ruling rightfully, as Sheehan described it, requires republican statesman to modify, 

encourage and guide the formation of public opinion back to republican ends. 

 Sheehan’s model of Madisonian thinking attributes all the power in the scheme to this 

specific understanding of public opinion. Distinct from an idea of public opinion so open-

ended that it could be counterfeited and pretended as both Madison and Tocqueville warned, 

public opinion fixed by republican ends enforces limits on what is acceptable and then 

ignores considerations beyond those limits. Using Madison’s notes regarding slavery and its 

influences on the public mind, Sheehan identified independence, proper pride and 

moderation as republican virtues that serve to orient public opinion toward the “republican 

truth” of “natural human equality” enabling it to rule “according to the standard of natural 

excellence and right.”68 Promoting a more comprehensive perspective on political life, 

Sheehan’s analysis still flattens easily to a too prescriptive understanding of public opinion 

and the extended republic that refines it. This model of political life celebrates interaction 

and the mutual influence it makes possible between citizens and republican statesmen, but it 

uses the interaction to limit citizens’ input by correcting unacceptable opinions. 

 By Sheehan’s hand, Madison relies on the literati, described as “cultivators of the human 

mind, manufacturers of useful knowledge and agents of the commerce of ideas,” to act as 
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agents of correction so that all opinions within the community align to the proper ends. In 

contrast to a seemingly prestigious role for these republican statesmen and a precise 

understanding of public opinion, the role of the individual citizen remains unspecified and 

uncertain in Sheehan’s analysis. The interdependent concerns of the community, republican 

principles in this case, overwhelm standard conceptions of independence and individuals who 

willingly choose to serve those ends as their own. Sheehan’s model of Madisonian political 

life fixes its contours with properly understood public opinion and risks making the role of 

citizen a passive or impotent one. Sheehan’s citizens become objects of correction compared 

to Dahl’s objects of manipulation. 

 On the far left of the Framework for Civic Involvement, Dahl’s analysis emphasizes the 

power of the individual, someone who uses their power effectively only when he insulates 

himself and his interests from popular opinion. Interaction between individuals beyond one’s 

own interest groups is limited and unnecessary. The idea that the public interest might inform 

the decisions made on the basis of these individual interests has no place in his analysis. 

Sheehan’s work, at the other extreme of our Scale of Civic Involvement, emphasizes the ends 

of the community. Public opinion has force only when it aligns to these ends so that many 

individuals will either be corrected or dropped from consideration. Interaction with other 

citizens becomes a mechanism for orienting popular opinions to approved public opinion, 

maintained by the literati or a political class. These extremes of civic involvement easily 

become shadows of the civic involvement that Madison imagined would be necessary to 

support popular government.  

 These miserly and constrained ideas of civic engagement both employ a meager and 

small idea of the American citizen. These analyses neglect Madison’s unrelenting 
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commitment to the bridge the gap between the best and worst tendencies of each component 

of civic involvement. It is not enough to focus on controlling popular opinion if there is no 

understanding of the necessary interaction between popular opinion and fixed public opinion. 

The shared principles represented by fixed public opinion and constitutional charters provide 

an orientation for American citizens interacting with one another. The stabilizing force in 

Madison’s plan for popular government relies on individual citizens who are themselves 

familiar with these principles, who have their own experience thinking with them and who 

have worked to sustain them when they are challenged. A duality permeates Madison’s 

thinking on public opinion where the people operate both as self-interested individuals and 

motivated community activists, even at the same time. In Federalist No. 41, Madison 

reviewed the powers delegated to the federal government with an advisory note that “the 

purest of human blessings must have a portion of alloy in them… a power to advance the 

public happiness, involves a discretion that may be misapplied and abused.”69 His 

understanding of popular sovereignty, the power that founded the entire structure of 

American government, would be no exception to this rule.  

 The flat and impotent citizens held too tightly at either end of the Scale of Civic 

Involvement represent one ideal or another but have no means to confront the weaknesses 

embedded in their models of political life. A unique brand of American problem-solving 

occurs in the distance between the two extremes of the Scale of Civic Involvement. 

Americans who have joined neighborhood associations, parent-teacher organizations, labor 

unions or other civic groups have done so not just to increase their own influence but also to 

focus on the particular problems that concern them the most, the competing interests at stake 
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in their resolution and the varied solutions proposed to address them. In these efforts, the 

people who are organizing and the causes that compel them reveal at least as much about 

American political life as counting votes or campaign dollars. 

 

Mixed Madison 

 The contours of this contest between the most liberal and the most republican 

interpretations of Madison’s work has run its course. Recognizing the influence of both 

traditions, political scientists shifted their attention to describing the particular blend of ideas 

present in Madison’s work. This method moves beyond “imposing analytic distinctions onto 

eighteenth-century  political actors that they would not have recognized,” by leveraging those 

familiar categories to understand Madison and his colleagues as “reflective and creative 

agents who not only adopted but reformulated political ideas.”70 These blended 

interpretations have provoked much more complex analyses of Madison’s work without 

offering more leverage on our questions of civic involvement.    

 In a chapter titled “The Madisonian Madison,” Lance Banning suggests that Madison 

redefined key terms such as “sovereignty”, “democracy” and “federation” as Americans 

shifted away from their “republican philosophy” and a “neoclassical conception of political 

society” to move “decisively toward the adoption of a modern, liberal perspective.” Banning 

describes a Madison who was concerned with two different threads of failure, the weakness 

of the American confederacy and the increasing discontent in the states where democratic 

constitutions and populistic policies were unable to protect individual rights. Madison’s 
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commitment to liberty, Banning explains, included understanding that term as a commitment 

to inherent individual rights and to the popular control of government. Throughout Banning’s 

work, Madison carries his republican aspirations alongside liberal commitments so that we 

understand his objective to be creating a Constitution concerned with “more security against 

majority infringements of the rights that governments were instituted to protect,” as well as 

to “guarantee both popular control and the establishment of social, economic and political 

conditions under which self-governance could last”. Banning’s work seems directed toward 

filling the gap in Robert Dahl’s work by directing liberal concerns toward a new 

understanding of republican principles. The fixed terms of the liberal and republican debate 

no longer represent simple propositions as Banning walks through Madison’s experience 

from his authorship of Memorial and Remonstrance to the drafting of the Virginia and 

Kentucky Resolutions. Investigating each liberal commitment, Banning reveals a republican 

orientation guiding Madison’s work.  

 Without compromising on her ideas about Madison’s republican convictions, Colleen 

Sheehan provides another way to look at instances where Madison seems to be confounded 

by the tension embedded in his work. Sheehan traces the development of ideas present in the 

National Gazette essays Madison began writing in 1791, and she identifies two categories of 

concerns. She observes that Madison viewed the political battles of the 1790’s as a 

“philosophic difference of opinion about the principles and conditions of republican 

government” and argues that these political essays can be sorted into those that “emphasize 

the theoretical foundation of republicanism” and those that “focus on Republican opposition 
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to certain economic and political policies of the Federalist administration.”71 Sheehan walks 

through Madison’s essays to illustrate these distinct categories and suggests that Madison’s 

thought became more complex as his republican convictions contended with modern 

conditions of political equality and economic freedom. These “modern conditions” then 

become a way for Sheehan’s take on Madisonian political life to at least recognize the pull of 

the political participation half of the Framework. 

 

A New Way to Understand Civic Skills 

 This tension between principles and conditions might require adopting new meanings for 

classical terms or it might suggest a better way of understanding the question. As noted 

earlier, Alan Gibson has suggested a new approach. Concluding his review of the literature 

debating republican and liberal interpretations of Madison, he offers an agenda for future 

research and first on his list is “reconsidering civil society.” Gibson suggests that Madison’s 

statements interpreted to address “the role or proper function of the national government,” 

would be better understood as expressions of the “Founders’ beliefs about the character or 

content that civil society had to have if republicanism was to survive in America.”72 This 

approach releases the constraints of interpretations bound by either liberal or republican ideas 

so that a viable model of civic involvement has access to both. Attempting to answer 

Gibson’s proposed question about the character and content of civil society requires 

cultivating an ability like Madison’s to recognize potentially destructive tendencies and to 
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search for solutions to old and new problems. This capacity is an essential civic skill that 

connects with the marvel-making abilities of the American people.    

 Alan Gibson has suggested this approach represents that next phase of understanding 

Madison’s work on its own terms would necessarily begin with the problems Madison 

identified. To escape “caricatured portraits” of American political thought and reveal its 

“peculiarity and significance,” Gibson advised, “we should begin with the particular set of 

problems that they identified and addressed.”73 He provided an example of this approach in 

his own work investigating Madison’s commitment to the impartial administration of 

government:   

As Madison realized during the 1780s, the problem with republican government in 
general was that it institutionalized the majority as a judge unto itself… the central 
question of institutional design became how to secure the virtues of republicanism—
including fidelity to the interests of the people and protection of their rights—but at 
the same time blunt inflamed and interested majorities and promote the formation of 
impartial ones.74 

 

 Gibson connects a fundamental understanding of politics, the difficulty of any man being 

his own judge, to the problem Madison identified as a threat to the stability of republican 

government. Gibson then makes a substantive connection between this identified problem 

and the parameters of the solution, including the American people at their best and their 

worst. This understanding of the relationship between the American people and the 

institutions of government also makes an effective case for civic involvement. A disengaged 

citizenry not only risks its interests and rights but does so by allowing “inflamed interests” to 
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direct government decisions. This makes the role of American citizen one that requires 

thinking in terms of good and bad tendencies, wielding the ability to put them in tension with 

one another and using the competing schemes of political life to derive the best of them both. 

 Madison also maintained a commitment to creating and sustaining an interdependence 

between office holders and constituents that extended beyond the mere recitation of the 

political thought of others. In Federalist No. 57, Madison confronted the concern that drives 

Dahl’s critique, the idea that the elite may legislate to their own benefit. He believed 

prevention resided in, “the genius of the whole system, the nature of just and constitutional 

laws, and above all the vigilant and manly spirit which actuates the people of America.”75 

Institutions, legislation and the American people themselves combine in a multi-layered 

defense against government for the interested few. Constitutional provisions maintain the 

relationships between those elected to office and their constituencies through regular 

elections, qualifications for office and suffrage.76 In the same essay, Madison argued free 

suffrage would support the election of virtuous men distinguished by their popular election 

and motivated to preserve the approval of their constituency.77 Madison provided that this 

“free suffrage” would make it so “the great body of the people” would be the electors of the 

federal representatives. According to Madison, these electors would therefore not be “the rich 

more than the poor; not the learned more than the ignorant; not the haughty heirs of 

distinguished names.” American citizens would then have the ability to elect “every citizen 

whose merit may recommend him to the esteem and confidence of his country.”78 Madison’s 
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descriptions of free suffrage and public elections of the most respected citizens may not 

match today’s experience but they demonstrate his concern to minimize the undue influence 

of the elite.  

 Laws that apply equally to both groups, the elected and the represented, would also serve 

to establish “one of the strongest bonds by which human policy can connect the rulers and 

their people together,” by creating, “a communion of interests and sympathy of 

sentiments.”79 Madison designed a system of government that generated and reinforced 

interdependence between the people and their representatives even in the most basic activity 

of political participation. The political community itself could be understood through the 

individual voter’s approach to the act of voting. 

 Taking part in this “communion of interests” serves to cultivate civic skills that push 

citizens to extend their reach beyond their role as a voter. The regular exercise of recalling 

better motives through communicating, deliberating and cooperating with other citizens 

creates opportunities for citizens to both learn and practice republican principles. Madison 

considered the Constitution to be the ultimate expression of popular sovereignty but 

maintaining it required sustaining a mutual influence between citizens, representatives and 

their shared principles. Believing that public reason rather than popular opinion represented 

the true currency of free government, he designed a Constitution that worked to regulate 

popular opinion as much as it limited the powers and scope of those governing the public. 

Madison’s plan for the Constitution allowed it to operate it as an intermediate order between 

the People and the Government. Knowing these republican principles and having experience 
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working with them, an individual citizen is able to recognize one’s own will in the 

Constitution and to understand the necessity for this regulation. Proponents of direct 

democracy use Madison’s concern for impeding potentially quick and destructive popular 

passions to challenge his democratic commitments. These critiques overlook what he 

considered vitally necessary, the ability to confront the turbulence of popular passions with 

the more stable force of public reason. Mutual influence through shared principles makes it 

more likely that public reason will emerge and that a shared character will be recognized. 

 The interaction between individuals, organized interest groups, and elected 

representatives interwoven with shared principles to orient their work animated Madison’s 

plan of government. In “The Politics of Public Opinion,” Colleen Sheehan described how 

this interaction supports a shared character: 

What citizens think, what they believe, what they denigrate, and what they cherish 
largely determine their character and their actions. And in a free society, the character 
of the people determines the character of the polity.80 

  

 Carter and Kobylka agree but ask us to also consider how the character of the polity 

shapes the character of the people. Shared values work to educate the people to a common 

identity and articulate standards for evaluating the government.81  Madison recognized the 

potential of this facet of mutual influence when he grounded his argument for stability in 

government on its necessity to the national character and the “repose and confidence in the 
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minds of the people.”82 Before his famous quote in Federalist No. 51 regarding angels 

governing men, Madison asks, “what is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on 

human nature?”83 For Madison, popular government and the American people can both aim 

toward their best nature by recognizing and addressing this shared character. 

 The unifying force of constitutional principles in Madison’s work has been recognized in 

previous accounts of his work but the Framework for Civic Involvement makes it possible to 

better understand how they work to unite the American citizenry. Madison’s proposed 

government could promote participation through shared principles “that extended beyond the 

self.”84 Sunstein articulates this account of a republican citizenry where “participation is not 

only instrumental in the ordinary sense; it is also a vehicle for the inculcation of such 

characteristics as empathy, virtue, and feelings of community.”85 Such civic skills appear in 

Madison’s work when he calls on a “mutual confidence and affection” to support discussion 

and deliberation amongst the people who could “concur amicably,” or “differ with 

moderation”. This would render them more ready to “sympathize with each other “so they 

can “interpose a common manifestation of their sentiments,” “take alarm at usurpation or 

oppression,” and “consolidate their defence of the public liberty.”86 Shared sentiments and 

constitutional principles would perpetuate a national character with citizens worthy of 

Madison’s claims that the people were competent to govern themselves. Through their 
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ongoing interaction with other citizens and their shared constitutional principles, the people 

articulate their will for government and evaluate its effectiveness according to those 

principles. Madison’s government, a reflection of its people, threatens to collapse without 

this interaction that supports an interdependent political community. 

 The radicalness of Madisonian civic involvement resides in each citizen’s willingness to 

think about good government, constitutional principles and the public good. As much as an 

individual’s natural tendency may rest at the individual-oriented end of the Framework of 

Civic Involvement, the Madisonian citizen contemplates and struggles with the community-

oriented concerns at the opposite end. Madison’s work shows how to enroll each individual 

in the pursuit of reason through the shared concerns of the political community. He sought to 

structure governmental institutions to support the people by promoting mutual influence and 

facilitating these shifts in perspective. The pattern of these shifts, their frequency and 

strength, creates the stabilizing force of Madisonian civic involvement. Self-interest and 

passion would persist in individual citizens and work to divide them, but constitutional 

principles defined a national character to unite a nation of individuals in imagining 

themselves as one people. 

 

Conclusion 

 The Madisonian question motivating civic involvement then is not whether or not one 

participates in one mode of participation or another but how and to what extent an individual 

has interacted with others within their political community. Individuals who have interacted 

with other citizens, elected representatives, their own interest groups and others have had 
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more of an opportunity to experience mutual influence and to develop civic skills, or, in other 

words, to be integrated into the larger political community through its shared principles.  

 Madison understood the difficult equilibrium between passion and reason within the 

individual as well as the people and government within a political community. Maintaining 

free government required anticipating difficult contests of interests and a genuine threat of 

instability. The interpretations provided by Dahl and Sheehan, however, ignore the difficulty 

of these contests and rely on some form of coercion as the solution. For Madison, 

government that relied on repressing diverse interests or correcting them would have 

appeared “’unnatural’ and inimical to the requirements of a free life.”87 The coercion of a 

powerful minority with the authority of elected office or the influence of approved thought 

trivializes the individual’s role in political society. In both schemes, the individual exerts 

little influence of his own, representing instead an object to be manipulated or corrected. 

 Madison’s innovation in self-government includes transforming popular opinion into a 

force that, when confronting fixed public opinion, cultivates shared principles and inculcates 

civic skills throughout the extended republic. Civic involvement facilitates mutual influence 

so that one may vote with a shared interest in mind, debate the issues of the day with fellow 

citizens or organize to change how those issues and shared interests are understood. 

Institutions outside of government could also support these shared principles and civic skills. 

Today’s labor unions, civil rights organizations, religious associations, volunteer and charity 

groups represent opportunities to support the “intercourse of sentiments” much like Madison 

imagined roads, newspapers and commerce would in the 1800’s. They have the capacity to 

                                                

87 Ralph L. Ketcham. 1957. “Notes on James Madison's Sources for the Tenth Federalist  
Paper.” Midwest Journal of Political Science 1(1): 20-25. 



58 

generate civic knowledge and cultivate the “proper temperament of moderation, of 

subordinating individual interests to the common good, and of actively engaging in public 

life.”88 With the opportunity to influence one another and develop these civic habits, citizens 

become a potentially powerful force, like the one Madison prescribed, competent to protect 

the boundaries of government. 
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Chapter 3: The American Citizen Shrinks from View 

  

“Without the possibility of such support, most city streets hardly try to fight back—
whether their troubles emanate from city hall or from other drawbacks of the human 
condition. Nobody likes to practice futility.” 

 
 —Jane Jacobs  
 The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 1961 

 

 The American citizen that appears in our studies of political behavior has little of the 

influence or force Madison wanted to direct the shared political community of American 

people. The government proposed to have been founded through the reflection and choice of 

the individuals to be governed is now discussed as a government that either operates through 

an adequate number of people with a passable amount of information or through office-

seekers motivated to win elections. This transition represents a shift from a qualitative 

question with a whole political order at stake to a set of quantitative answers with little 

interpretive power for evaluating popular government. Campaigns, elections, candidates and 

their most steadfast supporters take center stage for a mostly inactive audience of citizens. 

The shared principles and civic skills that mediate contests between popular opinions and 

fixed public opinion have been lost in the chasm between qualitative questions and 

quantitative answers.  

 The under-informed American citizen participating in politics through habitual 

partisanship and other heuristics has little to counter the turbulent contests of self-rule. The 

potential for tumult is one Madison could not have ignored since his studies would have 

revealed that popular government has long been considered an alluring but dangerous way to 

govern. In Plato’s Republic, Socrates muses that many would call democracy “the fairest 
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regime… like a many-colored cloak decorated in all hues, this regime, decorated with all 

dispositions…”89 The philosopher quickly demonstrates that these splendid pictures of self-

rule neglect the tumult and discord that regularly threaten popular government. A 

“greediness” for freedom destroys the democratic regime where men have, “neither order nor 

necessity” in their lives.90 The diverse interests and dispositions of popular government are 

celebrated as activity or energy and bemoaned as unmoored contests of opinion.  

 Madison approached the question of popular sovereignty knowing its propensity for 

instability through this energy in either form. To stabilize the American system, he relied on 

dynamic models of interaction incorporating fixed public opinion, diverse inputs that blend 

interests and a public concern for integrating individuals into the work of the political 

community. Political science has instead looked for stability in popular opinion and political 

elites. This chapter looks at American political life as our studies of political behavior 

describe it. The literature of political behavior presents a shallow and limited role for the 

American citizen that neither appeals to the shared principles or self interests that work in 

tandem within the Madisonian Framework for Civic Involvement. 

 The American citizen that appears in the study of American political life is small, with 

limited influence and every reason to suspect the legitimacy of public decision-making. 

Political science has adopted the models of civic involvement that accompany the limited 

interpretations of Madison’s work presented in the last chapter. The models of political life 
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Madison sought to avoid ground our study of political behavior and constrain our 

understanding of the American citizen’s role. 

 

Shrinking American Citizen 

 As the study of American political behavior has narrowed, our understanding of the 

citizen’s role has shrunk alongside it. With modern opinion polls providing all the evidence 

required, political science often concludes that the majority of the American people are 

incompetent to make rational decisions when casting their ballots and often appear comically 

unprepared to speak about the institutions of government. These characterizations of the 

American people suggest the Madisonian scale presented in previous chapters has failed. 

Madisonian ideas about civic involvement have either been unrealistic from the beginning or 

are now ill-suited for modern life.  

 Today’s search for a competent self-governing citizen looks for evidence of a rational 

voter. Contemporary political science measures the consistency of an individual voter’s 

preferences across different issues and assumes inconsistency to be cause to doubt the 

citizen’s ability to govern. This definition of competency stands without carrying forward 

Madison’s concerns for thwarting majority tyranny, protecting constitutional principles and 

providing the American people practice at doing both. These considerations could lurk in 

both the context and substance of different policies that shift from one policy to the next or 

over time. Individuals may weigh their assessment of majority tyranny or measure their 

decision against shared principles as they determine their support. The Studies of 

consistency, coherence and rational voting now, all focused on the individual alone, shape 

how we think of mankind’s ability to govern but do so without addressing whether or not 
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these measures represent a meaningful relationship to popular sovereignty and the citizen’s 

role in supporting it.  

 As the study of political behavior has grown to depend on polling data, it has also 

substituted shallow representations of the people’s will. These alternatives then make it 

possible to soften the conclusion that American citizens are neither competent to govern nor 

interested in doing so. More than six decades of literature has provided ample evidence for 

the most damaging conclusions. In 1960, The American Voter by Campbell, et al led the 

charge in a body of work claiming that the American voter was “only mildly involved in 

politics,” and thought about their politics in “relatively simple and narrow terms.” Their 

reliance on political parties was “more a matter of habit than of rational selection,” and the 

American voter was “basically satisfied with the working of the political system.”91 Converse 

continued in his work to establish non-attitudes as the primary substance of public opinion.92 

“I don’t know” and “I don’t care” quickly eroded any idea that popular opinion carried 

meaning or could direct government. 

 Unwilling to lose the American system as a model for free government, democratic 

thinkers have compromised on their understanding of popular government’s requirements. 

These compromises then allow political scientists to revisit their assessment of the public. 

Nearly forty years after Converse and Campbell’s work, Michael X. Delli Carpini and Scott 

Keeter revisited the different measures of political knowledge to advise that the American 
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voter is “under-informed” rather than uninformed.93 These measures indicated that an 

individual’s level of political knowledge fluctuates with an individual’s ethnicity, social class 

and gender, making any one image of the American voter problematic. Zaller described this 

as a “high variance in political awareness around a generally low mean.94 Comparing 

political parties and their ideologies, individual citizens minimize their information costs and 

participate in democracy with adequate political knowledge. The American citizen featured 

in this research transforms from an individual incompetent of self-government to one 

disinterested in it and from being disinterested to being uninformed. The final transformation 

occurs as the uninformed American citizen becomes informed enough for a minimal 

democratic life. 

 Either these under-informed citizens are adequate for self-government or they depend on 

a political elite who make the system work. Walter Lippmann wrote in 1922 that mass public 

opinion was little more than the aggregation of people’s passions, easily susceptible to elite 

manipulation. He then concluded the people should elect their leaders but leave public policy 

itself to the experts. V. O. Key focused on the interaction between mass public opinion and a 

sub-culture of political activists arguing, “mass opinion is not self-generating; in the main, it 

is a response to the cues, the proposals and the visions propagated by the political 

activists.”95 These cues culminate in an individual’s vote while those elected to office govern 

by craft and their own discretion. If these models of minimal civic involvement are sufficient, 

they are hardly compelling. The understanding of popular sovereignty embedded in the 
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studies of American political behavior is one of limited participation through individual 

transactions with government directed toward preferred policy outcomes.  

 As a result, popular government becomes a seemingly small question of winners and 

losers. James Stimson, Michael Mackuen and Robert Erikson found that rational anticipation 

of electoral “opportunities and hazards” leads the U.S. House of Representatives to produce 

policies with the most public support.”96 “Liberal” or “conservative” shifts in public opinion 

require corresponding shifts in policy. Representatives reward a public that successfully 

informs their decisions or generates enough public pressure that they begin to question their 

electoral chances. Larry Bartels documents the story of economic inequality in the United 

States and finds “the opinions of millions of ordinary citizens in the bottom third of the 

income distribution have no discernible impact on the behavior of their elected 

representatives.”97 With few reasons to vote and limited financial resources, lower income 

citizens disappear from consideration with few means to affect their representatives’ electoral 

calculations. 

 The citizen’s role becomes that of a bargain hunter or policy consumer and our 

understanding of political behavior offers little leverage for evaluating popular government 

beyond three basic questions: who votes? (or who does not?), what do they want?, and what 

do they get? With few obligations to consider the larger community, this understanding of 

citizenship charges each individual to work government to his or her own benefit. The 

American system is seemingly absolved from working with fixed public opinion, 

incorporating diverse channels of civic input and integrating the people in the work of both 
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articulating and maintaining the constitutional principles of the political community. Value 

resides in voting and winning by any margin, which becomes the focus of the effort. Political 

observers lament the decline in the civic knowledge individual citizens demonstrate when 

asked even as our models of civic involvement shrink to include fewer opportunities for 

citizens to practice articulating constitutional principles and their own civic understandings .  

 More evidence of the shrinking American citizen is found when we compare the contexts 

in which the citizen’s role is sought to be understood. Madison’s model of civic involvement 

integrated the citizen within a model of popular government. The role of citizen appears as 

large and as complicated as the idea of popular government itself as men and government 

work with and against one another to orient the work of both toward their better tendencies 

and to counter their worst. Representing a slight shift, the American citizen Tocqueville 

observed performed on a smaller stage, benefitting from participation in local politics. A 

political life inclined to “multiply infinitely the occasions for citizens to act together and to 

make them feel every day that they depend on one another” shaped an understanding of the 

public good through “enlightened self-interest.” Tocqueville’s citizens served in a smaller 

sphere of local politics but this experience worked to develop an interest in the public good 

since citizens saw “the need they constantly have for one another in order to produce it.”98 

The citizen’s participation in local politics created a habit of thought that understood the 

parallel relationships connecting individuals to their local communities and those 

communities of individuals to the public good. By the end of the 20th Century, Robert 

Putnam catalogued the benefits of social capital, recognized as generalized reciprocity and 
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trust, as the measure of how effective and productive an individual could be within a 

community. The larger community enjoys the effects of connected citizens in their “habits of 

cooperation,” public-spiritedness and civic skills but the malaise was an individual loss of 

productivity as individuals retreated from public life.99 The individual citizen took the lead 

role as the unit of measure representing the diminishing vitality of popular government in the 

United States.  

 The citizen as a unit of measure appears in today’s studies of political behavior as votes, 

dollars or policy preferences. In the most thorough investigation of civic skills and their 

distribution across the American public, Sidney Verba, et al. share their surprise that so many 

respondents reported thinking of themselves as “acting for the common good” and advise 

that a system that overrepresents the educated and wealthy who are more “politically 

informed and tolerant” also overrepresents those most likely to “conform to participatory 

democratic notions of the good citizen.”100 The authors point to “competing conceptions of 

the good of all” to demonstrate that the concept is “fraught with the possibilities for 

misinterpretation” and overlook the Madisonian expectation for the citizens to work together 

to confront those competing conceptions with a mutual confidence rather than a single shared 

answer. The modern understanding of citizen is so far distant from the concerns of the larger 

political community that we doubt the legitimacy of these concerns when they appear. 

 A solicitation to vote often relies on a call to civic duty or to support democracy. Our 

shrinking understanding of civic involvement robs these appeals of their assumed persuasive 
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power. Whatever the rhetoric, the system is understood to operate so that voting for winners 

is what counts and each individual’s calculation for participating or opting out is simple 

math. 

 

Fixed and Unrecognizable 

 As the citizen’s role shrinks to what is measurable, quantifiable or observable, political 

science replaces the Madisonian model of civic involvement with static definitions that 

become fixed and disconnected from the questions shaping political life. Simple models of 

the citizen’s role operate to limit expectations and opportunities for collaboration. The 

commitments embedded in models of political behavior influence what we expect of fellow 

citizens, policy outcomes and political life itself. Studies of political behavior that deny, 

neglect or otherwise dismiss the tension between the principles and conditions of a shared 

political life approach the citizen’s role as though it is a variable like any other, with 

minimum and maximum levels with no consequence beyond the structure of a quantitative 

model. 

 When political scientists choose between a minimum or maximum level of civic 

involvement, they either operationalize either political participation or civic engagement. 

Approaching these two terms as interchangeable concepts obscures the commitments these 

concepts represent in qualitative rather than quantitative contexts. Acts of participation occur 

in singular moments, separated over time and often isolated from one another. While it 

implies action, the proposition usually refers to nearly passive opportunities for constrained 

activity created or organized and controlled by others. Studies in this category include who 

voted in the 2008 election, who contributed to Political Action Committees in 2012 and who 
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volunteered with which campaigns. The questions supporting each of these studies anticipate 

a yes or no answer. Citizens opt in as easily as they opt out with few consequences beyond 

the fluctuations of a reported percentage. Political observers and activists alike discuss low 

turnout but know it has also been proven that full turnout would rarely change electoral 

outcomes.101 

 When looking at questions framed in terms of “engagement,” the term implies a 

relationship, something that is ongoing and persists. Acts of engagement occur through 

collaborative efforts, sustained over time while building momentum from one event to 

another. Acts of engagement not only imply a more active role for individual citizens, they 

also suggest that a purpose motivates their activities. Studies in this category often turn to 

experiments or case studies rather than polling samples. America Speaks, for example, 

convened deliberative forums across the country engaging 180,000 participants in 150 

different projects with skilled discussion facilitators, neutral research and technological tools 

to record participants’ opinions throughout the event.102 Through these 21st Century Town 

Meetings, America Speaks gathered research results suggesting that participants were more 

likely to continue following the issues discussed and to participate in other political acts 

related to those discussions.103 These events, however, require an intense effort to coordinate 
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participants, discussion facilitators, local officials, subject matter expertise and equipment. 

Activists on this end of the scale share a commitment to engaging citizens in policy making 

where their participation has a clear impact but they have difficulty addressing how this can 

be done on a large scale with less formally organized groups.104 

 Polling data offers more convenient methods and these quantified measures easily 

dominate our current understanding of political behavior. This primacy then emphasizes the 

isolated transactions of individual decision makers with limited individual consequence over 

the persistent collaborative opportunities where citizens see their work applied to public 

decision making. Emphasizing the autonomy over all other considerations, these 

investigations of participation narrow their field of study to the act of voting or the events of 

campaigns. In their update to Voice and Equality, Kay Schulman and Sidney Verba write off 

acts of “creative participation” by restating their commitment to focusing on “actions 

directed at government” and “on doing not talking.” They explain that creative participation 

“includes a somewhat idiosyncratic set of actions that seek social change without involving 

public authorities.”105 This decision dismisses entire categories of political behavior and casts 

public authorities as service providers with citizen-customers who demand services.  
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 These restricted views of American political behavior align to the commitments of liberal 

political thought so that conclusions regarding a sufficient amount of minimum participation 

require little discussion. This mode of operation, however, remains blind to the attributes of 

civic engagement that serve to connect citizens to one another, their collective concerns and 

the needs of their political community. What kind of “talking” makes the “doing” possible?  

 There is a danger in failing to recognize the limited explanatory power of our models of 

political behavior in the larger context of understanding democratic life. Susan D. Collins 

describes an “orthodox liberal concept of the state as an association of rights-bearing free 

agents who contract with one another for the sake of peace and the pursuit of happiness.”106 

Sandel refers to “unencumbered selves” and warns of a “striking consequence” that 

individual citizens have no political obligations to fellow citizens or the larger political 

community.107 Individual interests shape whether or not these free agents choose to burden 

themselves with questions confronting the larger community. In looking at the “thinness and 

provisionality” of contemporary liberalism’s commitment to democracy, Benjamin Barber 

argues liberalism conceives of “no form of citizenship other than the self-interested 

bargain.”108 Political life resolves to self interest and personal gain, retreating to the lower 

left corner of the Madisonian framework, with no guide for orienting those calculations 

toward other citizens or the larger political community. 
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 In contrast to a vantage point fixed by autonomy and voting behavior, civic engagement 

prioritizes the shared principles of a political community and public deliberation. 

Accommodating the ongoing relationships that make civic engagement possible, political 

scientists have turned to discussions of trust, reciprocity and social capital. Robert Putnam 

applied the term “social capital” to political life in his book Making Democracy Work, and 

grounded the concept in the “connections among individuals—social networks and the norms 

of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them.”109 Putnam’s work alleged that 

American political life had atrophied since the 1960’s when more than 70% of eligible voters 

voted and the majority of citizens claimed membership in local clubs or other neighborhood 

organizations.110  

 Popular magazines, newspapers and federally funded research initiatives took up 

Putnam’s question of whether or not civic disengagement represented a threat and put his 

phrase, “social capital,” into regular rotation. Social capital was soon applied to a wide range 

of disparate behaviors, “ranging from bowling in leagues to watching political talk shows, 

writing checks for political advocacy groups, and showing up political rallies or marches.”111 

The discussion of civic engagement became a clutter of ideas that Ben Berger called “an 

academic tower of Babel” when he declared civic engagement “ready for the dustbin.”112 

Confronting our lack of precision would better serve our understanding of American political 

behavior when the question that hangs in the balance is how citizens come to understand 

their own interests in the public good. 
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 Civic engagement focuses first, but not exclusively, on the relationships between 

individuals within the political community. Their interaction creates a feeling of belonging 

and mutual obligation. Recognizing that these models of interaction are intrinsic to civic 

engagement, we can narrow the list of activities to which the term applies, distinguish these 

activities from the more individually centered acts of political participation and ask what 

combinations of civic involvement make democracy work. Putnam suggested the viability of 

a political community rests on generalized reciprocity, something he defined as a disposition 

to “do  this for you without expecting anything specific back from you, in the confident 

expectation that someone else will do something for me down the road.”113 Civic engagement 

promotes these confident expectations or general trust in the community and helps to sustain 

an enterprise that relies on the ongoing cooperation of individual citizens. Madison’s mutual 

influence also relied on this confidence and trust but extended their reach beyond individual 

relationships to the shared political community itself.  

 Trivializing concerns for reciprocity, trust and social capital does little to fill the void 

created when dismissing “idiosyncratic” modes of participation. Troubled by the pitfalls that 

void represents, supporters of deliberative democracy offer a model of democratic life 

defined by reciprocity. Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson argue that deliberation gives 

reciprocity real effect as it promotes the legitimacy of collective decisions and encourages 

citizens to, “expand their knowledge, including both their self-understanding and their 

collective understanding of what will best serve their fellow citizens.”114 Reciprocity requires 
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deliberation as citizens provide justifications for “mutually binding” laws and public policies 

and these justifications rely on “reference to substantive values.”115  

 The procedural and substantive commitments of deliberative democracy do not stop at 

dismissing less rigorous acts of political participation. These commitments also undermine 

the legitimacy of public policies enacted without deliberation and the opportunities it 

provides for justification. Gutmann and Thompson write that aggregate models of democracy 

allow expressed preferences to become the “privileged or primary material for democratic 

decision-making” without regard for the reasons for those preferences. They allow that these 

methods yield “determinate outcomes” but fail to provide a “principled basis for democratic 

decision-making.”116 This counters the assumption that the American system exhibits an 

adequate amount of participation with one suggesting the entire system suffers from a lack of 

legitimacy. 

 This debate over what is required for legitimate government, either sufficient 

participation or deliberative democracy, has no mechanism for resolution. As each study 

emphasizes or dismisses the attributes it selects, it concerns itself less with the reach of its 

results beyond the specified research agenda. At the maximum level of civic involvement, 

deliberative forums work to improve democratic decision making and to engage participants 

in specific issues. At the minimum level of civic involvement, election studies offer leverage 

on the individual interests at work in the political system. We learn more about these 

prescribed channels of civic involvement but maintain a separation between the conditions of 

modern life that shape political behavior and the principles they either emphasize or 
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undermine. As the American citizen’s role in realizing self-government recedes from view, 

the data and details of political behavior combine to stand in its stead and undermine the 

concerns for a shared political community. 

 

A Formula for Bad Politics 

 The small and fixed ideas of American political life provided by the study of political 

behavior appear throughout Madison’s own work. Uninformed individuals who would be 

better served by relying on a political elite as well as individuals motivated by their own 

interests alone occupied Madison’s thinking as he constructed a framework for civic 

involvement that would guard against the worst tendencies of popular government. The 

models that now dominate our studies of American political behavior were among the 

outcomes Madison wanted to avoid.  

 As Madison argued for a politics that expected more from the American people, he 

warned citizens to reject a politics animated by the belief that men were neither capable of 

self government nor trustworthy when elected to office. Arguing in support of the newly 

proposed Constitution, Madison accused his opponents of expecting the national legislature 

to “do every mischief they possibly can,” and to, “omit to do everything good which they are 

authorised to do.” He offered his own alternative, “that they will as readily do their duty as to 

deviate from it.”117 Madison could not accept political thinking that afforded so little virtue to 

men that virtuous acts in office became unlikely if not impossible. In the opposite direction, 

Madison challenged the idea that the American people could not recognize their best interests 
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and should compensate by placing an “unlimited confidence” in office holders and expecting 

“nothing but the most exalted integrity and sublime virtue.” These were the ideas of a 

political life marked by a suspicion that overlooked a “great republican principle… that the 

people will have virtue and intelligence to select men of virtue and wisdom.”118 When 

American politics assumes men are incapable of self-government and requires a political elite 

to function, it becomes the system that Madison attributed to his opponents. 

 Constraining participation to questions of electoral contests and policy preferences 

reinforces the idea that citizens fulfill their duty by voting and then retire until the next 

election. Madison refused to accept that these intermittent acts of a ghost citizenship would 

be sufficient to maintain popular government. He argued that an ongoing  vigilance would 

operate between constituencies and office holders so that corruption by elite influences or 

minority interests would be difficult. In Federalist 57, Madison responded to the charge that 

an elite few would be the most likely to win election by encouraging his reader to consider 

the perspective of the man elected. He saw several mechanisms to reinforce “their fidelity to 

their constituents.” Madison then went on to describe how the American system combined 

“duty, gratitude, interest, ambition itself” as the “chords” binding office holders “to fidelity 

and sympathy with the great mass of the people.”119 From affection and gratitude for winning 

one election to interest and ambition for winning the next, office holders would have “more 

to hope from a preservation of the favor, than from innovation in the government subversive 

to the authority of the people.” Elections in Madison’s scheme provided office holders a 

“habitual recollection of their dependence on the people,” but maintaining a relationship with 
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a constituency over time is what turned individual interests toward serving the public 

good.120  

 Madison identified a dissonance in his opponents’ arguments that questioned the 

competency of American citizens. His opponents claimed to support self government and the 

people’s right to select their own representatives while also arguing that the people would 

need protection from those they elect, representatives who will “immediately and infallibly 

betray the trust committed to them.” Writing in 1792, Madison described how to recognize 

the tyranny that would result from a suspicious and distrustful politics. In a political essay 

titled “A Candid State of Parties”, Madison offered his own understanding of the two parties 

likely to endure in contests over the administration of the newly ratified Constitution. His 

party, the Republicans, included those who would persist with their belief that mankind could 

govern themselves, being “naturally offended at every public measure that does not appeal to 

the understanding and to the general interest of the community, or that is not strictly 

comfortable to the principles, and conducive to the preservation of republic government.” His 

opponents, individuals opposed to Republican government, Madison believed had, 

“debauched themselves into a persuasion that mankind are incapable of governing 

themselves.” They consequently sought, “to point the measures of government less to the 

interest of the many than of the few, and less to the reason of the many than to their 
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weaknesses.”121 An approach to political life that limits expectations of the quantity and 

quality of civic involvement risks overlooking Madison’s understanding of popular 

government and succumbing to what he described as tyranny. 

 Making public opinion the “real sovereign” of free government led Madison to speak as 

openly about the dangerous and difficult versions of popular government as he did the 

empowering and principle-driven versions. He identified difficulties that included identifying 

reliable indicators of popular opinion as well as convincing citizens that their participation 

made a difference. In a political essay from December, 1791, Madison wrote that a large 

country like the United States would allow the “authority of government” to benefit from the 

ease at which public opinion could be counterfeited while liberty suffered as individual 

citizens yielded to public opinion seeing that they each became “more insignificant… in his 

own eyes.”122 To counteract these two tendencies toward corruption, Madison prescribed a 

“general intercourse of sentiments” as a remedy. The imbalance he hoped it would address, 

however, had already shown how popular opinion could both promote popular government 

and undermine it.  

 According to Madison, the oppression of the American people could occur as the result 

of uninhibited majority factions or through the unimpeded pursuit of the people’s own 

passions. In Federalist 63, Madison warns his readers about the people’s “temporary errors 

and delusion” and instances when they might act “stimulated by some irregular passion, or 

some illicit advantage, or misled by the artful misrepresentations of interested men.”123 The 
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particular remedy advocated in that essay is the Senate, a “temperate and respectable body of 

citizens… [who] suspend the blow mediated by the people against themselves, until reason, 

justice and truth can regain their authority over the public mind.”124 Governing through 

popular opinion alone is a dangerous proposition that Madison believed would require more 

than identifying the candidate or policy with the most support. He turned to a model of civic 

involvement that made institutions and public debate mechanisms for testing popular 

opinion, verifying its durability and its consonance with the larger political community. 

 

Conclusion 

 Madison never absolved the American people from an ongoing responsibility to oversee 

government and to evaluate it using constitutional principles. Contemporary political science 

has written these responsibilities out of our understanding of political life. This commitment 

changes how we represent the citizen’s role and has consequences that work to reshape the 

American model of popular government.  

 Writing “Political Reflections” on the French Revolution, Madison wrote in 1799 that the 

French case presented “serious admonitions” to those living in a representative government 

who support the argument that “people ought to consider the whole of their political duty 

discharged when they have chosen their representative” and promote the idea that the 

“people ought at all times to place an unlimited confidence in rulers so chosen.”125 He instead 

saw a “true lesson” that “in no case ought the eyes of the people to sit on the conduct of those 
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entrusted with power; nor their tongues tied from a just wholesome censure on it, any more 

than from merited commendations.” Madison also wrote to James Monroe early in his career 

that “there is no maxim which is more liable to be misapplied… than the current one that the 

interest of the majority is the political standard of right and wrong.” He suggested this led to 

the interests of the moment overwhelming any notion of a public good or ultimate happiness 

as it becomes “in the interest of the majority in every community to despoil & enslave the 

minority of individuals.”126  The Madisonian model of popular government rejected the same 

dependence on the expertise of elected officials and political elite that ground contemporary 

studies of American political behavior. 

 Civic skills are not the only casualty of this shift in thinking. Motivation for civic 

involvement and concern for a shared political community also fade from view. When 

American political life comes unmoored from the understanding of mankind and government 

that motivated Madison’s designs for self government, our politics adopt substitutes that 

change our commitment to popular government. 

                                                

126 Madison, Selected Writings, 28. 



80 

Chapter 4: Reclaiming What Makes Popular Government Work 

  
“Without creative personalities able to think and judge independently, the upward 
development of society is as  unthinkable as the development of the individual 
personality without the nourishing soil of the community.” 

  
 —Albert Einstein  
 “Society and Personality,” Ideas and Opinions, 1934 
 
 

 Madison said that those who argued for a “simple Democracy” or a “pure republic” 

worked with fiction rather than fact because “we know however that no society ever did or 

can consist of so homogenous a mass of Citizens.”127 The Madisonian Framework for Civic 

Involvement offers a mechanism for taking a view from the center where the energy and 

discord of heterogeneous society is easier to accommodate.  

 Madison utilized a more complicated understanding of the nature of man as he 

considered how American citizens would both meet and fail to meet the requirements of 

popular government. From this view at the center of competing forces, Madison promoted 

civic involvement that would transform the competing forces of popular government into 

power with an authority beyond majority might. The citizens themselves held this power. 

When we adopt the Framework as a means to evaluate our own political behavior, we 

reclaim this role for the American citizen.   

 The design, however, does not require all citizens to be involved in all questions or all 

activities. Madison’s prescription was less a list of activities and more a style of how to 

approach political questions. He expected American citizens to develop a capacity to act 
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through a civic perspective, expecting positive and negative forces as different models of 

interaction put interests, reason and public will in contest with one another. Participating in 

these models facilitates applying shared experiences of success and failure to orient one’s 

own understanding of fixed public opinion and shared constitutional principles. This personal 

understanding of the principles defining the political community then motivates citizens to 

act in future contests where they see a dangerous tendency gaining ground . As citizens 

become more skilled at civic involvement, they recognize that soliciting input from a wide 

variety of different perspectives improves solutions and fortifies their work by enrolling other 

citizens in the work of the political community.  

 Success on this model offers a durability that does not depend on election cycles. This 

chapter looks at how we can reclaim an essential role for American citizens in making that 

kind of success possible. This understanding of the citizen’s role integrates an understanding 

of the nature of mankind and of popular government to define the contours of a civic 

perspective. The combination of understanding shared principles through past experiences 

and applying one’s own civic perspective supports a model of popular government that relies 

on its citizens to know its weaknesses as well as its strengths and to use both as vehicles to 

better understand the shared principles of the political community. The last section revisits 

Madison’s work as a model of the civic involvement he believed the American system of 

government would require to succeed for generations. 

 

Aligning Expectations to What We Know 

 The different components of civic involvement and the expectations each component 

represents combine to offer leverage on a civic perspective that we lament losing when we 
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evaluate the American citizen but fail to articulate it in our understanding of political 

behavior. Embedded in the proposition of self government are concurrent possibilities of 

success and failure, of stability and chaos, of humankind’s ability to do good or evil. These 

possibilities often contend with one another in our accounts of government but they recur in 

Madison’s work in his understanding of the nature of mankind itself, the lessons of American 

history and the operations of government. The Framework for Civic Involvement represents 

a series of different channels for these concurrent possibilities, the best and worst tendencies 

of men and government, to compete and otherwise contend with one another before any 

single idea directs decision making. This approach to understanding the requirements of 

shared political life conveys specific ideas about what popular government in the United 

States requires of its citizenry.   

 Recovering a Madisonian framework for civic involvement aligns our models of 

interaction to the understanding of how individual interests, reason and public will recur in 

past observations of American political life. The “restive activity” and “superabundant force” 

Tocqueville identified as the true advantage of democracy provided an energy that he 

believed could create marvels. He demonstrated that “what is great is above all not what 

public administration executes but what is executed without and outside it.”128 Madison 

recognized “various and interfering interests” embedded in human nature, pointing to “a zeal 

for different opinions” concerning religion, government, political leaders and other issues. As 

a result, “the spirit of party and faction” would become a part of the “necessary and ordinary 
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operations of government.”129 The turbulent and contentious contests the authors described 

represented the potential of popular government as well as its difficulty. The expected 

outcome is a question of stronger and weaker forces when the components of popular 

government interact with one another.   

 Channeling conflicting interests into two party contests and regular elections that yield 

winners and losers obscures the difficulties of popular government with partisan platforms 

and claims of electoral mandates. This is the same simplification that works to shrink our 

understanding of the citizen’s role. In contrast, citizens who understand the dual tendencies 

of energy in popular government reclaim the capacity to both expect difficulties and to 

remake them into advantages for the political community. If we accept that these energetic 

forces have been transformed into something more routine and more tame, we have to 

consider that the American people have sacrificed some portion of their marvel-making 

abilities. Understanding that political life includes a necessary tension, represented by the 

duality of success and failure, serves as an important interpretive tool for citizens concerned 

to support popular government.  

 Tocqueville and Madison both discuss natural dualities to provide insight into how to 

think about the nature of men, the nature of democratic government and how they combine to 

shape political life. The tension between concurrent possible outcomes is different from the 

tension between competing parties. Where other political theories commit to a single idea 

about the nature of man, Madison thought it was “variable and malleable” rather than 
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universal or constant.130 Ralph Ketcham provided an overview of sixty-five years of 

Madison’s letters and speeches that “contain every shade of opinion from optimism to 

despair concerning the nature of man.”131 As a result, Madison’s work shows that he 

maintained neither the republican reliance on individual virtue nor an aristocratic suspicion 

of the people but worked with both and argued that sustaining popular government would 

require each.  

 An American citizen concerned for supporting popular government has to be able to 

sustain both views. In Federalist No. 10, Madison presented a composite of man where a 

connection “subsists between his reason and his self-love,” so that, “his opinions and his 

passions will have a reciprocal influence on each other.”132 The nature of man, according to 

Madison, included the tension created between these two tendencies. He then observed that 

this tension along with “different and unequal faculties” naturally divided society. Madison 

believed the history of mankind proved a disposition toward animosities where  “the most 

frivolous and fanciful distinctions have been sufficient to kindle their unfriendly passions, 

and excite their most violent conflicts.”133 Passions are varied and necessary to the energy in 

government as much as moderating, regulating and orienting those passions through the 

public good is necessary to stabilizing popular government.  
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 With potential and peril equally present in the nature of man, Madison demonstrated how 

this duality shaped the unpredictable nature of political society.134 In his analysis of 

republican government throughout history, he saw success and failure as “great councils and 

consultations,” attempted to reconcile, “discordant opinions, assuaging their mutual 

jealousies and adjusting their respective interests.”135 For Madison, effective government 

required managing these differences so as to avoid the corrosive effects of unstable 

government. He understood, however, that some methods for addressing these differences 

could destabilize popular government as easily as the differences themselves.  

 He wrote in Federalist No. 62 that excessive laws and revisions to them would afford an 

advantage to “the sagacious, the enterprising, and the moneyed few.”136 A lack of confidence 

in government would lead people to forego business or other improvements. Madison saw 

this in terms of both farmers and manufacturers who required predictability to conduct their 

affairs. To be “truly respectable,” government would have to provide, “a certain portion of 

order and stability.”137 Governing through simple majorities of popular opinion jeopardizes 

the stability, predictability and order required to sustain popular government. Civic 

involvement concerned to support popular government requires thinking beyond electoral 

majorities to consider how desirable outcomes and undesirable tendencies contend with one 

another within the political community.  

 Madison demonstrated how this model of civic involvement operated through a particular 

type of perspective as he played his part in the debates over the Constitution. In his notes on 
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those debates, he reminded himself of the task he had accepted as he concluded his speech on 

the Senate’s role with the advice that the plan the country adopted “would decide forever the 

fate of Republican Government.” He advised the Virginia convention that they, “ought not 

only to provide every guard to liberty that its preservation could require, but be equally 

careful to supply the defects which our own experience had particularly pointed out.”138 This 

approach describes the plan for government he had designed as much as the role of American 

citizens it would require.  

 When Madison turned to the experience of the struggle for independence, he saw that the 

American people were essential to protecting and maintaining the principles that shaped the 

system of government. Writing “Memorial and Remonstrance Against Religious 

Assessments” in 1785, Madison described a “prudent jealousy” as the “first duty of citizens” 

and the “noblest characteristics of the late Revolution.” He believed this duty required taking 

“alarm at the first experiment on our liberties.”139 Madison retold the story of the Revolution 

with Americans refusing to “wait until usurped power had strengthened itself by exercise, 

and entangled the question in precedents.”140 Madison argued that limited government 

required the people to be ready to act in this way because rulers who “overleap the great 

barrier which defends the rights of the people… exceed the commission from which they 

derive their authority, and are Tyrants.”141 If the people are concerned to only obey laws of 

their own making, Madison held that they would have to cry out when authority was 

exceeded or individual liberties threatened. 
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 Tocqueville amplified the threats to popular government that guided Madison’s work. 

Tocqueville counseled his readers to “seek to derive from it [government] all the good that it 

can do,” and to know its “good instincts” and “evil penchants” as a means to “strive to 

restrict the effects of the latter and develop the former.”142 Questions of good government, 

corruptive forces and how to work with both motivated much of Madison’s work. The vices 

Madison identifies in his Notes on Government (Ancient & Modern Confederacies) become 

themes in his subsequent work where he warns against state encroachments on federal 

power,143 the majority’s willingness to deny the rights of the minority144 and the difficulties 

of allowing equal votes for small states and large states.145 These themes reappear as 

Madison shares his own thinking on how to approach the tension of political life and to 

promote that approach as a necessary perspective for American citizens. Critics often focus 

on Madison’s distrust of the public but this distrust appears in passages where he confronts 

the difficulties of popular government. Madison understood the shortcomings of majority 

rule, sought solutions for better realizing popular sovereignty and modeled a specific 

approach for thinking about popular government.  

 Cooperation and deliberation become possible within Madison’s design for popular 

government where the American citizen, at his best and worst, contends with government, at 

its best and worst, within a shared political community. Together, citizen and government, 

work to constrain the tendencies toward corruption or coercion and to cultivate alternatives. 

The role of citizen includes cultivating a perspective on current events and policies that looks 
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to redirect the worst tendencies of popular government. A citizen with this understanding 

becomes an essential force, lending both energy and stability through their interactions with 

other citizens, elected representatives and governmental institutions. 

 

A Madisonian Perspective on Political Questions 

 The Madisonian Framework for Civic Involvement cultivates a civic perspective that 

expects a variety of opportunities for citizens to interact with one another and to contribute to 

the political community. A citizen with this perspective looks for interaction between citizens 

and government as a means to both counter the deficiencies of popular government and to 

know its advantages through one’s own experiences as well as the political community’s 

history. Through different models of interaction, citizens realize their role countering and 

opposing others to cultivate cooperation with one another and to deliberate over the most 

pressing problems and the most viable solutions.  

 This process of interaction sustained through cooperation, opposition and deliberation 

over deficiencies and advantages becomes the operating logic of the civic perspective 

Madison promotes and models for the American people. Following Madison’s example, 

American citizens looking to fulfill their role enforcing the limits that make popular 

government sustainable need to develop a capacity to recognize abuses of liberty as readily 

as abuses of power and to re-orient the worst tendencies. Madison argued that popular 

government in the United States requires American citizens to cultivate a perspective that 

attends to the difficulties of popular sovereignty and the schemes that too quickly resolve 

those difficulties through oppression or coercion. 



89 

 The idea that the American citizens could connect with one another to participate in 

government and limit its power occurred throughout Madison’s work. Consistent with his 

previous writing, in Federalist No. 46, Madison listed the “disquietude of the people” as the 

first example of “serious opposition” faced by national acts that encroached on state 

power.146 In Federalist No. 63, Madison addressed the charge that the Senate would 

“gradually acquire a dangerous preeminence in the government, and finally transform it into 

a tyrannical aristocracy.” While he believed the institutions of the proposed government 

would make such a situation unlikely, he turned to the people themselves as the ultimate 

remedy.147  

 Initiating his argument with a logical proposition, Madison stated that there is not a single 

uni-directional relationship between power and abuse. He reminded the reader that “liberty 

may be endangered by abuses of liberty, as well as by abuses of power; that there are 

numerous instances of the former as well as the latter; and that the former rather than the 

latter is apparently most to be apprehended by the United States.”148 This concern appeared 

earlier in the essay when Madison suggested the Senate  might be “sometimes necessary, as a 

defence to the people against their own temporary errors and delusions.”149 Here we see the 

substance of the accusations that Madison mistrusted the people in the suggestion that the 

“irregular passions” of the people would require the Senate’s oversight: 

As a cool and deliberate sense of the community ought in all governments, and 
actually will in all free governments ultimately prevail over the views of its rulers; so 
there are particular moments in public affairs when the people stimulated by some 
irregular passion or some illicit advantage or misled by the artful misrepresentations 
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of interested men, may call for measures which they themselves will afterwards be 
the most ready to lament and condemn.150  
 

 A Senate of guardians watching over a people so prone to error sounds like an aristocratic 

regime, but Madison’s critics overlook that it is the people themselves who Madison 

suspected would later be disappointed with corrupt or hasty legislation. Their representatives 

in the Senate become an agent of the whole people’s “cool and deliberate sense of the 

community” that, hopefully, prevailed when those representatives were elected and when 

constitutional constraints were adopted. He described the Senate’s task as a temporary one 

that would “check the misguided career,” and “suspend the blow mediated by the people 

against themselves, until reason, justice and truth, can regain their authority over the public 

mind?”.151 The Senate would intervene to require deliberation among citizens and create a 

way for citizens to approach governing again through their better motives.  

 Madison knew the success of the American republic required a plan that could confront 

the turbulent tendencies of popular government and that its success would depend on the 

people’s capacity to redirect those tendencies toward their shared principles. In his first essay 

for the Federalist Papers project, No. 10, he introduced the focus of his writing by stating a 

“well constructed Union” would have a “tendency to break and control the violence of 

faction.” His second sentence observed, “the friend of popular governments, never finds 

himself so much alarmed by their character and fate, as when he contemplates their 

propensity to this vice.”152 These friends, “our most considerate and virtuous citizens, equally 

the friends of public and private faith, and of public and personal liberty,” then become the 
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source for a list of problems that accompany factious democratic rule. Madison approached 

the reader through their shared experiences rather than his own commitments about designing 

a plan for popular government.  

 Madison asks the reader, who can hardly resist identifying himself as one of these 

friends, to consider a list of maladies that include unstable state governments, disregard for 

the public good in conflicts between rivals and majority tyranny in public measures that are, 

“too often decided, not according to rules of justice, and the rights of the minor party; but by 

the superior force of an interested and over-bearing majority.”153 A civic perspective oriented 

through the Madisonian Framework for Civic Involvement includes a vigilance over the 

orientation of popular opinion as well as the policies of their government. A citizen who 

understands his role as a “friend of popular government” as Madison described refuses to 

accept the limitations on his role when “citizens” are considered to be objects of government. 

Madison’s “friend of popular government” looks to fulfill his role by leading the call to 

enforce limits on government whenever and wherever they are exceeded. 

 Madison held firm to the idea that self-government through an unbounded majority with 

principles ignored or disparaged would not only fail but would be dangerous to any claim 

that popular government could ever succeed. His study of other confederacies along with his 

analysis of state governments led him to identify three requirements participation through 

elections alone would never satisfy. Madison sought the means to thwart majority factions, to 

protect the principles that bound the political community and to acquaint the people with 

doing both. To achieve this, Madison was committed to facilitating deliberation through the 

institutions of government but he that did this without absolving the American people from 
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exercising their own authority to sustain the principles of popular government inside and 

outside those institutions. 

 The civic perspective represented by the Framework for Civic Involvement understands 

that the forces threatening the stability of popular government rarely rely on policy outcomes 

alone. When models of interaction shrink and prefabricated partisan voices replace the 

variety of interests and expertise that once had to contend with one another, popular 

government invites a form of oppression unique to democracies but no less dangerous than 

the monarchy Americans had fought against. Crowning a popular opinion can quickly work 

to undo American popular sovereignty.  

 Studying the democratic habits of Americans, Tocqueville warned that servitude rather 

than anarchy represented the most serious difficulty of popular government. He argued that 

the people themselves become an irresistible force for a stability that stifles change and 

innovation, “In times when conditions are equal, general opinion puts an immense weight on 

the mind of each individual; it envelops it, directs it, and oppresses it… As all men resemble 

each other more, each feels himself more and more weak in the face of all.”154 Tocqueville’s 

observation aligns to Madison’s own concern that American citizens could shrink from view 

in a large country where popular opinion could easily be counterfeited.  

 Madison offered his own measure of the genuineness of popular government in Federalist 

No. 50, observing that when individuals exercise “their reason cooly and freely… [they] 

invariably fall into different opinions” while those “governed by a common passion, their 

opinions… will be the same.”155 Citizens with a Madisonian civic perspective know to 
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question unified popular opinion as Tocqueville and Madison suggest. Popular opinion that 

quickly consolidates is often considered a mandate for government action today, but Madison 

and Tocqueville suggest it could also be a sign of corruption or coercion.  

 Accurately measuring popular opinion does not protect the American people from bad 

government. When the knowledge of politics narrows to electoral outcomes and public 

opinion polls, the American model of popular government looks too much like a slavery that 

Tocqueville described where, “democratic peoples substituted the absolute power of a 

majority in place of all the diverse powers that hindered or retarded… the ascent of 

individual reason,” so that “the evil [of tyranny]” has only changed its character.156 American 

citizens may not articulate the servitude or tyranny implied in these flat representations of 

political behavior but these impressions still work to turn them away from civic involvement. 

This turning away then diminishes the political community’s capacity to counter the worst 

tendencies of popular government and makes it difficult for citizens to reach one another 

when limits are exceeded. 

 

Madison as Model of Civic Involvement 

 Just as reorienting our expectations of popular government to include threats as well as 

advantages reveals a civic perspective operating in the background of American political 

thought, working with this perspective in mind makes it possible to see Madison’s work from 

the vantage point Gibson suggested. His work now presents an opportunity to see how he 

applies this civic perspective to evaluating problems and debating solutions. Approaching his 

work in this way also makes it possible to evaluate the problems he believed should most 
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concern American citizens as threats to popular government and to determine whether or not 

these are problems we have resolved, transformed or simply ignored.   

 Madison applied his civic perspective in three steps. From shared experience, he 

identified the threat and the principle at stake before proposing or evaluating a mechanism 

for reprogramming the tendency motivating the threat. For example, Madison believed the 

threat of majority tyranny would become more real as the American government more 

effectively protected individual freedom. The country’s experience with Great Britain 

provided all the evidence Madison needed to show that majority tyranny was a real threat 

that would result in disunion. At the federal convention in June 1787, Madison turned to their 

shared experience as British subjects to make it possible for his audience to remember and 

know the threat that concerned him. Madison reminded the delegates that America was 

“justly apprehensive of Parliamentary injustice… because Great Britain had a separate 

interest real or supposed, and if her authority had been admitted, could have pursued that 

interest at our expense.”157 Madison continued to say that “the real or supposed interest of the 

major number” had been “the source of those unjust laws complained of among ourselves.”  

Madison chose words and historical examples that demonstrated how majority rule alone, 

with no better guide than the larger number, could lead to unjust lawmaking. He proceeded to 

argue that “enlarging the sphere” of government through the people’s direct election of 

representatives to the U.S. House would frustrate the threat of a majority faction.  

 Madison encouraged his readers to ask questions about who would be represented in any 

given majority and what would motivate their efforts to govern. These questions grounded 

the institutional choices Madison believed were critical to American success by expanding 
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what was necessary for a majority to cohere together. The representatives assembled in 

Philadelphia had known oppression at the hands of the majority and Madison used that 

experience to encourage them to adopt a plan for “a republican system on such a scale and in 

such a form as will control all the evils which have been experienced.”158 He argued that 

direct elections by the people rather than appointments by state legislatures would require 

more effort and more support for a majority looking to influence government. Direct 

elections would make assembling a majority more difficult but not impossible. Appealing to 

a majority of the people themselves would require more consideration of their interests and 

more deliberation about issues or proposed policies than assembling a majority of 

representatives in the state legislatures. Madison saw that the institution of direct elections 

through a larger sphere could work to reshape popular majorities that would have to be built 

among the people themselves, beyond delegates or other interests beholden to state 

legislators. Thwarting majority factions would require careful consideration of the modes of 

interaction that would be most likely to turn candidates towards the people’s interests rather 

than their own. 

 A couple of weeks later, when debating the term of office for Senators, Madison 

exchanged his friends of popular government argument for “a people deliberating in a 

temperate moment, with the experience of other nations before them, on the plan of 

Government most likely to secure their happiness.” This kind of rational deliberation 

informed by experience would reveal the real difficulty of popular government. Madison 

agreed that elected officials might betray public trust but added that the people themselves 

could also make this transgression. He argued that the people “as well as a numerous body of 

                                                

158 Ibid. 



96 

representatives, were liable to err also, from fickleness and passion.” Where the previous 

discussion of direct election of representatives focused on the question of who would make 

up a majority, Madison’s concerns for the Senate shifted to understanding the majority 

through its motivations. 

 The last concern he shared in this speech on the necessity of a Senate of a limited number 

with longer terms was that, “as different interests necessarily result from the liberty meant to 

be secured, the major interest might under sudden impulses be tempted to commit injustice 

on the minority.”159 The Senate could oppose these threats as a “portion of enlightened 

citizens, whose limited number, and firmness might seasonably interpose against impetuous 

councils” or a “body in Government sufficiently respectable for its wisdom and virtue” that 

would give “the preponderance of justice by throwing its weight into the scale.”160 The 

people’s direct election of representatives to the House and the limited number of Senators 

with longer terms in office would combine in Madison’s design to make majority rule more 

consonant with popular sovereignty. To rule, the majority in Madison’s plan would first have 

to find itself among the people and then confront its own vulnerability to rule by passions 

rather than principles. He would require the majority of any given moment to contend with 

the commitments of their “cooler” and more deliberate selves through the institutions of 

government. To make popular government effective, Madison knew the system would have 

to accommodate input from different sources, the people and the government, and to make it 

possible for those sources to condition or refine one another. 
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 As Madison modeled the civic perspective he hoped would take hold for other citizens, 

he demonstrated how constitutional principles could be used to allow previous instances of 

the American people’s political experience to enlighten their present selves. The 

constitutional principles that made this enlightenment possible would also serve citizens well 

by becoming a means to analyze past examples and proposed solutions. 

 For a “more particular reply” to those who suspected the Senate rather than the people 

would be the source of poor judgment, Madison turned to consider the American people 

when the public mind was composed rather than confounded. He observed that such a 

usurpation would require the unlikely scenario of the Senate corrupting itself, the state 

legislatures, the House of Representatives and, finally, “the people at large.” Madison again 

turned to the people as the ultimate resolution if such an unlikely revolution ever occurred. 

He trusted that “the house of representatives with the people on their side will at all times be 

able to bring back the constitution to its primitive form and principles.” When the people’s 

representatives joined forces with the people themselves, Madison believed there would only 

be one route to maintain constitutional authority, “a display of enlightened policy, and 

attachment to the public good.”161  The American people’s attachment to the principles of 

popular government, strengthened through experience, would protect the public good through 

their institutions of government and their readiness to act to maintain them. 

 Madison believed that one’s own experience with popular government, its strengths and 

its weaknesses, could cultivate a civic perspective that functioned with a more genuine 

knowledge of the principles to be protected. The shared principles of the political community 

are not only objects of study. Madison believed they would also be objects of practice. 
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Writing in 1774 to William Bradford, a friend from the College of New Jersey, Madison 

reflected on the protests against English taxes in Philadelphia and Boston. Comparing the 

practice required in preparation for military contests, Madison wrote, “political contests are 

necessary sometimes… to afford exercise and practice, and to instruct in the art of defending 

liberty and property.”162 He predicted that the “frequent assaults” on Boston and the 

American colonies would, “in the end prove of real advantage.”163 Madison knew a 

familiarity with constitutional principles, a readiness to act and a wariness of simple 

majorities could not be assumed but would require practice.  

 More than two decades later, Madison justified the Virginia Resolutions against the 

Sedition Act with a reminder that “a frequent recurrence to fundamental principles is 

solemnly enjoined by most of the state constitutions, and particularly by our own, as a 

necessary safeguard against the danger of degeneracy to which republics are liable.”164 He 

described the objective of the resolutions as an “expression of opinion, unaccompanied with 

any other effect, than what they may produce on opinion, by exciting reflection.”165 Madison 

suggested that these calls for reflection on principles and policies were necessary preparation 

for the American people who had to act to maintain their government.  

 The debate over adding a bill of rights to the Constitution provides a final example of the 

strength Madison saw in combining experience with constitutional principles. When Madison 

finally reconciled himself to making the amendments, he did so by considering how it would 

instruct the people and facilitate deliberation. He wrote to Thomas Jefferson in October 1788 
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that it would “acquire by degrees the character of fundamental maxims of free government,” 

so that they could combine with public opinion and “counteract the impulses of interest and 

passion.” Madison realized that these maxims would then become “a good ground for an 

appeal to the sense of the community.”166 When attempting to persuade the first Congress to 

add the necessary amendments, he argued there was value in “a tendency to impress some 

degree of respect for them, to establish the public opinion in their favor, and rouse the 

attention of the whole community.”167 This instruction in the principles of the political 

community and regular reflection on them would enable the people themselves to become a 

force to resist coercion and oppose majority tyranny. 

 

Conclusion 

 The American citizen found in between the lines of Madison’s writing and thinking on 

political life is more than a force of resistance. The approach to political questions Madison 

modeled also outlined a way for citizens to develop skills for deliberation, opposition and 

cooperation while articulating their constitutional principles through their shared experiences 

and their understanding of popular government. Through Madisonian civic involvement, 

practice in articulating shared principles as an essential part of important but regular political 

deliberation becomes a tool for integrating individuals into the political community. 

 Members of this community benefit from their civic involvement as they develop an 

understanding of the difficulty of popular government and a capacity to redress its tendencies 

for wrongdoing with the strengths available elsewhere in the system. The weakest version of 
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this capacity relies on elections to throw out office holders. The strongest version requires 

citizens to participate in the interaction of diverse interests, individual reason and fixed 

public opinion to articulate shared principles and the action they require. The work of civic 

involvement connects citizens, office holders, and institutions to integrate the concerns of 

each into the concerns of the political community through their shared principles. 

 For Madison, the effectiveness of popular government relied on balancing the power, 

force and authority of popular will with limits set by the people themselves. A commitment 

to making popular sovereignty the genuine experience of the American people required 

contemplating complex relationships between self-interested individuals, the political 

community, their shared institutions and the political principles that animate them all. 
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Chapter 5: Making Popular Sovereignty Real 

 
“Broadcasting isn’t the same as connecting. Broadcasting can create awareness. But 
connecting people can create engagement and change.” 

 
 —Jason Goldman, Chief Digital Officer of the United States 
 “The Internet, the White House, and You (and Me)”, Medium.com, March 24, 2015 

 

 

 The ultimate goal of civic involvement is integrating the individual into the shared cause 

of political community. American politics has often focused on new programs heralded as the 

solution for enrolling the American people in the work of government and for realizing the 

founding generation’s vision by doing so. The questions embedded in the Framework for 

Civic Involvement create a way to look at new proposals and to consider how they reimagine 

models of interaction, utilize or neglect diverse interests and work to align citizens with their 

constitutional principles and political community. With the means to interrogate these 

proposals through these different components, we have new leverage to consider them as 

models for political life that either realize or revise our ideas about popular sovereignty.  

 To understand how the American political community has worked in the past and might 

work in the future, one must consider questions of how citizens will interact, how they will 

contend with diverse interests and skills and the extent to which they will recognize 

themselves in the shared identity of the American people. The dial for interaction can be set 

as low as simply voting at an established time or as high as deliberating together to reach 

consensus. Each imagined setting represents a different solution for resolving the tension 

between the independent nature of the individual and the interdependent character of the 

political community. The tension between individual and community interests can be made 
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slack by ignoring one case or the other or it can be held tight to provide the energy and 

motivation for civic involvement. This tension or lack of tension then reveals something 

critical about the idea of the shared enterprise of political community, who will be involved 

in it and how. The structure of our investigations into political participation, civic 

engagement or more general political behavior operationalize competing models of popular 

sovereignty that are always assumed to be sufficient in the final analysis. Civic involvement 

removed from the demands of popular sovereignty is rendered to be a less complex 

proposition. 

 Whether or not the American people have achieved a model of popular government turns 

on how we understand popular sovereignty, the citizen’s role and how any change in our 

understanding of one affects the other. The Framework for Civic Involvement represents a 

rough outline of two contrasting conceptions of popular sovereignty and the citizen’s role 

within a political community. The more rigorous conceptions of civic involvement capitalize 

on each component, balancing their good and bad effects between the two models. With less 

rigorous conceptions, a distance appears between these competing models and it becomes as 

necessary to discuss what is missing as it is to discuss what is there. This chapter focuses on 

using the Framework to understand how our models of civic involvement work to either 

extend or limit our expectations of popular sovereignty. It first returns to Madison’s work to 

describe this connection between civic involvement and popular sovereignty as one that 

works through the inclusion of “better estimates” of self interests and the public good, the 

mechanisms provided to either facilitate or limit public deliberation and the ways these 

factors come together to stabilize the turbulent nature of popular government.  



103 

 The chapter then looks at two American presidents who both struggled to manage a 

contest where they believed a commitment to constitutional principles required action over 

inaction and a concern for the public good to be weighed against one’s own interests. 

Abraham Lincoln urged Americans that a popular sovereignty measured with votes alone 

would trivialize concerns for anything other than self-interest. Throughout the Lincoln-

Douglas debates, Lincoln demonstrated how American citizens should turn to fixed public 

opinion and work together to understand and maintain their constitutional principles. Lyndon 

Johnson also sought to call the American people to action through their constitutional 

principles. Imagining an unprecedented level of interaction between citizens, local leaders 

and the federal government, Johnson proceeded without a plan for that interaction so that he 

often constrained the channels for deliberation and failed to cooperate with local interests. 

Johnson’s Community Action Programs proved that constitutional principles are also 

necessary but not in themselves sufficient to make popular government work.  

 These two moments in American history, separated by more than a century, serve to 

remind us that the Madisonian model of civic involvement is not a simple proposition. 

Enrolling citizens in the work of supporting the political community requires shifting our 

focus beyond measurable calculations of self-interest. How office holders, candidates, 

activists and community leaders propose realizing that shift offers substantive insight into the 

vitality of the American citizenry. A review of President Obama’s online petition site, “We 

the People” becomes a case study in how limited ideas about civic involvement continue to 

undermine our estimates of the American people’s competence and willingness to govern, 

even in an era characterized by new technology and unlimited possibilities. A more rigorous 

approach to civic involvement does not rely on agreement or victory to motivate citizens but 
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provides the momentum for citizens engage their own interests, skills and constitutional 

understanding in the work of realizing the principles that make the political community 

possible. 

 

Why Popular Sovereignty? 

 We care about questions of civic involvement because we want to know if the American 

model of popular government works. Titles like Who Governs? and Bowling Alone grab 

attention by suggesting we have failed at becoming the democratic model we celebrate in our 

rhetoric and promote through our founding documents. For popular sovereignty to be a 

genuine force for government, the people have to be engaged in the work of public life.  If 

the American people have either been excluded from governing or have opted out, the United 

States enjoys the political stability crafted by political elites or by accident but not by the 

hands of the people themselves.  

 This question of the people’s capacity to govern echoes the debate Madison imagined 

between a Republican and an “anti-Republican,” a choice between two worlds. One where 

the people are competent to govern themselves and to protect their own liberty and one 

where only “wise rulers” can be trusted. One world where liberty is the primary focus of the 

people who must be enlightened, awakened and united in watching over government and one 

world where a powerful government is at the center of a regime requiring only obedience and 

submission from the people. This choice represents the project of popular government as 

described by Tocqueville and Madison. Both men had ideas about how the people could be 

enlightened to make popular government work. Tocqueville believed succeeding at 

democracy required replacing inexperience with a “science of affairs” and “blind instincts” 
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with the “knowledge of true interests.”168 Madison sought to design a constitution that would 

moderate one’s own self-love through reason so that passions became better reasoned 

opinions and individual citizens recognized a role for themselves in maintaining the political 

community. Creating or maintaining a political community where popular sovereignty reigns 

supreme requires a clear choice between these two worlds and a plan to accomplish the 

project of popular government. 

 The preceding chapters traced the outline of a Madisonian understanding of civic 

involvement that answers both of these requirements by making it possible for the American 

people to encounter better estimates of their interests, the public good and the American 

political community. Elections serve as one means of turning one’s own interest toward 

serving the public good, both for office holders and their constituents. Measuring the 

effectiveness of regular elections, Madison would have us look beyond how many 

individuals cast a ballot to consider the quality of public deliberation that determined or 

denied the merits of policies and office holders. These merits and demerits are not just 

questions of meeting one’s own individual interests but include interacting with other popular 

opinions of the day. This interaction is also more demanding than simply encountering other 

citizens or even contending with conflicting opinions.  

 The interaction Madison prescribed required evaluating the proposals and office holders 

according to fixed public opinion, a representation of the constitutional principles defining 

the shared enterprise of the political community. Recognizing a qualitative difference in the 

ways individuals interact with one another makes it possible to see how individuals, 
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community groups and political parties seek to balance or blend each individual’s 

independence and self-interest with the community’s public good. Proposals that are too 

specific or too constrained to a small space isolated from other components of the 

Framework risk failing to integrate the individual into the pursuit of constitutional principles 

that support a shared identity of the political community. Madisonian civic involvement is 

motivated to accommodate diverse interests and varied perspectives precisely for the sake of 

this integration. With no understanding of this essential component of civic involvement, 

proposals and office-seekers often fail to gather support. A Madisonian understanding of 

civic involvement requires discussing openly how citizens and government both serve to 

promote the shared identity of the political community.  

 This active participation in interacting with other citizens, government and fixed public 

opinion becomes the authoritative source of stability for popular government. The American 

people serve to turn one another away from simple calculations of self-interest to weigh those 

interests against constitutional commitments and the shared future they seek to realize. This 

more ambitious understanding of interaction aims toward integration as the American people, 

in their many capacities, become a genuine governing force that sanctions, censures, opposes 

some measures, and proposes others. Much different than the shrinking citizen that Madison 

and Tocqueville both feared, the American citizen who participates and interacts on these 

terms reclaims the marvel-making abilities Tocqueville recognized and applies them to 

realizing the constitutional principles of the political community. 
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Principles and Practice: Lincoln-Douglas Debates and Popular Sovereignty 

 The Lincoln-Douglas debates of the 19th century represent a unique moment when office 

holders, candidates and the American people all seemed to recognize that the stability of the 

country could come undone without a shared understanding of popular sovereignty. When 

the debates turned to these competing conceptions of popular sovereignty, the candidates 

discussed the proper way to understand how citizens should interact with one another and 

orient themselves to the country’s constitutional principles. Lincoln and Douglas both 

provided answers to our questions of civic involvement as they attempted to persuade voters 

that their platform represented the best way to understand how popular sovereignty should 

either yield to or resist self-interested policy advocates.  

 In the 1850’s, with the country on the verge of a civil war, the debate over popular 

sovereignty focused not only on a choice between two parties but also a choice between two 

different models of political life and how to best inform or enlighten public opinion. In 1858, 

Abraham Lincoln campaigned to be the next U.S. Senator from Illinois and challenged 

Stephen A. Douglas, a self-proclaimed champion for popular sovereignty. For Douglas, this 

principle of self-government guaranteed “to each State and Territory the right to do as it 

pleases on all things, local and domestic.”169 Men were clearly capable of governing 

themselves and this could largely be accomplished through nothing more demanding than a 

popular vote. Lincoln used the Lincoln-Douglas debates to explain several dangers in this 

limited understanding of popular sovereignty.  
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 Lincoln related these dangers to his audiences through the same mechanisms we have 

discussed as Madisonian civic involvement. He demonstrated that the electoral contest 

presented a choice between two understandings of the American people as a democratic 

people. The American people were either a people who voted or they were a people who 

aspired to certain constitutional principles. Lincoln repeated his concern that Douglas’s 

understanding of popular sovereignty afforded little room for these principles to guide the 

actions of lawmakers or the people themselves. Douglas advocated for an understanding of 

popular sovereignty that called on each state to vote on the subject of slavery and then to 

understand that they had then done their “whole duty, and can do no more,” and must be 

resigned to “leave each and every other State to decide for itself the same question.”170 

Lincoln wanted the American people to understand that popular sovereignty by ballot alone 

would diminish and possibly eliminate any need for citizens to consider the public good and 

the shared enterprise of the political community. 

 While it is true that the Lincoln and Douglas campaigns for office represented a crucial 

contest over the spread of slavery, it is not necessary to retrace the specifics of those 

arguments. In reviewing the principles that each candidate suggested voters use to decide that 

contest, our analysis focuses on the choice between two different models of civic 

involvement and the role of government. These two models are as familiar to Madison’s 

Republican and Anti-Republican speakers as they are to today’s polarized political punditry. 

Lincoln modeled how citizens should use fixed public opinion to question candidates, 

policies and court decisions while Douglas asked citizens to defer their principles to electoral 
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outcomes beyond their reach. They approached the question of popular sovereignty from 

opposite sides of the Framework for Civic Involvement.  

 In September, at their third debate, Douglas matched his “great principle of popular 

sovereignty” with a “fundamental article of the Democratic creed that there should be non-

interference and non-intervention by Congress with slavery in the States or the territories.”171 

He also argued that the equality of states represented a fundamental principle of the 

American political system. Debating in Alton, Illinois a month later, their seventh round, 

Douglas argued that adding the weight of federal power to decide the contest between slave 

states and free states would violate this principle.172  He then told the history of the United 

States as one where this equality between states and popular sovereignty by ballot box made 

it possible for a free state majority to emerge from a nation founded by one free state and 

twelve slave states.173   

 Douglas argued that recognizing the history of popular sovereignty in the country and 

maintaining its requirement that “each state mind its own business, attend to its own affairs… 

and not meddle with its neighbors,” would bring peace to the Union. The equality between 

states and non-interference of Congress supported a popular sovereignty determined at the 

ballot box in each state and then limited its reach to those boundaries. Douglas believed 

popular sovereignty understood this way had seen the country expand in population and 

territory and would see the country continue to increase “in power, in strength, and in glory 

until the Republic of America shall be the North Star that shall guide the friends of freedom 
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throughout the civilized world.”174 This example, however, would be one of unquestioning 

adherence to popular votes and ongoing policy of non-interference.  

 Lincoln questioned what kind of guide the United States would be if the American people 

accepted this Douglas’s argument as one sufficient for realizing popular sovereignty. Lincoln 

suggested that American measures of success would not be satisfied with power, strength and 

glory if the country’s constitutional principles were forgotten. Even though Douglas’s 

formulation of popular sovereignty emphasized a popular vote, it relied on obedience by 

stifling most channels for evaluating policy proposals through better estimates of one’s own 

interests, the public good and fixed public opinion.  

 Lincoln imagined a dark future for the American political community if it accepted 

Douglas’s ideas about popular sovereignty. With imagery of “muzzling the cannon” 

celebrating the country’s independence each year and “blowing out the moral lights around 

us,” Lincoln concluded his remarks in Ottawa with an assessment he returned to throughout 

the debates. He warned that Douglas’s idea of self-government would result in, “penetrating 

the human soul and eradicating the light of reason and the love of liberty in this American 

people.”175 Lincoln suggested that Douglas’s ideas about popular sovereignty were too 

shallow and too limited to fit the American people. He told the audience of the sixth debate 

that Douglas had “invented this sort of do-nothing-sovereignty” that had “run down” the idea 

and made it as “thin” as “the homeopathic soup that was made by boiling the shadow of a 
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pigeon that had starved to death.”176 In the previous debate, Lincoln had charged that the 

difference between the Republican party and Judge Douglas was that Douglas was “not in 

favor of making any difference between slavery and liberty” and that the Judge had instead 

advocated for “eradicating, of pressing out of view the question of preference in this country 

for free or slave institutions; and consequently every sentiment he utters discards the idea that 

there is any wrong in slavery.”177 Lincoln urged his audience to understand that the American 

people who believed in Douglas’s conception of popular sovereignty would be different from 

the American people who had founded the country and thereby marked an ongoing 

commitment to their constitutional principles.  

 Lincoln not only outlined a choice between two different positions on the question of 

slavery or two different positions on the question of what popular sovereignty required, he 

supported his position on these two questions with the evidence he found in better estimates 

of the country’s best interests and in the fixed public opinion that had persevered since the 

country’s founding. Lincoln used his time in this famous series of debates to demonstrate the 

more demanding requirements of Madisonian civic involvement. 

 In the first debate, Lincoln pointed to Douglas’s “declared indifference” on the question 

of slavery and stated it was a position, “I cannot but hate. I hate it because of the monstrous 

injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just 

influence in the world.” He argued that the spread of slavery would make hypocrites of the 

American people and force “so many really good men… into an open war with the very 
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fundamental principles of civil liberty.” The interpretation of the Declaration of 

Independence that supported Douglas’s position could only succeed by “insisting that there is 

no right principle of action but self-interest.”178 In previous remarks regarding the Dred Scott 

decision, Lincoln lamented the loss of a time when the Declaration was “held to be sacred by 

all, and thought to include all,” and argued that those who supported the decision instead 

assailed the document, “sneered at, and construed, and hawked at, and torn, till, if its framers 

could rise from their graves, they could not at all recognize it.”179 Lincoln refused to let the 

politics of the day bury the principles of the Declaration and turned to its text for his 

understanding of the question of equality at risk.  

 Equality was hardly a question to be settled between states or by popular vote since the 

authors had, “defined with tolerable distinctness, in what respects they did consider all men 

created equal—equal in ‘certain inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness.’” Lincoln argued that the equality valued by the American people found 

its expression in the Declaration where its authors, 

  

Set up a standard maxim for free society, which would be familiar to all, and revered 
by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly 
attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its 
influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors 
everywhere.180 
 

 Equality, understood in the terms set by the Declaration, suggested that the contest 

between abolitionist and pro-slavery parties was better understood as the next episode of the, 
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“eternal struggle between these two principles-right and wrong-throughout the world… The 

one is the common right of humanity and the other the divine right of kings.” Lincoln 

recurred to this contest of principles in the final debate, urging his audience to understand 

that Douglas’s understanding of popular sovereignty obscured a “tyrannical principle” that 

could occur either, “from the mouth of a king who seeks to bestride the people of his own 

nation and live by the fruit of their labor, or from one race of men as an apology for 

enslaving another race.”181 Lincoln understood the warnings found in Madison and 

Tocqueville’s work. He recognized how tyranny still lurked within a democratic people and 

asked the American people to resist its pull. 

 With a more demanding understanding of liberty and equality, Lincoln then turned to 

describing the “public mind” of the American people. He argued that the public mind “did 

rest in the belief that it [slavery] was in the course of ultimate extinction.” Lincoln outlined 

how “our fathers” had restricted slavery from new territories and had legislated “to cut off its 

source by the abrogation of the slave-trade, thus butting the seal of legislation against its 

spread.”182 In their final debate, Lincoln turned to the text of the U.S. Constitution to support 

his interpretation of the “public mind.” That document, he argued, only referred to slavery 

“two or three times” through “covert language” so that “intelligent and patriotic men” who 

would read its words after the institution of slavery had expired would, “find nothing on the 

face of the great charter of liberty suggesting that such a thing as negro slavery had ever 
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existed among us.”183 Lincoln countered Judge Douglas’s historical interpretation with the 

observation that the country experienced peace when the practice of slavery “remained quiet 

where it was” and agitation when it “made a struggle to spread itself where it was not.” 

Figure 5 below shows the contrast in the two men’s approach to communicating what 

popular sovereignty required of citizens. For Lincoln, the “greatest promise of peace” 

depended on returning to the principles of the country’s founding documents and the policies 

that represented fixed public opinion.184  

 

Figure 5: Douglas vs. Lincoln on Civic Involvement 
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 Lincoln proposed that founding texts, familiar and accessible sources of stability, were 

better ways to understand the true interests of the American people and compared them to the 

public sentiment Douglas used to support his position. In the first debate, Lincoln 

acknowledged the importance of public sentiment in democratic societies, “in this and like 

communities, public sentiment is everything. With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without 

it, nothing can succeed.” He argued that the individual who “moulds public sentiment… 

makes statutes and decisions possible or impossible to be executed.”185 Lincoln understood 

the necessity of tending to public sentiment but also that it could be educated and awakened 

or drummed up and manipulated.  

 Lincoln charged that the danger in Douglas’s position was that it appealed to public 

sentiment through the people’s passions and instincts instead of their principles and reason. 

In his speech on the Dred Scott decision, Lincoln characterized the baseness of Douglas’s 

appeals.186 He compared the different approaches of the two parties in forming public 

sentiment. The Republicans, Lincoln said, sought to “inculcate” that “bondage is cruelly 

wrong” and that the “field of oppression” should be limited. The Democrats, according to 

Lincoln, sought to “deny, or dwarf to insignificance, the wrong… and cultivate and excite 

hatred and disgust.”187 The Democrats, according to Lincoln, appealed to public sentiment at 
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its worst, shallow and unbounded. Lincoln argued that Douglas would combine this base 

appeal with his personal influence to manipulate the American people for his own benefit.  

 Two months later, at the first debate with Douglas, Lincoln described his opponent as a 

“man of vast influence” who could lead some men to “profess to believe anything, when they 

once find out that Judge Douglas professes to believe it.”188 According to Lincoln, Douglas 

used this influence to occupy an “attitude” at the “head of a large party” that required 

supporting the Dred Scott decision, “not that he judges at all its merits, but because a 

decision of the court is to him a ‘Thus saith the Lord.’”189 The public sentiment of Douglas’s 

appeals imagined an American people that could be persuaded through their fears rather than 

their aspirations and commanded to obey political decisions without questioning them. This 

required obedience emphasizes the severity of the limits Douglas would place on the 

citizen’s role. Douglas’s citizen limited to voting and obeying appeared small in comparison 

to Lincoln’s citizen who would read founding texts to debate and determine the constitutional 

principles that empowered them to make demands of fellow citizens and political leaders. 

 

Principle-Driven Policies: LBJ’s Community Action Programs 

 While Lincoln and Douglas debated the meaning of the country’s past to reinstitute a 

shared understanding of popular sovereignty, Lyndon B. Johnson imagined bold new policies 

creating opportunities for citizens to experience the most genuine form of popular 

sovereignty through work in their local communities. The Economic Opportunity Act of 

1964 represents one of the most ambitious efforts to empower community forces through 
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public policy. President Lyndon B. Johnson first spoke about the scope of his Great Society 

initiatives in May of that year when he addressed students at the University of Michigan. He 

identified the challenge of the new century to be using the country’s progress and wealth to 

“enrich and elevate” national life and to “advance the quality of our American 

civilization.”190 Meeting this challenge, the American people would wage a War on Poverty, 

“striking” at its source, “conquering” it and demanding its end. The Framework for Civic 

Involvement provides a way to understand Johnson’s remarks that day, the aims of the 

program and the ultimate failure of its most innovative component, the Community Action 

Programs (CAPs). 

 It is hard to imagine a greater purpose for a government plan than building a society 

where the “demands of morality and the needs of the spirit can be realized in the life of the 

nation” and to “prove that our material progress is only the foundation on which we will 

build a richer life of mind and spirit.”191 Making this principle of popular sovereignty 

genuine required the American people and their government to take action. To join Johnson’s 

cause, the people of the United States had to embrace a robust understanding of popular 

sovereignty, refusing to settle for the mere satisfaction of their own material interests and 

instead pursue the good life on behalf of the whole American people. This good life, located 

on the right-most community centered half of the Framework, included students who could 

“enrich” their minds and “enlarge” their talents, citizens who would use leisure to “build and 
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reflect” and to connect with nature. Cities in the Great Society became places that provided 

for a “desire for beauty” and a “hunger for community.” These cities would be places where 

“men are more concerned with the quality of their goals than the quantity of their goods,” 

and places where “the meaning of our lives matches the marvelous products of our labor.”192 

The Great Society would provide all Americans the benefits of meaningful lives and 

worthwhile goals while supporting training, work-study programs and community action 

agencies in poor neighborhoods across the country. 

 

Figure 6: LBJ’s Great Society Speech, University of Michigan, 1964 

 

 

                                                

192 PBS: LBJ-WGBH American Experience. “The Great Society, U. Michigan, 1964.”  
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/primary-resources/lbj-michigan/ 
(September 28, 2014). 



119 

 LBJ described the alternative to the Great Society with ideas familiar to the critics of the 

more individualistic ideas of civic involvement. Not only was the alternative preoccupied 

with the “quantity of their goods” but it also suffered the erosion of “precious and time-

honored values of community with neighbors and communion with nature” so that 

loneliness, boredom and indifference marked these lesser cities. In his inaugural address in 

1965, LBJ compared the “excitement of becoming,” that he saw embedded in the idea of the 

Great Society, the energy of always “trying, probing, failing, resting and trying again” to a 

drab alternative, the “ordered, changeless and sterile battalion of ants.”193 As the many 

different policies of the Great Society took shape, Johnson’s supporters found the most 

promise in the Community Action Programs that would engage cities, communities and 

neighbors in this “excitement of becoming”. President Johnson’s remarks at the University of 

Michigan resounded with the rhetorical power of our community-focused ideas of civic 

involvement. The strength of this conceptualization of the American people has carried 

public appeals since the country’s beginnings, and, in 1964, LBJ attempted to turn it to the 

cause of making American cities places “where future generations come to live the good 

life.”194 

 The aims of Johnson’s Great Society align to the most principle-driven and community-

oriented understandings of civic involvement. The proposal promoted a model of interaction 

that would sustain ongoing deliberation over local problems and collaboration over solutions. 

                                                

193 PBS: LBJ-WGBH American Experience. “Inaugural Address, 1965.” 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/primary-resources/lbj-michigan/ 
(September 28, 2014). 
194 PBS: LBJ-WGBH American Experience. “The Great Society, U. Michigan, 1964.” 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/primary-resources/lbj-michigan/ 
(September 28, 2014). 



120 

The legislation required “maximum feasible participation” from local residents in the 

operation of the programs. It provided for panels of local citizens to work together, creating 

long-range plans to address poverty in their communities while benefitting from the 

resources of the federal government.195 Unfortunately, Johnson and his appointees failed to 

transform these statutory requirements into participatory experiences for citizens. Relying on 

participation alone to enroll citizens in the effort, Johnson’s team operated with a limited 

understanding of civic involvement that undermined their ability to work within communities 

and to solicit the participation they needed to succeed. 

 The questions that ground the Framework focus on three concerns: the quality of 

interaction, the balance or blend of diverse interests, skills or motivations and how a proposal 

works to integrate the individual into the shared work of the political community. The 

ambitious nature of the Great Society resided in its orientation toward the ultimate 

community-focused extreme of the Framework. LBJ had taken aim at “the first test for a 

nation: the quality of its people.”196 The perspective of long-range plans that would require of 

“every American, for many generations, both faith in the destination and the fortitude to 

make the journey”197 quickly became clouded by short-term political conflicts.  

 Despite the call for “maximum feasible participation,” the poor did not participate in the 

programs or even vote in CAP board elections. As a result, the programs suffered not only 
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from a lack of participation but from an “absence of vigilant citizen scrutiny.”198 An effort to 

minimize “red tape” for local leaders of the CAPs had yielded the autonomy and flexibility 

policy makers intended but it also provided little guidance for those who sought to lead their 

local efforts. The phrase “maximum feasible participation” carried no precise definition and 

the legislation explicitly excluded political parties from the list of organizations that could 

administer or coordinate programs.199 A phrase suggesting a rigorous understanding of 

interaction that could have worked to challenge communities to redress previously neglected 

relationships quickly became the focus of city mayors. Anticipating additional federal funds 

to distribute in their communities, the mayors dropped their support when CAPs instead 

confronted the political machines designed to reward party loyalists and stymie opponents. 

The experimental edge of the Great Society realized through new partnerships, a broad base 

of knowledge and innovative solutions would soon give way to the transactional politics of 

city mayors and Congressional representatives protecting their local power. 

 As the plans for interaction proved to be more limited in practice, the types of input that 

could be utilized were also strained. The policy makers who created CAPs had decided to 

dismiss political parties as “hierarchic, patronage-based mode of operation inimical to their 

egalitarian and reformist goals.” They had excluded political parties from participating on 

CAP boards, ignoring the fact that parties often performed important civic roles in their 

communities by providing jobs along with a “sense of civic involvement and self-respect” 
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through their voter mobilization efforts.200 CAPs would struggle to mobilize their 

communities and were cut off from the organizations that could boast success at doing just 

that.  

 CAPs not only faced the exclusion of important civic leaders but also their open 

opposition. Only half of the budgeted $962.5 million was new money so local politicians lost 

control of federal funds they had once directed.201 The requirements of the Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964 put the CAPs in a difficult position in their communities where 

local politicians and party leaders competed with the programs for jobs, funds and other 

sources of patronage they had previously directed. By design, the programs alienated local 

leaders instead of enlisting their help, undermined the organizations that had been successful 

at mobilizing their communities and failed to appeal to principles in a way that could 

galvanize the otherwise disfranchised poor. Each of these failures spoke to how difficult it 

would be for communities to develop the “unified” and “long-range” plans Johnson had 

asked citizens to imagine when introducing the Great Society and suggested that local leaders 

and Congress had little patience for suffering through the short-term conflicts. 

 Policy makers had not just failed to address the tension between individuals interests and 

community ideals but they had emphasized and multiplied them.202 As a result, CAPs had 

few channels to receive information about what had been successful in the communities 

where they hoped to mobilize citizens. The promise and potential that motivated Johnson’s 

speeches dissipated as the CAPs who survived turned toward implementing federal programs 
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designed by experts rather than local programs developed in their communities.203 

Experiments in new techniques for teaching and learning were delivered through specific 

federal programs like Head Start that received funding through Congressional earmarks.204   

 The plan for integrating individuals into a shared enterprise, then resolves to a single 

word: participation. Johnson and his appointees had heavily relied on Tocqueville’s 

suggestion that participation itself had a curative aspect. Taking politics back to local 

initiatives allowed these new policies to reverberate with the power of the foundational ideas 

presented in previous chapters. If political associations had made American democracy great 

in the 1800’s, CAPs could prove to be an important solution for the turbulent 1960’s.  

 Social scientists advising LBJ and his staff reinvented Tocqueville’s claim with the idea 

of “participation as therapy,” and this idea motivated a new approach for improving 

communities known as “Opportunity Theory.”205 Designed to engage youth gang members 

and their communities in creating social services, educational and vocational opportunities 

for the troubled youth, Opportunity Theory had only been applied to a small number of 

selected inner-city neighborhoods in 1961. Marc Landy and Sidney M. Milkis, authors of 

Presidential Greatness, suggest Johnson’s programs had a shaky start because the President 

accepted these untested experiments as the “national battle plan for his war”.206 CAPs feature 
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prominently in their discussion of how LJB navigated the “politically volatile gap between 

rhetoric and policy.”207 As Johnson’s programs were implemented across the country, the 

principles and ideas motivating the programs receded to the background as the federal 

government made decisions that constrained the model of interaction and limited the diverse 

interests local programs could accommodate. Policy makers resolved the tension between 

individual interests and community goals by denying interests found to be unfavorable and 

undermining community efforts to identify local problems and feasible solutions.  

 As a result, the plans for community mobilization proceeded on a grand scale with 

limited guidance from local leaders and little review from either federal officials, local 

politicians or the citizens themselves. Autonomy supplanted community as the guiding 

principle for Great Society policies. Assuming a “hunger for community” that would bring 

individuals, local leaders and organizations together in a shared cause once they had access 

to the resources of the federal government, the Community Action Programs charged ahead 

with few tools to facilitate the community building and collaboration they required. The 

persuasive power of participation for the sake of participating never measured up to the 

compelling purposes of achieving full equality and making American cities places to live the 

good life. 

 Some forty years later, Mike Bloomberg, as Mayor of New York, took the lead in 

promoting local volunteerism anew. He launched Cities of Service with the participation of 

16 other cities representing nearly 20 million Americans. While Cities of Service followed 

Johnson’s lead in assuming a latent volunteerism in American cities, the program promised a 
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series of tools to match those volunteers with local needs in an effort it described as “impact 

volunteering.” Claiming to “build on and elevate existing efforts,” the Cities of Service 

Playbook outlines a strategy to help cities identify their most pressing needs, to find the best 

practices for addressing them and to set clear outcomes and measures to define their 

success.208 These six-step guides help city leaders develop long range plans through key 

questions that focus on developing interaction between the leaders of each city’s program 

and the “critical partners” in implementing their plans while also facilitating collaboration 

between teams in different cities by publishing each team’s blueprint online. Cities of Service 

picked up the drive of Johnson’s Great Society programs with a map for civic involvement 

that included connecting local needs with the leaders, volunteers, and interested groups who 

understand their community.  

 Bloomberg’s Cities of Service expanded in five years to include more than 170 cities 

boasting of programs to help students with homework, to reduce waste citywide, to combat 

graffiti and to reintegrate returning veterans.209 The program continues to achieve success 

with functionality at each level of the Madisonian Scale of Civic Involvement. Designed to 

encourage participation from individual citizens beyond their individual interests, Cities of 

Service invites citizens to join community-focused discussion of key questions. These 

discussions create opportunities for citizens to hear the ideas of other citizens and civic 

leaders while they work together to design a program and the means to evaluate their work 
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through the shared values that initiated it. This structured approach makes it possible for 

blueprints to target local needs even as the national program promotes best practices across 

the country. Cities of Service has picked up President’s Johnson’s cause and succeeded 

through a model that combines local participation with a framework for civic involvement 

that accommodates diversity of interests, capitalizes on local leadership and promotes 

education throughout the experience. 

 

President Obama’s 21st Century Right to Petition 

 Today’s efforts to capitalize on the power of new technology regularly suffer from the 

same limited understanding of civic involvement that hobbled President Johnson’s Great 

Society. Government programs that promote interaction without also facilitating 

communication, cooperation and deliberation stifle civic involvement by allowing small, flat 

and dull ideas about the citizen’s role in the United States to persist. After a campaign 

claiming to have harnessed the power of the newest technology, the Obama administration 

launched an online petition platform, We the People, during their first term in office. In 

September 2011, the administration celebrated the right to petition as a means for Americans 

“to join together around issues they care about” and announced that their online platform 

would bring “that uniquely American tradition into the 21st century.”210 Hosted on the White 

House’s official website, whitehouse.gov, the online petition platform sought to improve on 

the tradition of petitioning the government by offering “direct interaction” with the Executive 
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Office and promising official responses for those petitions achieving specific thresholds of 

support.  

 At the end of its first year, a writer at Huffington Post concluded that We the People was 

best understood as a “political gimmick”211 while New York Magazine reported it was less a 

“direct line to the White House” and “more like leaving a message on the President’s 

answering machine.”212 Another new era in the people’s ability to govern themselves 

deteriorated into headlines about the most viral and entertaining petitions to protect 

Sasquatch, to deport maligned celebrities and to build a real-life Death Star (from the movie 

Star Wars).213 The latest technology had been rendered as a new way to demonstrate that the 

American people were incompetent at self-government and mostly disinterested in it too.  

 A review of the online petition site as it was implemented and later revised demonstrates 

the narrow model of civic involvement the site presented. The White House measured initial 

excitement for the online site in the 375,000 accounts created, 600,000 signatures collected 

and 7,800 petitions initiated in its first week. The original thresholds included gathering 150 

signatures for a petition to appear on the website and 5,000 signatures to earn an official 

response. To participate, citizens navigated a simple process to create an account on the site 

before writing their own petition or signing another. Each petition generated a unique web 
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address that citizens could share across their networks of friends, colleagues and interested 

groups to ask for their signatures. A petition that failed to gather the 5,000 signatures within 

30 days would drop off the site. Only 30 days after the site launched, the White House 

changed this threshold to 25,000 signatures. The following January they increased it to 

100,000 signatures calling the popularity of the site a “good problem to have” and failing to 

mention the joke petitions that had too easily met the previous requirements. 

 The only leverage the White House had on the quality of the petitions existed in 

manipulating the signature threshold. Observers soon started reporting on the number of 

petitions that met the signature requirement but lingered without an official response. Petition 

originators struggled to understand why they were unable to contact other citizens who had 

signed their petition or had submitted their own petitions with similar concerns. The “We the 

People” platform provided a new tool for writing petitions and submitting them without a 

postage stamp but little else seemed to have changed. Citizens still worked independently of 

one another to comb their known networks for support and submitted their petition to the 

government with no reason to expect a meaningful response from office holders. The site 

emphasized the independence, autonomy and low costs of the left-side of the Madisonian 

Scale for Civic Involvement and remained blind to the opportunities the other side of the 

scale suggested when looking at the question of how to best involve citizens. 

 The modes of interaction at work through the online petition site consisted of a 

transactional understanding of the relationship between a single citizen and her government. 

The platform facilitated a uni-directional exchange of information through a simple three-

step process and promised a payoff in an official response from the White House. Modifying 

this interaction with incremental opportunities for ongoing relationships with other citizens 
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as well as office holders would have made a dramatic difference in the civic experience of 

citizens using “We the People.” With a small commitment to a relationship that persists 

beyond the possibility of an official response, the government could notify citizens when new 

petitions are created within the same category where they had previously signed or created 

petitions. The government could also offer regular status updates so citizens stay connected 

to their issues, knowing when their effort has successfully reached the signature threshold, 

received an official response and moved forward in the political process. The government 

could assist citizens looking to cooperate with one another by archiving unsuccessful 

petitions that would otherwise drop out of sight and making this archive available to citizens 

interested in learning from previous efforts. The experience of petitioning the government 

could cultivate a new sense of empowerment to accompany new tools that easily facilitate the 

citizens’ abilities to learn from on another as readily as they lend speed and convenience to 

the process of collecting signatures to petition the government. 

 Adding this kind of “civic learning” to the platform to extend the opportunities for 

interaction would require small tweaks rather than a total redesign. Allowing citizens to “opt-

in” and receive messages from a petition originator would make it possible for citizens 

previously unknown to one another to work together to collect signatures or to develop a 

stronger petition for their next submission. The same logic could be applied to facilitating 

communication between petition originators within the same category of concern. The site 

could then be a tool for building or expanding a community of like-minded citizens who 

could coordinate their efforts to get more attention for their issues. These communities would 

improve the quality of the petitions submitted to the White House by making it possible for 

interested parties to share what had worked and what had failed in previous efforts.  
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 These communities could work to extend the idea of civic involvement beyond making it 

easier for citizens to interact with one another by expanding the types of input available for 

citizens to consider. The site could work to transform motivated activists and the other 

individuals with expertise that they recruit into a resource for pushing other citizens to 

consider diverse understandings of how the issue relates to each individual’s interest as well 

as to the public good. While requiring more substantive changes to the site, these activated 

communities could submit newspaper articles, academic journals and scientific studies to 

support their petitions. Adding the ability to append short interpretations of each item 

submitted would make it possible for interested citizens to demonstrate how they understand 

the issue presented and its relationship to individual interests as well as the public good. 

Promoting high quality resources and purging lower quality submissions would still be a 

concern. This functionality could largely be managed by the communities organized around 

the petitions if given the opportunity to vote up high quality resources or to flag inappropriate 

submissions. 

 As the quantity and quality of possible inputs improves, the communication between 

citizens, office holders and the general public will benefit with additional opportunities to 

orient discussion toward the integrative concerns of a political community. The citizens’ 

interpretations of resources, appended to each submission, represent an invitation to address 

the constitutional principles at stake in the proposal and the responsibilities of a shared 

identity. As activated communities receive feedback regarding the resources and 

interpretations that are most valued by those considering their proposal, they gain the ability 

to refine their approach to these collective questions of a political community. The 

discussions that occur beyond the original petition, between petition originators and those 



131 

who offered their signature, can now focus deliberation over the relationship between the 

desired outcome and the commitments of fixed public opinion. The activity generated by the 

online petition site could make countless instances of popular sovereignty possible by 

creating a means for the American people to guide their government while motivated by their 

concerns as a political community. 

 

Conclusion 

 Popular sovereignty is demanding and popular opinion rarely meets those demands. 

Lincoln’s example shows us how difficult it can be to generate support for a fundamental 

principle of popular government. He countered popular opinion with fixed public opinion, 

demonstrated how he interpreted founding documents and encouraged others to do the same. 

Lincoln made a case for what popular sovereignty required of the American people. 

Johnson’s effort to turn popular sovereignty into public policy without an educational effort 

like Lincoln’s suggests there is staggering difficulty in assuming these principles are 

naturally shared, fixed and operational in our communities. Too often the frustration with this 

kind of difficulty leads political leaders, activists and concerned citizens to surrender or 

compromise on their ideas when the support they assumed would appear never does. 

 Madisonian civic involvement requires those who see constitutional principles at risk to 

do more than condemn those who fail to show up. It requires them to call for the attention of 

others, to summon their support for those constitutional principles and to those same 

principles to motivate political action. Interacting with one another through popular opinion 

as well as fixed public opinion, citizens can lend energy and purpose to the principles they 

seek to protect and advance. Considering the diverse perspectives of their fellow citizens, 
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civic leaders must design opportunities to identify issues, investigate solutions and 

demonstrate support that capitalize on the diverse interests, skills and motivations in their 

communities. Civic involvement that incorporates different models of interaction makes it 

possible for otherwise disinterested individuals to recognize themselves in the concern for 

constitutional principles or the shared identity of the political community. Tyranny lurks at 

either end of the Framework for Civic Involvement where ideas about interaction, diverse 

interests and constitutional principles are either dialed up too high or too low. 



133 

Chapter 6: Plausible Promise for Civic Involvement 

 Today, much of the promise of a more fulfilling political life resides in new technology 

heralded for democratizing other spheres like publishing, music and science. Clay Shirky, 

who first wrote about the possibilities of the Internet and the digital age in the 1990’s, 

published Here Comes Everybody in 2008, announcing a new era of collective action. The 

stories he shared support a central thesis, “we are living in the middle of a remarkable 

increase in our ability to share, to cooperate with one another, and to take collective 

action.214” Much like Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, the buzz about Shirky’s work has 

emphasized the possibilities of these innovations but lost his advice that these new tools are 

“simply a way of channeling existing motivation.215” New tools do not bring new interest, 

different actors or more worthwhile causes. Success, according to Shirky requires something 

called “a plausible promise.216”  

 For crowdsourcing, plausible promise requires inspiring interest in acting together and 

encouraging a confidence in being able to achieve the shared goal. Madisonian civic 

involvement, the Framework and the questions that help us understand it, represents a way to 

direct these new capabilities towards reclaiming the marvel-making abilities of the American 
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people. Madison articulated a model that Tocqueville later celebrated. Both men combined 

the promise of these abilities with a warning about the vulnerabilities that accompanied them. 

 Madisonian civic involvement provides the formula for recognizing “plausible promise” 

in American political life. The success of efforts to rejuvenate civic involvement in the 

United States, through new tools or old, requires more than measuring the strength of support 

or the lack of participation. Madisonian civic involvement suggests success relies on a 

rigorous evaluation of proposals in terms of their models of interaction, their ability to utilize 

diverse channels of citizens’ views and the persuasive power of their appeals to constitutional 

principles. The American model of civic involvement requires us to push beyond 

dichotomous measures, dialing participation up or down, in order to contemplate what works 

best for sustaining popular government. 

 In some ways, the debate over mankind’s capacity for self government has been remade 

in something called “slacktivism” or, with a little less scorn, “clicktivism.” Political 

observers worry that these web-based shows of support work to undermine and replace the 

“real activity” that change requires. Facebook “likes,” retweets on Twitter and other shows of 

support on social media generate plenty of activity but that activity is understood to have 

little chance of achieving anything meaningful. Writing for the Huffington Post, Charlotte 

Robertson states that our interactions with one another have retreated to find comfort behind 

a computer screen where we are able, “to voice our opinions without fear of rejection and to 

project our social viewpoints without much thought.”217 Robertson concludes that 

                                                

217 Robertson, Charolotte. October 14, 2014. “Slacktivism: The Downfall of Millenials,” The 
Huffington Post Blog. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/charlotte-robertson/slacktivism-the-
downfall-_b_5984336.html (March 31, 2015). 



135 

slacktivism makes it possible for people to feel “more moral” and to look good without 

having to do anything to earn that position.  

 What makes the “real work” of offline activists different from online activism? What can 

online activism do better to make its support tangible and more real? This debate continues 

as different stakeholders compete to define what really matters.  

 The Framework creates an opportunity to accept the behaviors that individuals adopt, to 

compare that activity to other behaviors and to evaluate them all according to what it takes to 

support popular government. Supporting a civic perspective that has the capacity to match 

the worst tendencies of our political system with its best should be our guide to what 

behaviors are worthwhile. The inquiry does not end with whether or not a particular activity 

is enough according to an unclear measure but proceeds through an understanding of what it 

does to support the political community. If clicktivism represents an opportunity to cultivate 

civic involvement rather than mute it, the Framework can guide that discussion. The 

Framework requires us to ask what forms of interaction makes the behavior possible, what 

methods it uses to solicit input and additional activity after that initial click and what 

understanding of the American people and their constitutional enterprise for civic life that 

click represents as having been successful to enroll these individuals in a shared cause. 
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