Are we a Democracy or a Republic?
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A couple weeks ago I was flying home from Anchorage, I overheard an individual in the seat behind me explaining the difference between a democracy and a republic to a friend.  Needless to say, I was very enlightened with his understanding of how government should function in our American society.
“Okay,” he said.  “When we place our hand across our heart and recite the Pledge of Allegiance and we come to that part ‘and to the _______________for which it stands,’ what do we say?” 
After a long pause, the reply came back. “Why, it’s obvious 
the answer is a republic.”
So what is a democracy and a republic?  
Many people I have talked to agree that the Founding Fathers of this nation were very wise and, if anything else, extremely clever.  Having gone through the experience of building this new nation they, indeed, had an appreciation of great nations that have come and gone, not to mention the fact that they had been dealing with a king who had practically done everything bad that a bad king could do to his subjects.
The Framers instituted a limited form of government because they foresaw dangers of a central government with absolute power.  They also saw the dangers of a democracy, which philosophy delegated absolute power to the majority of the people.  So the signers of the Constitution were out-rightly opposed to a pure democracy, therefore the system which they brain stormed was in no way a democracy. What it really boiled down to was that we ended up with a democratic-republic.  Here is how it works:
The Founding Fathers had preference over a republic as opposed to a democracy.  Not only did the so-called republic designate a limited form of central government, but its philosophy provided that the people would elect the best men from among themselves and then delegate to these people the administration of the affairs of government.  In actuality, what they were doing was allowing a few good men to do what many good men could not do for themselves.  With this kind of system government could be held in check when people elected to the various offices had a tendency to become unscrupulous; then citizens still had enough control to make sure that once reliable characters, who became capricious for some reason, had a chance to mend their ways, or be replaced at the next election. See, the Constitution does provide for term limitations. And it was left to the people to decide how long an incumbent should last.  
If things got really bad then there were recall and impeachment provisions spelled out in the Constitution, which is supposed to be the last resort technique to get undesirable men out of office.  This, in another sense, is representative government, and it falls under the identity of a republic.
One serious aspect of subjecting ourselves under the philosophy of a republic was that it could not succeed if dishonest, unethical, and cunning folk were elected into government.
One serious concern we should consider is that we aught not to let government do what we would be thrown in jail for. Congress, for instance, several years ago experienced a myriad of congressmen abusing their check writing privileges from the congressional bank. As an individual I would be (and have been) penalized by my banker, or the person with whom the bad check was written can prosecute,  and I would not only have to make the check good but would be fined and may even serve a jail sentence.  But certain congressmen were able to get away with bad checks. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Or today---we have people in President Obama’s cabinet who did not pay their income taxes.  ] 

And what about Whitewater?  During the presidential campaign the candidate's womanizing was quickly swept under the carpet. The issue here is not whether the candidate will be able to carry out what he promised---it is his character that is at stake. 
Gary Hart wasn't so lucky.  
And what about our own Alaskan Native State legislature who was accused of sexual harassment? If he had been known as a man of good character he would not have gotten himself in such a predicament in the first place.  These kinds of chaps are hard to get out of office because of the way they are.
And so as they deliberated considerably about whether they should form a government on the principles of a democracy they realize, of course, that an absolute democracy could lead to an unlimited administration of government.
And then there was this republic idea.  A republic is a limited, representative type of government.  The extreme to this philosophy is “no government” or the less government we have the better off we will be to pursue happiness.  The Founders realized that this type of control is no control at all.
So the Framers said, “Let’s create a democratic/republican government and when circumstances and conditions of the time calls for it, the people will determine whether we should be more on the right or the left.  This is referred to as “People’s law.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Peoples law is a principle that enables the American people to be the watch dogs of government.  If things don’t go the right way then the people have an obligation to change governmental functions so that the government serves us. The governments works for us and the Declaration says that when government no longer does that then it is up to us, the people. to either abolish or alter the government so that serves us, not people in government.] 

The real purpose for embracing this type of body politic was to bring the two philosophies toward the middle--- in the direction of people’s law.  From the democratic (liberal) side of the spectrum, the people would elect their representatives and let government attempt to solve our problems; from the republic (conservative) idea they would be represented by politicians who would strive to keep the government on a limited plain.
There were times when we witnessed this happen?  Let’s see, invariably over the years, we normally have seen one party control congress and the opposite in the executive branch or vice versa.  We hear people call this gridlock.  We hear folks exclaim, “let’s get those liberals (or conservatives) out of there so things can get done.”  And we hear others proclaim, “Let’s take back America and replace that President!”
Another issue we need to consider is the importance of the Native vote and that of voting for candidate's that will benefit the Native people. It is true the Native vote is critical---but so is everyone else's.  What we as Alaskans and Americans need to do is become familiar with the concept of constitutional government and what government is supposed to do for us.  
Let's take the Declaration of Independence for instance. It states that the purpose for forming this republic was to guarantee to all the protection of our lives, our liberties and our pursuit of happiness. And so from that concept our republic was formed and the constitution was designed to keep government in check and the government was supposed to control the conduct of people. The constitution, in it's original form, did not authorize the government to take care of us---the intent was for government to protect us and promote the free enterprise system which purpose was to manage the economy.  
So before we go to the poles to cast our ballets this fall we should know who your candidates are and what they stand for.  And they shouldn't be catering to get the Native vote because of what they can and will promise us.  The real questions they aught to know is what should  government do for us as Alaskans , and on a larger scale as Americans.   	
We, the People, are, of course, the watch guard of our rights as citizens, and we elect, supposedly, highly motivated statesmen to represent us who are committed to preserving our lives, our liberties and guaranteeing us our pursuit of happiness.  
Of course, if we are not highly ethical ourselves, it would be a nonplus to elect dishonest men to office. That of fostering an honest society is a must if a republican form of government is going to flourish.
Alexis de Tocqueville was a French historian and political scientist who made an eighteen month tour through the United States in the mid-1800's.  He was sent by his government to find out why America became such a great nation in such a short period of time. He found his answer when he went into the churches throughout the country.  As a result of his findings he wrote a two volume book entitled DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA. One interesting statement he made was this:  "Religion in America takes no direct part in the government of society, but it must be regarded as the first of their political institutions---"  In another part he said that "America is great because America is good. America will cease to be great only when it ceases to be good." Herein lies the root of Native American problems.  Herein lies the root of America's dire ills.
Well, when we learn what it means to be a republic we come to understand that a republic is a lot different than our concept of what a democracy is.  
It is a republic which the Founding Fathers of this nation established as the form of government for which we should live. A limited, representative form of government was the most desirable, and it requires a highly moral people to flourish in this kind of society.  
This is the kind of society we should all be striving for.
Well we may admit that the founders were very wise and clever.  They risked their lives, their fortunes and their sacred honor by placing their faith in the future of the American people. 
So the next time we place our hands across our heart and say in unison, "I pledge allegiance to the flag and to the United States of America and to the----" we don't say "democracy for which it stands---."  We, of course say, "republic."
When I was gathering my stuff to de-plane in Yakutat, I turned to my anonymous stranger, gave him my two thumbs up and said, “Right on.”





