
What Happens When a Government
Excludes People?

 

How the republic was built Who was left out and what it cost

The Founding Design Failure of Inclusion Pros & Cons
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Deliberation versus faction

A republic works when citizens reason together, and breaks down when they're excluded or when factions take over.



The Founders' Design: a Republic of Representatives
 

Citizens delegate authority to chosen representatives who are
accountable at the ballot.

The Constitution (1787) did not create a direct democracy, it created are public where elected representatives deliberate and acton
behalf of the people.

Madison argued a large republic with many competing interests
makes it structurally difficult for any single faction to seize
control.

The Core Principle Federalist No. 10
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Ambition Counteracting Ambition
 

Legislative, executive, and judicial
branches each limit the others.

Madison's insight: the republic's architecture turns self-interest into a safeguard.

No single branch may act without the
others' constraint.

Power is divided between national and
state governments.

Separation of Powers Checks & Balances Federalism
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"Ambition must be made to counteract ambition." Madison, Federalist 51
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The Contradiction: Those Left Out
 

Dred Scott (1857)

Three-Fifths Clause

Slave Trade Protection (until 1808)

The republic's founding texts proclaimed universal ideals, while encoding specific exclusions into law

Enslaved people counted for representation but held no citizenship or rights.

The Supreme Court ruled Black Americans could never be citizens and denying them
standing in the republic entirely.

The Constitution explicitly shielded the trade from federal prohibition for two decades.

Provision What It Meant
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Disenfranchisement Leads to Discontent
 When civil society closes its doors, people do not disappear, they fight their way in.

"What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?" exposed the republic's
founding hypocrisy: liberty proclaimed for some was bondage
enforced on others. Douglass named the contradiction the
Founders refused to.

People denied a voice in civil society eventually fight for it. The
war was not an accident, it was the violent consequence of a
republic that refused to include those it claimed to represent.

Frederick Douglass (1852) The Civil War



Repair: Amendments and the Long Arc
 

Abolished slavery
throughout the United

States.

Granted citizenship and
equal protection to all

persons born or
naturalized in the U.S.

Prohibited denying the
vote on grounds of race or

color.

After the war, the republic began the slow, contested work of extending its promise to those it had excluded.

Extended voting rights to
women.

Enforced the 15th
Amendment against

systematic suppression.

13th
Amendment

(1865)

14th
Amendment

(1868)

15th
Amendment

(1870)

19th
Amendment

(1920)

Voting Rights
Act (1965)
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Pros: the Moral Middle
 Jürgen Habermas's theory of communicative action offers a standard for what healthy republican deliberation looks like.

Citizens offer reasons and remain
genuinely open to revising their views
when better arguments emerge.

A norm is valid only if all those affected
could agree to it in open, equal
discussion with no exclusions, no
coercion, argument decides.

Ideas may lose, but losing in fair debate
is fundamentally different from being
silenced. Representatives carry public
deliberation into law.

Exchanging Reasons The Test for Legitimacy Voices Heard
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Cons: Factions and Strategic Action

Madison's Warning
 

Habermas's Diagnosis
 Factions are inherently dangerous, as groups pursue their own

interest at the expense of the common good. But you cannot
eliminate them without eliminating liberty itself. The republic
can only manage their effects.

Weak faction

Strategic action

Open deliberation

Strong
faction

Healthy republic

Disengaged public

Contested but
functional

Capture & polarization
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When strategic action takes over, money and power substituting
for reasoned argument, the communicative ideal collapses. The
result: polarization, where the middle disappears and
compromise becomes impossible.
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Madison's blind spot
 

The republic Madison theorized managed competing interests
among propertied white men. The enslaved were counted as
property, not participants therefore, excluded from the very
deliberation the system was supposed to protect.

Madison designed the republic to manage factions, but his architecture rested on a foundational exclusion that undermined the whole project.

Checks and balances slow corruption but cannot stop it
entirely. Individuals can win office, betray the public trust, and
exploit the very mechanisms designed to restrain them.

Exclusion by Design Corruption from Within
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The Work is Never Finished
 

The Ideal: Full
Inclusion & Legitimacy

The
Contradiction:

Exclusion in Law

Founding Promise:
Universal Aspiration

The Repair:
Amendments &

Struggle
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The arc from founding contradiction to ongoing repair traces one continuous argument: a republic is only as healthy as its middle ground, and that
middle exists only when everyone is included and reasons in good faith.
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