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​Too much democracy? The question sounds almost impolite in modern American life. Democracy occupies sacred space. To question democracy feels like questioning legitimacy itself. Yet the question deserves to be asked plainly, without irony or malice. Can a political system designed to convert popular energy into law absorb unlimited immediacy, visibility, and participation without strain? The evidence surrounding us suggests an uncomfortable answer. Polarization has intensified as participation has expanded. Political speech has multiplied as governing capacity has weakened. The problem does not lie in citizen engagement. The problem lies in what happens after engagement arrives.

The Founders did not fear the people. They feared what happened when political passion traveled unfiltered from crowd to command. James Madison warned that pure democracy, unmediated by structure, invited faction to harden into tyranny. Majority impulse, once mobilized, did not naturally slow. It accelerated. Madison’s solution was not to suppress democratic energy, but to filter that same energy—through representation, distance, delay, and institutional friction. Republican government, in that design, functioned less as an expression of popular will than as a system for disciplining popular force long enough for judgment to form.

Benjamin Franklin captured the fragility of that arrangement in a single exchange at the close of the Constitutional Convention. Asked what form of government the delegates had produced, Franklin answered: “A republic, if you can keep it.” The remark was not celebratory. It was conditional. The Republic required maintenance. The structure demanded restraint. Self-government would fail not because citizens spoke too loudly, but because institutions lost the capacity to listen without breaking. The warning did not concern democracy’s absence. The warning concerned democracy’s excess when left unchecked by republican form.

The early Republic responded to that challenge not only through constitutional text, but through lived structure. Republican restraint was not confined to parchment. It was reinforced by habits, proximity, and institutional design that slowed politics before it hardened into authority. Those arrangements shaped how disagreement unfolded long before votes were cast.

That world—the world of the young Republic—organized politics through proximity, closeness in time and space.

The Boardinghouse Republic

The city smelled like coal and damp wool. The streets near Capitol Hill turned to rutted clay when the thaw came, and congressmen tracked the capital onto carpets that would never be clean again. In these early years of the Republic,​[1] most members did not keep houses in Washington. They arrived by coach or coastal packet, carried trunks up narrow steps, and handed coins to a landlady who ruled her table like a quartermaster. The boardinghouse was home, mess hall, and political caucus. Members slept two to a room when the session ran long. They ate from the same plates, drank from the same bottles, and argued until the candles guttered. They learned one another’s tempers and tells. The next morning, they walked across the mud together and carried those arguments into the Chamber with fewer surprises and more trust than the legislative floor alone could reveal.

The clustering of the nation’s leadership in a capital city had a republican purpose. Members from rival states, sections, and factions ate beneath the same ceiling and measured one another at arm’s length. A harsh speech on the floor one day demanded a face-to-face reckoning at supper that same evening. Reputation traveled faster than print. An intemperate flourish might earn applause in the gallery, but the outburst earned cold silence at the supper table. The social economy of the boardinghouse made space for disagreement without dissolving the possibility of judgment. The Republic did not need unanimity; the Republic needed men who could keep talking after the vote. The boardinghouse supplied that discipline (Luria, 2003; Minozzi & Caldeira, 2021).

Washington life reinforced the pattern (Young, 1966). Winter sessions compressed the political class into a few adjoining blocks where repeated contact was unavoidable. Members borrowed firewood and newspapers. Wives, when present, assembled small societies that crossed party lines, hosted necessary dinners, and enforced informal norms beyond the reach of statute. The public witnessed speeches. The city observed habits. Those habits carried consequence. They identified which members could be trusted with fragile negotiations and which would trade confidence for publicity. Within that confined civic ecosystem, social proximity performed constitutional work. The structure imposed delay, cooling judgment long enough for tempers to settle and bargains to take shape (Earman, 1992; Young, 1966).

Yet harmony did not govern congressional life. The illusion of a utopic early America belongs in grade school textbooks. Antebellum Congresses generated menace and, at times, violence. The boundary between performance and danger narrowed as the slavery question hardened (Freeman, 2018). Even then, daily proximity imposed relationships that the modern Congress no longer sustains. Members who despised one another still shared meals and living quarters. The day’s political vinegar often gave way to the evening’s social honey. No comparable setting exists today. Figures such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Marjorie Taylor Greene encounter one another almost exclusively through cameras and curated confrontation. Members today only know one another​[2] through public caricature rather than private character—through performance rather than the commitments and convictions that surface only in rooms where no cameras intrude. One can hardly imagine them sharing a meal at a boardinghouse table. The Republic has survived repeated crises because institutions, reinforced by dense social webs, have absorbed pressure that no roll-call vote can capture. Boardinghouses were not decorative artifacts. Boardinghouses functioned as republican instruments.

That intimacy was not accidental. Nor was privacy. In the First Congress, the Senate closed the Chamber to the public (Amer, 1993). The closure did not last a day or a week. The closure stood as a matter of rule and principle. Senators understood advice and consent, treaty-making, and the high-threshold work of removal and restraint to require insulation from immediate audience (Davis, 2014). The House opened proceedings to view and report. The Senate spoke to itself first. Summaries of debate appeared only after the fact and often by indirection. A comparable decision today—no press, no public, no cameras—would be unthinkable. The early Senate made that choice deliberately. The upper chamber traded spectacle for judgment.

The design reflected republicanism as structure rather than myth. The country accepted the coexistence of two political tempos: the fast tempo of petition and pressure, and the slower tempo of deliberation and consent. Proximity in living arrangements and privacy in procedure formed a paired system. Physical closeness compelled human interaction and negotiation before the debate and vote. Procedural insulation protected negotiation from theatrical distortion during deliberation. The Chamber did not exist to dramatize conflict. The Chamber existed to transform conflict into judgment. Modern politics has collapsed those tempos into one. Petition, performance, deliberation, and decision now occur on the same stage and on the same clock. Exposure rose as absorption fell.

Something Has Changed

Something has changed in American politics—but not in the way most explanations suggest.

Members no longer live together. Commercial air travel transformed Congress into a commuter institution. Fundraising calendars displaced common meals. The social discipline once supplied by Washington life thinned into a schedule of brief encounters, cable appearances, and rapid departures (Sinclair, 2016). Where boardinghouses once created cross-cutting familiarity, the modern legislative week creates distance. Distance cheapens contempt. Cheap contempt renders compromise suspect. The public continues to witness speeches. Far fewer colleagues witness the habits of one another that once anchored trust.

Procedures have changed as well. Cameras entered the Chamber and reshaped legislative incentives (Mann & Ornstein, 2016). Staff capacity fell as the substantive policy arm of Congress weakened. Committee staff levels in the House of Representatives have declined significantly over recent decades even as demands on Congress have grown, reducing expertise and institutional capacity (Thorning & Racky, 2025). Members now allocate increasing shares of time and staff toward messaging, fundraising, and social media—activities largely absent from earlier legislative practice (Mann & Ornstein, 2016; Sinclair, 2016).

The Senate still closes proceedings for a narrow set of purposes, yet contemporary political culture increasingly treats privacy as evasion rather than as a tool of judgment. Committees now stage hearings designed for viral clips rather than deliberation (Sinclair, 2016). Parties script moments for social media circulation. Law remains, but spectacle competes with law for attention. The Republic’s governing filters—the Chamber, the Pipeline, and the Press—have lost force as exposure intensified.

The effects are widely felt. American politics now sounds louder, moves faster, and feels more brittle than at earlier points in living memory. Political participation has expanded. Voices have multiplied. Information flows continuously. Outcomes have weakened. Decisions arrive later, if at all. Disagreement no longer appears governable. Political conflict increasingly resembles acceleration rather than argument.

Public life rarely pauses. Pressure builds instantly. Reaction substitutes for judgment. Events collapse into performance while institutions strain to absorb demands framed as urgent and complete upon arrival—no need for discussion, debate, or compromise. The unease does not arise from disagreement itself. Disagreement has long defined free societies ordered by law. The unease of today’s politics arises from the failure of conflict to slow into decision and from the inability of argument to settle into authority. Citizens participate more while trusting institutions less. Democratic energy rises as institutional legitimacy erodes.

Many explanations have been advanced by talking heads and podcast pundits. Technology receives blame. Cultural norms become targets. Political opponents harden into existential threats—”they” are the problem. Polarization becomes the universal diagnosis—invoked to explain everything while explaining little. Each account captures part of the experience, yet none explains why political participation has increased as governance has weakened. More citizens engage in politics today than in prior decades (Desilver, 2021, 2025; McCarty et al., 2016), yet Congress has become less productive, less deliberative, and less capable of resolving conflict through law (Binder, 2004; Mann & Ornstein, 2016). The disorientation points toward a deeper shift rooted not in temperament or motive, but in the way political energy now moves through the system (Drutman, 2020).

The purpose of this book is not to scold democracy for producing noise. The purpose is to rebuild the machinery that once transformed noise into law. Earlier arrangements did not depend upon virtuous citizens. Earlier arrangements depended upon structure. Boardinghouses supplied structure (Young, 1966). Closed doors, used judiciously, supplied structure (Amer, 1993). Committees with time and staff supplied structure (Sinclair, 2016). Professional journalism disciplined by durable funding models supplied structure (McChesney & Nichols, 2011). These informal practices grafted themselves into the Constitution’s formal republican architecture. When those arrangements functioned together, disagreement remained fierce—sometimes furious—yet political pressure dissipated through habits, procedures, and institutions that rewarded judgment over performance.


More republic, less cowbell.



The chapters that follow trace how those filters have thinned. The Chamber—the houses of Congress—has lost privacy and the rituals that once trained lawmakers to read colleagues as governing partners rather than as performative foils. The Pipeline—the party primary systems that select candidates—has shifted from coalition building toward permanent mobilization and fundraising-driven incentives (Drutman, 2020). The Press—the republic’s informal Fourth Branch—once equipped with editorial brakes strong enough to delay incendiary material and impose judgment over time, now monetizes immediacy and punishes restraint (Mir, 2020). These developments did not arise from inevitability. Structural choices have produced structural outcomes. Structural revision, therefore, remains possible. The Republic retains the capacity for self-repair. Hope remains.

Reform begins where earlier strengths resided. Lawmakers require protected spaces to argue, reconsider positions, and accept imperfect bargains without fear of viral humiliation. Legislative schedules require fewer flights in airplanes and more shared time at dinner tables. Committees require staffing and calendar space for drafting, testing, and revision. The political pipeline requires rules that reward majority formation rather than factional purity, particularly in low-turnout primary elections. The Press ecosystem, which has seen the death of the newspaper and professional journalism, requires new funding models that insulate professional judgment from political capture and from engagement-driven distortion. These proposals do not reflect nostalgia. These proposals reflect reconstruction.

The Republic was built for friction under constraint. The friction remains. The constraints must be restored.

Misplaced Democracy

Change in practice has produced confusion in principle. This book advances a simple claim: American democracy suffers not from excessive disagreement—not from too much cowbell—but from insufficient mediation, from too little republican structure.

Democracy and republican governance serve different functions within the constitutional design. Democracy supplies energy, preference, and participation. Republican institutions convert that energy into law and progress. Votes register will. Institutions impose delay, structure, and coalition before authority hardens. The Constitution treats democracy as a powerful input rather than as a governing mechanism, relying upon distance, time, and structure as instruments of self-government.

That distinction eroded gradually across the last half-century. Democratic tools migrated into institutional spaces designed for republican mediation. Participation expanded as filtration thinned. Party nominations moved from smoke-filled rooms to mass primaries. Transparency exposed deliberation prematurely, as congressional committee bargaining gave way to live-streamed hearings and floor speeches crafted for immediate replay. Speed displaced settlement, with reaction cycles measured in hours rather than sessions. Pressure reached governing institutions before judgment could form, arriving through fundraising emails, social media storms, and cable news countdowns.

This book’s argument does not oppose democratic participation. Democracy remains essential to republican legitimacy. The argument concerns placement. When democratic immediacy governs institutions designed to slow decision and broaden perspective, pressure overwhelms process. Elections cease to function as endpoints and become permanent conditions. Campaigning replaces governing, as members spend more time signaling positions than assembling coalitions. Compromise signals weakness under constant scrutiny. Delay appears illegitimate in an environment that rewards instant response.

The resulting frustration among American citizens reflects misalignment rather than civic decay. Citizens grow angry not because institutions resist democracy, but because institutions no longer transform democratic energy into durable authority. That misalignment proves difficult to perceive as today’s events unfold. The difficulty has encouraged repeated calls for more democracy in spaces where stronger republican structure would better serve governance. Participation increases while outcomes weaken. Engagement rises as legitimacy erodes. These responses follow predictably from institutional design: unfiltered pressure accelerates toward decision without mediation. The system feels unresponsive not because citizens demand too much, but because contemporary institutions absorb too little. We the People are not the problem. The Republic’s structures determine whether popular energy hardens to enable progress or devolves into tyranny.

Many of the reforms—in the name of democracy—that reshaped American politics over the last half-century pursued honorable aims across parties, legislatures, and the information environment. Reformers sought broader participation, greater transparency, and stronger accountability in response to real abuses in parties, legislatures, and media institutions. Closed processes excluded voices. Entrenched power resisted challenge. Backroom deals bred corruption and cynicism. Calls for openness carried democratic legitimacy.

The problem did not lie in motive. The problem lay in a misunderstanding of human nature and the demands of republican form.

Political institutions respond less to aspiration than to incentives and constraints rooted in human behavior. Altering rules alters behavior, often predictably. When reforms change how authority is gained, displayed, or rewarded, institutions adapt accordingly, regardless of intention. Across multiple domains, reforms have shared a common direction. Distance has shortened. Delay has thinned. Mediation has weakened. The space between democratic pressure and institutional decision has narrowed steadily. What now appears as polarization reflects a downstream effect of that narrowing rather than an independent cause.

For the Chamber, procedural changes centralized authority while exposing deliberation to constant visibility. For the Pipeline, party primary election reforms expanded participation while removing internal party filters that once required coalition before nomination. For the Press, media reforms and technological shifts lowered barriers to entry while weakening editorial discipline. Each change increased access. Each change reduced absorption. The combined effects have compounded across institutions. Legislators have learned to signal rather than negotiate. Candidates have learned to mobilize populist intensity rather than assemble governing majorities. Journalists have learned to prioritize speed over verification. Attention has increased even as governing capacity has declined. The Chamber, the Pipeline, and the Press have thus suffered the unseen toll of too much cowbell.

No conspiracy—despite exhortations from extremist fringes—was required. Institutional behavior followed design. Reformers frequently treated political friction among citizens and within Congress as failure. Such friction should not be feared. Delay came to appear undemocratic, even when delay served to overcome disagreement. Mediation resembled exclusion. Privacy suggested secrecy. Compromise became a four-letter word. Politics narrowed toward zero-sum outcomes. One side wins, and the other side must lose. Yet friction performs the essential work of governing in republican systems. Delay allows reconsideration. Mediation broadens perspective. Privacy protects bargaining space. Removing those features accelerates political pressure without producing judgment.

Today, the political disorder—the polarization, the anger, the turmoil, the uncertainty—that has followed reflects democratic correction without republican grounding. Democratic energy has flowed more freely, but the structures that once shaped that energy into law have weakened. The Republic has not failed from too much democracy. The Republic strains when democratic force bypasses republican form.

The Madisonian Insight

The tension between democratic force and republican form shaped the Constitution from the start. James Madison confronted that tension as a problem of design. Much of contemporary politics has drifted from the wisdom of Madison, the Founder best known as the Father of the Constitution. Madison approached self-government as a problem of design rather than aspiration. Madison did not begin with confidence in civic virtue. Madison began with acceptance of human limits. Ambition, rivalry, and faction appeared not as pathologies to be cured, but as permanent features of political life. The central question was never whether citizens would disagree. The question concerned whether disagreement could be structured to endure. These Madisonian lessons form the foundation of this book.

Madison treated politics as a system under stress. Large populations generate competing interests. Competing interests generate conflict. Conflict intensifies as proximity shortens and majorities form quickly. The constitutional response did not seek harmony. The response imposed structure. Distance mattered. Representation mattered. Time mattered. Power fractured across branches, chambers, and terms. Authority filtered. No single decision point allowed democratic energy to surge unchecked. Madison had studied the Ancients and their democracies. He understood the need for filtering democracy, characterized by energy, populism, and demagoguery, through republican forms.

Restraint within this framework does not signify elitism—governance reserved for a select few rather than the more common many. Madison distrusted concentrations of power, whether lodged in a narrow elite or in an unchecked majority. Restraint functions as engineering. Systems designed for endurance assume failure modes in advance. Republican government operates under the same logic. When institutions impose delay, compel coalition, and reward patience, behavior bends toward stability. When those constraints dissolve, behavior accelerates toward spectacle. Madison designed a system to survive disagreement without surrendering authority. Madison’s insight provides the structural logic of this book. That distinction anchors the argument that follows.

What This Book Is—and Is Not

This book is not a partisan indictment, a chronicle of outrage, a call for unity, or a project of moral renewal. Institutional erosion has accumulated across decades, particularly since the 1970s, through reforms supported by well-intentioned actors across ideological camps. Conservatives have advanced transparency. Progressives have expanded participation. Reformers on each side have sought accountability in response to real abuses. Closed processes excluded voices. Entrenched power resisted challenge. Backroom dealings bred corruption and cynicism. The resulting changes reflected democratic legitimacy rather than malice. Readers seeking vindication of grievance or affirmation of virtue will not find that work here. This book assigns responsibility to structure rather than motive.

This book is not an argument against democracy, nor a declaration of American collapse. Participation remains essential to self-government. Protest, persuasion, organization, and competition animate republican life. The concern addressed here involves the placement of democratic pressure within governing institutions, not the amount of participation. Democratic energy supplies legitimacy. Republican structure supplies durability. When democratic mechanisms operate inside institutions designed to slow decision-making, political pressure overwhelms deliberative process. Decline narratives flatter despair. Savior narratives flatter ambition. History supports neither indulgence. The American Republic has survived deeper divisions, sharper violence, and greater institutional strain than the present moment. Survival has followed structure, not sentiment.

The argument advanced here offers a structural diagnosis and a case for maintenance—reform, not revolution. Outcomes follow design. Behavior responds to constraints. Institutions shape incentives long before citizens recognize the consequences. When governing structures function properly, disagreement produces progress rather than rupture. Governance requires deliberation rather than rupture. When governing structures weaken, participation accelerates without settlement. Anger rises. Trust erodes. Legitimacy thins. Polarization widens. Repair begins not with moral correction, but with institutional restoration.

That restoration centers on three institutions that once stabilized American self-government by absorbing democratic pressure before pressure hardened into crisis. The Chamber concerns Congress as a deliberative body rather than a permanent stage. Committees, procedure, and privacy once forced repeated confrontation among interests before public decision. The Pipeline governs how ambition reaches authority through coalition rather than intensity. Parties once aggregated factions into governing majorities before elections rather than sorting citizens into permanent camps afterward. The Press sustains the shared informational foundation required for a divided people to remain a single polity. The Press, protected by the First Amendment and often described as the Republic’s informal Fourth Branch, once operated under professional norms that slowed publication, verified claims, and filtered outrage before amplification.

Each institution has weakened over time. Yet each remains repairable today. Together, these institutions formed an architecture that converted conflict into judgment. The chapters that follow examine how that architecture functioned, how reform and neglect reduced absorption capacity, and how restoration remains possible without suppressing democratic participation. The goal is not nostalgia. The goal is governability.

Self-government demands habits modern politics rarely rewards. Speed flatters urgency. Performance gratifies immediately. Moral clarity feels decisive. Political leadership confined to binary narratives—victory or defeat, purity or betrayal—compresses republican government into majority tyranny, long feared by the Founders. Republican government survives through slower virtues. Judgment forms through repetition. Legitimacy emerges through process. Authority endures only when citizens tolerate outcomes that disappoint immediate desire. Institutions designed to slow decision-making now appear frustrating by design. That frustration reflects function rather than failure. Slowness protects deliberation. Friction forces accommodation. Restraint preserves legitimacy. Choosing patience over performance—accepting complexity, accepting ambiguity, accepting the gray shades—does not weaken democracy. Rather, choosing patience sustains the Republic.

In Limine​[3]


Fear not. American self-government does not stand at the edge of collapse. The Republic has endured secession, mass violence, industrial unrest, global war, and internal terror. Survival has never depended upon civic harmony nor moral unanimity. Survival has depended upon institutions strong enough to absorb pressure without surrendering authority—a concept James Madison foresaw and encoded in the Constitution. Repair to that structure, when required, has proceeded through adjustment rather than rupture. Repair lacks romance. Repair is not sexy. Repair rarely survives a retweet. Yet repair—the continual renewal of the Republic—preserves self-government.

The argument that follows does not ask citizens to withdraw, soften convictions, or quiet disagreement. The argument does not attempt to silence the cowbell. Democratic energy remains essential to republican legitimacy. Participation supplies force. Preference supplies direction. The work of governing begins afterward. Republican institutions exist to slow decisions, broaden perspective, and compel accommodation before authority hardens into law. When those institutions weaken, democratic pressure accelerates without settlement. The result feels like intensity without resolution—movement without destination.

This book begins from a simple premise: frustration is not evidence of democratic failure. Frustration often signals institutional function. Structures designed to slow decision-making will feel obstructive in moments of urgency. Processes built to force coalition will disappoint those seeking immediate victory. Contemporary frustration with both political parties reflects a design feature rather than a design collapse. Republican government asks citizens to tolerate delay, loss, and compromise in exchange for durability. Citizens do not remain in the majority across repeated elections. Democratic friction regularly places individuals on the losing side. The concern addressed here lies not with frustration over which party wins or loses, but with the failure of republican mechanisms to translate democratic win–loss friction into legislative progress. The tradeoff has never been popular. Yet the tradeoff has remained necessary.

What has changed is not disagreement, ambition, or faction. What has changed is the capacity of institutions to mediate those forces before they harden into spectacle. Pressure now reaches governing bodies faster than judgment can form. Performance now substitutes for deliberation. Reaction now crowds out settlement. These conditions did not arise by accident, nor do they reflect moral decline. Design choices altered incentives. Institutions adapted accordingly.

The chapters that follow examine three sites where mediation once occurred and where absorption capacity has thinned. The Chamber governs how Congress works before it governs the nation. The Pipeline channels how ambition becomes authority through coalition rather than intensity. The Press sustains a shared informational foundation without collapsing into tribal narration. Each institution once slowed politics enough for judgment to emerge. Each now struggles under continuous exposure, compressed time horizons, and incentives that reward immediacy over resolution.

The question posed here is not whether democracy should speak more loudly—more cowbell. The question concerns whether republican institutions still possess the strength to listen without breaking—more republic. Self-government depends upon that distinction. Without mediation, pressure accumulates. Without delay, authority dissolves. Without structure, participation exhausts itself without producing progress.

This book does not offer comfort. The analysis that follows asks readers to reconsider assumptions that modern politics treats as self-evident: that speed signals responsiveness, that visibility ensures accountability, that openness always improves judgment, and that compromise reflects weakness. This book counters these claims. Each assumption deserves scrutiny. Each carries consequences when embedded into institutional design.

The threshold now stands open. Crossing requires patience rather than outrage, structure rather than spontaneity, and judgment rather than performance. The work ahead does not promise catharsis. The work promises governability.

The chapters that follow begin where mediation failed—and where repair remains possible.
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Chapter 1. The Founding Fear
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A college campus is meant to be a sanctuary for books, ideas, and above all, speech—free speech, free like a wilderness fire. Such freedom was never designed for comfort or ease. Free speech carries consequence by design. Fire warms when contained, but fire can destroy when left to rage. The difference lies not in the flame, but in the structures that hold the heat.

College marks the season when minds learn to handle that fire. Campus walkways line themselves with bulletin boards advertising lectures, rallies, auditions, and blood drives—kindling for thought. Patches of lawn double as soapboxes for fire breathers. Students linger at tables stacked with pamphlets and petitions, debating politics or faith or music or mathematics. The campus becomes a free-speech commons, where disagreements are rehearsed with more intensity than consequence, where sparks catch and flare. For many, these years offer rare permission to test boundaries, to argue boldly, to see which ideas survive contact with resistance.

James Madison was never an idealist. Madison was a pragmatist—and a college student. At Princeton from 1771 to 1772, Madison devoured philosophy and theology, studied the lessons of ancient republics, and sparred with classmates over liberty and authority. Debate sharpened conviction, but debate alone did not persuade him. Ideas required channels, rules, and structure to endure beyond youthful exchange. Campus argument revealed both promise and peril. The same heat that sharpened young minds could, when left uncontained, reduce institutions to ash. As biographer Noah Feldman (2017) observes, “At Princeton, Madison learned from Witherspoon that liberty required the discipline of reason. He was no firebrand. The Enlightenment appealed to his sense that passion must be governed if freedom was to last.”​[4]

Another campus, two and a half centuries later, appeared no different at first. At the center of a courtyard, a white canopy stood—familiar and unremarkable. Credit card companies often used such tents on campuses too. Student clubs sold baked goods beneath them. Free-speech lectures gathered crowds around them. Yellow Do Not Cross tape and bright orange pylons funneled the morning crowd into a loose semicircle, a makeshift audience awaiting the speaker (Brook, 2025). A microphone squealed, then settled. Student volunteers passed out flyers. A few campus police officers leaned against nearby walls, watchful but relaxed. Rooftops loomed overhead, largely ignored. The scene carried the quiet confidence of a place accustomed to openness.

By noon, the plaza filled. Students and visitors pressed toward the canopy, smartphones raised to capture the exchange. Warm air hung heavy with expectation. Beneath the tent, the guest speaker worked the crowd with practiced ease. Hats—red ones—flew into the audience as the speaker tossed gifts from the stage. Hecklers met humor. Applause rolled across the courtyard, echoing off brick facades. The exchange felt familiar—loud, confident, unfiltered. Words struck sparks. Few considered how quickly fire can leap beyond restraint.

Only later did the details settle. The campus was Utah Valley University in Orem, Utah. The event, branded The American Comeback Tour, carried a familiar challenge—Prove Me Wrong. Roughly three thousand students and visitors had gathered in the plaza. Security remained minimal, with six campus police officers on site (Brook, 2025). At 12:23 p.m., a fatal shot rang out from a rooftop near the Losee Center (Goldin, 2025). The hats tossed moments earlier were red MAGA caps. The speaker beneath the canopy was Charlie Kirk. A campus morning that began as an exercise in free expression ended in assassination.

In the hours that followed on September 10, 2025, the nation divided once again—less over what happened than over how to respond. Outrage met indifference. Principles bent beneath partisanship. Some folks saw confirmation of moral decay across the aisle. Other folks barely registered the loss. A shared civic language fractured into rival tongues. Madison warned that democracy’s gravest danger would not arrive by conquest, but from within—from passions left ungoverned, sharpened by resentment, inflamed by sympathy. Madison called that fever the violence of faction:​[5] the moment opinion hardens into identity and the crowd forgets the individual’s humanity. In Orem, Madison’s warning read less like theory and more like diagnosis

Finger Pointing

Within hours, leaders from both parties and abroad condemned the killing as an assault on democratic discourse. Reuters compiled statements from Donald Trump, Joe Biden, Barack Obama, J. D. Vance, and foreign officials like Israel’s prime minister—an unusual chorus that agreed on one point: political violence is intolerable (Reuters, 2025). Utah’s governor, Spencer Cox, visibly shaken after viewing the viral video that captured the moment of the shooting and the crowd’s stunned reaction, urged Americans simply to “stop shooting each other,” a plea as narrow and urgent as a cease-fire (Vargas, 2025). The footage, replayed across television networks and social feeds, collapsed time and distance. Horror became performance, empathy divided by allegiance.

Online, however, a darker current surfaced. Some posts—a small minority—cheered or mocked Kirk’s death. A handful of academics and staff amplified those digital comments, blurring the line between free expression and cruelty. Universities and employers responded with disciplinary measures that came faster than reflection. Associated Press reporting confirmed suspensions and terminations across multiple institutions for employees who posted or shared remarks celebrating or mocking the shooting (Bussewitz & Grantham-Phillips, 2025). The Chronicle of Higher Education and other outlets tracked firings, suspensions, and investigations of faculty and staff on multiple campuses for “callous” or celebratory remarks. In Texas alone, the state education agency opened probes in 124 school districts after hundreds of complaints about educators’ social-media posts. Some cases were later reversed under legal scrutiny, but the signal was unmistakable: officials and employers were willing to police the boundary between free expression and applause for violence (Davis et al., 2025). The boundaries meant to contain liberty’s flame can, if drawn in haste, suffocate the fire itself. 

In the 48 hours before authorities named a suspect, false claims flooded social media feeds about the shooter’s identity, party registration, and motives. Posts circulated alleging partisan revenge, foreign interference, and even staged conspiracy. Each new thread drew its own chorus of believers and debunkers. Screenshots became proof; outrage became evidence. The Associated Press ran back-to-back “Fact Focus” pieces debunking viral narratives and clarifying basic records such as voter status and party affiliation, underscoring how quickly a vacuum of verified information becomes a plebiscite of rumor (Goldin, 2025). 

On campus, official statements spoke softly. They mourned the dead, tended to the shaken, and promised to review safety procedures without assigning blame. Utah Valley University’s message to its community—”this tragedy has shaken us to our core”—was emblematic of institutions that must comfort first and explain later (Utah Valley University, 2025). The Associated Press follow-ups observed the dissonance between the school’s image of security and the fragility that the day had exposed (Brown et al., 2025).

Together, those reactions sketched a country pulling in different directions at once. The nation’s polarization lay bare. A broad public condemnation. A visible fringe celebration was punished in workplaces and schools—a torrent of disinformation that briefly set the narrative, an institutional silence that tended to grief while still assessing the facts. This pattern is familiar in American moments of political passion—the many speaking at once, the loudest and angriest amplified, the mediating institutions scrambling to catch up.

The question that remains is not whether the nation stands divided, but whether the Republic retains the resilience to turn volume into deliberation, heat into light, and passion into law. The Founders would not have been surprised by the noise. The constitutional generation anticipated conflict, faction, and fury as the price of liberty. Democracy, as Madison understood self-government, would argue loudly and often. What the Founders rejected was not contention, but collapse. Political murder was never a feature of the design; political murder marked a failure of restraint.​[6] Yet the Founders also refused the easier path of silence. Free speech carried real risk, and republican government accepted that danger rather than extinguish liberty itself. The constitutional experiment sought neither calm nor purity, but structure—to channel tumult without erasing disagreement, to contain fire without smothering flame. The Constitution stands as a firebreak against ourselves. The challenge, now as then, is whether that structure still holds.

Talk of Divorce

​After Orem, the register shifted. “National divorce.” “Disunion.” “Secession.” Phrases long confined to the political fringe—echoes of an unresolved American past—returned to public debate with new urgency. The crack of a rifle in Utah reverberated beyond the plaza, carrying forward not only accusation and grief, but renewed talk of ending the national marriage itself. In the days that followed, outcry, rumor, and recrimination rose faster than reflection, and some voices began to ask whether the Union could still endure. The question of civil war, once unspeakable, edged back into conversation.

Calls for a “national divorce” surfaced most prominently on the right. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, a frequent purveyor of rhetorical escalation, revived the phrase in the immediate aftermath of the shooting. Writing on X in 2025, Greene declared, “There is nothing left to talk about with the left. They hate us. They assassinated our nice guy who actually talked to them peacefully, debating ideas...I want a peaceful national divorce” (Ferguson, 2025). The statement framed separation not as tragedy, but as self-defense. Greene’s language did not emerge in isolation.

Polling data suggests the idea has gained disturbing traction. A 2023 Axios survey found that roughly one in five Americans now entertains the possibility of secession or national divorce—and not just on the political right (Mbuqe, 2025; Talev, 2023). Even seasoned observers have expressed alarm at the normalization of such language. Political scientist Ryan Griffiths warns that appeals to irreconcilable difference ignore both the violent history of secession and the practical reality of American interdependence—political, geographic, and social (Richards, 2025). Separation, as history teaches, is neither clean nor peaceful. The nation has traveled that road before.

Scholars of civil conflict view this rhetoric as a warning sign rather than a forecast. Barbara F. Walter, who studies the origins of internal conflict worldwide, places the United States in what she terms a “danger zone”—a period in which democratic norms weaken without yet giving way to authoritarian control (Walter, 2023). Such conditions foster insurgent thinking rather than unity. In How Civil Wars Start, Walter identifies factionalized democracy as the most reliable predictor of modern civil conflict: societies where rival groups claim exclusive ownership of national identity. In such environments, political opponents cease to be adversaries and instead become illegitimate occupants of shared space. The noise following Kirk’s assassination echoed that dynamic.

Most analysts nonetheless caution against alarmism. The Center for Strategic and International Studies concludes that the risk of organized civil war in the United States remains negligible (Jensen & Young, 2025). The structural precursors to rebellion—territorial control, rival armed forces, sustained leadership—remain absent. Walter, to be fair, also reaches a similar conclusion. Despite visible strain, American institutions continue to function. The greater danger lies not in sudden rupture, but in gradual erosion. Sporadic violence, rhetorical escalation, and declining trust corrode legitimacy over time rather than shatter the Union overnight.

Yet language matters. Word choice matters. When public figures speak casually of “divorce,” “dissolution,” or “the end of the Union,” those phrases do more than capture frustration. Such language widens the horizon of acceptable thought and lowers the threshold of permissible action. As communication theorist George Lakoff observes, political language frames how citizens understand responsibility and blame (Lakoff, 2014). Political strategists James Carville and Paul Begala make the same point more bluntly: language supplies the oxygen of politics (Carville & Begala, 2006). When leaders rehearse the vocabulary of disunion, those leaders legitimize the passions and factions that republican government exists to restrain.

The danger, then, is not that Americans will wake tomorrow divided into warring states. The danger lies in habituation—in treating separation as a reasonable answer to disagreement. Madison warned that republics fail not only through force, but through the slow abandonment of shared language and shared obligation. A people that speaks of divorce soon forgets the discipline of marriage. And a Union imagined as temporary will eventually behave that way.

The Founders’ Warning

The Founders listened for the sound of politics slipping its restraints—the moment when argument hardens into identity and words cease to persuade and begin to license harm. The danger was not disagreement, but acceleration: passion outrunning judgment, rhetoric transforming grievance into justification. George Washington heard that danger in the rise of faction. Alexander Hamilton saw the demagogue waiting to seize the moment. John Adams feared majorities drunk on their own virtue. Thomas Jefferson doubted whether a republic, once set in motion, could hold its form indefinitely. Each approached the same problem from a different angle. Together, they described a common fear: that speed, not speech, would undo self-government. Each understood that when political speech abandons restraint, self-government enters its most fragile hour.

Washington was the first to sound the alarm. He feared political parties above other threats to the new Republic. In his Farewell Address, he warned that faction would lead to the “alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge, natural to party dissension, which in different ages and countries has perpetrated the most horrid enormities, is itself a frightful despotism” (Washington, 1931). The seed of tyranny, he believed, sprouted not from kings but from unrestrained popular will—what he called the “baneful effects of the spirit of party” (Washington, 1931). When the nation speaks without restraint and the loudest voices prevail, self-government begins to consume itself. As historian Thomas Ricks observes in First Principles, Washington’s political philosophy was rooted in the classical ideal of self-command—the conviction that one must govern one’s own passions before claiming the right to govern a nation (Ricks, 2020). His fear of faction was therefore not only structural but moral. Washington held a conviction that the survival of the Republic depended as much on the virtue of our citizens as on the design of our Constitution.

Hamilton, by contrast, located the danger less in the crowd itself than in those who would learn to command the crowd. As Washington’s protégé, Hamilton shared his mentor’s suspicion of unrestrained passion, but Hamilton focused on the figure who could weaponize that passion for personal gain. In Federalist No. 71, he warned of “the arts of men, who flatter [the People’s] prejudices to betray their interests” (Hamilton et al., 2015). In the polished idiom of the eighteenth century, Hamilton was naming what we now call a demagogue.​[7] At the Constitutional Convention, he cautioned that “the people are turbulent and changing; they seldom judge or determine right” (Yates, 1821). Hamilton feared that the emotional volatility of democracy could be harnessed by the ambitious, turning liberty into theater. As biographer Ron Chernow observes, “Hamilton’s besetting fear was that American democracy would be spoiled by demagogues who would mouth populist shibboleths​[8] to conceal their despotism” (Chernow, 2016). That fear animates the modern spectacle, where tragedy mutates into performance within minutes. The rapid viral spread of the Kirk shooting—the instant mutation from tragedy into performance—feels as though Hamilton’s ghost is scratching at our doors. The podium, once a stage for reason, has become a theater of spectacle, where persuasion yields to applause and the Republic’s temperature rises with each cheer. Hamilton’s insights remains perniciously relevant, even if American institutions have thus far proven resilient enough to outlast individual demagogues.

John Adams carried the warning further inward. Adams, ever the realist, believed that tyranny could arise not from kings but from crowds. “Remember Democracy​[9] never lasts long,” Adams warned (Adams, 1814). “It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself. There never was a Democracy Yet, that did not commit suicide.” For Adams, the danger lay not only in the mob but in the majority itself—the silent suffocation of minority voices by collective passion. Long before Alexis de Tocqueville coined the phrase tyranny of the majority (Mansfield & Winthrop, 2000), Adams had already diagnosed the condition: the tendency of popular rule to silence dissent and exalt passion over principle. He feared that equality, untethered from virtue, would decay into envy, and liberty—without restraint—would degenerate into disorder. As Dennis Rasmussen observes, Adams was perhaps the first American thinker to recognize that democracy’s collapse could come not through conquest but through the slow erosion of character (Rasmussen, 2021). The modern environment—where social-media algorithms reward outrage over reason—is the very incubator for his concern. When tribal feeling becomes the law, the voice of conscience is drowned in applause.

Political psychologist Shawn Rosenberg hears the same warning in the present moment. In Democracy Devouring Itself, he argues that modern democracies place demanding cognitive burdens on citizens, including the need to tolerate ambiguity, engage opposing arguments, and weigh long-term consequences. Rosenberg concludes that many citizens retreat from those demands toward simpler, tribal frames that promise clarity and belonging (Rosenberg, 2019). His analysis echoes Adams’s fear that democracy can collapse from within, not through conquest but through the steady erosion of patience, deliberation, and restraint. The Founders sensed this fragility without modern vocabulary. Rosenberg names the mechanism Adams described only in moral terms. Democratic self-government imposes a burden on citizens that demagoguery eagerly lifts and snatches. 

Thomas Jefferson completes the arc. Jefferson, though a believer in the People’s capacity for self-government, never placed blind faith in the permanence of democratic institutions. Even after serving as the nation’s third president, he seemed uncertain that the Republic would outlast the passions that sustained our Union. In retirement at Monticello, Jefferson grew preoccupied with his legacy,​[10] drafting his autobiography, preserving correspondence, and instructing that his gravestone bear only three achievements: “Author of the Declaration of American Independence, of the Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom, & Father of the University of Virginia” (Padover, 1952). His omission of the presidency is a telling insight to his long view through posterity’s lens. Jefferson wished to be remembered for ideas, not office, for what he had built, not what might one day fall. “Because by these,” he explained, “as testimonials that I have lived, I wish most to be remembered” (Jefferson, 1826a). His confidence in the Union’s permanence remained cautious rather than assured.

His doubts predated his old age. During his years in Paris, he witnessed the early tremors of the French Revolution—an uprising that began in liberty and descended into blood. That experience left him wary of a government ruled by unchecked passion. Writing to Madison in 1789, Jefferson warned that “no society can make a perpetual constitution, or even a perpetual law. The earth belongs always to the living generation.” He later continued, “Every constitution then, & every law, naturally expires at the end of 19 years. If it be enforced longer, it is an act of force, & not of right” (Jefferson, 1789). As Rasmussen observes, Jefferson held on to his faith in human progress longer than most of the Founders, yet even he came to doubt whether liberty could endure amid rising division and ambition (Rasmussen, 2021). He never ceased to believe that freedom was a flame worth tending, yet Jefferson understood—perhaps too late—that even light meant to enlighten can consume the house meant to shelter it.

In the aftermath of Charlie Kirk’s death, the Union is not being asked to hold a line—we are being asked to contain a furnace. The noise we hear is not merely anger but a democratic wildfire without direction. Each outburst, each viral outrage, each rhetorical call for division adds pressure to the vessel that holds us together. The rhetoric of rupture, the spectral calls for separation, the recursive cycles of rumor and revenge—these patterns are ancient ones, familiar to the men who first imagined this Union. They feared the same combustion: passion overwhelming reason, noise replacing deliberation, citizens forgetting that disagreement is not disunion. The flames that consume free speech, civic trust, or simple grace burn from the same spark—the belief that persuasion has failed and force has become the only language left.

The question is not whether the nation stands divided, but whether the Republic retains the resilience to turn clamor into deliberation, heat into light, and passion into law. The Founders expected democracy to be noisy. The constitutional experiment never sought silence, but structure—the channeling of disagreement rather than the suppression of conflict. The Constitution was designed as a firebreak against ourselves, to prevent political flame from spreading beyond reason’s reach. The challenge, now as then, concerns whether that structure still holds.

James Madison confronted the same dangers with greater confidence than his peers—Washington, Hamilton, Adams, or Jefferson. Madison outlived most of the Founding generation and witnessed more of the Republic’s early turbulence than other architects of the Constitution, including the Nullification Crisis (1832–33).​[11] Yet, he “largely kept the faith” (Rasmussen, 2021). Unlike Washington’s moral caution, Hamilton’s anxiety, Adams’s pessimism, or Jefferson’s doubt, Madison believed republican structure could endure human imperfection. Madison identified democracy’s greatest danger as speed—the ease with which feeling could harden into law. The remedy lay in time and representation: a deliberate slowing of impulse through layered institutions, extended deliberation, and filtered consent. Madison trusted design to succeed where virtue alone could not. Yet the distance Madison built to cool passion has narrowed. The Republic, once an architecture of restraint, increasingly amplifies the noise that architecture was meant to absorb. Where citizens once argued through words, citizens now react through images. A single photograph or video clip can summon a crowd faster than a speech from the Senate floor.

That fear—the shared fear that passion could outrun structure—sets the stage for what follows.

Washington’s Fear

We should not pass too quickly beyond Washington’s anxiety. Washington’s fear of parties was not a personal quirk; it was a historical judgment. English politics had taught him that factions rarely governed as loyal oppositions. Whigs and Tories treated power as spoil and defeat as humiliation. Parliamentary rivalry trained ambition to dominate rather than compromise. As Chernow documents, Washington associated party spirit with instability, corruption, and civic decay (Chernow, 2011).

That fear shaped Washington’s Farewell Address. Parties, he warned, would foster cycles of domination and revenge, corroding legitimacy rather than contesting ideas. For Washington, faction trained citizens to substitute loyalty for judgment and victory for legitimacy. B. Scott Christmas captures this concern in Washington’s Nightmare, arguing that Washington feared parties because parties accelerate conflict and convert rhetoric into permission for harm (Christmas, 2017). 

Washington’s fear also reflected a structural insight rather than a moral one. He did not assume factions would behave badly because their members were uniquely corrupt. He assumed factions would behave predictably once victory became the only recognized measure of legitimacy. When power rotates through narrow majorities, restraint becomes irrational. Compromise looks like weakness. Loss feels existential. Washington understood that repeated cycles of partisan domination would train citizens to expect punishment rather than persuasion, eroding the habits required for republican self-government.

This anxiety distinguished Washington from later critics of parties who focused on tone or civility. His concern ran deeper. Parties did not merely sharpen disagreement; they altered the incentives that governed political behavior. Once organized factions controlled access to office, reputation, and patronage, loyalty displaced judgment as the primary civic virtue. Leaders rose not by integrating interests but by mobilizing resentment. Institutions designed to refine public opinion instead amplified factional intensity.

Washington’s experience commanding a revolutionary army reinforced this lesson. Coalition management—not ideological purity—had sustained the war effort (Chernow, 2011). Victory required constant negotiation among states, officers, Congress, and civilian authorities, each with competing priorities and grievances. That fragile equilibrium depended on personal trust and shared sacrifice rather than formal party alignment. Washington feared that partisan organization would harden those divisions, converting temporary disagreements into permanent identities and making future cooperation increasingly rare.

The tragedy of Washington’s fear lies not in its accuracy, but in its incompleteness. He correctly identified the danger of unmediated factionalism but underestimated the inevitability of organized political rivalry in a mass republic. Parties emerged anyway, not because Washington was wrong about human nature, but because the Constitution did not supply sufficient lawful mechanisms to channel ambition at scale. His warning stands less as a rejection of parties than as a cautionary signal: when factions arise without structures designed to discipline them, fear becomes prophecy. 

Tammany Hall

Washington’s fear was justified—but incomplete. In the century that followed, American democracy collided with urban scale and mass immigration, and the formal Republic often refused to build the connective tissue that made citizenship usable in daily life. New York City became a republic in miniature—vast, diverse, volatile, and only lightly governed by institutions that operated at human scale.

Into that vacuum stepped Tammany Hall.

History remembers Tammany primarily for corruption, and that memory is earned. Patronage substituted for law. Loyalty displaced merit. Public funds leaked into private hands. Boss rule accumulated power beyond democratic warrant, most notoriously under William “Boss” Tweed (Golway, 2014).​[12] 

Yet corruption alone does not explain Tammany’s durability, or why similar machines emerged across industrial cities once universal suffrage, urban poverty, and immigrant density outgrew civic capacity. Scholars and contemporary observers have long noted that machines survived because machines delivered services, access, and problem-solving that municipal government did not reliably supply in the period before the modern welfare state (Reid & Kurth, 1992). 

Ward politics operated at human scale. Captains and precinct workers knew blocks, families, churches, and workplaces. Machine organizations connected newcomers to jobs, legal help, and emergency assistance, while also guiding voters through naturalization and the practical mechanics of politics (Golway, 2014). In that sense, Tammany functioned as an informal layer of representation beneath the ballot box—an intermediary that translated diffuse needs into actionable demands and absorbed raw democratic energy before that energy overwhelmed City Hall.

That buffering function mattered. The late nineteenth century already saw riots, strikes, and ethnic conflict. Machines did not remove instability, but machines redistributed pressure downward, into negotiable spaces where favors, explanations, and face-to-face mediation could still operate (Reid & Kurth, 1992). 

The danger lay not in mediation, but in how mediation occurred.

Tammany’s authority remained informal, unaccountable, and unconstrained by constitutional design. Power accumulated without transparency. Loyalty replaced legitimacy. Corruption became systemic because lawful institutions did not perform the same connective work, and reform movements often treated the machine as a moral stain to erase rather than a civic function to replace (Golway, 2014). Civil service reforms and progressive reforms reduced patronage and professionalized administration, but the human-scale intermediary often vanished with the machine.

The Republic congratulated itself on moral victory while ignoring a structural loss.

The lesson is not that corruption deserves tolerance. The lesson is that mass democracy does not operate directly at scale. When formal institutions refuse to mediate between citizens and power, informal actors fill the void—party bosses, media entrepreneurs, activist networks, and now algorithmic platforms. Tammany stands as a warning not because Tammany existed, but because Tammany existed outside constitutional legitimacy, performing a necessary function poorly because the Republic declined to perform that function at all.

That failure did not end with the Progressive Era. The failure merely changed shape.

Tammany Hall emerged not because Americans abandoned republican restraint, but because republican structure failed to descend far enough to meet democracy where it lived. When formal institutions refused to organize mass participation at human scale, organization arose anyway—improvised, imperfect, and ultimately corrupt—setting the stage for the parties the Founders never designed but soon discovered they could not avoid.

Never Designed

The Founders did not design a party system. The Constitution never mentions parties. Early hopes rested on disinterested statesmen governing through shared civic purpose. That expectation collapsed almost immediately in the early republic. Disagreement organized itself. Coalitions formed. Ambition demanded structure.

Jefferson and Hamilton pivoted. Neither abandoned Washington’s warnings. Both recognized that unorganized politics would not remain neutral. Power would flow somewhere. Better to channel rivalry into visible coalitions than to allow faction to operate informally and unchecked. The first national parties emerged not from theory, but from necessity.

This evolution revealed a truth the Founders underestimated: parties do not merely divide. Parties aggregate interests before elections and impose accountability after. That insight anchors the argument of Responsible Parties by Frances Rosenbluth and Ian Shapiro (2018). Strong parties, Rosenbluth and Shapiro argue, stabilize democracy by forcing coalition-building in advance rather than bargaining after victory. Weak parties invite personality politics, grievance performance, and unfiltered faction. Parties function as what the authors call the “core organs of democratic politics,” resolving a paradox Washington never accepted and Madison only partially confronted.​[13] Durable parties develop incentives to think beyond a single election cycle or charismatic figure—investing in policy coherence, candidate vetting, reputational capital, and governing capacity that outlasts one issue or personality.

Andrew Jackson institutionalized that lesson. Jackson did not invent political parties, but Jackson transformed loose alliances into disciplined national organizations. Party competition expanded participation while binding ambition to structure. The system remained noisy, imperfect, and often harsh—but durable. During the Jacksonian era (roughly 1828–1854), Jackson and his allies converted the remnants of the Democratic-Republican coalition, which Jefferson and Madison had pioneered, into the first mass national party. Local party committees, national conventions, coordinated newspapers, and patronage networks replaced the informal caucuses and personal followings of the early Republic (Wilentz, 2006).

Washington’s nightmare never vanished. Parties can inflame passion and harden identity. History revealed the greater danger: ambition without structure. When parties weaken, faction does not disappear. Faction escapes containment. What Washington feared has returned in altered form—not parties too strong, but parties too weak to channel the noise.

A Hat and a Mob

​What happens when that structure fails?

A crowd gathered on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, one of the nation’s most sacred civic spaces. The date was January 2019. A high school student from Kentucky, wearing a red “Make America Great Again” cap, stood face-to-face with a Native American elder beating a drum. The video from that moment lasted less than a minute. Yet within hours, the clip flooded the digital bloodstream—stripped of context, framed as confrontation. Social media amplified the singular moment across a multitude of screens. The boy’s stillness was read as insolence, his half-smile as malice, his red hat as confession. Cable news filled the silence with moral certainty. “Honest question. Have you ever seen a more punchable face than this kid’s?” declared one television commentator, his voice rising above the din (Gerstmann, 2025). The story metastasized by morning. The student’s school, Covington Catholic High, received threats and closed for safety. The boy’s family hired security. His name was Nick Sandmann.

Only later did longer footage emerge with more context—showing three groups shouting past each other: the Covington students waiting for their bus after the March for Life, a group of street preachers taunting them, and the Native elder, Nathan Phillips, approaching in an apparent attempt to defuse tension (Soave, 2019). The students did not surround the elder; he had approached them. The elder did not accuse the boy of mockery; he had seen confusion. The moment became raw material for demagoguery—a projection screen for a divided nation eager to see fears confirmed. Psychologists call this motivated reasoning—the tendency to interpret events in ways that preserve identity and moral certainty, even when evidence points elsewhere (Kunda, 1990; Westen, 2008). Each side saw what it needed to see, and the image became proof of its own invention. The scene was never simple. But the judgment had already been rendered.

Sandmann was condemned online not for what he said or did, but for what he wore. The red MAGA cap carried the weight of a movement and the baggage—in some eyes—of a president. The cap became shorthand for the perceived ills of America among those eager for an emblem of outrage. The cap was no longer a hat but a banner. In that moment, the symbol ceased to represent a boy and came to represent an entire tribe—white, rural, conservative, Christian. Judgment followed instantly because the symbol was already loaded. Those in opposing tribes did not need to ask what the boy believed. The digital image supplied conviction on its own terms. He was guilty by association, condemned by the symbol he wore. The digital crowd saw not a student waiting for a bus but a caricature of America’s divide—one side clinging to power, the other clinging to grievance. Symbols have always been the language of mobs. Symbols allow passion to bypass comprehension.

As Sandmann later wrote, “I am being called every name in the book, including a racist, and I will not stand for this mob-like character assassination of my family’s name” (Sandmann, 2019). He maintained that he had stood silently, hands behind his back, hoping calm might follow (Bowden & Nelson, 2020). That restraint became another provocation, silence another offense. In the public digital square, stillness reads as smirk, nuance as cowardice. Once labeled, no exit appears. The punishment is not prison but permanence—the unerasable association between face and accusation. As Edward Snowden titled his memoir, the internet keeps a Permanent Record (2019). Legal scholar Daniel Solove warned of the same condition in The Future of Reputation (2007): a society where rumor, once spoken, becomes data—searchable, shareable, and eternal. Each viral moment is stamped into collective memory, stripped of context, and archived for eternity. For a time, Sandmann’s image joined the pantheon of viral morality tales—useful for fundraising, op-eds, and political sermons. Then the fabrication disappeared, replaced by another outrage, another public execution in the feed.

Sandmann sued several major media organizations for defamation. CNN quietly settled (Farhi, 2020). Others fought on until the courts, parsing motive and meaning, concluded that opinion—however mistaken—remains protected speech. Yet by then, the verdict of the crowd had long since hardened into folklore. Our democracy’s culture of immediate judgment had triumphed over a republic’s system of measured justice. What had once been a deliberative process—a slow calibration of truth and fairness—had become a reflex of accusation and retreat. The digital mob moves faster than evidence and forgets more slowly than history.
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