
To the Editors:  

 

I have a problem. I have a new, 215,000-word paperback that fundamentally disagrees with one of 

your recent New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice books: How Democracies Die.  

 

I am a retired designer and developer of large-scale systems of hardware and software for large 

enterprises. As part of a life-long interest in how our systems of government and economics work, 

I followed a typical approach: I studied the documentation that I could find about the design of our 

systems. I found a lot for our system of government, and very little for our system of economics—

but that is understandable, our present system is based on the capitalist system of chattel slavery. 

 

It was easy to see that our system of government is badly designed. In fact the Framers knew it 

and they warned us about it. Furthermore, the performance of our government removes all doubt: 

it is a very bad system. If we think about the seven self-evident truths laid out in the Declaration 

of Independence, we can see that in order to give the people a chance to succeed in their pursuit of 

happiness, we must supply them with equal access to the rights, resources, opportunities, and 

protections that will give them a fair and honest chance to go as far in life as their talents and 

efforts can take them, thereby giving them a fair and honest chance to build long lives worth living 

for themselves and their loved ones. Our current systems have constantly failed to do these 

things—in fact, they don’t even try.  

 

In my book, Faction-Free Democracy, Finishing What the Founding Fathers Started, I solve the 

problems the Founders were worried about. Which brings me to my disagreement with How 

Democracies Die. Not a single one of the governments discussed in this book is a democracy; they 

are all republics. I think it worth mentioning that a book that claims to explain “how democracies 

die” does not mention the death of Athenian democracy. Perhaps the Athenian case did not 

conform to the book’s thesis. The only time that “Athens” appears in the book is in an end note as 

part of an address: “Athens, Ohio.”  

 

The belief that America is a democracy is so strong that I was recently called a “half-wit” for 

saying it is a republic. In the face of such ferocity, I do not get the chance to say the following 

which is an excerpt from my book: 

 

For more than 150 years, historians have understood that Athenian democracy was a success. For 

example, the Encyclopedia Britannica wrote a brief summary about the Athenian people and their 

government. It began with a recitation of the criticisms that some scholars have leveled at the 

Athenians—demagogues sometimes misled them, they were often intolerant, they put Socrates to 

death because of his teachings, women did not have political rights, and they kept slaves. There 

were definitely things to criticize in ancient Athens. But the Britannica article closed with these 

remarks: 
 

But to say all this [to list the criticisms] is only to say that the city could not entirely shake off the 

traditions of its past. Its achievement was the more remarkable for that. Seldom since has civilized 

humanity equaled democratic Athens, and until the last the city was satisfactorily governed by law 

and by popular [democratic] decision. It owed its fall less to any flaw than to the overwhelming 

force that was mounted against it.i 

 



When I have informally praised Athenian democracy to others over the years, the most common, 

often angry, reactions are that the Athenians kept slaves and they treated women as second-class 

citizens. Both charges are true, but they were also true about us in 1776, and for decades after. In 

fact, we still treat the seven hated groups as second class citizens, and we are headed toward debt-

slavery. So, I say to those who are so quick to angrily denounce the ancient Athenians—please 

aim your anger at the unfairness that is constantly at work in modern America and help to transform 

our nation into a real democracy.  

 

Melissa Lane is a professor of politics at Princeton. In her recently published book: The Birth of 

Politics: Eight Greek and Roman Political Ideas and Why They Matter, she had this to say about 

Athenian democracy: 

 
Greek democracy was something new under the sun—but not in the sense that a role for the 

common people in government, even in the form of an assembly, was not unknown in Greece or in 

the wider world up to the 5th century BCE; forms of assembly and consultation are widely attested 

in Greek history and in surrounding societies with which they interacted. What was new in 5th 

century Athens was that ordinary people, including the poorest of citizens, came to control (and not 

merely be consulted by) the powers of government. They did so by deciding policy in the assembly; 

by judging disputes among citizens in the courts; and scrutinizing (in the assembly, council and 

courts) the doings of officials, many of whom themselves were selected by lottery or election 

among a wide swathe of the public. Putting these functions together, the ‘people’—the demos—

exercised a plenipotentiary ‘power’ (kratos), which explains the new coinage of the word 

demokratia, appearing first in relation to Athens, and then being claimed as a name for dozens of 

polities dotted across the Mediterranean and the Greek mainland that adopted similar regimes.ii  

 

Democracy originated in ancient Athens, and it worked. 

 

Donald Kagan, a professor of history at Yale University, published an excellent book about the 

golden age of Athenian democracy: Pericles of Athens and the Birth of Democracy. In it he 

discusses the history of Athens and how some historians and politicians have viewed Athenian 

democracy over the millennia. He even mentions the disparagement of Athenian democracy as 

expressed by Hamilton and Madison in their Federalist essays. He noted that Madison “echoed” 

Plato’s dislike of democracy. Kagan then asserted that Plato, Madison, and Hamilton were wrong 

in their belief that the poor would take advantage of the rich. He said: 
 

The facts about Periclean Athens, as we have seen, were very different. Plato’s assault on its 

character is a travesty. The Athenian people did not permit their leaders to usurp power. They were 

not slow to remove and punish even the most powerful men in their democracy, as Pericles learned 

to his sorrow, and they withstood external as well as internal threats to their democracy. Through 

the horrors of almost three decades of the Peloponnesian War, military defeat, foreign occupation, 

and an oligarchic coup d’état, the people of Athens showed that combination of commitment and 

restraint that is necessary for the survival of popular [democratic] government and life in a decent 

society. 

 

This restraint is all the more remarkable when we consider how simple it would have been for the 

Athenian majority to plunder the rich and take revenge upon their enemies. Plainly they had 

embraced the democratic vision, and their experience had proven its validity.iii 

 

Kagan had this to say about those who disparage democracy: 



 
Ancient and modern critics of democracy have shared a basic attitude. Both have distrusted the 

ordinary person and overridden his autonomy in search of a higher goal: a utopian idea of justice. 

For Plato, that meant government by a small group of philosophers who would rule in the light of 

a divine, unchanging knowledge.iv  

 

Kagan named Plato, Mao, Lenin, Marx, and Castro as examples of those who thought that nations 

should be ruled by a small, elite group. I think it is fair to include Madison, Hamilton, Jay, and 

some of the other Framers. After all, Madison’s “scheme of representation” is the basis upon which 

the myth of American democracy is built, and it, according to him, consists of a government that 

is ruled by a small group of representatives elected by those eligible to vote. At the time Madison 

designed our system those eligible to vote made up a minority of our population. Therefore, from 

the beginning, our government was designed to be controlled by a small group who would rule 

without regard to the wishes of the majority. In ancient Athens, democracy was government by 

the many. In America we have government by a wealthy few. We have a plutocracy. 

 

Paul Woodruff, a professor at the University of Texas, wrote First Democracy, The Challenge of 

An Ancient Idea. He reviewed the key aspects of Athenian democracy, and in the afterword he 

asked, “Are Americans Ready for Democracy?” He defined the word “ready” as “having a culture 

that can respond to the demands that democracy makes.” He said: 
 

To be ready for democracy, a nation must be willing to invite everyone to join in the government, 

it must respect the rule of law strongly enough to keep a majority from tyrannizing over a minority, 

it must be mature enough to accept changes that come from the people, and it must be willing to 

pay the price of paideia—of education for thoughtful citizenship.v 

 

His full answer to this important question was lengthy, thoughtful, and enlightening. He provided 

a sharp focus on how we can move forward—if we want to. In another place he talked about the 

Framers, especially James Madison, and how they misunderstood Athenian democracy. He said: 
 

They feared a system that gave power to poor people, and they hoped that the representative system 

they proposed would put power into the hands of those best equipped to use it.vi 

 

He closed his book by answering the question, “Do the ancient Greeks have anything to teach 

us?” Part of his answer was this: 
 

Yes. They had the right ideas, and we must take those ideas seriously if we are to stop the slide 

away from democracy. Also, some of the ways they put their ideas into practice are superior to our 

own. In particular, we need to appreciate the way they used representative bodies, chosen like 

juries, to bring citizen wisdom to bear on hard decisions.vii 

 

Obviously, I could not agree more. We will take their ideas seriously. In the rest of this book I 

will show how we can apply the superior ideas of the ancient Greeks to our new system of 

government. 

 

Paul Cartledge,viii a noted scholar on democracy, has just published a new book: Democracy, A 

Life. In it, he reviews the history of democracy and he focuses some attention on our system. He 

made this general observation:  



 
There is no direct institutional legacy of Athenian or any other ancient direct democracy to any 

modern form of democracy.ix 

 

He said that Thomas Jefferson was a “learned classicist,” who was the “chief author of the 

Declaration of Independence.” But, he added that Jefferson, “like almost all the Founding Fathers, 

had little time for ancient Greek-style direct democracy.”x 

 

In the early part of his book, he told us that he would refer to the democracies of the ancient 

Greeks, particularly that of Athens, as “direct democracy.” This was necessary because we 

moderns deeply believe that our democracy, our representative democracy, is just plain 

“democracy.” We moderns have long described Athenian democracy as “direct democracy” in 

order to separate it from our American democracy, which we believe is the only democracy that 

can work in modern times. But Cartledge clearly says that our government is not a democracy. 

And he said this about some of the Framers:xi 
 

Among the leading ideologues of the American Revolution were the three authors of the Federalist 

Papers: James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay. Madison’s Federalist 10, following 

on Hamilton’s no. 9, delivered a broadside against what he was pleased to deride as “faction.” 

Adopting an almost early Byzantine notion of ancient Greek direct democracy as “riot” and mob 

rule by the ignorant and fickle over their betters, and employing a classically Roman rhetorical 

trope, Madison opined that even “had every Athenian citizen been a Socrates, every Athenian 

assembly would still have been a mob.” The practical inference for him, so far as the future of 

American governance was considered, was that “the people in their collective capacity,” must be 

rigorously excluded from any active or direct share in it. Popular sovereignty might have lip service 

paid to it, as a theoretical abstraction, but it should go no further than that toward practical 

realization. 

 

Cartledge is right. The Framers were afraid of democracy and they took the opportunity to libel 

the democracy of ancient Athens in the Federalist essays. He opens his Epilogue with this 

observation:xii 

 
I conclude this exploratory foray into the life of democracy with a brief consideration of the 

prospects for real-world democracy, in whatever sense. I do so from the viewpoint of the relevance 

of ancient democracy and democratic politics to modern, and on the disabused, get-real 

understanding that “politics is the business of how we decide as a society what our priorities are 

and then set about to achieve them.” There are many unanswered, possibly unanswerable questions 

here, but it is also such a vital topic for our age. We live under this system, democracy, even though 

paradoxically those who founded it in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were 

adamant that it was not a democracy in any ancient sense and were just as adamant that—happily—

it kept the masses from exercising direct influence on it, and indeed that was precisely why it should 

be preferred. This paradox is or should be a serious problem for us moderns.  

 

The idea, and the reality, of democracy was created by the people of ancient Athens. So, if our 

government is not a democracy, then what is it? Or, to put the question another way: 

 
So how did a term like “democracy,” which originally meant “people power,” come to be equated 

with passive acquiescence in a corporate-funded campaign system that funnels wealth upwards and 



relegates the vast majority of citizens to the role of yes-men, or, as Aristotle would have said, a 

condition little better than slavery? 

 

The preceding quote is from the beginning of Chapter 7, “How Did Things Get to be this Way? 

The Roman Republican System and the Founding Fathers of America,” in Roslyn Fuller’s 

excellent new book, Beasts and Gods: How Democracy Changed Its Meaning and Lost Its 

Purpose. 

 

In this chapter Fuller shows how the Framers had no intention of implementing a real 

democracy. They had no intention of ever giving power to the people. Instead they favored the 

model of ancient Rome. Under her chapter sub-heading “Roman Politics: déjà vu,” Fuller says:  

 
Unlike Athenian Democracy, the Roman political system is easy to understand, precisely because 

it mirrors our own so closely. 

 

In a real democracy the people decide among themselves what they want their government to do, 

and then they order their representatives to do it. The people exercise transformative and 

administrative power. But in a republic, in our republic, the people delegate their transformative 

and administrative power to their representatives and their representatives use it as they please, 

with little or no regard for the wishes of the people, and with little or no regard for the harm they 

do. 

 

End of Excerpt 

 

The problems that led to the failure of the republics discussed in How Democracies Die were laid 

out by George Washington in his Farewell Address (emphasis added): 

 
They [factions] are likely, in the course of time and things, to become potent engines, by which 

cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people. 

 
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. But this leads at length to a more formal and permanent 

despotism. The disorders and miseries which result gradually incline the minds of men to seek 

security and repose in the absolute power of an individual; and sooner or later the chief of some 

prevailing faction, more able or more fortunate than his competitors, turns this disposition to the 

purposes of his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty. 

 

George Washington knew how republics die.  

 

But you can see what I am up against. If the New York Times believes in American Democracy, 

and if it blesses the fundamental error of How Democracies Die? how can I have any hope of 

convincing America that they are wrong? How can I convince them that by becoming a democracy, 

by adapting the seven superior ideas of Athenian democracy as I propose in my book, we will rid 

ourselves of the problems that plague us today?  

 

I imagine that most Americans would disagree with most of the following ten statements: 

 



1. Republics delegate the government to a small group of men by means of elections. 

Democracies don’t use elections. We use elections, therefore we are a republic. 

 

2. In republics, cunning, ambitious, unprincipled men will form factions and work against the 

common good. 

 

3. If a faction should ever have majority power, it can destroy the world. 

 

4. We believe our money supply is finite, but it is actually infinite. 

 

5. Our republic delegates too much power—to too few people—for too long a time. 

 

6. Our banking system works against the common good; interest is a drag on the economy. 

 

7. The theory of states’ rights has provided cover for more outrages against individual liberty 

than any other part of our system of government. 

 

8. Our Supreme Court is corrupt in the sense of: “impairment of integrity, virtue or moral 

principle.” 

 

9. The states have power to pass unjust acts, and it can take years, even generations, to repeal 

them. 

 

10. Our systems do not give the people equal access to the rights, resources, opportunities, and 

protections that will give them a real and honest chance to go as far as their talents and efforts 

can take them, and thereby give them a real and honest chance to build long lives worth living 

for themselves and their loved ones. 

 

It might be of interest that my book divides our population into four cohorts defined by age, and 

the youngest, those under age 26, will lead the effort to implement, and then manage, our new 

systems. The students in Parkland, Florida, are an example of such a group. There are others. I 

describe at length how these young Americans will take the lead. High school and college students 

will manage the computer systems that will make our government run. I call them the Guardians 

Cohort. The other three cohorts are the Experts, Generalists, and Sages. I am in the Sages Cohort. 

Each Cohort has different capabilities and duties.  

 

The system I have designed can be regarded as a modern analogue of Athenian Democracy. This 

is dangerous for me to say because the views of many Americans have been contaminated by the 

views of the Framers who castigated democracies. The problem is that the Framers learned about 

the Greek democracies prior to the 19th century. Beginning in 1846 George Grote published a 

series of twelve volumes which revealed that the story of Greek democracy up to that time was 

wrong. Ever since then more scholars have added to the view that James Madison, through no fault 

of his own, was dead wrong about Athenian democracy. This point has an added value. It shows 

how wrong we present-day Americans can be, and our error is destroying us.  

 



But if we Americans believe that we are a democracy, and we now know that democracies die, 

what do we do about it? Should we become a republic? Should I change the title of my book to 

Faction-Free Republic, Finishing What the Founding Fathers Started? Should we change all the 

books from Athenian democracy to Athenian republic? Why should I beat my brains out? Why 

not go with the flow?  

 

You can read more about my book by following this link: https://jerryrhamrick.com/ 

 

You can find the Amazon listing for my book by following this link:  

 
http://www.amazon.com/dp/1480118281 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this pitch.  

 

Jerry R. Hamrick 

 

greenslacken@gmail.com 
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