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When discussing anything related to American political life, it is often common form to quote one or another of the Founding Fathers. These men, after all, laid down the very bedrock upon which our government is based. They had foresight, in their framing of the Constitution, which is rarely matched in history. When discussing the meaning of citizenship, one quote always seems to be beautifully relevant: confronted with a reporter outside the Constitutional Convention on its final day asking what sort of government we had, Benjamin Franklin replied, “A Republic, if you can keep it.”  
This, then, is what it means to be an “actively engaged citizen of the United States of America” to me. To be a retainer of the republic, to be one who serves the duty set out for them by Mr. Franklin. An actively engaged citizen is not just one who votes, for there are many ways to subvert the electoral system for the purpose of tyranny. An actively engaged citizen is not just one who marches on Washington with inflammatory signs and a heart filled with misdirected rage. An actively engaged citizen is certainly not a person who dismisses politics, of any level, as unimportant, who spends more time concerned with his or her own personal matters than the maintenance of his or her country. An actively engaged citizen must be active and engaged in three spheres: in government, in their own education, and in economy.
By rights the most obvious sphere within which the ideal citizen engages himself or herself is that of politics. When we think of “keeping the republic,” the easy conclusion to draw is that we have an obligation to vote in a way that accomplishes this goal. And, in fact, this is true. The most basic duty of all engaged citizens is voting, the basic engine by which our democracy is allowed to function.
However, a machine cannot be run solely with an engine. The maintenance of any complex mechanism must include all those pieces that work together to achieve its function. Such can also be said of a government. Voting gives the republic its energy, but there are myriad other activities one must participate in to keep it functioning. An actively engaged citizen must be willing to be a lobbyist for his or her interests, as well as for those of his or her fellow citizens. A representative or senator should not simply be elected to a job. He or she ought to be elected to represent, and this means listening to his or her constituents.
What shall we do if these representatives or senators refuse to act in their expected capacity? We remove them from office. Never in a true republic should an unsatisfactory public servant be reelected. An actively engaged citizen has an obligation to assist in choosing the best individual to be a representative, not simply the lesser of two evils. If ever we are forced to choose between two equally undesirable candidates of different political parties, we know we have failed. A republic is not by necessity a two-party, pick-one-or-the-other system. If there is no desirable candidate, find one. Find him or her and make sure he or she wins. If this individual can not be found, perhaps it is best you take the job yourself. This republic was not designed to elect only a certain class of people to government. It was crafted to be made of the best and the brightest, of all classes and origins. Here we would do well to learn from the early democracy of the Athenians, who expected all citizens to occasionally serve in government, as normally as we serve jury duty in our own society. An actively engaged citizen, a true upholder of the republic, must be willing to do his share for democracy.
However, the problem we find all too often is that of the citizen who believes simply being involved in politics makes him or her a responsible citizen. We find this attitude demonstrated in groups like the Tea Party and liberal advocacy groups such as MoveOn. These individuals believe that, despite the extremes they promote, their simple involvement in politics reflects well on them. They believe that simply by virtue of being involved in the political process, they are doing society a favor, that they are doing all that can be done to maintain the republic. The truth is that an actively engaged citizen’s duties do not end at simply being involved in politics. One must also be heavily involved in the education of the political views they carry. 
A simple litmus test can be applied: how many sources do you utilize for politically pertinent information? The lower the answer, the less it can be expected that you are a truly engaged citizen. More importantly, how often do you question the claims on politics that you hear? Do you gobble up the latest sound bites and political rhetoric, or do you engage in fact checking of this information? Do you apply equal skepticism to those you agree with as to those you disagree with? Do you consider new solutions to issues, weighing them against those you currently agree with?
The worrying trend is that those who count themselves as “politically active” will, if answering truthfully, respond in the negative to many or all of those questions. An actively engaged citizen has not just a responsibility to involve themselves in politics, but to do so reasonably. The abandonment of free thought will always be a hindrance to active citizenship. A tyrant can come in many forms. He may be an usurper, one who takes power by his own power. In the modern day, however, it is far more common to see enabled tyranny. A tyrant enabled, perhaps, by apathy towards his evils. Enabled, perhaps, by demagoguery, by the willingness of the masses to just go along with what was being said. The succession of the Weymar Republic by the Nazis was not a result of violent revolution. It was the result of a people allowing reason to be tossed aside in fear and anger. Clichéd though the example may be, it rings true, and further examples can be found in modern day dictators such as Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe and Hugo Chavez of Venezuela. A republic cannot simply be kept by participation in democracy. That participation must be educated. The actively engaged citizen knows the threat that ignorance poses to the republic, and he or she will always refuse to become a part of that ignorance.
Unfortunately, there is one final threat to the republic that must be safeguarded against by the engaged citizen. One, I fear, that was not even anticipated by Mr. Franklin himself. Our republic has, for over two and a half centuries, gone hand-in-hand with a free market, a trait that we must be proud of. Competition is the drive of excellence, and to preserve competition is to preserve the excellence of a society.
Nonetheless, with this achievement comes a certain degree of danger. Money is power, and when we do not pay close attention to who is receiving this power, we open ourselves to a new form of tyranny – the tyranny of the dollar. An actively engaged citizen must be wary of all sources of power in his nation; money is in fact one of the sources. The latter half of the last century saw the rise of some of the greatest tyrants of wealth, multinationals like Wal-Mart, McDonalds, and Old Navy. Certainly these titans of industry have existed for quite some time. Their level of influence, however, is brand new. Never before have we seen massive corporations consume so totally entire sectors of the economy. Corporations that, upon close inspection, do not represent the interests of the society that allows them to exist.
Every laborer who buys a Big Mac – McDonalds being a vehement opponent of minimum wage raises as a member of the National Restaurant Association1 - does so at his or her own peril. Every homosexual that eats at Chik-Fil-A – which donates heavily to anti-gay rights group Focus on the Family2 – does so at his or her own peril. Every active internet user who uses Verizon or AT&T or Time-Warner – all companies who have lobbied for the right to restrict subscribers’ internet access3 - does so at his or her own peril. When one becomes apathetic towards who receives one’s money and what that person does with it, that person subverts the republican system. He or she fosters an economy that fights his or her every interest, which utilizes its money to influence the political system in ways that make a mockery of the republic. In a capitalist society, every dollar is a vote. Every cent you give to Burger King or Best Buy or Sears is a message that says “I like what you’re doing. Keep doing it. All of it.” An actively engaged citizen is conscious of who he or she votes for and why; this includes every vote, not just the ones he or she casts on Election Day, but the ones he or she casts at the cash register. 
And so, the question arises, how should an actively engaged citizen handle the issues of today? How should the challenges that we are faced with today be handled in such a way that we maintain the integrity of the republic? Let us take a look at, undoubtedly, one of the most-discussed issues of today’s politics: the national debt.
Considering first the issue of political engagement, the actively engaged citizen must be aware of the way in which his or her representative and senators have contributed to this issue. All are to blame for this sordid situation. As a single example of action which nearly every member of Congress has refused to take, we can look at the Simpson-Bowles deficit-reduction plan4. The plan, created by a committee appointed by the President in 2010, was far from a perfect plan. No such plan exists. However, the plan included several serious proposals that, with building through reasoned debate, could have formed the basis for an ideal deficit-reduction plan. Instead, the President never submitted the committee’s plan, and Congress never voted on it. The two parties have instead focused on political gamesmanship with highly partisan proposals occasionally put forward by one or the other side. An actively engaged citizen will realize, then, that these representatives have failed at their job. They must be held accountable, and come election year 2012 every actively engaged citizen must be engaged in the quest to find the honest, committed representatives who will do what these people could not.
Next, on the matter of education, it must be said that a keeper of the republic will likely not agree entirely with any of the demagogues in Congress today. All around we see good ideas mixed with bad ones, and no person steps forth to use only the good ones. From an educated standpoint, the realization must come that neither deep spending cuts nor steep tax increases will solve our problems. The two must be combined, cleverly and viciously. Unnecessary spending ought to be done away with, social programs must be streamlined, and the military should be considered among those available to be cut. Serious tax reform must be confronted, with not just loopholes but serious and objective analysis of what plans might bring in sufficient revenue to cover the services the government must perform. As new information comes in, the actively engaged citizen must be shrewd to identify problems with proposals, and determine what the best alternatives are.
Finally, an actively engaged citizen must assess the harm the private sector causes in this matter. Companies like General Electric get away with no taxes5, and we tell them this is okay with our dollars. Oil companies receive enormous subsidies from the government, and we mark our stamp of approval with our expenditures. Corporations must be petitioned as much as the government to take responsibility for the present situation, and the actively engaged citizen will do just that.
Democracy is not maintenance-free. As Benjamin Franklin said, we have a republic, but only so long as we can keep it. The actively engaged citizen fulfills all of their duties to uphold that republic, not only in voting, but in being a part of the republic, by cultivating the mind, and by enforcing one’s rightful influence on the economy. 
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