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What is Democracy?

Diana Satin

Which is Which?
Work in pairs or small groups. Read the following 
statements and check the appropriate box next to 
it. “D” is for democracy and “C” is for capitalism.

Report back to the class. Notice similarities and 
differences in your choices. Work together to come 
up with examples of capitalism and democracy 
from your lives. An example of capitalism: “My 
parents started their own restaurant business and 
they make the food and sell it and keep the money 
they make.” An example of democracy: “When the 
government was going to cut our school’s funding, 
we called and wrote letters to our representatives, 
and they didn’t cut the funding.”

After your discussion, see if the class can come 
up with definitions of Capitalism and Democracy 
as we live them in the United States. What con-
nections do you see between the two systems? 
What are some ways that our form of democracy 
supports capitalism (for example, legislators vote 
to give corporations tax breaks if they move to 
their state)? What are some ways that our form of 
democracy puts limits on capitalism (for example, 
legislators pass laws that require employers to 
provide safe and healthy working conditions)?

What’s the 
Difference 
between 
Capitalism 
and 
Democracy?

D C

People are free to buy whatever they 
can.
Individuals can vote for people to run 
the country. 
The system is based on individuals 
taking care of their own needs by 
making money.

Individuals can own businesses; 
the government doesn’t own all the 
businesses.

(Almost) anyone can run for political 
office.
Everyone is equal under the law.
Everyone can express their ideas. 
This right is protected by the law. 
People are free to work for money.

The system is based on individuals 
taking care of society by making 
decisions together?
The majority rules in making 
decisions for the city, state, or 
country.
There are many political parties 
people can belong to.

Corporations are free to maximize 
profits.

Why is this shopper smiling? Is he talking about choices related to a 
political system? An economic system? Both? What do you think makes 
a country “great”?
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What is Democracy?

Talk about what you see in these two cartoons. 

Louis D. Brandeis, a Supreme Court Judge, said “We can have democracy in this country, or we 
can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can't have both.” Think about 
his words in the context of this cartoon by Yusuf Stroud. What is this cartoonist saying?

What is this artist, Ann Cleaves, saying about making choices? What are the important 
decisions you make in your life? Which choices contribute to democracy?


