
141Structures or Institutions?

If I never discussed specific institutions and what they do, it would be pretty tough for 
you to learn how they work. It would also be pretty tough to have an intelligent conversation 
about government. However, simply describing political institutions doesn’t tell you every-
thing there is to know about those institutions, nor does it help you build a dynamic under-
standing of the basic political structures that nations utilize. For students, understanding 
political institutions can be a challenge, if only because of the familiarity we already have 
with them. After all, most people who have been paroled from high school can probably 
name several political institutions. The presidency, the Congress, and the courts are among 
the most important institutions in the United States. Likewise, parliaments, monarchs, 
political parties, and the military are common political structures throughout the world. You 
see them, you occasionally interact with them,* and you talk about them all the time. How-
ever, it is this very familiarity that is part of the problem with studying and teaching about 

* Which reminds me, your mother asked me to remind you to renew your driver’s license.
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James Madison (1751–1836) was short and less than charming. He was also the fourth president of the United States and 

is often called the father of the U.S. Constitution. While he was quick to point out that he was but one of many who con-

tributed to that document, his intellectual contribution to the design of the new government the Constitution produced is 

made quite clear in the The Federalist Papers that are attributed to him. Most notably are the papers that present the logic 

underlying the republican form of government (Papers No. 37–51), and the attribution of most of these essays to Madison 

is probably why he is given so much credit for the creation of the U.S. Constitution.

Many of ideas offered in this portion of The Federalist Papers, such as the separation of powers, are now such common 

and fundamental parts of most democratic governments that it can be a bit difficult to imagine a time before they were 

articulated as they are in The Federalist Papers, and it can be even harder to imagine bringing together all the hints and 

insights from British, Roman, and Greek history to assemble them into a coherent logic for a government that would bal-

ance the need to limit government from the excesses of kings and emperors, make it responsive to the needs of the people, 

avoid the tyranny of the majority, and still be dynamic enough to govern effectively and respond to the needs of the coun-

try. Madison, himself, discusses this challenge in Federalist Paper No. 37.

In terms of this chapter’s focus on structures and institutions, The Federalist Papers No. 47–49 are, simply put, astounding. 

In these three essays, Madison describes the logic of a government structured around checks and balances and about turning 

the danger of a jealousy for power into something that will prevent the transformation of a republic into a dictatorship. This 

simple explanation of the separation of powers, written for a general audience so they could be published in a newspaper, 

provide the logic that now defines the basic structure of almost every modern democracy.
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