
P

E C O N O M I C 	 D E M O C R A C Y 	 C U R R I C U L U M 	 	 · 	 	 F R A M E W O R K 	 D O C U M E N T 	 	 · 	 	 T E A C H E R 	 R E S O U R C E

Mapping	Power,	Democracy,
and	the	Economy
A	Framework	for	Understanding	Competing	Worldviews	—	Rationale	and
Pedagogical	Guide

Working	World	LLC		·		Alfredo	Mathew	III		·		Grades	11–12		·		AP	/	Honors	/	Seminar

IPurpose	of	This	Exercise

ublic	debates	about	the	economy	often	sound	chaotic,	polarized,	or
emotional.	People	argue	past	one	another	using	the	same	words	—	freedom,

innovation,	fairness,	democracy	—	but	mean	very	different	things	by	them.	As	a
result,	disagreements	are	often	framed	as	"left	vs.	right"	or	"pro-business	vs.	anti-
business,"	which	hides	the	deeper	questions	actually	at	stake.

This	exercise	is	designed	to	help	students	move	beneath	surface	disagreement	and
examine	the	structural	questions	that	shape	modern	economic	life:

Rather	than	asking	students	to	memorize	positions	or	choose	sides,	this	framework

helps	them	map	worldviews,	analyze	assumptions,	and	understand	tradeoffs.

IIWhy	a	Two-Axis	Framework?

Most	political	frameworks	rely	on	a	single	spectrum.	That	approach	fails	to	capture	the
complexity	of	modern	economic	debates,	especially	in	an	era	of	global	markets,	digital
platforms,	and	artificial	intelligence.

This	framework	uses	two	independent	axes:

X-AXIS

Where	economic	power	is	located
Publicly	constrained		←→		Privately	held.	This	is	not	simply	"government	vs.	business."	It	is	about	who	designs	the	rules,	who
enforces	them,	and	who	benefits	from	them.

Y-AXIS

How	accountable	that	power	is	to	democracy

Where	should	economic	power	sit?—

Who	should	control	it?—

How	much	democratic	oversight	is	necessary?—

When	does	concentration	of	power	become	dangerous	—	or	necessary?—



High	democratic	accountability		←→		Low	democratic	accountability.	This	axis	cuts	across	both	public	and	private	power	—
technocratic	public	institutions	can	score	low;	democratically	accountable	private	cooperatives	can	score	high.

Together,	these	axes	reveal	four	distinct	ways	of	thinking	about	the	economy.
Importantly,	none	of	these	positions	are	inherently	"correct"	or	"incorrect."	Each	reflects
different	values,	priorities,	and	assessments	of	risk.

By	placing	thinkers	on	this	grid,	students	learn	that	disagreements	are	often	about:

IIIThe	Four	Quadrants:	Narrative	Descriptions

QUADRANT	I

Public	Power	with	Democratic	Accountability
"Markets	should	be	shaped	to	serve	collective	goals."

This	worldview	holds	that	markets	are	not	natural	forces	but	designed	systems.	Because	economic	outcomes	affect	everyone,
decisions	about	market	structure	should	be	subject	to	democratic	oversight.	Regulation,	antitrust,	public	investment,	and	social
protections	are	necessary	tools	to	ensure	fairness,	competition,	and	legitimacy.	Advocates	worry	that	concentrated	private	power
undermines	democracy,	limits	opportunity,	and	weakens	trust.

Core	tension:	How	much	public	control	protects	democracy	without	stifling	initiative?

QUADRANT	II

Private	Markets	with	Democratic	Guardrails
"Markets	drive	innovation	best,	but	require	limits."

Private	enterprise	and	entrepreneurship	are	the	primary	engines	of	progress,	creativity,	and	growth.	Markets	allocate	resources
efficiently	and	respond	quickly	to	new	information.	However,	unchecked	markets	can	fail.	Democratic	institutions	play	a	corrective
role	—	stepping	in	to	prevent	abuse,	protect	consumers	and	workers,	and	preserve	competition.	Regulation	is	justified	when	it
addresses	clear	harm,	but	skepticism	remains	about	excessive	intervention.

Core	tension:	Where	should	guardrails	end	and	overreach	begin?

QUADRANT	III

Public	Power	with	Elite	or	Expert	Control
"Complex	systems	require	centralized	coordination."

In	highly	complex	economies	—	global	finance,	infrastructure,	public	health,	climate	systems	—	mass	participation	is	seen	as
insufficient	for	effective	decision-making.	Trained	experts,	institutions,	or	technocratic	bodies	are	trusted	to	manage	risk	and
coordinate	large	systems.	Democracy	remains	important,	but	often	indirectly.	Public	consent	is	expressed	through	delegation
rather	than	direct	control.	Stability	and	continuity	are	prioritized	over	responsiveness.

Core	tension:	Can	democratic	legitimacy	be	preserved	when	decisions	are	insulated	from	popular	control?

QUADRANT	IV

Trust	in	markets	vs.	institutions—

Speed	vs.	consent—

Efficiency	vs.	legitimacy—

Expertise	vs.	participation—



Private	Power	with	Elite	Control
"Progress	comes	from	builders,	not	voters."

This	worldview	places	its	faith	in	visionary	leaders,	entrepreneurs,	and	investors.	Speed,	scale,	and	concentration	are	seen	as
advantages,	not	threats.	Democratic	processes	are	viewed	as	slow,	reactive,	and	often	misinformed	—	especially	in	fast-moving
technological	environments.	Markets	and	elites	are	trusted	to	shape	the	future,	with	the	belief	that	benefits	will	eventually	spread
outward.

Core	tension:	Who	protects	the	public	when	private	power	accelerates	faster	than	accountability?

IVThe	Learning	Goal:	Exercising	Democratic	Reasoning

The	purpose	of	placing	thinkers	on	this	map	is	not	to	label	them,	praise	them,	or
condemn	them.	It	is	to	help	students	practice	a	set	of	democratic	reasoning	skills	that
are	increasingly	rare	and	increasingly	necessary:

Students	are	encouraged	to	disagree	—	but	with	reasons,	not	reflexes.

VWhy	This	Matters	for	Students

Students	are	inheriting	an	economy	shaped	by	forces	that	feel	distant	and
uncontrollable:	global	markets,	algorithms,	platforms,	institutions,	and	capital	flows.
Without	tools	to	understand	these	systems,	frustration	often	turns	into	cynicism	or
disengagement.

This	framework	gives	students:

They	learn	that	disagreement	is	not	a	failure	of	democracy,	but	a	feature	of	it	—	when
handled	with	care	and	rigor.

VIWhy	This	Matters	for	Society

Identifying	assumptions	behind	arguments—

Distinguishing	values	from	facts—

Understanding	tradeoffs	rather	than	searching	for	perfect	solutions—

Recognizing	that	power	can	be	exercised	in	different	forms—

Revising	one's	position	in	light	of	new	evidence—

Language	to	describe	what	they	are	experiencing—

Structure	to	analyze	competing	claims—

Confidence	to	participate	in	complex	discussions—

Practice	holding	multiple	ideas	at	once—



A	healthy	democracy	requires	citizens	who	can	tolerate	complexity,	understand
opposing	views,	debate	power	without	demonizing	people,	and	make	informed	tradeoffs
rather	than	demand	perfect	answers.

By	practicing	these	skills	in	the	classroom,	students	are	not	just	learning	economics	or
civics.	They	are	learning	how	to	reason	together	in	a	pluralistic	society.	That	is	the
deeper	purpose	of	this	exercise.

Economic	debates	are	not	battles	between	good	and	evil.
They	are	disagreements	about	power,	trust,	and	tradeoffs.
The	goal	is	not	consensus	—	it	is	democratic	reasoning.
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