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Obama’s election reignited a fight about democratic legitimacy — about 

who can claim the country as their own, and who has the right to act as a 

citizen — that is as old as American democracy itself. And the reactionary 

position in this conflict, which seeks to narrow the scope of participation 

and arrest the power of majorities beyond the limits of the Constitution, 

has its own peculiar history: not just in the ideological battles of the 

founding but also in the institution that defined the early American 

republic as much as any other. 
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