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To my chosen country

I believe in you




INTRODUCTION [image: ]


Common sense is seeing things as they are; and doing things as they ought to be.

—Harriet Beecher Stowe



When I proposed this book to my publisher, I was deeply inspired by Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, a book published in 1776, right before the American Revolution, that took colonial America by storm. At the time, we were a nation on the brink, not sure if we should stay part of the British Empire or venture out on our own. We were waffling with the very idea of independence until Thomas Paine came along and said, “We should do this.”

In modern terms, Common Sense went viral, selling an estimated half million copies that would circulate throughout the thirteen colonies and shift the course of a nation. Thomas Jefferson’s biographer Joseph Ellis would write that Paine’s ideas “swept through the colonies like a firestorm, destroying any final vestige of loyalty to the British crown,” but unlike other Founding Fathers, who were well-educated landed gentry, Thomas Paine came from humble beginnings, and wrote for regular people in regular language. He was able to bridge the gap between highbrow and lowbrow when he urged the colonists to embrace their “common sense” and consider how the country should be run. Looking back, it’s clear the Declaration of Independence was, in many ways, a response to the popularity of Paine’s call to arms.

A lot has changed since 1776, but the parallels between Paine’s time and ours have become too obvious to ignore. You don’t have to be a genius to know something’s gone wrong in the Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave. Far too many Americans look around these days and feel disappointed and disillusioned. Most of us are still trying to act as if the American experience is working for us, but deep down we know it’s not. Even if you’re someone living the absolute pinnacle of the American Dream, you can’t look around at the rest of us and think, Yep, this is it. It’s working. I mean sure, it’s working for you, Mark Zuckerberg, but you’re also building a five-thousand-square-foot underground bunker in Hawaii so… something’s up.

The truth is American progress has slowed to a crawl because for years our government has been in a forty-car pileup with very little getting through. The fact that the Biden administration was able to pass an infrastructure bill in 2021 was amazing. America hadn’t done any real maintenance on the country in more than fifty years, and why not? Infrastructure should be a no-brainer. Everybody likes clean drinking water and bridges that don’t fall into rivers. How is it that we call ourselves a first world country, but our trains and airports look like we still live in the 1960s, our roads are a mess, and a fair amount of people in “the richest country in the world” can’t afford a place to live?

It’s hard to make changes when the powers that be don’t want it because the status quo suits them. Over time we’ve allowed a handful of people—many of whom are in it for themselves—to make all our decisions. We’re now at a place where one party, in a two-party system, seems ready to abandon the American experiment of democracy and rule of law, and go all-in on power for power’s sake, and far too many people either don’t know, or don’t care, it’s a real possibility.

It is time for us to decide who we are. Are we a nation of freedom and opportunity where anyone from anywhere can make it if they just work hard enough? Or are we a slaver nation that built its wealth on the backs of others and continues to use humanity as a tool in a rich man’s game? Are we a nation of immigrants, or a white, Christian nation where anyone who doesn’t fit into a specific box is marginalized? Are we the country we sell to the world—a shining city on a hill, a beacon of democracy, and a land of innovation—or are we a corrupt and violent nation that tries to overturn elections and favors owners over creators? Ultimately, are we a nation who can learn from our mistakes, or simply a country doomed to repeat them?

Once again, America finds itself at a tipping point where it could go one of two ways. Once again, our leaders need the inspiration and courage to pick the harder, but more rewarding path. And once again, it will come down to the will of the people to determine our fate. If we choose to continue down this path of division and inequality, with hatred and misinformation impeding our progress, we’ll end up right back where we started, under some form of top-down rule. However, if we choose to address our flawed but inspired democracy now, I believe we can rebuild this nation on a stronger foundation than we began on. It’s my belief, as Paine argued all those years ago, that there’s only one right path, and if we fail to choose it, we’ll lose the opportunity to choose again. This time the choice isn’t between subjugation or independence, but democracy and plutocracy. We either continue to favor the wealthy and influential, while we strip citizens of their rights and shore up minority rule, or we get serious about living up to the ideals we’ve sold to the world.

As we know, the first step to fixing a problem is to admit you have a problem. Acknowledging America’s not living up to its potential doesn’t mean it’s unable to live up to its potential, but it does mean we can’t be so distracted by what screenwriter Aaron Sorkin would call our “star-spangled awesomeness” that we’re unable to collectively demand better. We deserve more than we’ve been given, better than what we’ve allowed, and our children certainly don’t deserve this chaos we’re handing them.

I’m not going to pretend to be a historian. I’m not an economist or a political scientist. What I am is an American citizen. An immigrant who chose to be a part of this nation and would unapologetically call herself a patriot. I love this country, but when you love something, you can’t allow it to be its worst; you have to push it to be its best, and you can’t give up simply because it’s hard. I think any reasonable person can see that what we’re doing in America isn’t working. That we’re a a divided nation, a time bomb of resentment and frustration, and as Jesus himself said, a kingdom divided against itself cannot stand.

I’ve been inspired by this country since I was a child. America was everything I thought a country should be. The hero of every story. The optimistic, eternal superstar out there fighting for the little guy, just punching Nazis. A land of opportunity where you could move up the social and financial ladder through sheer tenacity and hard work. The only thing holding you back in America was lack of will. That’s how the country became the bold innovator of the airplane, the internet, and the personal computer. This was the country that put a man on the moon. I thought America was the greatest country in the world… and I was Canadian.

America, the story of America, the values of America—like freedom, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—make up a very important and beautiful brochure. A brochure for a place most of us want to live. The place I personally chose to live. The problem is that place doesn’t actually exist. We have all the raw materials but have yet to put them together in a way that truly stands for our values. In the grand scheme of things, America is a young nation. We’re not children but we’re not grown. We’re basically teenagers with a ridiculous amount of money and power and no one to tell us no. We’re 2013 Justin Bieber and we’re melting down.

The truth is, we built this nation on noble goals but a shaky foundation, and it’s coming back to haunt us. This doesn’t mean we don’t have great potential. The Constitution of the United States is a genuinely amazing document, especially when you remember that the Framers knew it wasn’t finished—that between the Bill of Rights and the other amendments, the country was a work in progress. But we’ve kicked the can down the road long enough. We deal with this now or lose the opportunity to deal with it again.

As Thomas Paine wrote in 1776, “The cause of America is, in great measure, the cause of all mankind.” What we’re dealing with isn’t just local problems, problems that will remain within our borders. What we choose to do here will become everyone’s problem. Not because Americans are so much more important than citizens of other countries, but because America itself has become so big, so essential, so powerful that the decisions we make at home have no choice but to reverberate around the world. We’ve essentially become “too big to fail.”

I want you to consider a world where America abandons democracy. The fact that we have political leaders tolerating the suggestion that a former president might want to be a dictator should scare the hell out of everyone, and for those who say, “Well, if America goes wrong, I’ll just move,” where on earth do you think you’re safe from the world’s biggest military run by a dictator who answers to no one? How soon until that version of America turns its eyes on a place like Canada and says, “Hmmm, here’s an unprotected border with all these lovely natural resources and a limited ability to fight back…”

Who rallies the allied forces of liberal, Western values if America is hanging with the autocrats? Who does something when a nation invades another and commits genocide or mass murder for its own power and glory? Who defends the defenseless? If America’s the bad guy, how long do the good guys stand a chance?

How long does the planet last if it’s being run by people who refuse to believe what most of the world’s scientists are screaming at us to believe? America is the world’s biggest polluter after China. If we don’t lead by example no one else will. The richest people on the planet are trying to figure out a way to live in space, but the rest of us are stuck here.

The fact is, the American system is primed to implode and every bad actor across the globe is hoping to capitalize on it. We have a short but important window to choose the direction in which we want to go. To pick leaders who won’t take a blowtorch to the powder keg we’ve become, simply to rule over the ashes. Leaders who believe in the American experiment and will fight for the American people. Will they be perfect? No. Are any of us? No. We’re all a work in progress. Just like we need our country to be.



Anyone who knows me will tell you I’ve been going on about this for years. How government works. What’s going wrong. What’s going right. What could be better. I understand it can feel boring or complicated. Believe me, I’ve watched my friends’ eyes glaze over when I start talking about this stuff. People don’t want to think about it, they don’t want to have to think about it, but unfortunately that many people not caring about how the country works, not wanting to talk about politics, not quite getting around to voting, that’s what brought us to where we are, and where we are is not good. We, the people, are supposed to be in charge of our government, we’re the ones our elected officials are supposed to answer to—and we’ve let them go unchecked for too long.

I moved to America in my early twenties. The tragedy of 9/11 unfolded outside my apartment window. It was New York’s response to that crisis, America’s response, that convinced me this was the country I needed to be a part of. I cried when I became a citizen. I was so proud to be part of this scrappy, upstart nation. A nation that defied an empire for its independence and built its government around the ideas of freedom and the rights of man.

Looking around America today, I understand why people feel disillusioned. There’s a reason people don’t like America. Why for years American backpackers have found they’re treated better abroad if they sew Canadian flags on their backpacks. It’s because Americans are known to be arrogant and self-important. We’re loud and rich and say things like “We’re number one!” Imagine the richest, best-looking kid in school going around telling everyone he’s number one. Reminding everyone of his money and power. Eye. Roll. It’s no wonder other nations have such a love-hate relationship with America. It’s also no wonder that Americans, with the expansion of the internet and the success of things like TikTok, now see how people in other countries live and are recognizing that maybe we don’t have it so great after all. That maybe we’ve been sold a bill of goods. While we were busy flag-waving and winning Olympic gold medals, other countries were offering universal health care, free college, and affordable childcare.

I’ve felt that way myself. I know I could go back to Canada, but I believe we need people here who want to fix things, and I’m one of those people. So, if it takes a little immigrant like me to remind you that what you have here is wonderful, or at least could be wonderful, then I’m doing my part. I wasn’t born here, so like any outsider I have a different perspective. I’m part of your society but not of it, and I’m telling you, you’re in danger of losing everything that makes this country special if you don’t stand up and fight for it.

In April 1776 John Adams wrote that “Common Sense, like a ray of revelation, has come in seasonably to clear our doubts, and to fix our choice.” It was a persuasive and popular piece of writing that forced the Founders’ hands, because when enough people ask for the same thing, it becomes impossible to ignore. That’s my goal. To get enough people asking for the same thing that we force the hand of the people in charge to look up from how it’s always been and set a course for how it could be.

We have to fix America. We have to inspire our friends and family to want to fix it. We have to understand enough so we can explain why it needs to be fixed, and it’s going to be a big job. Think of America like a hoarder’s house that needs to be cleaned out. At first, it’s paralyzing, and I understand the instinct to just live with the mess because it’s too much work, or burn the whole place to the ground because you can’t imagine it ever being what you want it to be, but neither option is possible. We talk a big game, but most of us aren’t going anywhere and we don’t have the luxury of time to start again. This is it. We work until it’s a place we can all be proud of. There’s no quick fix for America and being a brat about how you wish it was easier or different isn’t going to help. This is going to be a one-step-at-a-time kind of deal. So, let’s stop complaining and roll up our sleeves.

At the end of the day, I believe in the American experiment, and I’m convinced we can fix what’s broken. I understand we stand at a terrifying precipice, but it’s one of great opportunity. I want nothing less than for America to be the country it says it is.



So, thank you for caring enough to pick up this book. Please know this passionate and mouthy immigrant stands on the shoulders of those who came before to tell you this nation is wonderful, but it needs help. I write this book with hope. I want people to share the information they learn in these pages at their dining room tables, in their classrooms, and yes, where I live, on social media. I want readers to come away from this with a common language in which to speak about change, and a clear understanding of where we sit in history, because you can’t know where you’re going unless you know where you’ve been.

Thomas Paine writes in Common Sense, “In the following pages I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common sense.” Like Paine, I want to speak plainly to a nation at a crossroads. To say, We’re broken, here’s why, and here’s what I think we should do about it. I want to get back to common sense—not the specific writings of a man I admire, but perhaps few others know—but actual common sense, the way of thinking and being.

I want nothing more than for you to come to this book with an open mind. To leave your preconceptions at the door and simply sit with the ideas presented. To decide not how you’re expected to feel, or how people might want you to feel, but what—when things are laid out in front of you—you truly believe is right.

And if all else fails, just return to your common sense.






AMERICA 101: THE US GOVERNMENT

Before we go any further into the book, I think it’s important to remind ourselves how we got here in the first place, because it’s hard to know how to fix something if you don’t understand how it works. If you already know how American government functions, who’s in charge of what, how our laws are made and elections work, then go ahead and skip this section. However, if you don’t know the basics as well as you’d like, don’t beat yourself up. The lack of knowledge and apathy most people feel toward government and politics is by design. What have we been told not to talk about our whole lives? Politics and religion. And what are the two things that have caused the most problems in the history of the world? Politics and religion. Most schools barely teach American civics at this point, so we have no idea how the system is supposed to work. Combined with our lack of broadcasting laws, which allows people to lie to us for profit, and the fact that our Supreme Court has opened the door to unlimited money in politics, inundating us with disingenuous and deceptive information till we can’t tell truth from fiction, and it’s no wonder the American people are confused, ripe for manipulation, and largely checked out.

Overall, the citizens of this nation are uninformed, overworked, and underpaid, and every two years we’re trotted out to vote for positions and issues we don’t really understand or have the time or resources to figure out, and who does that serve? It serves the people in charge and moneyed interests who put them there. So, who does it feel like the government ends up representing? The people in charge and the moneyed interests who put them there. So, it’s reasonable when people look at the government and think, Why should I bother? They don’t care about me. Why should I care about them?

I need you to understand that you should care about them because whether we’re paying attention or not, what happens in government directly affects us. Politics touches almost every aspect of what we do, or might want to do, in modern society. It’s the steering wheel for the direction the country is going. Our government decides everything from the seemingly innocuous, like how fast we can drive, to the life-changing, like if we have autonomy over our own bodies. Checking out of politics doesn’t mean politics doesn’t affect you; it means you can’t affect it. That’s how most people in government like it and, if we’re being honest, that’s kind of how our government was set up.

Welcome to America 101.



Let’s start with the idea that the government of a country is an organization that does many things. It defends the country from outside enemies, keeps order within its borders, and provides its people with services. In return, the people typically pay taxes to the government for doing its job and obey the laws the government has set up to keep the peace and uphold the social order.

Every government has institutions and ways of organizing things to accomplish these tasks. America, like many other countries, has a constitution, or a document that spells out the rules that govern the country. Most modern countries have some type of document that does this. Most also have some version of three branches of government—the leader, the group that creates the laws, and the group that upholds the laws. In America’s case, our three branches are the Executive, the Legislative, and the Judicial. Our states have a similar three-branch system, but this book will focus primarily on the federal government.

The three branches were set up by our “Framers,” a word often used interchangeably with our “Founding Fathers,” but who more specifically came up with how our country would work. The Founding Fathers signed the Declaration of Independence, declaring America independent from the British Empire, then fought a war to make it true. The Framers set up the country using the Constitution after we’d won the war. Many of them were the same people, famous names like George Washington, John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, Benjamin Franklin, and James Madison, but some are different, so we refer to them with different names if we’re being specific.



THE CONSTITUTION

The Framers wrote and signed the Constitution after the War of Independence to establish how our new government would work. Article 1 lays out that our laws will be created by Congress; it explains how Congress works, what powers Congress has, what it can and cannot do, and who can be a member. It also talks about money, taxes, and specifies what individual states cannot do. Article 2 is all about the president. Article 3 is about the Judiciary. Article 4 sets out the rules for the states. Article 5 explains how to amend the Constitution. Article 6 says the Constitution is the supreme law of the land and government officers must take an oath to both abide by and uphold it, while also laying out that no religious tests can ever be required to qualify for any office or public trust, and Article 7 basically says, “Yay, we did it,” and as soon as two-thirds of the state conventions agree to it (so nine states of the original thirteen), it’ll go into effect. So, although the Constitution was signed in 1787, it wasn’t officially the law of the land until 1789, and the Bill of Rights, which includes many of the things you’re used to hearing about—like freedom of speech and the right to bear arms—wasn’t ratified until 1791.



The US Constitution established a political system called federalism, which is the division and sharing of powers between the national and state governments. The states have their own power and autonomy (states’ rights), but according to Article VI of the Constitution, when the laws of the federal government directly conflict with those of a state government, federal law will supersede state law. This is called the Supremacy Clause.

I should note that most historians who aren’t selling you American mythology will tell you the Constitution barely made it. The Framers had to make a series of concessions to the delegates of the original colonies to get the Constitution out of the starting gate, including allowing the practice of slavery to continue. Many delegates also refused to sign the Constitution because they were concerned the document gave the federal government too much power, and wanted assurances that there would be more rights than they were seeing. So, the Framers deliberately left things adjustable. There are only seven articles in the Constitution, and one of them is devoted solely to updating it. The Framers never intended for our laws to be fixed. They saw the Constitution as a “living document” that would change over time. This is not to say they made it a simple process—amendments typically require a two-thirds majority in both the House and the Senate, followed by ratification in the legislatures of three-quarters of the states—but they did make it possible. Since 1789 the Constitution has been amended twenty-seven times. Of those twenty-seven amendments, the first ten are collectively known as the Bill of Rights.

The original Constitution was ratified by only three votes, and the decisions the Framers made were so fraught that people gave formal names to the concessions that were made—the Great Compromise, the Three-Fifths Compromise—to get the whole thing over the finish line. In fact, many of the problems we’re dealing with today can be directly tied to the trade-offs that were made to move forward: namely to allow the South to keep slavery, to grant smaller states equal power in the US Senate, to count Black Americans as three-fifths of a person for the purpose of congressional representation, and to use something called the Electoral College to elect the president. Filmmaker Matthew Cooke notes that these agreements were less of a compromise and more of a “détente” between the Southern and Northern states. It wasn’t so much an agreement as a pause in disagreement, to keep the union together with the sense that they should probably reconvene and renegotiate later.

Despite the fact the Constitution is brilliant and remains relevant to this day, we should be careful about romanticizing or idealizing the American origin story. The compromises made during the negotiations would ultimately lead to the Civil War, the necessity of the Thirteenth Amendment to abolish slavery, the civil rights movement and the ongoing battle for racial justice in America, and the unfair advantage certain states wield in our government that, over time, has solidified the power of the minority over the majority. While we might be able to logically understand that these compromises may have seemed like the only way to arrive at the result of a United States of America, we have to accept the fact that if you build a country on those kinds of trade-offs, it leads to a rot in the foundation that will eventually need to be addressed.

So, despite how much the Framers got right, we should acknowledge we are a modern nation working with an antiquated text that was ultimately a stopgap. A set of ideals and rules created by white men for white men in a country that now has a thousand creeds and colors. So, it’s not unreasonable to think that almost 240 years later, we might want to consider some updates to our national terms and conditions.



The US Government

The Framers of the Constitution intended the three branches of government to have separate but equal power, to allow each branch to act as a check on the others. This structure of government was created in response to previously having been ruled by a king, whose unchecked power the Framers believed was corrosive and not in the people’s best interest. The Framers were adamant that the power of the government never be concentrated into too few hands. It was an ingenious plan and, sadly, something the modern American government is struggling to manage.

As mentioned, the federal government is made up of three branches:


	The legislative branch, called Congress, which makes and passes our laws, controls the country’s budget and money, and is the only branch with the power to declare war.

	The executive branch, which includes the president and their cabinet—all the departmental secretaries, like the secretary of state, secretary of transportation, education, interior, etc.—the vice president, all the federal agencies, and the Department of Justice, which is not part of the judicial branch, as most people think.

	The judicial branch, which is our entire federal court system, including the appellate courts and the Supreme Court.



THE LEGISLATIVE BRANCH

America was built in opposition to hereditary rule. In contradiction to a monarchy, which is why anyone saying “I alone can fix it” should feel deeply un-American to you. According to our founding documents, our citizens have the right to self-governance and self-determination. If the country was working correctly, we should be choosing our representatives and then replacing them when they no longer serve the common good.

Congress itself is divided into two parts: the House of Representatives and the Senate.

The House of Representatives has 435 members. States are given House seats, or districts, based on population. The bigger the state’s population, the more congresspeople that state will have. State populations are determined by the national census taken every ten years.

House members are elected to two-year terms. To be a member of the House of Representatives you must be twenty-five years old, a citizen for at least seven years, and, when elected, a resident of the state you wish to represent. The House also has six nonvoting members representing the District of Columbia (Washington, DC), the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, and four other US territories: American Samoa, Guam, the US Virgin Islands, and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands. Congresspeople win by a popular vote in their district. Majority rules.

The Senate has 100 senators, two from each of the fifty states, elected to six-year terms. To be a member of the Senate, you must be thirty years old, a citizen for at least nine years, and, at the time of the election, must reside in the state you wish to represent. Senators win by a popular vote in their state. Majority rules.

State governments have their own version of the two deliberative bodies, usually called the State House of Representatives and the State Senate, although some go by different titles like State Assembly, House of Delegates, or General Assembly.

Whether state or federal, the party that wins the most seats in an election is considered the majority party and is responsible for their respective body. The top job in the House of Representatives is the speaker of the House, who is elected by a majority vote in the House typically at the beginning of a new Congress after the general election. Not only does the speaker of the House get more power (and a bump in salary), but the position also puts them in the presidential line of succession. So, if something happened to both the president and the vice president, the speaker would become president of the United States.

It’s a big deal to be the majority party, particularly in the House, because unlike the Senate, the House always passes bills by simple majority, so the majority party has a lot of opportunity, provided it works and votes together, to get plenty of legislation (laws) passed. Now, that legislation might go on to die in the Senate, but we’ll get to that later. The point is, having the House majority is significant—you get to set the rules in the House, and are responsible for budgets and impeachments. The majority party also decides which bills come to the floor for a vote, and when those votes will happen.

In the Senate the majority leader is simply called the Senate majority leader, there’s no special name, but the majority leader does get to decide, as the speaker does, which bills come to the floor for a vote. The Senate is responsible for approving federal judges, including Supreme Court justices, after the president has nominated them, and approving the president’s cabinet, top military officers, foreign diplomats, and treaties.

Congressmembers don’t have term limits, or a set period of time in which they’re allowed to do the job before they have to leave. House members and senators can stay in their jobs indefinitely if they continue to win their elections. It doesn’t matter how many years they’ve been there—you can stay in office if you’re an accused criminal, if you’re sick, if you don’t do your job, or even if your beliefs are in complete opposition to the positions you claimed to hold when you were elected.

Congressional members only leave office if they fail to get reelected, resign, die, or if the Senate or House takes direct action to expel them with a two-thirds vote.

Recall elections—or elections where voters have the power to remove an elected official before their term is over—only exist at the state level, and even then, only in nineteen states. The power to recall your representative was adopted to make sure elected officials would act in the interest of their constituents rather than in their own interest or that of their political party. The states that allow recalls are: Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Georgia, Idaho, Illinois, Kansas, Louisiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Montana, Nevada, New Jersey, North Dakota, Oregon, Rhode Island, Washington, and Wisconsin. Which explains why the state representative in North Carolina and the mayor of Dallas, who both flipped parties in 2023 after deceiving their voters to get elected, weren’t recalled. Neither state has that option.

Over the years recall elections have successfully removed all types of officials—judges, mayors, governors. While not often used—and sadly a tactic often abused by parties seeking to get rid of political rivals when voters aren’t paying attention—for the most part the idea of a recall can be a great way to hold elected representatives accountable to the people.

THE EXECUTIVE BRANCH

The executive branch of the federal government is run by the president, who is elected to a four-year term for no more than two terms and is considered the head of state and the commander in chief of the armed forces. The only requirements to be president are that you must be thirty-five years old, a natural-born citizen, and a resident of the United States for at least fourteen years. The executive branch is responsible for implementing and enforcing the laws that Congress writes and passes.

The executive branch of the government is responsible for such a vast array of things—from overseeing deals with foreign countries, to managing our nation’s defense, to the success of our economy—that no one person could ever do it on their own. Which is why it’s essential when we choose our president, we choose a leader who’s a good manager. Who can hire the right people and delegate. The president might make the final decisions, or act in consultation before decisions are made, but we have entire departments to accomplish these responsibilities. What we’re hiring when we elect a president is a visionary with serious administration skills.

The people who see and work most closely with the president day-to-day are in the Executive Office of the President (EOP) and are overseen by the White House chief of staff. The EOP is responsible for everything ranging from communicating the president’s messages to our trade interests abroad.

While a Senate confirmation is required for some of the advisory positions, the president usually gets to hire who they want for this office. The roles the American public are probably most familiar with in the EOP are the White House press secretary and the White House communications team. It’s the press secretary you see doing most of the daily briefings for the media keeping the American people informed of the president’s activities and agenda. A less well-known position in the EOP would be the National Security Council, which advises the president on foreign policy, intelligence, and national security; or the Office of Scheduling and Advance, which is responsible for preparing locations ahead of any kind of presidential visit.





FUN FACT: While the senior advisors in the EOP work in the West Wing, the office wing of the White House, as opposed to the East Wing, which holds the offices of the first lady and her staff, or the central Executive Residence in the center where the first family actually lives, the EOP has grown so much since it was created by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1939 that the majority of the staff now work in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, which is part of the White House compound, but not in the White House itself.






The president’s closest advisors, after the chief of staff, are the people appointed to head the various executive departments, or what’s called the cabinet. The cabinet, under the leadership of the president, is responsible for all aspects of the federal government from the health and safety of the people to transportation and foreign affairs. This also includes protecting our natural resources, including our water and air, national forests and parks.

When the country was created, there were four cabinet positions: secretary of the treasury, secretary of state, secretary of war, and attorney general. President Washington developed the cabinet system by asking the heads of the three executive departments, plus the attorney general, to meet with him on a regular basis. In the meetings they would report on the work of their departments and discuss the issues they believed were the most important to the country.

As the country grew, so did the cabinet. At the time of publication, there are fifteen executive departments each led by an appointed member of the president’s cabinet. The departments are as follows: agriculture, commerce, defense, education, energy, health and human services, homeland security, housing and urban development, interior, justice, labor, state, transportation, treasury, and veterans affairs. The cabinet secretaries are joined by other executive agencies—whose heads are also appointed by the president, with the “advice, consent and confirmation” of the Senate—such as the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)—both of which are not part of the cabinet, but are given cabinet rank under the authority of the president—plus the vice president and chief of staff.

The Department of Justice (DOJ) is part of the executive branch, and insulated from politics, but can’t be considered completely independent, so long as the president is empowered to hire and fire Justice Department appointees.

After Watergate, Congress considered legislation to make the Justice Department completely independent to be able to address the worst abuses of the Nixon era, but instead it passed a reform bill called the Ethics in Government Act of 1978, which sadly expired in 1999 after both parties had been embarrassed by independent counsel investigations (Iran-Contra/Clinton-Lewinsky) and both wanted to avoid future scrutiny. Attorney General Janet Reno authorized the appointment of the Office of Special Council that same year, in order to have at least some part of the Justice Department where presidential influence was limited. It’s clearly an imperfect system, and, in the wrong hands, one could argue the president can wield far too much influence over our nation’s justice.

The Department of Justice is overseen by the nation’s top lawyer, the attorney general, who represents the United States in lawsuits, advises the president and heads of federal departments on legal matters, and whose mission is to “uphold the rule of law, keep our country safe, and to protect civil rights.” The department oversees more than forty separate organizations and over 115,000 employees, including, among others, all US Attorneys, the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Bureau of Prisons, the US Marshals, INTERPOL, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), and separate civil rights and antitrust divisions. These departments are all autonomous agencies, separate from the rest of the executive branch, who answer to their own superiors. The FBI, for example, answers to the attorney general and the director of national intelligence, not the president, even though the director of the FBI is appointed by the president and confirmed by the Senate.

The president is also responsible for appointing the heads of more than fifty independent federal commissions, the heads of several federal agencies, federal judges, ambassadors, and other federal officers. Many of the roles the president appoints last longer than the president’s term. The Federal Trade Commission (FTC), for example, is run by five commissioners who are appointed by the president and confirmed by the Senate. Each commissioner serves a seven-year term, and their terms are staggered.

Other independent organizations for which the president has the opportunity to appoint leaders are the commissioners of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), who actually answer to Congress, the administrator of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), which is an independent civilian space agency that takes its agenda from the president, the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), and the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC).

The vice president of the United States must be ready to take over should something happen to the president. Much like an understudy in a play, the vice president must know exactly how to step into the role should there be a crisis. Therefore the VP must be just as up-to-date and prepared as the president but has far less power and authority. I think it’s fair to say the vice president of the United States is a fundamentally weird job. We’ve had VPs who primarily served as the top advisor to the president, above the chief of staff, but we’ve also had chiefs of staff who wielded more power than the VP. Ultimately, it’s a thankless role. You can’t steal focus from the president and you have to defer to their administration and be a team player, but you also must distinguish yourself if you want to be considered for the top post when your boss is done. The Constitution lays out the specifics of the job, but ultimately, the vice president serves at the president’s command. The VP is, however, president of the Senate, and from 1789 to the 1950s that was the vice president’s main job. Today, the VP typically only goes to the Senate on special occasions, like when they are needed to break a tie or to count the electoral ballots cast in the presidential election. Contemporary vice presidents have taken on specific issues like health care, immigration, or education, while others have been experts in things like international affairs. It ultimately depends on the president, and what the president needs from their VP. In 1793, when John Adams was George Washington’s vice president, he wrote to his wife, Abigail, saying, “My country has in its wisdom contrived for me the most insignificant office that ever the invention of man contrived or his imagination conceived.” I’d be surprised if most vice presidents didn’t agree on some level with Adams’s assessment.





FUN FACT: When our country started, voters didn’t cast separate votes for president and vice president. Whoever got the most votes became president and the runner-up became vice president. As I’m sure you can imagine, that wasn’t such a great idea because political rivals don’t often work that well together. Who wants to play second fiddle to the guy you just lost to, especially if you don’t like their ideas? Can you imagine Hillary Clinton being Donald Trump’s VP? So, after four elections, Congress passed the Twelfth Amendment, specifying that electors would cast separate votes for president and vice president moving forward.






THE JUDICIAL BRANCH

In 1789 the Framers were concerned the country would splinter. That, based on the country’s size, each state would eventually end up deferring to its own laws and customs—so they were committed to the necessity of a federal court system, particularly a Supreme Court, to uphold the articles of the Constitution and hold the country together under one set of overarching rules.

The judicial branch includes the entire federal court system with the Supreme Court at the top. All federal-level judges and justices are appointed by the sitting (which means: current) president and confirmed by the Senate. The courts can’t just weigh in on laws. They can only rule on cases that come before them, and you can only bring a case to the court if you have what’s called “standing”—as in, you can prove you have the right to stand before the court. Cases brought before the federal judiciary typically start at the district court level. Then, if the ruling (decision) is not satisfactory to either party, the case goes on to an appellate court. Finally, if either party don’t agree to that ruling, it can end up before the Supreme Court. The Supreme Court is the last place someone can appeal a decision, and its decisions are final. There is no higher authority in the American judicial system than the US Supreme Court. Which is why it matters so much who sits on the bench.

Judges and justices serve no fixed term, so they are in the job until they retire, die, or are impeached by the House and convicted by the Senate. But since only fifteen federal judges have ever been impeached in the history of our country, and only eight of them were actually convicted and removed, if you are confirmed as a federal judge, it’s pretty much a “you get the job, you keep the job” kind of thing. That’s why we call federal judgeships “lifetime appointments.”

LAWS

So, we’ve talked about the three branches of government, but how do we get our laws? Well, if you’re old like me, we used to have a TV show called Schoolhouse Rock! that taught children American civics. On that show there was a great song sung by Jack Sheldon called “I’m Just a Bill,” which explained the whole process in a fun animated short. So, while I may not be as cute as an animated bill, here goes…

A bill to create a law can be introduced in either chamber of Congress—the House or the Senate. It can be written by anyone, but only a sitting member of Congress can introduce legislation. However, according to the White House, “Some important bills are traditionally introduced at the request of the president, such as the annual federal budget.”

Once a bill is introduced, it’s assigned to a committee. Each committee oversees a specific policy area, and the subcommittees get even more precise. For example, the House Committee on Ways and Means includes subcommittees on Social Security, work and welfare, trade, taxes, health, and government oversight. The committees are not set in stone and often change in number or form depending on congressional leadership. Currently there are 17 Senate committees, with 70 subcommittees, and 26 House committees, with 104 subcommittees.

So once a bill is directed to the appropriate subcommittee, the members will research and discuss, then accept, amend, or reject the proposed bill. If a subcommittee agrees to move the bill forward, it goes to the full committee, where it repeats the process. Throughout this phase the committee and subcommittees can call hearings to invite experts, advocates, and opponents to testify before them on the merits or flaws of the bill. Congress has what’s called subpoena power, which it can use to force people to testify if they’re refusing to do it voluntarily.

Until recently congressional subpoena power really meant something. If Congress told you to show up and testify, you either did or were held in contempt, but since the early 2020s this power has been challenged numerous times, mostly by congressional members themselves when they were called to be witnesses before committees. This has opened a door to others rejecting congressional subpoenas, which, as I’m sure you can imagine, is problematic for the efficient and successful functioning of our government.

If the full committee votes to approve a bill, the Senate majority leader or speaker of the House decides when to bring that bill to the full Senate or House floor for consideration (to ultimately vote on it). When the bill comes up—if it comes up, because majority leaders are not actually compelled to bring bills to the floor—each chamber has a different protocol. The House has a very rigid debate process. Each member who wants to speak is given a specific amount of time, and the number and kinds of amendments they can suggest are usually quite limited. This is why you might see House members doing little speeches on C-SPAN or saying things like “reclaiming my time” or “I yield the rest of my time to…” Much like in congressional hearings, House members only get a certain amount of time to make their point, and they don’t want to lose a second of it.

The Senate has fewer members, and because it’s always been considered the more serious deliberative body (whether it deserves that credit or not), its debate on bills is less limited. Senators can even talk about things that have nothing to do with the bill under consideration. This behavior is typically seen when senators want to filibuster a bill, or talk so much that it delays the vote, and by extension, the bill’s passage. (We’ll talk about the filibuster more later in the book.)

If the bill passes in one of the chambers of Congress, it goes to the other chamber to go through the exact same process again: subcommittee, committee research, discussion, potential hearings, amendments, floor vote. Once both bodies have voted to accept the bill, and they’ve worked out any differences between the two versions, they vote on the final bill and, if that passes, they present the bill to the president.

It’s now the president’s job to consider the bill. Realistically, the president knows the bill is coming. This isn’t news to them. In many cases, they’ve been in talks with members of their party, or small bipartisan congressional groups, throughout the process. If the president approves the bill, it gets signed into law. If the president doesn’t approve the bill, they use what’s called a presidential veto. If vetoed, the bill is dead unless Congress can override the veto by getting two-thirds of both chambers to vote to do so. If they can swing that, then the bill becomes law despite the president’s veto.

If the president just doesn’t sign the bill, and Congress is in session, the bill becomes law automatically after ten days. If the president doesn’t sign the bill and Congress isn’t in session, the bill dies. This is what’s called a pocket veto, and a pocket veto can’t be overridden by Congress like a regular veto. This doesn’t happen very often, but it’s good to know.

At the end of the day, there are a lot of steps before a bill can become a law, and the president can only sign legislation if it shows up on their desk. The president does have the right to sign something called an executive order (EO), but that’s not the same as a congressionally passed law as it can be overturned for any number of reasons, most simply by the next president as soon as the current one leaves office. While the president oversees the day-to-day management of the country, Congress is the branch responsible for addressing the people’s needs with new and updated legislation. So if you find yourself upset with something you feel is not being addressed, whether that’s the price of eggs, low wages, the skyrocketing price of housing, or even our defense budget, the only people who can really address that are Congress. The state legislatures can make lots of changes and have gross amounts of power to affect your life, but we’re talking about the federal government here. There are only 535 people in the entire country who can make federal laws. Which is why we should take each and every one of the people we give this power to extremely seriously.

ELECTIONS

America is a representative democracy, which means people vote for representatives to work in government and vote on our behalf. Election Day in America is the first Tuesday following the first Monday in November. I know that sounds arbitrary, but it’s actually quite clever, as it avoids our elections ever falling on a weekend or the first day of the month. Every US citizen, eighteen years and older, is allowed to vote, but you can’t just vote in America; first you must register to vote.

At our founding only certain people got to vote so, despite the fact we’re finally at a point in our nation’s history where every citizen over eighteen is allowed to vote (some felons, people in conservatorship, or those with mental incapacities are excluded), we still have a pretty lame tradition of making it harder than it should be to cast a ballot. Over the years this has primarily been due to racism, classism, and sexism, but most recently it’s been spearheaded by party politics.

Elections happen every two years, in even-numbered years. They are all considered general elections (meaning everyone gets to vote), but they’re either presidential elections, which happen every four years, or midterm elections, which happen between the presidential elections. The entire US House of Representatives is on the ballot in every election because their term is only two years long. The congressmembers on the ballot are then joined by whatever senators’ six-year terms are up, along with state representatives—state senator, state house members, state attorney general, etc.—any local representatives like council or school board members, mayors, sheriffs, and finally, any state or local propositions, measures, or ballot initiatives. Propositions, measures, and ballot initiatives are when voters get to weigh in on specific legislation or laws directly. Some states even allow the voters to propose the ballot initiatives themselves, and that’s when you really see democracy in action, because the people have chosen what they want to vote on, and the government is responsible to honor the voters’ decision. Voter-proposed ballot initiatives are extremely cool, and one of those things I believe all states should have.

America also has what are called off-year elections, meaning elections held in odd-numbered years, or on a date other than the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November, as well as special elections, meaning elections that are off the typical cycle or are held because of special circumstances. Five states hold off-year state elections for governor and other statewide offices—Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, New Jersey, and Virginia—the rest of the states hold elections at the regular time, or what are called “on-cycle” elections. Special elections usually happen when someone dies or has to leave office before their term is over, or there’s a referendum on some issue. We have special elections for pretty much every office except the president, vice president, and most US Senate seats.I If the president leaves office early, they’re replaced by the vice president. If the vice president leaves office early, the president nominates a new VP, who must be confirmed by majority vote in the House and Senate. If a senator dies or leaves office before their term is over, their state’s governor appoints someone to do the job until the next scheduled election or appoints someone until a special election has been completed. Special elections can also happen for a state constitutional change, or something the state legislature decides can’t wait until the next general election, but typically elections happen every two years, say it with me… on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November.

If a candidate for an election is new, rather than what’s called an incumbent (meaning they already have the job and are running for reelection), then that candidate might have gone through a primary election before the general. Primary elections happen when there’s more than one candidate from the same party who wants the job. Before they can run against an opposition candidate, they must run against candidates from their own party.

A primary election can happen in three ways: open, closed, semi-closed/mixed. Open primaries are open to all registered voters, no matter which party they’re registered with, and include independent voters, who aren’t registered with any party, as well as people changing party affiliation. A closed primary limits participation to registered members of that party, and a semi-closed, or mixed, primary, allows independent or unaffiliated voters to take part in the primary election of the party they choose, while voters who have already picked a side can only take part in their own party’s primary. Once a candidate wins the primary, they will run against the opposition candidate in the general election.II

I feel like this is a good place to remind people that if you want your voice to be heard, you have to register to vote, and if you want to vote in a primary, then you might want to consider affiliating yourself with either the Democratic, Republican, or Independent party. There are lots of wonderful websites like vote.org and organizations like Field Team 6 that will help you register. You can do it at the DMV, many government offices, or with your state secretary of state. You can also go directly to the official government website, vote.gov, to register, find voter registration deadlines, check to make sure you haven’t been purged from the voter rolls, register after you’ve moved, choose or change your party affiliation, or get a voter registration card if your state has specific requirements for voter ID. The site will also give you information on absentee voting, Election Day voting, and the election process itself.

Since the 1850s America has functioned primarily as a two-party system, the Republicans and the Democrats. Despite people’s objections to what they often feel as being forced to choose between the “lesser of two evils,” this is just how the system is set up, particularly at the federal level. We do have other parties, like the Green Party, the Libertarian Party, and the Constitution Party, as well as independents who are not affiliated with any party but typically caucus (aka hang out and vote) with one of the two major parties. You could theoretically create your own party in America if you wanted, but you would need a certain number of signatures to get on the ballot, and often without the backing of one of the two major parties, or hundreds of millions of dollars, that’s difficult to swing. Not impossible, but certainly not easy.






Before we move on, I’d like to address a common talking point that “America isn’t a democracy, it’s a republic,” because I don’t think this statement means what people think it does and it sets us up to fight one another when we don’t have to. Yes, America is a republic, but more specifically America is a constitutional republic, and a constitutional republic is a form of democracy.

Republic comes from the Latin res publica, which means “public affair.” It’s a form of government in which the country is considered a “public matter” and not the “private concern” or “property” of the rulers. The primary positions of power in a republic can be attained through democracy (rule by the people), an oligarchy (rule by the select few), or a mix of the two. Now, we could discuss how much oligarchy is sneaking into American politics and public life, or how one party seems to be leaning hard toward autocracy, but in the context of US constitutional law, the definition of republic refers to a form of government in which elected individuals represent the citizens and exercise their power according to the rule of law under the Constitution. So, in other words, a democracy. A government *theoretically* set up to represent the will of the people, rather than the will of the rulers, and we use our Constitution as a type of instruction manual that lays out the parameters in which we function.




	I. Four states require the seats be filled only by special election. Nine states allow the governor to appoint a replacement, but generally require a stand-alone special election sooner than the next general election, and thirty-seven states allow the governor to choose a senator who will hold the seat until the next regularly scheduled general election.

	II. California, Washington, and Nebraska use “top-two primary systems,” which means the two candidates who get the most votes in the primary election advance to the general, regardless of party affiliation. So theoretically you could have a general election with a Democrat vs. a Democrat or a Republican vs. a Republican.






THE SIX AMERICAN PRINCIPLES [image: ]

I believe it’s in America’s best interest to try something new. To know where we came from and use that to build a better, stronger foundation for our nation to rest on. If we truly want to be a land of freedom and opportunity where everyone has a shot at a good life, then we have to find the courage to step out of our comfort zones and off our team benches to agree that the ideals of America are worth saving. We fought a revolutionary war for the idea of self-governance and the pursuit of happiness. We can’t just give up on it now.

So, how do we build this better, stronger nation? What are the fundamental building blocks we can all agree make America, America? What do we, the citizens of this nation, believe are the bedrocks of the United States? Drawing on our founding documents, and important moments in our country’s history, I propose the Six American Principles. Six things that we, the people, no matter our politics, persuasion, or background, can agree on. Six ideals we can use as guideposts to not only find our way out of the mess we’re currently in, but to set a course for a future of which we can actually be proud. If we start here, we start strong.





	America is a land of freedom.

	Everyone should have the opportunity to rise.

	Every citizen should have a vote, and that vote should count.

	Representatives should represent the people who voted for them.

	The law applies to all of us.

	Government should be a force for good.






PRINCIPLE 1 [image: ] AMERICA IS A LAND OF FREEDOM

Freedom is the fundamental principle on which America was built. The word freedom polls higher than any other word in this country. It even polls higher than the word America. It doesn’t matter your political persuasion, everything in the United States comes back to the central idea of freedom. Our anthem is about the land of the free. We have Lady Liberty on our shore, the shining beacon of freedom and opportunity. When Americans say “my rights” they mean “my freedom”—what we’re allowed to do, allowed to have, allowed to say. There is a popular meme Europeans like to share to tease Americans that’s just an extreme close-up of a serious-looking bald eagle that reads, “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you over the sound of my freedom.” This idea of freedom is integral to the American national identity, but I worry many of us have forgotten what it actually means.

America is not unique. There are lots of countries in the world with “freedom.” In fact on the 2023 Human Freedom Index, America doesn’t even crack the top 10, so we need to ask ourselves, when we say “freedom,” what are we actually talking about? What did freedom mean to the Founding Fathers of the Southern colonies? The men who wouldn’t sign the Constitution without the inclusion of chattel slavery. What was freedom to President Andrew Jackson, who ran the brutal Indian Removal Campaign so white settlers could continue their western expansion? What did freedom mean to the men who passed the Fifteenth Amendment after the Civil War, protecting the voting rights of every American citizen “no matter their party, faith, color, or district” but left out gender? Was freedom on the mind of those who opposed Reparations with Black Codes and white violence, or when Jim Crow laws took over the South and segregated everything from bathrooms to schools, adding endless obstacles to make sure the people who were now free to vote couldn’t?

America’s history is packed with oppression. Every step forward expanding our freedom has been hard-won, which is why it means so much to us, and why we shouldn’t be cavalier when people try to take it away. Early Americans gambled the future of our nation on the dream of liberty. They risked it all for the chance to make their own rules, establish their own government, and create a nation of the people, by the people, for the people. The Declaration of Independence, the document we sent to the King of England telling him we no longer wanted to be part of his empire, laid it out, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” Or in common speak, we believe this to be true without question, that everyone is created equal. That we are born with certain rights that cannot be taken from us, and among those are our right to life, to freedom, and to the ability to seek that which makes us happy.

Now of course, we’d be fools to pretend this idea of liberty was originally offered to everyone. It would be a disservice to the history of our country, and to the memory of the people who fought for the expansion of rights, not to acknowledge that at our inception, liberty and justice were only for some. The only people who could vote in our original elections were white male landowners, over twenty-one, but over the centuries we have expanded the rights and freedoms of the American people with action and deliberation—with blood, sweat, and tears. Very little in this nation’s history was simply given to us. Every step forward has been a fight. From the day we declared our independence, to the day you are reading this book, we have been a nation of people asking for more. A nation of people looking around and saying, “Nope, we could do better.”

The Founding Fathers might have been a bunch of white guys who mostly owned slaves and didn’t think much about women, but they were forward thinkers. Enlightened men who knew they were creating the documents of a nation within the confines of their time. The Framers deliberately left things open so they’d be able to evolve. They understood the freedoms originally offered to a small group would eventually, over the course of time, be expanded. Which is why it matters that after two centuries of progress, our freedoms are once again under attack.

James Madison, who wrote so much of the Constitution he’s known as the “Father of the Constitution,” also wrote nineteen additions that would act as an addendum to the original Constitution and called them “the great rights of mankind.” Ten of the nineteen would end up being ratified as constitutional amendments and are now collectively known as the Bill of Rights. If the original Constitution is the country’s operating manual, the Bill of Rights, and the amendments that came after, are often what people think of when they talk about American “freedoms.”

Freedom of speech is in the First Amendment of the Constitution, and is the one Americans often base their national identity on. “I’m an American. I have freedom of speech.” The problem is, most people think freedom of speech means you’re allowed to say whatever you want to say, whenever you want to say it, and no one can do anything about it. What people forget is that the Constitution was written to shape the power of the government, not necessarily the behavior of the citizens. We built this country on the idea of independence—that we are our own nation, our own people—but we transposed that national identity onto the individual. The idea of freedom of speech is so integral to the American sense of self, but we’re often a little fuzzy on the details of the actual amendment.

In its entirety, the First Amendment says: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free speech thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” So, let’s break down what that means.

Under the First Amendment, the government can’t tell you what to say. It can’t stop you from criticizing it. No one can lock you up for your political beliefs, your political speech, or your peaceful political actions. No one can drag you away, throw you in jail, or execute you for treason for criticizing the government like they do in other countries. You can even make a list of things you believe are wrong and publish them. This freedom to openly express your anger and disappointment with the very seat of power is a wonderful addition to the Constitution. The point of the amendment is that the weight of the federal government cannot, and will not, be used against its people for the things they say.

Americans take for granted how this isn’t the case everywhere else. We talk endlessly about the importance of freedom of speech, but I’m not sure we truly realize what an important freedom it is, because it’s how we make change. It’s how we’re able to stand up and say, “This isn’t right.” How we can get elected on our ideas. How we can speak our truth in government about government.

Freedom of speech is essential to everything we hold dear, but many have reduced it to the ability to act like a jerk without liability. Which is why when neo-Nazis were being de-platformed on the original Twitter people got upset. They argued that removing them was against freedom of speech. Except an agreement between a private company and its users has nothing to do with the government. The government gives you the constitutional right to say whatever hateful garbage you want—that’s why we have neo-Nazis marching in American cities without federal officers stepping in—freedom of speech protects you from the government, not the repercussions of your speech from private companies or public groups. You can’t just scream at a comedian in a comedy club or yell your opinions in a crowded lecture hall without being removed. Americans are offered freedom from tyranny, not freedom from accountability.

You can’t threaten to murder someone or deliberately incite a riot and call it free speech. To be clear, those are actually considered “true threats,” and the Supreme Court has ruled the government is allowed to prosecute someone who intentionally threatens another person with death or bodily harm. The Supreme Court has also ruled that the First Amendment doesn’t protect you from inciting violence or causing a harmful situation, like yelling “Fire!” in a crowded theater. Freedom of speech means the government can’t come after you for the things you say. It doesn’t shield you from slander, libel, false or misleading speech, or intellectual property violations, and it doesn’t mean you can’t be fired for using the N-word at work.

The First Amendment is such an essential addition to the Constitution that we should give props to those holdout delegates who refused to sign the document until a bill of rights was included. Just as we should feel concerned that current state leaders are now writing laws to roll those essential rights back—like making protesting illegal, allowing people to hit protestors with their car, or banning journalists they don’t like from press conferences. Many of us were concerned when President Donald Trump started talking about jailing his political opponents (“Lock her up!”), or when he asked General Mark Milley if they could “just shoot [the protesters]” in the summer of 2020. General Milley had to remind the president that the people had a constitutional right to peacefully gather and protest. It doesn’t matter how you feel about President Trump; any government official believing they have the authority to violate the people’s First Amendment right to peacefully protest, or who use their power in direct opposition to the people’s fundamental freedoms, should feel alarming.



Freedom of the press was included in the First Amendment for a reason. While the three branches of government are meant to act as a check on one another, the press keeps tabs on all three. That’s why it’s often called the Fourth Estate. This group can research what the government is doing and report back to the public. The public can then understand the positions, actions, and behaviors of their government, and vote or act accordingly. The United States is an enormous country. We couldn’t possibly keep up, or know if our representatives were corrupt or deceitful, without a dedicated group of people whose job it was to report on what was happening. I realize we might have forgotten this important fact in the golden age of infotainment, but the press has an obligation to hold those in power accountable. It’s an essential element of American freedom to expose those who are corrupt or lawless to public scrutiny.

It was freedom of the press that allowed Ida B. Wells to document the lynching and mistreatment of Black people in the South, that allowed Ida Tarbell to publish a nineteen-part series revealing oil tycoon and billionaire John D. Rockefeller’s illegal monopolistic practices, and the First Amendment was how journalists Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein were able to break the Watergate scandal that would have led to Nixon’s impeachment had he not chosen to resign.

Ida Tarbell’s work on Rockefeller led to new antitrust laws that would help move the country out of the great wealth disparity of the Gilded Age, in the early part of the twentieth century, and change the course of the nation by stopping giant corporations from consolidating nearly unlimited power—laws that would be severely rolled back during the Reagan administration of the 1980s. Forty years ago there were fifty companies in charge of most American media. Today, 90 percent of the media in the United States is controlled by six corporations. Along with removing antitrust laws to encourage competition, the Reagan administration also got rid of the Fairness Doctrine, a policy created in 1949 requiring anyone who held a broadcast license “to present fair and balanced coverage of controversial issues to promote ‘a basic standard of fairness’ in broadcasting.” During this time, licensees were “obliged not only to cover fairly the views of others, but also to refrain from expressing their own views to ensure that broadcasters did not use their stations simply as advocates of a single perspective,” and without that regulation in place, the way our country took in information went completely off the rails.

There’s a popular saying about journalism that goes, “If someone says it’s raining and another person says it’s dry, it’s not your job to quote them both. Your job is to look out the window and find out which one is true.” Unfortunately, without the Fairness Doctrine the truth part wasn’t as necessary anymore, and America became inundated with polarized media, particularly right-wing radio, with hosts like Rush Limbaugh, which laid the framework for future right-wing news channels like Fox News and Newsmax.

Almost overnight we created a media environment where people only had to hear one side of the story, and often that side was skewed to activate people to vote or behave in certain ways. Instead of giving people facts, it gave people spin, and within that spin our nation began to erode. I’m sure you’ve noticed how difficult it is to discuss or debate an issue if you come to the table from two completely different realities. Add to that the twenty-four-hour news cycle and the increasing reach of cable television—which doesn’t require the same broadcast license as network television, so it doesn’t have to follow the same rules—and we had a crisis waiting to happen.

There are differences between companies like NBC, who must apply for broadcasting licenses from the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), and private cable companies like Fox News, who do not. You can see how the different sets of regulations affect broadcast vs. cable media in court. Years ago, Fox News’s Tucker Carlson was in a defamation trial at the same time NBC was in a defamation trial. Broadcast network NBC had to pay a huge settlement after it turned out something it reported wasn’t the full story. Fox News, on the other hand, won its case because the judge ruled “no reasonable person would think Tucker was telling the truth.” The problem is, many clearly do.

The loss of the Fairness Doctrine and rise of cable media and the internet, in combination with the shrinking number of companies who own all media, has made freedom of the press very muddy. Today, the American public is forced to walk a fine line between information and propaganda, and it’s far too easy to become confused. Which is why 30 percent of the electorate—the people who vote in America—still believe, despite all evidence and court cases to the contrary, that President Joe Biden did not legally win the 2020 election. This is categorically false, but if members of the media don’t have to say that, then where does that leave us?

Modern politicians are also taking major liberties with freedom of the press—passing laws to limit press access, blocking public disclosure, referring to them as the “enemy of the people” or discrediting them by calling them “fake news.” Much of this behavior is not only unconstitutional, but should place politicians engaging in it squarely in the spotlight. What is it they’re trying to hide?

We need freedom of the press to hold those in power accountable, and we should, at the very least, be requiring new legislation prohibiting the known dissemination of false or misleading information. Despite how people feel, truth still exists. We may not like it, but it’s real. If this country could pass an amendment making booze illegal (Eighteenth Amendment), surely we could pass an amendment that makes public deception illegal.



After the initial changes to the Constitution with the Bill of Rights, and the two amendments that came after, America went sixty-one years without any formal additions to the Constitution, but we also had a civil war, and coming out of that war it was obvious we needed new amendments to address some of the things we had missed the first time around. This is how we got the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, and how American “freedom” took on a whole new meaning.

According to the National Museum of African American History & Culture in Washington, DC, although Abraham Lincoln had always been personally against slavery—believing it was unjust and placed too much power in the hands of wealthy men—he wasn’t sure if Black people should become American citizens. Lincoln began the Civil War believing former slaves should be sent out of the country after they were free, because how could they ever live alongside those who had enslaved them? Over time his views changed, in part credited to his relationship with Frederick Douglass, the escaped slave who became one of the most important leaders in the African American civil rights movement. By the end of his life Lincoln was speaking in favor not just of citizenship, but of African American voting rights. He was shot by John Wilkes Booth before the final ratification of his greatest legacy, the Thirteenth Amendment (1865)—the outlawing of chattel slavery and involuntary servitude in the United States.



AMERICA 101: JUNETEENTH

I think it’s important not to pass over this essential moment in the expansion of our nation’s freedom without mentioning June 19, or what’s called Juneteenth. Juneteenth marks the day in June 1865 when Union soldiers arrived in Galveston, Texas, to enforce the emancipation of the last slaves, because the white people there simply weren’t doing it. The fact is, not everyone in America celebrates Independence Day on the fourth of July, because on July 4, 1776, Black Americans were still enslaved. So modern-day Black Americans might enjoy a BBQ on July 4, but many of them will understandably never see that day as symbolizing their own independence or liberty. Juneteenth is therefore a commemorative holiday celebrating the day in 1865 when Union soldiers arrived in the last town in the South to tell them enslaved people were free. Over the years, Juneteenth has been called Freedom Day, Emancipation Day, Black Fourth of July, and the Second Independence Day, and despite the fact that Juneteenth has only been a national holiday in America since 2021, the day has been sacred to many Black communities for more than 150 years. And while slavery might have been abolished in 1865, the fight for civil rights in America continues to this day, so Juneteenth gives us the opportunity to reflect on our past and consider the true legacy of freedom in America.





While the Thirteenth Amendment did stop chattel slavery, and theoretically give Black Americans the right to freedom, it was the enforcement of those rights that was problematic. Reconstruction, the period after the Civil War when America tried to figure out how to integrate the newly freed African Americans into society, was a turbulent time in our nation’s history as Lincoln’s replacement, President Andrew Johnson, was a strong proponent of states’ rights and didn’t believe the federal government should have a say in how they were run. This left the Southern states largely in the hands of the ruling class—traditionally white plantation owners and former Confederates—and following the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, state legislatures in the South passed a whole series of restrictive rules called the Black Codes to control the behavior and freedoms of the formally enslaved. This effectively kept many newly freed African Americans dependent on their former owners, forced into specific trades, and fined or jailed for random infractions, all while limiting what they could do, what they could own, and where they could live. To add insult to injury, Black Codes were enforced by all-white police forces and state militia often made up of Confederate veterans, and President Johnson took the land that had been given to the freed slaves and returned it to their former owners.



AMERICA 101: JIM CROW LAWS

To be clear: When people talk about the Jim Crow South, they’re not talking about a person but referring to a persona. Jim Crow was a character created by a white actor, Thomas D. Rice, in 1830 for a popular theatrical form called minstrel shows that reached their peak popularity between 1850 and 1870. The character of Jim Crow was played by a white man in blackface mocking African Americans as basically slow-witted buffoons who were there to jump around and act a fool for a white audience. It was a demeaning caricature that helped white people rationalize the way Black people were treated, as it played into the idea that Black people were innately inferior, which helped justify any laws created to deliberately keep the African American population down. These laws were then referred to as “Jim Crow” laws.





Post-Restoration Black Codes made way for Jim Crow laws that continued to hold back Black Americans for generations. If you want to learn about Black American history and understand why people talk about things like reparations and systemic racism and teach courses like critical race theory in law school, you can’t stop at slavery. You have to recognize what came after and realize how slow the progress to “liberty and justice for all” has really been in this country. While slavery might have come to an end after the Civil War, there were still lots of people who fought tooth and nail against the freedom of African Americans. We see their legacy to this day in the sentiments of those people still arguing that America is a white nation. Despite the fact that every decade since the end of slavery has found Black Americans, on the whole, more educated, with more wealth, and more status, we’ve never properly dealt with racism, or the perpetuation of violence against Black people, in this country. America couldn’t even get a federal anti-lynching law passed until the Biden administration in 2022, and as everyone from Emmett Till to George Floyd shows us, we still have a long way to go if we want to truly call ourselves the land of the free.



AMERICA 101: THE EXCEPTION CLAUSE

While the Thirteenth Amendment ended chattel slavery by banning the exploitation of someone’s labor against their will, and theoretically giving Black Americans their right to freedom, it was also the beginning of using our prison population as near slave labor. The Thirteenth Amendment includes what’s called the Exception Clause, which allows workers in prisons to be exploited, underpaid, and excluded from workplace safety protections. The Exception Clause ended up encouraging the criminalization and re-enslavement of Black people after the Civil War to keep them working for free, and despite the fact all prisoners fall under the clause, over time it’s had a disproportionate effect on Black Americans.

When we brag about “American freedom,” we should probably keep in mind that America also has the highest prison population in the world, with just 4.23 percent of the world’s population but 20 percent of the world’s prisoners, and we use that population as a lucrative industry of cheap labor that often gets rented out. In fact, the University of Chicago reported that nearly two-thirds (65 percent) of incarcerated people working in America today—roughly 800,000 inmates—have no choice but to work for little to no pay. The same study informs us that incarcerated workers produce at least $2 billion in goods, and at least $9 billion in prison maintenance to subsidize the cost of the industry. It’s an incredibly lucrative business to own a prison in America, and the more prisoners you have, the more money you make. So, when we crow about American freedom, we might also want to consider getting serious about American prison reform.





The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) offered, among other things, birthright citizenship to everyone born in the United States, as well as due process under the law (the Constitution gave due process under federal law, but this was specifically for the states). It gave Black men the right to vote through their citizenship, punishing states with decreased representation in Congress should they not be allowed to vote, and it ended the Three-Fifths Compromise, with every Black American now being counted as a whole person to determine House representation. The Fourteenth Amendment did not, however, affect “non-taxed Native Americans” (which at the time were 92 percent of the Indigenous community), each of whom still counted as zero percent of a person. This would go on to affect Native Americans’ ability to become citizens, which wasn’t granted to them until the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924. So, while Indigenous people were 100 percent America’s First People, they were the last to gain American citizenship and share in our rights.

Unsurprisingly, the Fourteenth Amendment wasn’t a strong enough deterrent to those who wanted to disenfranchise Black voters, so Congress had to explicitly add the Fifteenth Amendment (1870) to stop citizens from being barred from voting because of their race, and we would still need the Voting Rights Act of 1965 to make it stick.

Reading American history, it’s difficult not to see how incredibly unjust many of America’s laws and societal behaviors have been over the years. It’s hard not to be discouraged at just how dead set certain groups of Americans have been about denying freedoms to those they deem lesser. Which, to be clear, wasn’t just Black Americans, but also immigrants, the working class, the LGBTQIA+ community, and women.



From the founding of the United States, women had been almost completely excluded from American politics. After the Civil War, however, women believed their time had come, but while the country seemed prepared to extend voting rights to Black men, it wasn’t ready to extend them to women. Many women abolitionists put their dream of universal suffrage (voting for everyone) aside to make sure newly freed Black men were given the same right to vote as white men, but other women in the movement were outraged.

A heated argument about whether it was the Black man’s or white woman’s turn to vote went back and forth until Black women stood up and expressed their unique perspective, which was that in neither of those scenarios were they included. The idea being, we keep talking about Black men getting the right to vote because of slavery, but if we don’t include women, then Black women will be left out, and how is that fair if the standard to meet is having been enslaved?

The debate ultimately split the women’s movement into two distinct groups. One group focused on a constitutional amendment for women’s suffrage, while also working on other political issues like divorce laws and temperance (moderation of, or abstinence from, alcohol), while the other worked primarily for women’s suffrage at the state level, but mostly stayed out of other political issues. Historians believe the split within the women’s movement was both inevitable and probably one of the reasons it took so long for women to finally get the vote. While the amendment to let women vote was introduced to Congress in 1878, and would be reintroduced every year after that, it wouldn’t pass until forty-one years later, in 1919, becoming the law of the land through ratification as the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.

This dance between marginalized groups in America has been going on since the beginning. We founded America with rights and freedoms for one specific group, and somehow ended up pitting those left out against each other, instead of having them unite in their demands to be included. It’s a shame we were forced to choose between Black men’s and women’s votes. Why didn’t the Fifteenth Amendment just include universal suffrage? It’s because those in power are not always inclined to share that power unless their hand is forced. Which is why it should concern us that our modern-day Supreme Court is actively rolling back those enforcements—like gutting the Voting Rights Act to once again make it easier to suppress Black votes, or reversing Roe v. Wade to control women’s bodies, or passing laws to deny the LGBTQIA+ community equal protection under the law. People fought and died for equality and freedom in America—so watching our modern court system limit people’s rights is deeply distressing but should also be extraordinarily activating.



Along with freedom of speech, freedom to protest, and freedom of the press, the First Amendment is also the amendment that addressed religion. We take this right for granted, but it’s one we absolutely count on and cannot undersell. The original Constitution says “no religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or public trust,” and the Framers followed that up with the First Amendment, claiming there shall be “no law representing an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”

The first part, “no law representing an establishment of religion,” is called the Establishment Clause, and the second part, “no law prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” is called the Free Exercise Clause. The Establishment Clause prohibits the government from establishing an official religion, and the Free Exercise Clause protects a citizen’s right to practice religion as they please so long as it doesn’t interfere with “public morals,” infringe on a “compelling” government interest, or break the law. So, I’m sorry to say, no human sacrifices or public orgies. Whenever the Free Exercise Clause comes into question, it’s the courts that ultimately decide what does and doesn’t fit within the law.



AMERICA 101: SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE

To be clear, the Framers didn’t include the religious stipulations in the founding documents because they were a bunch of atheists, but because they were mostly men of faith. The Framers included the statements because they believed in what Thomas Jefferson referred to as the “separation between church and state.” This wasn’t so much to protect the state from the church—you’re free to speak your religious values from any place in government, and Congress has been opening each day’s proceedings with a prayer since 1789—but so the government couldn’t interfere in religion. The Founders were adamant that government and religion should not mix, which is one of the reasons the federal government has never taxed religious institutions. Today, “establishment of religion” is often determined under a three-part test laid out in the 1971 Supreme Court case Lemon v. Kurtzman. Under the “Lemon test” the government can assist religious institutions only if:


	The primary purpose of the assistance is secular;

	The assistance neither promotes, nor inhibits, religion; and

	There is no “excessive entanglement” between church and state.







So, you might ask, if our government was created to represent all the people of the United States, no matter their faith, or lack thereof, why then is “God” on our money? Good question—and I think a pretty striking error that should be addressed.

Putting “In God We Trust” on our money was originally proposed by a minister during the Civil War as something for people to hold on to in troubling times. The secretary of the treasury put the motto on the two-cent coin in 1864, Congress authorized it to be printed on all silver and gold coins in 1865, and it has appeared on all coins since 1938.

In 1954, during the height of the Cold War, “under God” was added to the Pledge of Allegiance—which had been used for fifty years without mention of a deity—as a way to place ourselves in opposition to the atheist Soviet Union. In 1956 America declared “In God We Trust” our new national motto for the same reason, and in 1957 the Treasury started printing the motto on our paper currency. “In God We Trust” is now on all US currency, along with many government buildings, and was adopted as the official motto of the state of Florida in 2006.

Theoretically, having “God” on American money breaches the Establishment Clause by specifically promoting one God (monotheism) over many Gods (polytheism), or no God (atheism), but more than that, it’s also far less unifying than our original motto, “E pluribus unum,” which means “out of many, one.” While most people polled say they don’t really care that “God” is on American money because they think it’s just patriotic or ceremonial, I think it’s important to acknowledge it’s not. Adding “God” to our money was suggested by a minister, extended in opposition to atheism, and is, in itself, the opposite of patriotic as the Constitution is very clear that the government should not endorse any religion or belief.



FUN FACT: Most presidents, while being given the oath of office—as laid out in the Constitution—have used the Bible. Not because the Constitution specifies that they use a Bible, but because our first president, George Washington, used a Bible and most of the other presidents just followed suit. However, John Quincy Adams used a book of law, and President Theodore Roosevelt didn’t use anything.





Having religious slogans on state-sponsored institutions like money, schools, courts, and government buildings is the opposite of separation. A religious person shouldn’t want the church and state combined any more than an atheist, because it blurs the lines. God is not supposed to have a part in our government, just as the government is not supposed to play a part in how you worship your god. There are many who argue we need religion back in our lives, but if you require the government to impose it, then it’s no longer about faith but control, which is, of course, the antithesis of freedom.

Which is why it should concern Americans that a particular sect of the Christian religion has turned into a radical ideology and appropriated one of our country’s major political parties. It should worry us that the speaker of the House refers to himself as the “new Moses,” chosen by God, and flies the flag of the far-right New Apostolic Reformation—a group dedicated to turning America into a religious state—outside his office. It should concern us that sitting representatives are not just talking about their faith, but claiming to speak on behalf of God and know what God wants for America. What God has anointed, and who God wants to be president.

Conservative think tanks like the Heritage Foundation, who have actively been advising Republican presidents since Ronald Reagan, are funded by some of the biggest right-wing billionaires, and are closely aligned with the religious Right and Evangelical movements, who have been the primary voting base for the Republican Party since the late 1970s. Now, the Heritage Foundation, in combination with the Federalist Society, the far-right legal group responsible for the conservative supermajority on the Supreme Court, along with more than a hundred other far-right groups, have formed an organization called Project 2025, which revolves around a list of policy proposals titled Mandate for Leadership: The Conservative Promise. Project 2025 lays out the plan for the next Republican president, which includes dismantling the federal government as we know it, and fundamentally demolishing the checks and balances of the coequal branches of government as laid out in the Constitution, to more effectively implement Christian biblical-based ideologies, reforming everything from education, to voting, to immigration.

Project 2025 includes consolidating the power of the federal government around the executive branch, replacing career civil servants with party loyalists, defunding the Department of Justice, and having the president assume control of our system of law. It plans to dismantle the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security, eliminate the Department of Education and Commerce, and drastically limit the Department of Health and Human Services. Project 2025, which is supported by every major conservative group in America from Moms for Liberty to Turning Point USA, also plans to roll back civil rights and freedom of the press, while providing extended protections for “traditional beliefs” about marriage, gender, and sexuality. The new Republican administration is also expected to enact policies that respect religious exercise in the workplace, provided that religion is “biblically based.” Project 2025 is the long-term plan for all major right-wing donors, politicians, and thought leaders for 2025 and beyond. The group has been clear they’re training an “army” for a long-term, far-right, Christian-based agenda.

So, if we don’t want to see a reimagining of the federal government using religious doctrine, antithetical to the founding principles of our nation, it shouldn’t matter our voting preference, religious affiliation, or personal beliefs. It’s essential we recognize Project 2025 for the threat it is. America was predicated on a Constitution, a secular body of laws that derives its power from the will of the people. If we pivot to reestablish our government based on religious doctrine, from a specific sect of Christianity, then we can kiss American freedoms goodbye.

The best way to think about what’s happening in America right now, and to unemotionally consider if something is in line with our Constitution, and therefore our fundamental American rights, is ask yourself if the actions being taken by the government are giving freedom, or taking it away. What rights the government has, or what values America is supposed to stand for, can become confusing when they align with what you personally want. For example, you might think the idea of a Christian nation sounds wonderful, but if you want to know if it’s in line with America’s founding principles, you need to flip what’s happening and see if you still agree. What if the American government told you the country would now be set up around the doctrine of the Quran and we would all be abiding by the tenets of Islam? My guess is many people who would feel incredibly comfortable setting up the government around the Christian faith would feel equally uncomfortable with the suggestion of using another religious doctrine.

Look at the entire “tradwife” (traditional wife) movement, or the “return to family values” resurgence that’s happening in America today. Now if it was just about freedom—freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom of expression—then anyone should be able to stay home or go to work as they choose, and their choice should be supported by both the government and society. However, if you find yourself wanting to tell women they have to stay home—like the country more or less did before the 1970s, when women had little to no access to their own money, couldn’t have bank accounts or credit cards, or apply for a mortgage without their husband’s permission—flip it. What if the government was telling women they had to go to work? That they couldn’t stay home with their children? I think people would immediately recognize that was wrong, a clearly anti-American infringement on women’s rights and freedoms. Which is how you know the government telling you what to do in your own home, with your own life, and with your own children, is not in line with American values, no matter how much the idea itself might appeal to you. At the end of the day just getting what you want does not equal “freedom.”

It’s the same with the abortion issue. You might have tremendously strong feelings about the medical procedure called abortion, and that’s your right. Say what you want to say about it, feel how you want to feel, sway people to your way of thinking and behaving with your passion and arguments, but in a land of freedom one of the most fundamental freedoms is the right to your own body. Your body belongs to you, and you alone. You can’t touch another person’s body without their permission. You can’t use another person’s body without their consent. All our laws are set up to acknowledge this fundamental truth. Despite the fact it happens so frequently, rape is illegal, assault is illegal, pedophilia is illegal. You can’t desecrate a corpse. A hospital can’t even take organs from a dead body to save someone else without the express consent from the deceased before they died. Everybody has bodily autonomy. So then why would our government make a different set of rules for people who are pregnant?

Forget everything you feel about the abortion issue. The question on the table is: Do you believe the American government has the authority to force a citizen to use an organ in their own body against their will? You might never need an abortion, but would you support the government forcing people to give up a kidney? Should the government be able to force citizens to give up a part of their liver, or donate blood? What if it was going to help someone live? No, right? That would be government overreach and against our personal freedom. Why then would we give our government the power to force women to use their uterus against their will? Even if you believe it would save a life?

I believe the problem is that this argument should never have been about abortion. It should always have been about autonomy. This is one of those places where I believe we require a new constitutional amendment. An amendment that formally establishes that your body belongs to you. That no one gets to decide what you do with it. If you want a tattoo, get one. If you want top surgery, that’s your choice. If you want a hysterectomy, have it. If you are dying of a terminal disease and want to end your life peacefully on your own terms, that is your decision. The American government has no right to tell you what you can and cannot do with your own body. And if you decide you want to have an abortion, that should also be your choice. We need to acknowledge the government has no place in any of those decisions. If you still feel conflicted, then let’s try that same thought experiment where you take the original premise and flip it.

If you feel confident the government has the right to tell someone they can’t have an abortion and they must have a baby, how would you feel if the government was telling people they had to have an abortion and they couldn’t have a baby? This isn’t unprecedented. The Chinese government told its people exactly that in 1980 when it implemented its one-child policy. Concerned with overpopulation, the Chinese government subjected millions of women to forced contraception, forced sterilization, and forced abortions for thirty-five years. This was a government-mandated law. Possible, of course, because China has a Communist government with top-down authoritarianism that dictates what its people can do, and shouldn’t be possible in a liberal democracy like ours, but if our government has decided it can tell us we must have children, then how different is it from telling us we can’t?

It never works out when governments intrude on human freedoms like reproduction. China’s one-child policy has caused it endless problems. It now has way too many adult men and not enough women. For years, the one-child policy, in combination with the Chinese culture of favoring a boy to carry on the family name, led to girl children being aborted or murdered after they were born. The adult men born at this time, particularly in small villages, now have no one to marry, no one to procreate with, and China is experiencing an epidemic of loneliness and low birth rates. The government came in, meddled with reproduction, and made an absolute mess of its culture.

How different is that from what’s occurring in America right now? Republican states are currently taking control of women’s reproductive rights for the flip side of the original Chinese problem—they feel we don’t have enough people. The American Right wants to control women’s reproduction because it’s concerned there won’t be enough workers, soldiers, and taxpayers in the next generation. Now, of course, there’s a solution to our declining population at our borders, but that same group believes that’s the wrong “type” of population growth. Which is why sitting Supreme Court justice Samuel Alito included a footnote in the 2022 Dobbs decision, the case that reversed Roe v. Wade and the federal right to a safe and legal abortion, that America’s “domestic supply of infants” has become virtually nonexistent, and Supreme Court justice Amy Coney Barrett suggested that “safe haven laws,” which allow women to drop off babies anonymously in certain places after birth, would take care of the problem of women being forced to be parents against their will. But what about being pregnant against your will? Because that feels like the first problem we have to solve.

We could talk about how forcing women to have babies pushes them back into the home, the place where the conservatives writing these laws would prefer they would stay. We could talk about the economic ramifications of forcing families to have children they can’t afford, how abortion is truly an economic issue. We could talk for days about how America’s adoption and foster care system is overcrowded and underfunded, which forces government agencies to leave children with people who aren’t appropriate guardians. I could cite the growing homeless population, and how many of them are young adults who simply aged out of foster care, and point out that this already broken system will only be exacerbated by adding more children who weren’t wanted to it. I could horrify you with the reality of not being able to cross state lines without being forced to take a pregnancy test, or rapists getting parental rights, literally getting to choose the mother of their children against the will of the woman, but the bottom line is, in a land of freedom, the government should not be able to force women to give birth. It’s antithetical to the founding principles of this nation.



It is also antithetical in a land that calls itself free to tell people who they can love, who they can sleep with, or who they can marry. Which is why we should be concerned that America is once again putting the rights and freedoms of the LGBTQIA+ community on the line. Rights that have been actively fought for since World War II. The LGBTQIA+ community—which includes lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and asexual individuals, along with anyone who sees themselves reflected under this umbrella but doesn’t fit into any of the aforementioned categories—is a terrific example of that old expression about power that says, “Equal rights for others does not mean fewer rights for you. It’s not pie.” By expanding its group to include more, rather than narrowing its group to include fewer, the LGBTQIA+ community has expanded their collective power. It’s one of the reasons conservatives are targeting the transgender community. If you can break apart a coalition, you limit the power of the entire group. You only have to look at the women’s rights movement to see that internal struggle has always been an effective way to weaken the collective and limit its combined influence.

As I write this, the LGBTQIA+ community theoretically shares the same rights as every other citizen in America, its marriage rights are even federally protected by both the 2015 Supreme Court decision in Obergefell v. Hodges and President Joe Biden’s 2022 Respect for Marriage Act, but now state governments and federal courts are calling those rights into question. Conservative states have also begun to pass an increasing number of “religious liberty” laws allowing businesses to deny services to the LGBTQIA+ community due to its “religious beliefs,” as well as limiting access to things like gender-affirming care, passing bathroom laws, and writing what feels like endless legislation targeting transgender youth and, in some states, their parents.

We have to understand that giving the government the authority to limit certain people’s rights is a threat to everybody’s rights. If you’re confused about a certain law, ask yourself, Does this government action expand on an established right or freedom, or does it limit it? If it’s taking freedom away, then you should see it in opposition to the fundamental identity of this country and the foundational rights of our Constitution.

The thing about American freedoms, as they’re laid out in the Constitution, is that they aren’t based on our personal desires, but established on the rights the Framers believed were bestowed on us by the very nature of our existence. I could argue that the Second Amendment—the right to bear arms—and the Eighteenth Amendment—the Prohibition amendment—were both based on personal desires, which is why neither of them really worked. The Eighteenth Amendment was reversed by the Twenty-first Amendment because it was a poorly thought out change based on a group of individuals’ personal “feels” rather than the population’s inherent rights, and the Second Amendment, as Warren Burger, former chief justice of the Supreme Court, pointed out, has been deliberately misinterpreted and is “the subject of one of the greatest pieces of fraud,” and he repeated fraud, “on the American public by special interest groups that I have ever seen in my lifetime” because it continues to cater to individual desires rather than the collective population’s innate rights. How free are we if we can’t go to school, a movie theater, a parade, or a concert without worrying about being shot? Easy access to advanced weaponry that allows distressed individuals to mass murder their fellow citizens is not what the Framers had in mind when they wrote, “A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed,” and defending it like it is has arguably made Americans less free, and the rest of the world look at us like we’re insane. If you ask me, it’s well past time to throw an amendment at that amendment.



When we talk about freedom, we have to remember all the things we take for granted. Not just things like freedom of speech, or freedom of the press, or the right to own firearms—which, as mentioned, I believe needs adjusting—but our right to a fair trial, and to vote in free and fair elections. Our daily lives are free because we have the luxury of not living in a war zone. We might disagree with our government’s policies, but the system itself, the institution of American government, has our back. I’m talking about the kind of freedom that includes everything from not worrying about taking a painkiller because you know our government has approved what’s gone into it, to the government implementing policies to stop food-borne illness or help its citizens survive a pandemic. Our modern society is free from diseases like smallpox and polio because our government paid for safe, healthy vaccines. Which is why the people who undermine these incredibly important programs and advances are doing the country such a disservice. They’re literally messing with our collective freedom.

At the end of the day, I consider freedom the “American way,” the ideal on which our society was built, and when I think of American freedom, I often consider the series of paintings by American artist Norman Rockwell in 1943 called the Four Freedoms, titled individually: Freedom of Speech, Freedom of Worship, Freedom from Want, and Freedom from Fear.

If you’ve never seen these paintings, I highly recommend you look them up. I went to the Rockwell Museum in Upstate New York when I was a kid, and I was so moved by the works I still remember them to this day. In fact, when the Four Freedoms toured the country after America joined World War II, they raised more than $130 million in war bonds. People donated a lot of money, right after a depression, to see that reflection of patriotism and American values.

Freedom of Speech shows a man bearing a strong resemblance to a young Abraham Lincoln standing in a local town hall sharing his thoughts. Others from the community look on, some with doubt, some in agreement, but everyone is listening, and the man—who seems not powerful or rich, but an everyman—is safe to speak and use his voice to talk about his government. He is a citizen respected by his country.

Freedom of Worship gives us a close-up of different faces in profile. There are men, women, Black, brown, young, old. Most are praying, but one appears to simply be contemplating. It is a multicultural, religiously diverse image. Of the four paintings, this is the only one with text, and it reads in block letters across the top: “Each according to the dictates of his own conscience.” This is the freedom of religion America should stand for. A nation where we are united as one people, free to worship or not worship, as we see fit. If 1943 America got this, I’m not sure how it became complicated in 2024.

Freedom from Want is probably the most well-known of the four pieces. Even if you’re not familiar with Norman Rockwell, there’s a solid chance you’ve seen this image. It’s a painting of a classic American Thanksgiving. It’s framed almost like a close-up photograph with someone looking cheekily at the painter from the bottom right-hand corner of the canvas. It’s a natural and authentic image, but the purpose of the painting is to show plenty. Well, maybe not plenty, but enough. The room isn’t fancy, but the table is nicely set. The clothes are dressy, but not formal. It’s an image of joy, of family, of togetherness and connection. A full table that will soon provide full bellies. These are people whose needs are met so they have the freedom to focus on each other.

I feel like this particular painting is a solid analogy of what we should all be striving for in America. Salaries that are respectful enough that we can feed and clothe our families. Housing that’s affordable enough to give our people a place to live. American citizens should expect to be clean, happy, healthy people. Yes, it’s a particularly white painting, both metaphorically and literally—I remember reading that Rockwell had used something like seventy shades of white for this image—not just for the people at the table, but the ice water in the clear glass on the white linen tablecloth—but, taken metaphorically, this is the kind of freedom we should all be fighting for. Freedom from want. We shouldn’t need to hug a flag or wear stars and stripes to prove we love this country. We should be fighting for the kind of life this country stands for and continuing to work for everyone’s best shot at that kind of happiness.

Freedom from Fear is the last painting in the series and perhaps the timeliest because I don’t believe people feel safe in America anymore. Fear and anger seem to have become our default, and those kinds of emotions strip us of our freedom. Freedom from Fear was created during the heart of World War II, the biggest war the world had ever seen. The image is of two children sleeping peacefully in their bed while their mother tucks them in and their father looks on. The father is holding a newspaper with a terrifying headline about the war overseas, but the painting is one of security. That is how American citizens should feel in this country. That things can be chaotic, and the world can rage, but we are safe here at home. Americans should be free to put their heads down at night knowing responsible people are looking out for us. We should seek a government that cares for us like the parents in this painting—solid, calm, trustworthy—understanding of the trials of the world, but protective of the people in their charge. A government who provides its people a safe place to build a life of worth and dignity. Leadership that believes we all deserve to live without fear, or persecution, or want.

This is the kind of freedom all Americans should be demanding.



The Framers might have been men of the past and products of their time, but they had vision. They knew things would change and we should change with them. As I said, there are only seven articles in the Constitution, and one is completely devoted to amending it. The supreme law of the land was designed to grow as our country did. To literally be, as people like to call it, “a living document.”

Thomas Jefferson once proposed revising the Constitution every nineteen years to write a new one. He wrote:


I am not an advocate for frequent changes in laws and constitutions, but laws and institutions must go hand in hand with the progress of the human mind. As that becomes more developed, more enlightened, as new discoveries are made… and manners and opinions change… institutions must advance also to keep pace with the times. We might as well require a man to wear still the coat which fitted him when a boy as a civilized society to remain ever under the regimen of their barbarous ancestors.



Consider that the men who wrote the Constitution didn’t know about airplanes, let alone nuclear weapons, computers, or AI, but they created a system that would allow for future generations to update our rights as need be. The Constitution isn’t locked, it’s simply the framework we were given on which to build a nation. The Founders made compromises from the beginning to get the Union together, but they punted the ball of “liberty and justice for all” to a later date. Throughout history, each generation has picked up that ball and run with it. Which is why modern Americans should hesitate when someone, particularly a Supreme Court justice whose job it is to interpret the Constitution, calls themselves a “textualist” or an “originalist” and attempts to gaslight us into thinking we’re supposed to be living under the scope of the law as it was written in the late 1700s, because (a) the Constitution was already a compromise, and (b) the men who wrote it were very clear that things should change.

Which is also why we should be concerned that we haven’t had a new constitutional amendment since 1971. Sure, we got the Twenty-seventh Amendment in 1992, but it was really an amendment from 1789 about congressional pay raises, so it had nothing to do with what we’d learned as a country or evolving with the times. The last amendment that really mattered was ratified in 1971 when Congress passed the Twenty-sixth Amendment to lower the voting age from twenty-one to eighteen. Most people think the move to make this change started during the Vietnam War when “Old enough to fight, old enough to vote” was used in every youth/antiwar movement across the country, but the amendment was actually introduced during World War II, after the government lowered the draft age from twenty-one to eighteen. Jennings Randolph, a Democrat from West Virginia, introduced the amendment eleven times between 1942 and 1971, never changing any of the wording but always speaking of the great faith he had in the young, because they possessed “a great social conscience” and were “perplexed by the injustices in the world and anxious to rectify those ills.”

This is exactly what Jefferson was talking about when he proposed updating the Constitution every two decades. The goal was to honor the people who came after, those who would live in a different world, with different needs, and require different rules. If we were supposed to be living under the same rules of 1776, slavery would still be legal and women wouldn’t have the vote, and while I recognize that idea would thrill some people, it’s not at all in line with what the Founders imagined, nor is it in line with what the majority of 336 million Americans would want.

Freedoms are only as strong as the society in which they are placed. America started with freedoms for few, and moved to freedom for some, but the closer we got to freedom for all the less we progressed. We allowed ourselves to stagnate, we stopped evolving, and now, if certain people get their way, we’ll begin to move backward. As Jefferson said, it’s as if we’re being jammed back into clothes that no longer fit us, and that type of constriction is a prison that has no place in a land of freedom. We evolve or we die.




PRINCIPLE 2 [image: ] EVERYONE SHOULD HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO RISE

The concept of the American Dream is still one of the most uniquely American ideals. The United States has always sold itself as the land of opportunity. A country where anyone from anywhere could make it if they just worked hard enough. That the only things holding us back were our own will and lack of tenacity. We’re all supposed to have the opportunity to be Thomas Edisons in the making. Where you can start poor but you don’t have to stay that way. That if you bring your gifts and your grit, you too can change the world. As Edison himself said, “Opportunity is missed by most people because it is dressed in overalls and looks like work.”

It’s not that Edison was wrong. If you want to make it in this world, hard work is essential. If you also happen to be exceptionally talented? Even better. Beyoncé Knowles and her mother, Tina, are the American Dream. Taylor Swift is the American Dream. Steve Jobs, Viola Davis, Barack and Michelle Obama are the American Dream. It doesn’t matter who you are or where you started, America is supposed to be a country of upward mobility, freedom, and equality. We don’t have a formal caste system like India, or an established class system like Great Britain. In America, where you were born in the pecking order isn’t supposed to determine your destiny.

And yet it often does, doesn’t it? The truth of the matter is the American Dream has become a fantasy for most of us. Many people are barely getting by. The majority are struggling to make ends meet. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness? That’s not the reality for most Americans, certainly not for most Americans under fifty. It’s more like we’ve been set up to pay bills until we die. Or sometimes, die because we can’t pay bills.

Forget our “unalienable right to life”; in America you get the life you can afford. This is the dark side of capitalism and the unfortunate reality of a for-profit healthcare system. The cold, hard truth is that our system is broken, or more specifically, it’s broken for regular Americans (the system is working beautifully for the ultra-rich and corporations). I was at a drugstore recently and the line to see the pharmacist was about ten people. As I waited in line, I looked around. Half the shelves were understocked. There weren’t enough employees. The paint was peeling off the walls and the carpet had water stains. This was a major store in a major city center, and all I could think was, These companies make billions of dollars a year. Where is the money going? Looking at the bare shelves and the number of people in front of me, it certainly wasn’t going to the customer experience, the store, or the employees. Look, if you build a successful company in America, you should reap the rewards, but looking around this pharmacy, I wasn’t seeing success, just profit. The money being made was clearly not going back into the business, it was going to the shareholders, the CEO, and the people who get bonuses no matter what product they bring to market. In today’s America, a “successful business” is measured by profit, and when you’re in the business of keeping people healthy or alive, that becomes a pretty troubling trade-off.

As I waited, I listened to people negotiating the price of their drugs. “I brought a coupon,” “I’m on a grant program,” “Last month it didn’t cost this much,” and I thought, What are we doing here, America? Most of these drugs are pennies on the dollar in other countries. The same drugs that cost Europeans two dollars, Americans are paying two hundred for, and European governments are paying for health care. Meanwhile American citizens are being nickel-and-dimed just to stay alive while the companies rake it in.

We’re not taking care of our people in America. Some days I’m not even sure we’re considering them. Government-funded or “universal” healthcare systems are in over seventy countries around the world and offer health care to more than 90 percent of their citizens. Along with providing health care, universal healthcare systems are also government regulated, which ensures the care is high-quality and affordable so as not to inflict financial hardships on its citizens. In most cases healthcare through universal programs is free, or very low cost, regardless of the patient’s income.

Now, every country implements their universal healthcare system differently. The UK has completely free health care provided through public facilities owned by the government. Germany has a government fund that pays for coverage for private doctors and hospitals. Lots of countries have a blended public/private system to maximize both access and what the system can do. South Korea, whose healthcare system is often considered one of the best in the developed world, has universal health care that covers up to 60 percent of all medical expenses, and South Koreans supplement this with private insurance to cover the remaining costs. Brazil provides free health care to everyone—from citizens to tourists to refugees. All the major Western nations have some form of universal health care—Australia, Germany, France, Canada, New Zealand, Italy, Spain, and the UK—but it’s also in Romania, Russia, Kuwait, Costa Rica, Albania, Algeria, the Czech Republic, Cuba, and the Seychelles—yet it somehow remains off the table in the United States. Why? Short answer: profit and racism.

According to the 1619 Project, when President Truman asked Congress to expand America’s hospitals as part of a larger health-care plan in 1945, the Southern segregationists—voting as a bloc—only agreed to vote for the expansion if the act gave the states control of the funds and allowed the states to segregate the resulting facilities created by those funds. So, the federal government paid to build new hospitals, but certain states made sure those hospitals weren’t for everybody. Black doctors were already barred from joining the American Medical Association, most medical schools excluded Black students, most hospitals and health clinics segregated Black patients, and now America had a new federal healthcare policy designed to exclude Black Americans.

In response to being left out, Black communities did what they’ve been doing since America’s inception and created their own systems to fill in the blanks: Building national community healthcare movements and raising funds for Black health facilities. Educating their communities on things like nutrition, sanitation, and disease prevention. Since they weren’t allowed membership in the AMA, Black doctors and nurses established their own professional institution called the National Medical Association, which by the 1950s started pushing for a federal healthcare system for all Americans.

According to the 1619 Project, this fight for national health care put the Black-run National Medical Association in direct conflict with the white-run American Medical Association, which opposed any nationalized health plan and had previously defeated two national healthcare proposals in the 1930s and ’40s, calling them “socialist and un-American” and warning people about “government intervention in the doctor-patient relationship.” The AMA would use all the same smears in the mid-1960s when Medicare was introduced, and the National Medical Association would counter those smears with the idea that health care was a basic human right.

So, America never passed a universal healthcare bill or acknowledged, as our peer nations did, that health care was a basic human right, because there were people in our government who simply couldn’t get their heads around giving health care to everyone because that “everyone” would include Black people. In fact, when you look at it, it’s amazing how many things we don’t have in this country because some white lawmaker, or donor, didn’t want Black people to have it. When people say racism hurts us all, this is what they’re talking about.

Today, health care has become such a profitable industry that big corporations and donors don’t want universal health care because it would eat into their profits. There are absolutely ways to do universal health care in this country, but it’ll take the collective will of the people to demand it, and the right set of lawmakers to make it happen. Historically, even when we try to do the right thing in this country, we can always count on someone to do the opposite. While the Affordable Care Act has brought health insurance to nearly twenty million previously uninsured Americans since 2010, ensuring many more couldn’t be thrown off their health insurance based on preexisting conditions or age, and prohibiting lifetime caps that punished people who got sick young or had complicated, expensive diseases, several states (most of them part of the former Confederacy) have refused to participate whenever they can. These are the states that rejected the federal money from the ACA Medicaid expansion, or attempted to tie access to the program to work requirements that were extremely difficult to meet, especially if you were sick or disabled, and the results of these actions have been striking. According to the National Bureau of Economic Research, states that took the federal dollars and expanded Medicaid with the ACA saw an exponential drop in disease-related deaths, while the states that didn’t take the money now sit at the bottom of the country’s health expectancy.

I believe at this point in our country’s history you could make a strong argument that many states have lost the privilege to care for their citizens using “states’ rights,” since time and again they’ve failed to do so. We clearly require a federal universal healthcare program that, if we were being smart, would take the best of all the working programs around the world and implement them for ourselves. It’s not like America has to start from scratch. There are seventy-plus options to choose from, and many of them include a private insurance industry, so we wouldn’t have to destroy anyone’s capitalistic dreams. The Affordable Care Act has already given the states the discretion to build their own programs off its basic structure. States are allowed to create programs that lower premiums, offer subsidies, and reduce the cost of coverage. A few states even offer plans to compete with private companies. Today there are ten states that have an uninsured rate below 5 percent. That’s not quite universal coverage, but it’s close. Canada has universal health care, but if you want to see a doctor faster or get more personalized service you can pay extra, which is very similar to what we do in America with public vs. private education. The point is there are options for this country that we really should insist on if we truly want the opportunity to rise. Some states are making moves to care for the health of their citizens, while others are doing the opposite, and if you happen to live in a state that keeps rejecting federal help for health insurance, you need to ask why, because the answer is often the same as it was in the past. They’d rather no one have health care than those people have health care.

The whole thing is a reminder that Americans have to pay attention not just to what’s happening in the federal government but also to what’s happening at the state level. Members of the federal government fought hard for the Affordable Care Act under President Obama, to make it illegal to deny people insurance for things beyond their control or because they were hospitalized longer than insurance companies wanted to pay. They worked hard under President Biden to negotiate lower drug prices for seniors, and to change the law so you couldn’t be forced into bankruptcy for medical debt. We complain that “all politicians are the same,” but frankly that’s just not true, and that kind of blanket statement leaves no room for nuance and only serves to let them all off the hook. If no one expects anything from politicians, then politicians don’t have to do anything, and we need them doing things.

To be clear, the states denying Medicaid expansion and federal money for ACA programs are the same states denying abortions and attempting to get rid of contraception. Health care is just another way to control people. It’s hard to start your own business if you can’t leave your job because that’s where you get your health insurance. You’re stuck with an abusive spouse if you’re sick and depend on their health insurance to keep you alive. Being unable to plan when you expand your family, that limits your opportunities. Frankly, we’re holding the American people back with one solvable problem. Trapping our citizens by limiting their healthcare choices is antithetical to the American Dream. It’s hardly a meritocracy if every time you try to rise, your need for health care grabs you by the ankle and pulls you back down.

This idea of being in charge of your own destiny—of your path not being set—is supposed to be a fundamental American principle, and yet it often feels as if we’re given the illusion of choice, but within a structure where we actually have very little control. Think about education. We’re told an education is the first step to a successful life. But what if you miss that first step? What if you can’t afford it? What if that step was deliberately kept from you? Like the school in your neigborhood was underfunded. Do you lose your opportunity to rise? Yes, often you do, and that’s by design.

There’s a reason groups like the Taliban and the Iranian government withhold education from those they want to keep down. There’s a reason children in Africa have been known to walk ten miles to school each day, or people who can afford it pay extraordinary amounts for private education. It’s because education matters. Education has always been a game changer, an equalizer, a springboard to opportunity. Education opens doors that would otherwise be closed. There has always been a direct correlation between education and wealth in the United States. In the early days, even basic education was reserved for the children of the rich, and college was basically a finishing school for the American elite. Over time, our culture changed and education became something that was recommended, and eventually required, for all American children. But, since knowledge is power, education continues to remain a source of controversy. A struggle between progressive and conservative values. Do we really want an educated populace, or is it better if just some of the population is educated?

Education inspires curiosity and critical thinking. It expands opportunity and choice, but it’s also been known to lead to the questioning of authority. Once you understand how something works, it’s far easier to take it apart or build something new. Having your population thinking about how something could be doesn’t always appeal to the people in charge of how things already are.

Most of the big changes that happened in the history of our country’s education were caused by federal laws—laws that forced the game to change using the Supremacy Clause, meaning that federal law superseded the state law. Knowing the country’s history, it’s probably not surprising to hear that Massachusetts was the first state in the nation to make school mandatory in 1852, followed by New York. The South didn’t have widespread public school for anyone until after the Civil War, with Mississippi being the last state in the Union to adopt mandatory education in 1918. (That sixty-six-year head start is one of the reasons Massachusetts has the best public schools in the nation today, and Mississippi is consistently in the bottom five, but it’s also about the prioritization of education and the prioritization of who gets that education.)

In the years following the Civil War, Black Americans rightfully wanted to be included in public education. They saw white children going to school and wanted the same opportunity for their children, but when they asked to be included, the Supreme Court chose instead to uphold segregation in a case called Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). The Plessy ruling was actually about segregation in public transportation, but the decision ended up affecting everything from trains to public schools when the American ideal of “all men are created equal” was interpreted by the courts into what would become “separate but equal.” After this ruling, racial segregation would go on to affect everything from housing to restaurants, bathrooms to water fountains. Classrooms were now segregated by law, instead of just by custom. For historical clarity, while segregation wasn’t mandated in the North the same way it was in the Jim Crow South, Northern states were far from perfect and had their own forms of state-sponsored segregation. Racism was alive and well in Northern states based on your neighborhood, personal biases, and financial disparities. So, although the North didn’t have formal segregation like the South, it doesn’t get a free pass for being “antiracist.”

Segregation and racism separated Black and white Americans in elementary and high schools until a lawyer named Thurgood Marshall, the man who would go on to become our first Black Supreme Court justice, argued the Brown v. Board of Education case in 1954. Marshall’s argument was that racially segregated public schools violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment ratified after the Civil War. The court unanimously agreed, overturning Plessy v. Ferguson, and ruling against “separate but equal” because “separate was inherently unequal.” The Brown decision would go on to lay the groundwork for integration across the country, the civil rights movement, and of course, giant blowback from people who felt giving people rights they already had was, in some way, unfair to them.

Segregation wasn’t just for younger students; it also played a huge part in higher education. Free compulsory education in America only applied to primary and secondary students. Until the mid-1900s, college had been something reserved for wealthy people with time on their hands. George Washington didn’t go to college; neither did Andrew Jackson, or Grover Cleveland, or Harry Truman. Abraham Lincoln was famously self-taught. This is to say, college wasn’t always the precursor to success that it’s been made out to be today. However, at the end of World War II the federal government passed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, more commonly known as the G.I. Bill, offering millions of returning servicemen federal aid to purchase homes and businesses but also to pursue a higher education instead of simply entering the workforce, and college enrollment took off. In 1947, at peak enrollment, veterans made up 49 percent of college admissions, and by the time the G.I. Bill ended in 1956, 7.8 million World War II veterans—nearly half of the 16 million men who had served—had participated in government-funded free education or vocational training, and the percentage of Americans with bachelor’s or advanced degrees went from 4.6 percent to 25 percent.

To this day, many people join the military because it still pays for your education. There are lots of people with limited opportunities or means who willingly put their life on the line to pay for the very thing they think will get them a better life. However, while the G.I. Bill might have been written in race-neutral language, most universities at the time were not race-neutral. So, it didn’t matter that the federal government would have paid tuition for Black veterans, Black veterans weren’t being admitted to colleges that excluded nonwhite students. So while white veterans were getting a higher education and moving up the social ladder, Black veterans were mostly prevented from enjoying the same benefits they’d earned from their service. Millions of people were given unprecedented access to the next rung on the social and financial ladder based on their time in the war, while one group was mostly left out. This had the effect of limiting what careers Black Americans entered, and the amount they could earn in a lifetime, which ultimately had a long-term effect on American society.

The shared responsibility for educating our children is arguably one of the greatest achievements of a successful community. It gives our children a safe place to go during the day. It allows parents the time to work. It teaches a common set of facts and knowledge to the population so individuals can best interact with one another and the world around them, and ultimately it creates an educated workforce with the potential for upward mobility. I often think of the author John Green’s statement about government-funded education where he said,


Public education does not exist for the benefit of students or the benefit of their parents. It exists for the benefit of the social order. We have discovered as a species that it’s useful to have an educated population. Which is why I like to pay taxes for schools, even though I don’t personally have a kid in school: It’s because I don’t like living in a country with a bunch of stupid people.



There are some, however, who see this kind of democratized upward mobility as a financial burden, and it’s typically the very wealthiest. Lower taxes and complacent workers are their priorities, and getting rid of public school would accomplish both. In fact, a large amount of the financial backing for the current “school choice” groups we’re seeing around America, and the lobbying behind alternatives to public schools like voucher programs and charter schools, comes from the very people who don’t personally use the public school system. Who can afford to have their children educated in the very best private schools and aren’t interested in the shared community responsibility of quality public education. Over the last century, America’s free public school system has created one of the most widely educated populations in the history of the modern world, yet there’s an entire collection of powerful people who believe the federal government has no business in education.

It’s this group, the group who doesn’t require public school, who are using their money and influence to convince people who do require public school that the public education system is broken, corrupt, or “indoctrinating” their children in order to erode it from within. At the state level, we now see people demanding to exert power over education: what can be taught, what can be said, who can use what bathroom or play for what team, even what books can be read. The same parents who champion “school choice” and often believe they’re looking out for their children’s well-being are often helping sabotage the very system that provides their children the best opportunity to rise.

So when you hear about things like “vouchers” that might help you get into a paid charter or religious school, understand that most of these ideas are directly influenced by the group who would prefer public education not exist. You’re not allowed to actively discriminate in public schools, but private, charter, and religious schools don’t have those same requirements. It’s difficult to get all the things you don’t agree with—like say, the existence of gay people, or truthful Black history—out of public school without banging up against federal civil rights. It’s far easier to undermine and defund public schools until the people who need them lose faith in the system, at which point you can swoop in and offer an alternative. Not an alternative to everyone mind you, just an alternative to those you want to teach, to learn the things you want them to know. There is an entire group of powerful Americans funding the conservative right wing who would prefer we return to a time when families were able to choose who their children went to school with, and the school system itself supported the status quo.



Now, once you do get an education, what do you do? You go to work, and what does the American Dream dictate we should do with the money we make from work? We should buy a house. Buying a house is a quintessential part of the American Dream. Which is why it was such a big deal in the 1940s and ’50s when the government started subsidizing subdivisions in suburban neighborhoods, to make housing affordable for working-class families. This decision allowed a whole new group of people to get in on the idea of upward mobility. This is also when the American Dream started to be sold as a commodity.

Many Americans, and I should probably specify by saying many white Americans, think of the 1950s as a golden age. A time when one man’s salary could afford a house, a new car, and a family of four. It was a time when you didn’t need a college education to be a provider. It was a boom time for American industry, and the time of the “company man,” where someone could work for the same corporation for their entire career and retire with benefits, a pension, and a gold watch. Those opportunities, however, were subsidized by the government with things like housing and affordable home loans.

The Federal Housing Administration subsidized builders to create affordable subdivisions, but Black Americans, if they could afford the house based on their salary, weren’t allowed to buy in those neighborhoods. Even if they could find a house in a neighborhood that would take them, they had trouble getting mortgages based on a discriminatory practice called redlining. Redlining has come to mean racial discrimination of any kind in housing, but the phrase comes from government maps drawn during the mid-1930s where public and private housing officials designated certain neighborhoods “high risk,” largely due to their racial demographics, and colored those areas in red. Those “red-lined” areas were then denied loans or government backing for loans. The system was set up to reduce lender risk, but in practice it just made it easier to discriminate against people of color and to limit home-buying opportunities and public investment to specific areas. So as the suburbs were built up and sold to white Americans, Black Americans were pushed into urban city centers. Though redlined maps were internal documents and never made public, the result was Black homeowners being left out of government-backed loans and insurance programs.

To add insult to injury, this was also the time the Federal Housing Administration recommended that highways might be a good way to separate African American neighborhoods from white ones. Again, this wasn’t a formal law, simply a regulation from a government underwriting manual, but it had the practical effect of forcing even more segregation between Black and white communities. Do you ever wonder why you or your family didn’t have more Black/white friends growing up? Why our communities are so segregated? It wasn’t just a choice. It was public policy. Not to mention, states fund their public schools with property taxes. The cost of the homes around the schools directly affects the money the school has in its budget. By segregating our neighborhoods, America not only held back an entire racial group’s opportunity to build wealth in homes, it gave it less money to run its schools. Which is one of the reasons why affirmative action, the act of actively going out into different communities to find standout students and to improve opportunities for African Americans—and later women, Native Americans, Latinos, and other minorities—was such an important program. The government was attempting to undo some of the damage it had done by offering opportunities to people who it had previously denied.



AMERICA 101: AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

If you’ve met America, I’m sure it won’t surprise you to hear that less than ten years after affirmative action—defined as a set of policies and practices that seeks to benefit marginalized groups—was implemented the courts were hearing their first “reverse discrimination” case arguing that the entire program was unfair to white people. The Supreme Court would go on to hear many of these cases over the years, chipping away at affirmative action, until the current majority-conservative Supreme Court would rule to effectively eliminate the program for higher education in 2023. I should note that the same case that reversed affirmative action to make college acceptance more “fair” did not reverse legacy admissions. If affirmative action took minority status into account to diversify its student body, legacy admission takes the student’s family into account, and prioritizes admissions to applicants whose family members have already attended the school. However, when you consider who was historically allowed to go to most of these schools and extrapolate to whom legacy admissions would most likely apply, you can see the Supreme Court’s decision didn’t really make things more “fair.” If we want race-blind decisions in admissions then, to be impartial, we should also have privilege-blind decisions. Hopefully, someone is preparing that case.





By the time the federal government passed the Fair Housing Act in 1968, opening the suburbs to everyone, followed by the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act of 1975, the damage was already done. The original homes, meant to be affordable to the working class, had now doubled in price. Black working-class families who could have afforded a home at the time they were offered to white families were now locked out of the market. Government policy had deeply limited the ability for certain members of our collective society to rise. African American families couldn’t get homes in the suburbs when their white counterparts did, so they never gained the equity appreciation in those homes. While white working-class families were able to use that equity to send their children to college or pass wealth on to their heirs, giving them a leg up to move forward and do the same, those options weren’t available to most Black Americans. Which is why today, while Black income is about 60 percent that of white income, Black wealth is still only around 4 percent of the country’s total wealth, with white people controlling around 85 percent. That’s a tremendous difference and it can be almost entirely attributed to federal policy that was implemented in the twentieth century—federal policy that put Black Americans working toward class mobility at a major disadvantage.



Being held back from the upward mobility of buying a home or going to college is something that many modern-day Americans understand, no matter their racial or ethnic background. You see generations before you owning property they could afford on one salary, while younger people drown in debt, and the idea of higher education or home ownership starts to feel further and further out of reach. It’s not that people are working less than generations before, in fact statistics show younger generations are often working more hours with more education; it’s simply that the housing market and cost of education have gone up so drastically that people can’t keep up. Wages certainly haven’t kept up. According to the Center for Economic and Policy Research, if the minimum wage rose with productivity growth today’s workers would make more than $23 an hour. Currently the federal minimum wage is $7.25. Some cities and states have higher wages, but the federal minimum wage hasn’t gone up in fifteen years. Which means American workers are creating more but able to afford less.



AMERICA 101: NATIONAL MINIMUM WAGE

The national minimum wage was established in 1938 and allowed workers at the bottom to share in the overall improvements in society’s living standards. Until 1968, not only did the minimum wage keep pace with inflation, making sure minimum-wage earners could buy the same amount of goods and services through time while protecting them from price hikes, it rose with productivity growth, meaning workers who were able to produce more goods and services on average would be able to buy more goods and services through time. The rise in minimum wage was a side effect of the civil rights movement, where industries in general were becoming more fair. Since the late 1960s, however, there has been a downturn in how often the minimum wage has been increased, with proposals to raise it splitting along party lines—Democratic lawmakers argue increases are necessary to support working families, while Republicans argue higher wages affect business growth.





Many Americans today have trouble saving for retirement, go bankrupt paying for health care or trying to improve their opportunities through higher education. We struggle with the rising costs of living and the interest payments on the loans we took out to purchase the things we were told we need. We were taught what the American Dream should be, but America stopped paying people enough to afford it. Prices continued to rise, but the opportunities to keep up did not. We were offered credit to help keep pace (which, if we were using credit, we weren’t actually doing), and now we have a huge amount of our population saddled with high-interest debt they can’t get out from under. So, while most corporations and industries have done marvelously over the past forty years, regular Americans are often one paycheck away from bankruptcy.

The last time this country had this many people so close to poverty while a small group at the top enjoyed extraordinary wealth was the Gilded Age. From the end of Reconstruction in 1877 to the early 1900s was a time of rapid economic growth in America. Many industrialists in the North had become incredibly rich during the Civil War, and a lot of people in the West were becoming extremely wealthy because of land and gold. Agriculture, which had once dominated the economy—thanks in large part to the free labor of slaves—was now replaced by industry, and more people were moving to the cities. It was a fantastic time to be rich and a terrible time to be poor. The term “Gilded Age” was coined by American author Mark Twain and referred to the glittering surface that was laid on top of the widespread poverty, corruption, and labor exploitation that dominated the period.

Many of the problems America deals with today are rooted in this time: wealth inequality, the distrust and villainization of immigrants, lack of housing, racism, political corruption, policy choices benefiting a favored group over the collective. Everything old is new again. People often say that America’s original sin is slavery, but I’ve heard it said that America’s original sin is greed. Greed for land, greed for money, greed for power. And slavery—and by extension the segregation and policies that followed slavery—was simply a by-product and manifestation of that greed.

The Gilded Age was also a time when many rich industrialists got into politics, and these new wealthy politicians started making decisions in their own best interest. By the 1870s many people in the Republican Party, which controlled the government post–Civil War and had used that power to protect formerly enslaved people with the Reconstruction amendments (Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth) and the Civil Rights Act of 1866, started to feel as if maybe they’d done enough for Black citizens and began to turn their attention away from reforming the Southern states and toward protecting their own wealth. When you hear about how the Republican and Democratic parties flipped ideologies, this is where that transition began.

The Gilded Age is known for being a period of unprecedented technological innovation, mass immigration, gross materialism, and blatant political corruption. The era (again, around 1870 to the early 1900s) was lorded over by a collection of entrepreneurs who were known as either “captains of industry” or “robber barons,” depending on who you ask. These men, and they were all men, grew rich through monopolies of steel, oil, and railroads. I’m sure you’ve heard names like Rockefeller, Carnegie, Vanderbilt, Astor, and Morgan. In the Gilded Age, America moved from being an agrarian society of small producers to an urban society dominated by large corporations, something that still defines our nation to this day. This era birthed our country’s obsession with the rich, and the rich’s influence in politics.

If the pre–Civil War economy was mostly domestic and self-contained, this new economy, which was dependent on raw materials from other countries and sold goods on the global market, was far more international. Businesses grew exponentially, often consolidating to make monopolies, with an ever-shrinking group at the top succeeding while the rest of the country worked itself to the bone. The nation’s biggest sectors at the beginning of the twentieth century were banking, manufacturing, mining, oil, railroads, sugar, steel, tobacco, liquor, textiles, and meatpacking. Thanks to the increasing number of factories and machinery, we could make more things and we could make them faster, and these growing industries required more workers, so this period saw a huge buildup in urban areas.

By 1900, about 40 percent of all Americans lived in cities, but many of them lived in abject squalor because the cities had been unprepared for such fast population growth. In New York nearly two-thirds of the population lived in tenement buildings and worked in unregulated factories or industries. Millions of people died during this time from poverty, accidents, and preventable disease.

Many of the great business tycoons of the Gilded Age became rich making backroom deals using their extensive political connections and used those connections to crush smaller businesses and competitors, or by ignoring the law completely in favor of profit—while paying off the right people to look the other way. Early shipping tycoons also received huge amounts of money and land from the government to build railroads and ports and then used union busting, fraud, and violence to make sure they always got the best deal, with limited competition. It feels strikingly similar to today, with people like Elon Musk getting rich off government contracts for SpaceX or Tesla and then turning around to union bust his factories or advocate for top-down authoritarianism on Twitter (now X), the influential public square that his vast connections allowed him to buy.

The wealthy of the Gilded Age considered themselves American royalty and built themselves palaces to prove it: Biltmore in North Carolina; the Breakers, Rosecliff, and Belcourt Castle in Rhode Island; Whitehall in Florida; and Hempstead House in New York were all at one point private homes. There were a handful of ultra-rich who did try to do better by society than their peers. Men who still dominated their industries and squashed their competition, but also attempted to improve the lives of their employees, donated millions to charities and nonprofits, and built everything from libraries and hospitals to universities and public parks. These were men like Andrew Carnegie and Henry Frick, who probably deserve the “captain of industry” moniker far more than the others whose names still grace so much of our great nation.

Wealth inequality and the exploitation of workers became such a problem in the Gilded Age that something had to give. Although unions had existed for almost a hundred years, they really gained momentum during the Gilded Age as the number of dissatisfied workers grew. Starting with massive railroad strikes in the late 1870s, workers used strikes and boycotts to fight for higher wages and improved working conditions, while their bosses staged lockouts, wrote blacklists, and sent in replacement workers known to this day as scabs. The workers didn’t always get what they wanted, but they learned, as did the owners, that there was strength in numbers and that organized labor had the potential to inflict major economic and political damage if used correctly.

The working class understood that no one would listen to them unless they banded together, but they often struggled to unify because of conflicts within their own groups. Immigration in America had drastically shifted during this time, and the majority of immigrants, who used to come from Britain, Canada, Germany, Ireland, and Scandinavia, were now coming from Hungary, Italy, Poland, and Russia. This altered the ethnic and religious population of the country, with the newcomers mostly being Catholic or Jewish, and most of them settling in the cities. This caused a lot of anti-immigration blowback and fights among the working class. Everyone wanted increased wages and better working conditions, but many were fixated on keeping women, immigrants, and Black people out of the workforce, so their messages became diluted. It’s almost as if it doesn’t matter what generation we’re in, there’s always going to be people from the old group telling people from the new group they don’t belong while the rich exploit us and we fight among ourselves. This is one of the reasons the ultrarich love culture wars to this day. If we’re busy fighting each other, we can’t get it together to fight them.

While the unions were doing what they could to fight for workers’ rights, the government of the time was so removed from the general public that they had very little idea what was really going on in their ever-expanding country.



AMERICA 101: WESTERN EXPANSION

The end of the nineteenth century was also the period when the western part of the country was truly settled. The discovery of gold, silver, and other precious minerals had prospectors and miners moving to places like California, Nevada, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, and South Dakota since the 1840s, but when the Transcontinental Railroad was completed in 1869, it was suddenly easier to transport people and goods over long distances, which led to the rapid settlement of the western United States. Between 1865 and 1890, Americans settled 430 million acres of the West, much to the devastation of the native population, which kept getting moved into smaller and smaller reservations to make room for the settlers. By 1893, the Census Bureau claimed the entire western frontier was now occupied.





Much of the increased awareness of the class divide of the Gilded Age can be credited to the press. Newspapers and magazines were mass produced by this point, and investigative journalism was born. In 1890 a reporter and photographer named Jacob Riis captured the disgusting and dangerous conditions of the tenements in New York in a book called How the Other Half Lives. The photographs and descriptions were so horrifying to people that they inspired New York politicians to pass legislation to improve housing conditions. In St. Louis in 1902 the journalist Lincoln Steffens published an article exposing how city officials were making deals with corrupt businessmen to maintain power and, as previously mentioned, Ida Tarbell published her nineteen-part series on the rise of Rockefeller, which eventually led to the breakup of his oil monopoly. In 1906 an exposé on the mistreatment of workers in the meatpacking industry was read by President Theodore Roosevelt, who was so shocked that he ordered an inspection of the entire industry that resulted in the Pure Food and Drug Act and the Meat Inspection Act of 1906.

Despite the mass corruption and the “you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours” mentality that dominated this period in American history, there were still members of the government pushing for reform. The Pendleton Civil Service Act of 1883 required government jobs be awarded to individuals based on merit and not political affiliation. From that point forward government employees would be chosen through competitive exams, not just nepotism. The Pendleton Act made it illegal to fire or demote government workers solely for political reasons. The Interstate Commerce Act of 1887 tried to end discrimination by railroad monopolies against smaller shippers. The act wasn’t particularly effective, but it did lead to our first antitrust legislation, the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890, which outlawed business monopolies. This act would be further expanded in 1914 with the Federal Trade Commission Act, which created the FTC to regulate business and ban “unfair methods of competition” and “deceptive acts or practices,” and the Clayton Act, which expanded on the Sherman Act to include company mergers and acquisitions that may “substantially lessen competition” or end up with the same person being on the board of directors for competing companies. These are the laws the Reagan administration would go on to roll back in the 1980s, causing the reconsolidation of industries, an increased lack of competition, and the “greedflation” that defines modern-day America—where corporations just keep raising prices because they know we have nowhere else to go. So, we fixed it, then we broke it, and we need to fix it again.



AMERICA 101: REAGANOMICS

Under Ronald Reagan America was able to successfully compete and thrive in the global market, but we did so at the expense of the poor and middle class, and the American worker and consumer are paying for it now. Reagan’s whole concept of “trickle-down economics,” this idea that money given to the wealthy through tax cuts and market deregulation would eventually make its way down to the worker, has been completely debunked as of 2023. We were told that the economy would be like a tower of champagne glasses, where you pour champagne into the top glass and all the glasses underneath end up getting filled, when in reality, trickle-down economics was more like the top glass just kept getting bigger in order to take in more champagne, while the glasses underneath were left practically empty and cracking under the weight.

Since Reagan’s presidency, the wealth gap between rich and poor has grown exponentially. Reagan often made speeches about how his policies were helping everyone rise, when in fact they were doing the opposite. From 1980 to 2016, income inequality in the United States rose by at least 20 percent, leaving us with the highest wealth gap of all the G7 nations. This wealth disparity was only compounded by the pandemic, during which the ten richest men in the world doubled their fortunes while the incomes of 99 percent of the world’s population fell. In the first two years of the pandemic 160 million people were forced into poverty, while ten people went from having $700 billion to $1.5 trillion.

According to OxFam International, “Extreme inequality is a form of economic violence, where policies and political decisions that perpetuate the wealth and power of a privileged few result in direct harm to the vast majority of ordinary people across the world and to the planet itself.” I should note that the US and China—the world’s two largest economies—are starting to consider policies that would reduce wealth inequality, including raising tax rates on the ultra-rich and passing laws against corporate monopolies, which could provide us with some hope, but realistically, only one of America’s political parties is interested in such change. The other party, the party whose policies launched us down this path in the first place, is doubling down on tax cuts for the wealthy while planning to cut social programs for everyone else. That’s not a partisan statement. It’s just facts. Unless you are wildly wealthy or own a giant corporation, you’re not getting a great deal in America right now. And, to be clear, the trickle-down system doesn’t serve you even if you’re sitting pretty in the glass at the top. At this rate, the society holding you up is going to collapse. A practical person would realize their best chance to stay on top would be to stabilize and strengthen the base below…





A lot of people imagine the “Great” in “Make America Great Again” refers to the Golden Age of the 1950s: the white-picket-fence lifestyle and the collective desire to return to a time where you knew your neighbors, they looked like you, and one salary could pay for everything. This is certainly what most voters think of when they talk about making America great again. What we need to understand is the people paying for the MAGA movement, and the political leaders beholden to them, aren’t thinking of the Golden Age, they’re thinking of the Gilded Age, and you only have to look around at the increasing wealth gap, the growing monopolies, the price gouging, the housing crisis, the increased child labor, the decreased regulations, and the disrupted unions to see the plan for what it is, and how few of us it will actually serve. It’s why the ultra-rich continue to buy politicians and gobble up media companies, so there’s no one left to call them out, or change the laws to stop them.

The American Dream has always been about the prospect of success, but it didn’t always mean what it does now. The original American Dream wasn’t about individual wealth. In fact, the entire concept of the American Dream was born in reaction to the Gilded Age. There was this sense that power acquired through wealth was fundamentally un-American because it was democratically and inherently unequal. We built the country in opposition to hereditary monarchy, why would we build a new aristocracy?

We could ask ourselves the same question today. As I said, corporate consolidation really started happening again in the mid-1980s when the US government almost abandoned antitrust enforcement. Now, two-thirds of American industries are concentrated in the hands of an increasingly smaller group, which gives them insane market power. Banks, broadband, pharmaceutical companies, airlines, Big Tech, consumer staples: the concentration of power in these industries means they don’t really have to compete, and they can pass any cost increases on to their consumers and continue to post incredible profits. To be clear, what’s happening in modern-day America isn’t just good profits, it’s record-breaking profits. In fact, corporate profits are the highest they’ve been in more than seventy years.

Now we have politicians telling us America can’t afford to keep up with our social programs or fund the IRS because of our debt, when the signature piece of legislation from the Trump administration, the tax cut for the ultra-rich, added trillions of dollars to it. They argue we have to cut programs for the poor, eliminate Social Security, and phase out Medicare, when in truth we could afford all those things, they just don’t want their donors to pay a cent more in taxes. The reality is, they don’t want the IRS funded because then the IRS could do its job and go after the wealthiest tax cheats in America, the majority of whom also happen to fund their campaigns. We’re at a place in this country where such a small group of people own such a large amount of the wealth and industry that experts are now referring to it as the “New Gilded Age.”

It’s time for a reset. We need to look at the economy and the nation as something that can be fixed. We know there are solutions if we put the right people in place to make them. Our country has been in this terrible position before, but we chose a government able to lead with courage and vision and we turned things around. We simply have to do that again.

When the stock market crashed in October 1929, launching the country into the Great Depression, it ended an era of great, if unbalanced, prosperity in America. Historians and economists don’t entirely agree on the explanations for the crisis—some blame wealth inequality and unregulated and uninsured banks, others blame the country’s agricultural slump as people moved from rural areas to cities, and some credit the international instability from the fallout of World War I. Whatever the causes, the Great Depression was the catalyst for a massive political shift in America. Herbert Hoover was the Republican president at the time, and despite the fact that he tried a number of different ideas to stimulate the economy, the impression was he wasn’t going to use the government to intervene and help people, so the public blamed him for the Depression. This left a giant opening for the Democrats (now the party of the working class) to walk right through. Franklin Delano Roosevelt campaigned for president on the promise of government intervention for the prosperity of the American people and, in doing so, won the 1932 election in a landslide.

From the jump, Republicans opposed everything about FDR’s plans. They didn’t like his social programs, his “New Deal” politics, or the expansion of the federal government that would be necessary to accomplish all that was planned. In direct contradiction to the Gilded Age’s philosophy of hands-off capitalism, the New Deal embraced the idea of a government-regulated economy, and suddenly the Republicans were the party talking about states’ rights. “You can do your help the people thing in Washington, but that’s not how it’s going to work down here.” Black and brown workers ended up excluded from programs like Social Security, unemployment, and protections afforded under the National Labor Relations Act, as agricultural workers and domestic servants were often excluded, and those were jobs most often occupied by Black Americans. According to Social Science History, “The most prominent explanation for these exclusions is they originated in a Southern-dominated congress and were deliberately designed to exclude a majority of African-American workers from the emerging welfare state.”

The American people were suffering miserably under the tragedy of the Great Depression, and if you don’t think government can be a force for good, then you don’t know FDR’s New Deal. In the first three months Roosevelt was in office, a period that has since become known as the Hundred Days—the benchmark against which all future presidents would be measured—FDR’s administration put 8.5 million people to work, started construction projects on “more than 650,000 miles of roads, 125,000 public buildings, 75,000 bridges, and 8,000 parks.” It also offered emergency and short-term government assistance and put the youth of America to work in our national forests.

The New Deal also created the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), which offered government-backed insurance for deposits made in member banks, so that the disastrous bank runs that happened from 1929 to 1933 could never happen again. The administration created the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) to regulate the type of behavior that led to the stock market crash in the first place and to restore investor confidence, and they passed the Agricultural Adjustment Act, a program to help farmers raise prices by offering cash subsidies.

FDR’s policies were wildly successful, and he followed his first term with a second where he implemented even more elements to stabilize and rebuild the country. The New Deal changed governing practices for how business worked, who they could hire (not children), what hours they could work (a standard eight-hour workday, then you’d be paid overtime), how much they should be paid (the federal minimum wage). It supported unions and created the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) to have the federal government back collective bargaining. It also enacted Social Security, where employer and employee contributions funded the provisions for old age and widow benefits, and it created unemployment insurance.

So many things modern-day Americans accept as normal were created between 1933 and 1939. It was an inspirational administration, and a testament to the power of government to make positive change should it have the vision to do so, and a Congress that won’t hold them back. This doesn’t mean there weren’t checks or balances on FDR. He overstepped the mark when he tried to expand the Supreme Court and increase the number of justices (which people thought he was doing to stack the courts to back up the New Deal) and Congress shut him down. It tarnished his reputation but didn’t affect his legislation or legacy. In fact, FDR won four terms as president, seeing America through the Depression and World War II, dying in office in the first year of his fourth term when he would be replaced by his vice president, Harry Truman, who would continue his work after the war with the Fair Deal, which included advocating for the program that would eventually become Medicare.

FDR’s years in office were an unmitigated success for the American people, but it was also the time that branded the Democrats as “socialists” and the Republicans as the party of fiscal conservatism, small government, and states’ rights. In fact, we only have the Twenty-second Amendment because of FDR. He was far too successful in making progressive change for conservative activists. They hated that he was able to steer the country in one direction for so long after winning four presidential elections in a row, so in 1951 after years of work, America ratified the Twenty-second Amendment limiting presidential terms to two.

Since this period, the Republican Party has opposed almost every social program Democrats have ever suggested by painting them as socialist and fighting them in court. However, we need to be clear that social programs, and a social safety net, are light-years away from “socialism.” As Thomas Alan Schwartz, a Vanderbilt University history and political science professor, defines it, socialism is a “political system in which the state is in charge of the economy and provides not only social welfare services such as health care, but where all sorts of other things, including the large sections of the private economy, are in state control.” There is not now, nor has there ever been, a Democrat who has ever proposed a government-controlled private sector.

Yes, Democrats believe the federal government should be more involved in regulating the economy through legislation, but that’s more in line with “responsible capitalism” than “socialism.” Republicans keep fighting for less regulation on everything from corporate profits to environmental protections, from how you treat your workers to the age those workers can be, but that’s how we end up with toxic waste dumped in our cities’ drinking water, credit card companies charging consumers secret interest rates, and the big banks failing in 2008. Unregulated capitalism only serves a select group at the top and the politicians they pay to do their bidding.

While left-wing darlings like Senator Bernie Sanders and representatives like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez might identify as “democratic socialists,” their ideas more align with the Scandinavian countries like Denmark and Sweden, which are not socialist but where universal health care, paid family leave, free college, and a wide range of social benefits are the norm. Yes, those countries pay higher taxes for those benefits, but capitalism is still the prevailing economic system, and democratic socialists would argue, the quality of life in those countries is rated far higher than the quality of life in America. As Jon Stewart said, “We’re not going bankrupt in this country because of our taxes. We’re going bankrupt because of all the things we pay for out of pocket that other countries pay for with taxes.” Contrast the democratic socialism of the Scandinavian countries with those of actual socialist countries like Venezuela, where the state does control all major industries and authoritarians are in charge, and you see a vast difference between the two.

The renegotiated “Green New Deal” proposal that was part of President Biden’s 2020 platform was actually a compromise between the different factions of the Democratic Party to address the existential crisis of climate change while creating new jobs in the private sector for working Americans—this is pragmatism, not socialism. President Biden argued America could lead the world in innovation and manufacturing at the same time it helped the planet. As of this writing, nothing close to the Green New Deal has passed. The best the country can hope for—without filibuster-proof numbers in the Senate and the Republican Party still claiming that the 97 percent of actively publishing climate scientists are wrong—is the environmental protections Democrats were able to include in the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act, which was the most progress we’ve ever made on climate legislation, and still nowhere near where we need to go.

We have to believe that this country can set itself on a new path, and we must understand a new path is nonnegotiable if we want to continue to live in a functioning nation with upward mobility on a sustainable planet. If everyone is supposed to have the opportunity to rise in America, then why are so many of us unable to do so, and what can the government, which is supposed to be responsible for the collective good of its people, do about it?



To find our way out of this New Gilded Age, we need to break up these giant monopolies and oligopolies that we’ve allowed to run our society and encourage far more corporate competition. We need to fund the IRS and get the missing tax revenue that the richest fail to pay every year. If we really wanted to reduce the deficit and debt, we would do things like repeal the Trump-era tax cuts and raise taxes, or at the very least, close all the loopholes in the tax code that allow people like Jeff Bezos to pay less taxes than his Amazon employees.

And if you think raising taxes on the wealthy amounts to class warfare, consider what Massachusetts senator Elizabeth Warren said when she was first running for Senate back in 2011:


There is nobody in this country who got rich on his own. Nobody. You built a factory out there? Good for you. But I want to be clear: You moved your goods to market on roads the rest of us paid for. You hired workers the rest of us paid to educate. You were safe in your factory because of police forces and fire forces that the rest of us paid for…. Now look, you built a factory and it turned into something terrific, or a great idea? God bless. Keep a big hunk of it. But part of the underlying social contract is you take a hunk of that and pay forward for the next kid who comes along.



This is where we get the idea for a windfall tax for people who quadrupled their money during the pandemic, or a wealth tax for people who have such extraordinary amounts of money that it just begets more money, or a stronger inheritance tax so we’re not just making another hereditary ruling class in a nation built in opposition to the very thing. This country also requires some form of campaign finance reform. Most Americans are tired of corporate money in politics. We recognize it doesn’t serve us, and we have to vote with that in mind. We must continue to support our unions and the collective bargaining of our workers, and we have to work together to reverse Citizens United—the Supreme Court decision that ruled that corporations are people and money equals speech—in order to get corrupt, self-serving, almost unlimited money out of politics.

Now of course none of this will be easy. The very richest and most conservative Americans have spent the past five decades consolidating power both in the markets and the government, and now they’re allowed to spend unlimited money influencing politics. However, it’s something we absolutely must try, because having so much of the American economy and government in the hands of so few only hurts the American people, and continuing down this path will only serve to exacerbate income inequality and expand the chasm between those with wealth and power and the rest of us until, at some point, the divide will simply become too big and the system will break. What we’re doing here is unsustainable.



The “American Dream” became a catchphrase when historian James Truslow Adams wrote The Epic of America. Adams was attempting to diagnose what had gone wrong after the Gilded Age and during the Great Depression. He believed the country had gone off track when it became too concerned with material well-being, abandoning its higher founding aspirations. The American Dream was not supposed to be the pursuit of individual wealth, but as Adams wrote, “That dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement.” He expanded on this idea by writing that the American Dream “is not a dream of motorcars and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.”

This idea of judge me on who I am and what I’ve done, not who my parents are and how much money we have, is a very American attitude. Like I said, other countries were very concerned about your parentage and the circumstances of your birth, but America was doing something different, something new. Of course, being an Astor or a Carnegie meant something, but it didn’t stop people like the aforementioned Edison, the self-taught and youngest of seven, from a destitute family, to go on to be one of the world’s greatest inventors, founding General Electric and inventing, among other things, the phonograph and the incandescent light bulb.

As the New York Times points out, the decades following The Epic of America saw the dream Adams imagined became a reality. “America had rapid, and widely shared, economic growth. Nearly all children grew up to achieve the most basic definition of a better life, earning more money and enjoying higher living standards than their parents.” However, this idea of living up to your best self, of not being held back by anything but your own moxie, was redefined in the 1950s as the idea of the American Dream became commercialized and sold to people. If the earlier version had focused on the principles of a liberal democracy and pulling yourself up by your bootstraps, the 1950s version was its shiny, materialistic younger sister.

As people entered the job market in the 1970s, growth began to slow, partially credited to the energy crisis of the time. You might remember, or have seen pictures of, lines of cars parked outside service stations because of gas shortages. Still, more than 79 percent of the people born in the 1950s would ultimately make more than their parents, but in the 1980s, thanks to globalization, advances in technology, and deregulation (like the removal of antitrust laws), economic inequality began to rise. This is around the time education started to become more expensive and the workforce started asking for higher skill levels. This is when college became a thing you “had” to do rather than something you might want to do. All these elements together started to deeply affect the income of the poor and middle class. Then we had a recession, a tech boom, a housing crash, and a pandemic, and the divide became even greater.

Only half of people born in the 1980s will make as much money as their parents. Going backward has become the norm. We have limited access to the things we were “promised” and the dream we were sold, and this trend toward lower economic mobility has made people angry. There are vast numbers of people around this country who understandably feel as if the American Dream has been stolen from them. Research shows that people’s happiness is directly influenced by how they’re doing in life, and since Americans have created a culture based around financial success, if you aren’t financially successful, you feel like a failure. You can tell people the economy is “doing well” all you want, but they’re not feeling it. Many of us look at our parents and grandparents and think, I’ll never have that, and when Americans stop believing in the American Dream, or start seeking a better life in other countries, you know something’s gone wrong.

As the writer David Leonhardt notes, the irony of electing someone like Donald Trump in 2016, someone who tapped into the nostalgic anger of the fading American Dream, is that he might have actually put that dream further out of people’s reach. It’s his party working to remove business regulations, Social Security, Medicare, the Affordable Care Act, and support for public schools, while continuing to cater to the richest Americans. Today’s American Dream seems to be about unbridled capitalism and mass consumption, and it puts us all on a hamster wheel of working endless hours to make other people rich. As the wealth gap continues to grow, it starts to feel as if you’ll never have the life you want, unless you were already born into it.

There is a shift happening in the American consciousness, where the idea we all bought into, this idea that if we just work hard enough we’ll make it, is starting to feel like a bit of a scam. It’s time to acknowledge that the trials Americans face, the struggles we deal with just to make ends meet, are not necessarily the result of our own actions or shortcomings, but rather the by-product of living in an oppressive system that’s been rigged against most of us for the past forty years. This is not to say that people aren’t personally responsible for their actions, of course they are, but there was a time in the not-so-distant American past where we had both a thriving middle class and a booming economy. Where people had pensions and benefits and Social Security was enough to live on rather than one more thing for politicians to take, but through political policy and voter ambivalence we’ve allowed a corporate takeover of the American Dream.

How do you rise if you work a full-time job and still can’t afford a place to live? How do you rise if you’re starting a career drowning in debt from a school you were told you had to attend? Are we succeeding if we’re putting off having children or buying real estate because we simply can’t afford it? Getting sick is the number one cause of bankruptcy in this country. It’s no wonder America’s suicide rates are so high.

The American people are increasingly miserable trying to live a dream that is so far from ever becoming a reality. Yet we struggle to change because a fair number of politicians and justices in charge of passing and upholding the laws that could protect us from predatory capitalism are, in many cases, bought and paid for by predatory capitalists.

There’s a reason billionaires are now trying to control our government and media. It serves them and their bottom line of course, but also because they’ve convinced themselves, and us, that they’re smarter because they’re richer. That they, capitalism’s winners, know better by the very fact that they’ve thrived while the rest of us were left behind. They believe it’s a testament to their talent, not just a reflection of a system that was built to protect and serve a certain class.

As former labor secretary Robert Reich said, “Wealth inequality is eating this country alive and concentrated wealth is endangering our democracy. Wealth doesn’t just beget more wealth, it begets more power. It’s a vicious cycle that destroys our economy and democracy at the same time.”

If you’re the “land of opportunity,” you should offer opportunities. Educate your people. Take care of them when they’re sick. Don’t force them into debt for having children. If you want them to stay home with their kids, subsidize it, or subsidize daycare if you want them back at work. Look at countries like Germany, Denmark, Norway, and Spain, which all have excellent public education, free college, universal health care, and affordable childcare. Look at France. You can hustle as much as you want in that country, but you get a month off a year and if you work for a company of more than fifty people, your boss can’t email you after 6 p.m. because that’s your time. And France isn’t an outlier. Many Europeans take a full month off and have strict rules for work/life balance. A large number of nations see time off from work as essential to the mental health of their population. Plus, these cultures aren’t drowning in medical debt, or the cost of education. There’s so much Americans could learn and adopt if we stopped saying we were “the greatest country in the world” and started trying to be it.

If we want to return to the original dream of a “better, richer, fuller life” for everyone, we need a new New Deal. New public works projects, new factories, new housing, new regulations and worker protections, more union support. We need investment in clean energy and renewables to protect our environment and the future of our planet. We need regulations on corporate greed and consolidation. We need more government investment in education and housing, but this time for everyone. We need childhood tax credits not billionaire tax benefits. We need to elect leaders who see the country as a whole. Who don’t just think about the economy, but about the people who live and work in that economy. As FDR himself said, “The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too little.”

We don’t need to make America great again. We need to make America great, and that starts with living up to its promise that everyone should have the opportunity to rise.




PRINCIPLE 3 [image: ] EVERY CITIZEN SHOULD HAVE A VOTE, AND THAT VOTE SHOULD COUNT

There is nothing more sacred in America, or any democracy, than the right to vote.

When I first considered writing this book a close friend of mine asked, “If you could leave your readers with only one thought, what would it be?” and I said, “Vote in every election.” People have no idea how important their vote is. What an opportunity it is to live in a country where you get to choose and replace your leaders. To be a part of a nation where if you want change, change is possible. Where representatives are elected to move the country in the direction the people want it to go. Which is why, as our country has become more populous, more multicultural, more open-minded, we should be concerned that there are people actively working to limit who gets to vote.

America likes to think of itself as the shining star of democracy, but every battle to extend the vote in this country has been hard won. We think of American democracy as one person one vote, but we founded this nation with only one group having that vote—white male landowners over twenty-one. It was extended to all white men by the 1820s, but we had to fight an entire Civil War before we extended that right to Black men, and American women wouldn’t get federal voting rights until 1920, with Native Americans having to wait until 1924. Even with the expansion of voting rights, every group that wasn’t in the original group was often prevented from voting due to state laws or customs, and as mentioned earlier, eighteen-year-olds could fight for this country long before they were allowed to vote in this country.

To quote the late, great congressman and civil rights leader John Lewis: “The right to vote is precious, almost sacred. It is the most powerful nonviolent tool or instrument we have in a democratic society. We must use it.” Which is why we should be incredibly alarmed that our voting rights are currently under attack across the nation. If you want to vote in America, you should be able to vote. If you do vote, that vote should count. Yet we find ourselves in a time where this most basic American tenet is no longer a given because one of our two major political parties has discovered it has a better chance of winning if fewer people have their voices heard.

Again, this is not new. There have been people in this country who have been against extending voting rights since voting began, and even as society changed, even as we progressed and improved, there were people who put up every possible roadblock between those they deemed lesser and their access to the polls. After Congress passed the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, the last of the three Reconstruction Amendments, to make it clear that you could no longer deny or limit the right to vote by race, color, or having previously been enslaved, the Southern states still resisted. We shouldn’t really have needed the Fifteenth Amendment, as the Fourteenth Amendment gave anyone born or naturalized in America citizenship, and by the nature of that citizenship African American men over twenty-one should have been allowed to vote. However, since most were not, Congress passed another amendment to make it crystal clear who had the right to vote, along with a slew of laws to enforce it. Yet the Southern states continued to resist by designing laws to specifically disenfranchise Black men. The claim was they weren’t denying Black men the vote, they were simply adding prerequisites like literacy tests and poll taxes, and the particularly egregious “whites only” primaries, which had the desired effect of ensuring that any candidate a Black man could vote for was already white-approved.

It wouldn’t be until 1965, after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and the passing of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, that we would pass the Voting Rights Act to truly address many of these weapons against democracy and to secure legal protections against discrimination across America. Which is why, again, we should be alarmed as we watch the Voting Rights Act continue to be gutted by our current Supreme Court, while today’s Republican Party refuses to vote for any and all federal voting rights protections, while simultaneously passing hundreds of voter suppression laws across the states that it controls.

As democracy’s super-lawyer Marc Elias, whose firm the Elias Law Group fights most of these oppressive laws in courts across the country, reminds us, “You can’t fight voter suppression unless you know it’s happening.” So, let’s talk about what’s happening.

In Shelby County v. Holder (2013), the Supreme Court ruled that jurisdictions with histories of racial prejudice in voting no longer needed federal approval to change their voting practices. This approval, which had been referred to as “preclearance,” had been used as a guardrail against discriminatory voting practices across the country. Suddenly states were unshackled, free to implement massive voting restrictions without any federal agency acting as a check. The Shelby decision sent the message to the nation that the federal courts would no longer be playing the role of protector of voting rights, and since that decision, the Supreme Court has repeatedly confirmed this assumption by rolling back even more of the Voting Rights Act and turning a blind eye to some of the most egregious voter suppression laws at the state level.

Since the Shelby decision, the Republican Party has been extremely busy erasing decades of hard-won gains for disenfranchised groups and passing new laws to prevent the ever-changing face of the American electorate from affecting its preferred power structure. There are many reasons the conservative movement turned its eye on the federal courts and this is one of them.

Another tactic used to suppress votes is called gerrymandering. US House districts are based on population, and as a result of the census taken every ten years, some states lose population and some states gain population, and because of that all fifty states are required to redraw the boundaries of their House districts based on those new numbers. The goal being to have the House districts better reflect the population and demographic changes in their states. Districts, which in the majority of states have to be approved by state legislatures, can be drawn by a partisan group, a nonpartisan group, a bipartisan group, or an independent commission. However, when districts are drawn by a partisan group—with the express goal of assuring one party has a better chance of winning over another—that process is called gerrymandering.

The term “gerrymandering” (pronounced “Jerry”) comes from Massachusetts governor Elbridge Gerry, whose administration passed a law in 1812 to divide up their new state Senate districts in such a way as to consolidate his power. He squished his opposition’s votes into as few districts as possible, giving his party a disproportionate representation in the state. One district was so oddly shaped that people said it looked like a salamander, and a cartoonist for the Boston Gazette drew it, calling the animal a “Gerry-mander,” solidifying the name for this kind of behavior in America’s cultural vernacular. Gerrymandering can be done at the federal level, for US House seats, and also at the state level, for assemblies or legislatures.

Gerrymandering can be used to either push as many voters who might vote against you into the smallest number of districts (a practice called “packing”) or break up your opponent’s voting power by spreading voters across as many districts as possible to dilute their vote (a practice called “cracking”). Either way, the action gives the party in charge a competitive edge, with the doctored maps providing widespread victories to the party who drew the maps rather than the party who got the most votes. If you look around the country, you’ll see districts that look like a blindfolded child drew a duck in a moving car. They’re all over the place. “I’ll take this voter, not these voters. Carve out that neighborhood, it’s not good for us. I’ll take this whole section of town—but not them, get them out.” It’s ridiculous.

While the Supreme Court has ruled that racial gerrymandering (drawing districts to favor one race over another) is unconstitutional, it has ruled that partisan gerrymandering is basically fine. You can see the power of partisan gerrymandering in a state like Texas, where the Republican Party has had complete control for nearly twenty-five years and has been able to keep its congressional representation reliably conservative and rural despite the fact most of the population growth over the past two decades has been liberal, minority populations in city centers. Gerrymandering has allowed the Republicans to offset the changing demographics so they aren’t reflected in the districts’ voting power.

Now, gerrymandering is something both parties do, but the Republican Party uses it far more readily than the Democrats. Republican legislators are responsible for drawing the maps in nineteen states whose 117 districts make up 41 percent of seats in the US House of Representatives, while Democratic state legislatures are only responsible for drawing 49 districts in seven states whose representatives make up about 11 percent of the House. Democrats have big states like California, which could easily use partisan gerrymandering to its advantage, but California—like Arizona, Colorado, and Michigan—uses what are called independent commissions, which means the legislators aren’t directly involved in how the maps are drawn. The maps are created by an independent body that can’t favor one party over another. We have a few states who use political commissions, which is a mix between partisan and independent map drawing, and Maine has split control of the maps so they end up with one Republican district and one Democratic district.

Finally, we have districts that are decided by the state courts, and those can be just as highly partisan as if they were drawn by state legislators. Recently North Carolina’s 5–2 right-wing state Supreme Court approved district maps for 2024 that will likely give Republicans control of ten out of their fourteen House districts despite the fact that Republicans are less than one-third of registered voters. In 2020 Donald Trump only won North Carolina with 50.1 percent of the vote, but their House representation is going to look like Republicans have almost 72 percent of the state’s support. Ohio Republicans proposed a congressional map that would give them 86 percent of the House seats in a state Trump only carried by 53 percent. Wisconsin Republicans recently attempted to pass a congressional map that would have given them 75 percent of the House seats in a state that went to President Biden in 2020, but they lost the election for the deciding vote on the state Supreme Court, so now the maps will be fairly drawn for 2024. Not drawn for Democrats mind you, just fairly drawn, so a fifty-fifty state has the chance to get fifty-fifty representation in the House. So when you hear people say “both sides gerrymander,” know that while this is technically true, the frequency and results are not remotely the same.

In fact, in the fall of 2021 the Princeton Gerrymandering Project gave North Carolina’s congressional, state Senate, and state House maps an F for partisan fairness because “all three maps were likely to decrease the number of districts where communities of color could elect their preferred candidates.” Not only were the maps approved by the Republican legislature, but the legislature also passed a series of laws to limit the powers of the Democratic governor to do anything about it. He can’t veto them. He can’t call for a ballot measure so the people can weigh in, and the Democratic secretary of state and Democratic AG are powerless because the Republican state Supreme Court approved it all.

You could go down a rabbit hole with everything the Republicans have been doing to democracy in North Carolina, and you’d find it heartbreaking and morally and ethically wrong, but it’s also currently completely legal, and just one of the Republican-controlled states that participates in this behavior.

When President Obama was reelected in 2012 and Mitt Romney lost the popular vote by over five million people, the Republican Party had a “come to Jesus” moment when Republicans conducted sweeping audits and research into their party’s potential moving forward. They did a deep dive into their base, their potential voters, the popularity of their positions and policies and found that if they didn’t adjust, or start reaching out to new voters, they would continue to lose. There was talk about changing party positions and policies to appeal more to young people and minorities. They considered reaching across the aisle and embracing more popular-leaning socioeconomic viewpoints, but when it came right down to it, they just couldn’t pull the trigger and commit to that kind of change, and frankly, the people who wrote their checks wouldn’t allow it. Ultimately, they decided against reaching out, and chose instead to look within. To double down on the Christian, nativist rhetoric, on the “these people are your problem” finger-pointing grievances, and “traditional values” which, if we’re being honest, really just means keeping women and “the other” in their place, while white men—particularly for the Republican Party, rich white men—remain on top.

Republicans have realized they can no longer win purely on ideas or candidates, so instead of adjusting their unpopular policies, or picking better candidates, they’ve turned their attention to voting itself and are engaging in a multipronged attack on our democracy. If you can’t win based on the rules, change the rules so your opponent can’t win. They have chosen to lead, or more specifically rule, without input from the people, and are doing everything they can to erode our democratic norms and civil liberties to keep power in their own hands.

Republicans are purging voters from the rolls, challenging certified election results, restricting mail-in voting, banning drop boxes, limiting drop boxes, and attacking signature-matching rules. We have states where you have to drive for hours to get to a polling location or wait for hours to cast a ballot. We have electronic scanners being shut down in primarily minority neighborhoods before everyone in line has the opportunity to vote. We even have at least one state where it’s illegal to give people any food or water while they’re waiting in line to vote, and often these hurdles to cast a ballot are far more prevalent in strategic counties with specific voters. Just as states with strict voter ID laws tend to favor one “type” of voter over another, the Venn diagram of the states who refuse same-day registration seems to line up directly with the states who randomly purge voters from their rolls. So, when people arrive to vote on Election Day to find they’re no longer registered, there’s absolutely nothing they can do about it. It’s just an endless onslaught of deceitful tactics to make it harder and more miserable for certain voters to make their voices heard, and most of this started before 2020, when everything changed after President Donald Trump told the country the election was rigged and he’d won when he’d actually lost.

I can’t overstate the damage Donald Trump and his enablers have done to this country, and our faith in democracy, by sowing the idea that our elections are not secure and claiming, without evidence, that the wrong person had become president.

As Barton Gellman, writer for the Atlantic, wrote, “The prospect of [a] democratic collapse is not remote…. Trump and his party have worked to convince an alarmingly large number of Americans that the essential workings of our democracy are corrupt, that their made-up claims of fraud are true, that their opponents cheat to win, and that tyranny has taken over.”

As of 2024, we’ve had 446 restrictive bills passed by a legislative committee, and 119 voter-suppression laws enacted since 2021. Many of the states enacting these laws are states where voting was already restrictive, and prior to the Supreme Court gutting the Voting Rights Act, they would have required “preclearance” to change their voting laws. To be clear, the Republican response to record voter turnout in 2020 was to make sure it never happened again. To unleash a tsunami of bogus “election integrity laws” at the state level that will restrict access to voters they don’t want voting and throw out or overturn votes they don’t want counted. In fact, for a powerful network of conservatives, voting restrictions are now viewed as the political life-or-death debate.

Marc Elias has been sounding the alarm for years, claiming, “The United States is witnessing a slow-motion insurrection that has a far better chance of success than Trump’s failed power grab in 2021.” As Elias points out,


There are zero Republicans in Congress who support voting rights. ZERO. And the sooner we recognize and accept that the Republican Party is the party of voter suppression and election subversion, the better chance we have to proceed with the steps necessary to save democracy. Which means we must focus on protecting free and fair elections with at least as much intensity as those who are plotting to undermine them.



The Republicans argue they simply want “fair” elections, but if they were truly concerned about voter integrity, they wouldn’t have voted against the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act, which would have shored up the voter protections that had been stripped from the Voting Rights Act by the Supreme Court. If they were really concerned about protecting the vote, they wouldn’t have voted against the For the People Act, which would have expanded voter registration and voter access, addressed campaign finance reform, beefed up election security, addressed ethics concerns in all branches of government, required a code of conduct for Supreme Court justices, prohibited members of the House from serving on for-profit corporate boards, and required the president and vice president to disclose ten years of tax returns.

If the fate of American democracy was really on Republicans’ minds, they would have voted for the Freedom to Vote Act, which was a multipronged, multilevel plan to improve the health of American democracy and make all aspects of our elections—beginning to end—fairer and more transparent. The bill included making Election Day a public holiday, banning extreme racial and partisan gerrymandering, automatic voter registration, online voter registration, same-day voter registration, improving voter list maintenance so fewer people are unnecessarily purged from voter rolls, protecting election records, infrastructure, and ballot tabulation to ensure safer and more easily audited results post-election, recruitment and training of nonpartisan election officials, actively combating dark moneyI groups including foreign nationals who interfere in our elections, and working to stop dark money from influencing the election process itself. Even if you believe, despite all evidence to the contrary, that the 2020 election was stolen, the Freedom to Vote Act would have addressed all of your concerns. The only people who wouldn’t want to support a bill like that would be those who directly benefit from the process remaining unfair and unaccountable. To put a final point on it, the Democrat-controlled 117th Congress introduced all three of these election integrity and voter protection bills and passed two in the House with little to no Republican support, but all three died in the Senate because the Republicans refused to vote for them.

So, are the American people supposed to accept that we only have fair elections if the Republican candidate wins, or that truth only exists if we like it? This is the fallout of Trump’s Big Lie. Even after the Trump campaign lost every court case challenging the 2020 election, after Fox News had to pay $787 million for lying about the election being stolen, after Trump’s lawyers and his chief of staff admitted they knew he’d lost but wanted to keep power anyway, we still have a third of the country’s voters who believe Joe Biden didn’t win and hundreds of state laws passed to stop people from voting under the pretense that the last election wasn’t fair.

If the Republicans’ 2020 election strategy was all about undermining turnout, particularly mail-in voting, which was seen as the democratic way to vote during the pandemic; and 2022 was all about limiting who could vote through gerrymandering, voter suppression, and court cases; strategies for 2024 lean hard not just on election suppression, but on election subversion. Not just using redistricting and deceptive tactics to manage who can vote, but also limiting which votes count. According to the election integrity experts at Democracy Docket, Republican states have been suing to empower more partisan poll watchers and to limit the ability of county officials to allow voters to fix simple errors on their mail-in ballot to ensure their vote is counted. You might remember hearing about armed vigilantes with video cameras harassing people at drop boxes in Arizona in 2022, or groups of armed men harassing secretaries of state to change the results after the 2020 election. The official RNC position is that it now wants more of that. An “army of poll watchers” to contest elections is the new plan.

The Republican Party seems to have given up on reaching out to new voters, it has given up on governing, and quite frankly, it has given up on democracy. Today’s Republican Party, the MAGA party, Trump’s party, has simply decided to retain power through fear and hate, weaponized misinformation, and the rigging of the election system itself. I shouldn’t have to tell you that redrawing district lines to make it impossible for you to lose, or making voting so hard for your opposition that you win, does not reflect the will of the people. These are processes and protocols that allow the minority to tip elections in its favor. As David Frum, political commentator and speechwriter for George W. Bush, noted, “If conservatives become convinced that they cannot win democratically, they will not abandon conservatism. They will reject democracy.” This is exactly what is happening in America right now.

Now, perhaps you hear all this and think, Well that’s okay. That’s my party, they want what I want—a whiter America, fewer immigrants, not teaching Black history, an end to gay people, women in the home, a Christian nation… whatever the Republican Party means to you—but, understand that by supporting the party that limits the power to vote, you’re supporting voter disenfranchisement, and I hate to be the one to break it to you, but you’re a voter. If you give people the power to strip others of their vote, you’re giving them the power to do the same to you. No one in this country is served by disenfranchisement. If you can take the vote from one group, you can take the vote from all groups. It might seem as if it’s working for you now, but eventually it won’t.

I understand it’s confusing for people because Republicans have tied “election subversion” up with a bow of “election integrity.” They keep saying something’s wrong with the election system and they’re just trying to fix it, but they’re what’s wrong with the election system. Even when they lose their lawsuits that should prove to the American people that nothing was wrong, that they’re actually trying to break the system rather than fix it, they use the loss to claim it’s only further proof the system is rigged. It’s a lose-lose for people’s faith in democracy.

Losing faith in democracy is another way to drive down voter turnout. In fact, one of the most efficient ways to get people not to vote is to convince them their vote doesn’t count. In 2016 the nonvoters actually won the election. More eligible voters didn’t vote than voted for Hillary Clinton or Donald Trump. So, when the media floods the airwaves with polls and commentary convincing you that an election has already been decided, or there’s no point in weighing in because you can’t change anything, know it’s a form of voter suppression, and you shouldn’t fall for it.

Think of all the people who believe their vote doesn’t matter because their state always goes one way or the other. By not voting, they’re giving away their power. Throwing up their hands and allowing the states to continue to not represent them. The most obvious way voters see this is through the Electoral College.

When deciding how the country would be run, the Framers outrightly rejected the idea of a national popular vote for president, not just because of the compromise with the smaller states, but because they didn’t entirely trust the voters. They saw the general population as under-educated and unsophisticated, and felt it was more likely to be manipulated by someone who told it what it wanted to hear but would ultimately be bad for the country’s leadership. So, they decided, much like had been done in ancient Rome, that they would choose a “body of wise men” to deliberate over the leading presidential candidates, and pick the best man for the job.

In the end, the Framers established an independent group, chosen by the states, called the Electoral College, and gave the electors in this group the power to choose the president based on the candidates the voters had chosen. The original plan gave each elector two votes for president. Whoever got the majority became president, and the runner-up would become vice president.

To this day, we still don’t vote directly for president in America. We vote for the candidates, and our state electors vote for the president at a meeting held in December. There are 538 total electors, one for each House member and US senator, plus three electors to represent the District of Columbia (DC), which, since the ratification of the Twenty-third Amendment, has had federal representation despite the fact it isn’t a state. A candidate must win 270 electoral votes (just over half of the 538 total) to win the White House.

In all but two states,II electoral votes are awarded on a winner-take-all basis. So, if a presidential candidate wins the majority of votes in the state, they get all the Electoral College votes for that state. However, state elections can be incredibly close—let’s say, four hundred thousand votes to four hundred and ten thousand votes—but every electoral vote goes to the winner. This is how America ends up having winning presidential candidates who didn’t win the majority of the votes in the country. Hillary Clinton won more than sixty-five million votes in 2016 while Donald Trump won only sixty-two million, but because of the Electoral College Trump won the presidency with 304 electoral votes to Clinton’s 227.



AMERICA 101: HOW TO BECOME AN ELECTOR

Article II of the Constitution is clear that electors can’t be members of Congress or hold federal office, but the Framers left choosing electors up to the states. The most common way of choosing electors is by state party. Electors are chosen by political parties at state conventions and are typically picked as reward for their service, support of the party, or because they have a personal or professional connection with the party’s presidential candidate.





When American voters vote for president and vice president, they’re actually voting for the slate of electors who have pledged to cast their votes for that party. Then, on the first Monday after the second Wednesday in December, members of the Electoral College meet (usually at their state capitals) and cast their official votes for president and vice president.

We usually know who won each state’s popular vote on election night, so we know which slate (group) of electors will be sent to cast their votes, but the process of choosing the president isn’t actually complete until the Electoral College votes in December, and the results are sent to Congress, where the president of the Senate (the vice president of the United States) presides over the certification and count of the electoral votes on January 6 (unless that day happens to be a Sunday and then the date to certify is changed by Congress).

The counting of the electoral votes was what was happening on January 6, 2021, when supporters of President Donald Trump stormed the US Capitol. Without the president of the Senate counting the electoral votes and declaring the winner, the next president of the United States is not actually confirmed. So, along with the protestors breaking into the building and causing members of Congress to flee and hide, disrupting the official proceeding declaring the next president (shout-out to the Senate aides who had the wherewithal to save the box with the electoral votes and get them somewhere safe), we also had senators from certain states calling electoral votes into question. Though the senators’ objections were never acted on, as the rioters interrupted the process, the question remains: Were these senators asking for recounts in certain states to confirm the popular vote winner, and therefore the electors who could cast their vote for president, or did they want those state votes to be disqualified altogether and have the electoral count go forward without them?

We should remember that leading up to the official counting of the electoral votes in 2021 there had been multiple accusations of election interference and stolen elections, but the results had been certified by every secretary of state, with many of them being thoroughly investigated and recounted. Every legal case that had been filed challenging the election had been lost or dismissed, and there simply wasn’t any proof of what the lame duckIII president was claiming, or what the senators were challenging in Congress, but this didn’t stop Donald Trump from encouraging his supporters to “fight like hell” or they “wouldn’t have a country anymore” before unleashing them on the Capitol.

What happened on January 6, 2021, was a tremendous break in American tradition, American law, and in what most of us believe to be American values. We’ll never know what would have happened if the electoral votes had been kicked back to the states, if the riot had been put down before the rioters breached the Capitol, or if the vice president had allowed certain states to be omitted and had counted the electoral votes without them.

Constitutionally, we know that if neither presidential candidate receives the majority of the Electoral College votes (which could have happened in 2021 if we’d removed certain states from the count) that the president is determined by the House of Representatives, with each state getting a single vote, a process that does not represent the will of the people. All 435 representatives only get fifty votes total, one for each state. So, despite the fact that Democratic representatives represented states with millions more voters than Republican representatives, there were numerically more Republican states than Democratic ones. So, notwithstanding the fact Joe Biden had legally won both the Electoral College and the popular vote by more than seven million people, he would have lost the vote for president in the House. That’s a glaring problem that needs to be addressed.

You can understand the Framers’ logic in setting up the Electoral College the way they did. The question is, does it still work two centuries later? People who defend the Electoral College say it’s an important part of American democracy. That the institution was created to make sure that large states didn’t dominate small ones and that power between Congress and state legislatures was balanced, but many scholars are challenging this idea because it’s become quite obvious the Electoral College is not being used as intended, and may even have become a destructive force in American politics.

People started really paying attention to the Electoral College in 2000 when the race between George W. Bush and Al Gore was so close that the election came down to Florida’s twenty-five electoral votes. The ballot design itself even came into question in certain counties, and the Florida Supreme Court ordered a manual recount. The Bush team filed a lawsuit to stop the recount, and the US Supreme Court ruled for them. Without recounting all the votes in the state, the Supreme Court allowed the Florida Electoral College votes to go to George Bush, making him, not Al Gore, the president. To rub salt in the wound, Gore had won the overall popular vote by more than half a million people. So, more people in the country voted for an Al Gore presidency, but the job itself came down to one state (where I should note George Bush’s brother Jeb was the governor) and a Supreme Court decision to stop counting votes, and it made the American people go, Hmmmmm…

It’s not that we hadn’t had contested elections before, or presidents who had lost the popular vote but gone on to win the presidency. It just happened so rarely, and this was such a weird combination of circumstances, that it felt wrong. Usually, the Electoral College operates pretty smoothly. Voters cast their ballots and the presidential candidate with the most votes in that state gets the electors. We’ve only had a handful of contested elections in our history, and until the Bush/Gore election, it hadn’t happened since just after the Civil War.



AMERICA 101: CONTESTED ELECTIONS

In 1800 Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr received the same number of Electoral College votes and the election went to the House. The House voted thirty-six times before Jefferson came out as the winner with Aaron Burr to be his vice president. The Twelfth Amendment was ratified in 1804 to avoid this kind of ballot confusion again, by more specifically laying out the rules around the Electoral College and to stop the process of having the vice president be the presidential runner-up.

In 1824 the Twelfth Amendment was used when four candidates all from the same party (the Democratic-Republicans) ran for president. Each candidate had their own regional popularity, but none received the majority of the electoral votes, so the election went to the House, where, once again, each state was allowed to cast one vote. Andrew Jackson had come closest to the majority, with ninety-nine electoral votes, but the fourth-place winner, Henry Clay, made a deal with the second-place winner, John Quincy Adams, to have his people vote for Adams if Adams would make him secretary of state. The deal was struck, and when the House voted, John Quincy Adams became president, and Andrew Jackson and his people accused Adams of stealing the election.

While America was still recovering from the Civil War, Rutherford B. Hayes ran against Samuel Tilden in the election of 1876. On Election Day, Tilden won the popular vote, but was one vote short of an Electoral College majority. Hayes claimed he would’ve won Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina if there hadn’t been voter intimidation against African American voters, and the Oregon electoral votes, which Hayes had won, were in dispute.

Since this was the first time Congress was dealing with disputed Electoral College results, where both parties were claiming victory in the same states, it had to figure out what to do. It wavered for about six weeks with things getting extremely heated, with another civil war even being suggested, before it eventually created a temporary bipartisan electoral commission to deal with the states in question. This commission had five members from the House, five from the Senate, and five Supreme Court justices, and it was tasked with deciding the twenty contested electoral votes.

The electoral commission ultimately gave all the outstanding electoral votes to Hayes, but only after his people made a deal with Tilden’s people to give Hayes the presidency if he would agree to withdraw all federal troops from the South. According to the Brookings Institute, this agreement would go on to have “far-reaching consequences” as the withdrawal of federal troops would pave the way for Jim Crow laws, “including vigilante violence against African Americans, and the denial of their civil rights.” It was also an incredible betrayal of the Black voters who had believed in Hayes, and called into question the Framers’ idea that a small group of wise men would make better decisions than the voters.





The most recent controversy around the Electoral College arose when Donald Trump lost the popular vote to Hillary Clinton by almost three million votes in the 2016 election, making him the fifth president to win the presidency without winning the majority sentiment of the nation. This election drew a lot of attention to the Electoral College, and once again called into question the effectiveness of the Great Compromise now that the country’s population was so much bigger. Having presidents who continue to lose the popular vote undermines both electoral legitimacy and democracy, as the Electoral College gives the states a disproportionate voting power over the will of the voters.

Advocates for the system say that this uneven power forces politicians to pay attention to the smaller states that would otherwise be ignored, but in practice, that’s not what’s happening. Despite the system’s best intentions, the Electoral College doesn’t encourage politicians to campaign in every state. Lots of states are still excluded from presidential campaigns, but they’re not small states, but rather states that are no longer viewed as competitive.

Since almost all states allocate their votes in a winner-take-all method, there’s no reason for candidates to campaign in states that clearly favor one candidate over another. For years it made little sense for the Democratic presidential candidate to campaign in Texas, despite the fact there were plenty of Democrats living there. A Democrat simply couldn’t win the state’s electoral votes. The same goes for the Republican candidate campaigning in a solidly Democratic state like Massachusetts. Candidates would rather spend their time in what are called “swing” or “battleground” states like Michigan and Pennsylvania, which are still considered toss-ups. So, states are still being ignored, just not for the reason the Framers thought they’d be.

Plus, the winner-take-all rule lowers voter turnout in states where one party is dominant, because individual voters feel like their vote doesn’t count. In many ways they’re not wrong on the presidential level, but voters forget those ballots also include the people who can hold the president accountable, namely their congressional representatives, not to mention state and local representatives, who are responsible for the laws that affect their daily lives.

It’s also deeply undemocratic that the Electoral College allows for what are called “faithless electors” or electors who choose not to follow the will of the voters in their state but vote how they want. There’s actually no law that requires electors to cast their ballot for the popular vote winner in their state. More than thirty states (and DC) have laws that bind electors to their state’s vote, but they’re pretty piddly punishments if you don’t follow through. The rest of the states have no legal requirements over their electors, so despite the election’s outcome, electors are theoretically free to vote for whomever they choose, including choosing not to vote.

America has never had faithless electors decide an election, but the idea that they could is something our country should address. This didn’t used to be something parties worried about, but in 2016 seven electors broke with their state on the presidential ballot, and six broke with their state on the vice presidential ballot. The most in modern history.

We have to acknowledge our country is not functioning as it used to, and we’ve found ourselves in a position where we have to reconsider how we’re doing things. At the very least we should be turning our “norms” into laws because we can no longer take for granted things will go as they’ve always gone. In this highly polarized political environment, it’s quite possible to see a future where faithless electors, voting how they want, not how the voters decided, could tip a presidential election. Faithless electors could render an entire state’s votes obsolete and, as we know from the 2000 election, one state can change who wins the presidency.

The Electoral College is simply no longer democratically fair. In a country with more than 330 million people and only 538 electoral votes, the small and medium states are overrepresented at the expense of the large ones. There’s also an economic imbalance. The fifteen most prosperous states in the nation generally have the largest populations whose House members represent hundreds of thousands more people than smaller-state House members, and they have a total of thirty senators, which equates to thirty electoral votes. While the thirty-five states with smaller economic activity and populations, have seventy senators, which equates to seventy electoral votes. So the smaller, less prosperous states have disproportionate power to not only dictate national policy, but to choose the president.

The way we’re headed, there’s only going to be bigger and bigger discrepancies between the popular vote and the Electoral College vote. We’re very close to a time when the candidate the majority of American voters want will always lose. We’re dangerously close to ushering in an anti-majoritarian era, where a small number of votes in a few states can block all the legislation the majority of the country wants. It’s what happens all the time in the Senate with the filibuster, which we’ll talk more about in Principle 4, but inflicted on the entire country.

We have to accept that in modern-day America the Electoral College is a major problem for democracy, and if we want our votes to truly count, it’s something we should seriously be rethinking. Now, I’m certainly not the first person to say this. Over the last two hundred years, there have been more than seven hundred proposals to either eradicate, or modify, the Electoral College. In 1934, in response to public concerns over the disparity between the popular vote and the electoral vote, Congress was just two Senate votes short of getting rid of the entire thing. Since then, legislators have continued to debate the elimination, or at least the reform, of the process.

In 1967, 58 percent of the country favored abandoning the Electoral College. In 1979 a vote to establish a direct popular vote failed to get the requisite two-thirds majority in the Senate by fifteen votes. In 1981 the number of people who wanted a direct popular vote was up to 75 percent, but still nothing changed. The most recent polling shows that despite the majority of the country wanting it gone, support for the Electoral College has become incredibly partisan. Republicans want to keep it, while Democrats want it removed.

In 2000, while the Bush/Gore election was still being decided, 73 percent of Democrats said they supported abolishing the Electoral College and making the move to a direct popular vote, while only 46 percent of Republicans said the same. When polled after the 2016 election 81 percent of Democrats wanted to abolish the Electoral College, but only 19 percent of Republicans agreed. Republicans have calculated, quite rightly, that the Electoral College helps them, and it would be very difficult for them to win the presidency without it.

The most permanent solution would be to amend the Constitution, which, as I laid out in the beginning, is not an easy process as it requires two-thirds of the House, two-thirds of the Senate, and then three-quarters of the fifty states (thirty-eight states) to ratify, but the Republicans have no incentive to make that kind of a change, so that’s not going to happen the way Congress is set up now.

There are a number of states that support what’s called the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact, which is a multistate, bipartisan agreement to award the state’s electoral votes to the presidential candidate who won the national popular vote, even if that candidate lost the popular vote in their state. The NPVIC would become effective only if enough states vote to ratify it, and to do that they would have to reach an electoral majority of 270 votes, which they are currently well short of. Even if they reach 270 electoral votes, the NPVIC would face the same questions about what would happen if its electors decided not to vote for the national popular vote winner as faithless electors. And even if the NPVIC could get enough electoral votes to put this into effect, there would be constitutional challenges that would end up at the Supreme Court. However, I like the fact that people are thinking outside the box to make change. Democracy’s not a spectator sport, and the NPVIC is trying to find solutions to make things more fair.

The best thing individual voters can do right now is work within our broken system. Yes, the deck is stacked for one party over another, and I understand if you’re in that party that might feel like winning, but no one wins in a democracy that ignores the will of its people. The country should be going in the direction the majority decides and led by the people the majority chooses. We have simply become too powerful a nation to be held back by a regressive minority opposed to change, especially when its power comes from a system that gave the minority an outsized voice for the sake of compromise. The Great Compromise, just like the Three-Fifths Compromise, no longer works, and we need to elect leaders who understand this fact and are willing to try something new.

I understand why people feel like the game is rigged—in many ways it is—but that doesn’t mean there’s nothing we can do, and if we don’t do something, then those who are rigging it will find their way to permanent power and we’ll lose our chance to ever turn the tide. The thing is, the more voters who turn out, the more powerful our votes become. The 2020 election had the highest voter turnout in decades, with more than two-thirds of eligible voters casting a ballot, but some age groups and states voted at far higher rates than others. Minnesota had almost 80 percent of its electorate turn out, while Oklahoma only had 55 percent. In 2016 young people (age eighteen to twenty-nine) came out at 39 percent, by 2020 they were voting at 50 percent—sadly that number dropped to 23 percent in the midterms, because we’ve all been gaslit into thinking midterms are less important because we aren’t voting for president, forgetting that every House member, a third of the Senate, and many state and local positions are on the ballot.

There are approximately nine million American voters abroad in any given election year, and while 8 percent of them voted in 2020, just 3 percent voted in the 2022 midterms. Three percent! American citizens abroad could change every election if they wanted, just like the youth of America could change every election if they understood their power. In fact, by 2024 we will have forty-one million eighteen- to twenty-seven-year-olds eligible to vote. That’s eight million more than were eligible in 2022. Those are election-shifting numbers. Trend-changing numbers. Those are numbers that could make red states blue if they voted on the issues that really mattered to them. People simply can’t conceptualize how important their vote really is.

Texas came out at around 66 percent for the 2020 election, but its attorney general was caught on tape saying his actions to limit mail-in ballots in highly Democratic areas was what won the election for the Republicans. Now whether that’s true or not, the question is, could a state like Texas have different election results if 20 percent more people simply came out to vote? I believe it could. We literally don’t know what the Electoral College map would even look like if we all voted at 80 percent like Minnesota. The bottom line, despite all the shenanigans around our elections—the suppression, the drama, the legal cheating—our vote counts. If it didn’t, people wouldn’t be trying so hard to take it away.

We must take our elections incredibly seriously. It matters that you come out to vote. It matters who you vote for. It matters who your state secretary of state is because they run your elections. It matters who your state attorney general is because they’re the ones who will litigate your voting rights. If your state is making it difficult to vote, you should ask yourself why. Why don’t you have universal mail-in ballots? Why not have weeks of early voting? Why wouldn’t they want same-day registration and easy access to a ballot box? Who are they trying to stop from voting? And even if it’s people you don’t like, why would you support a system that silences the voter’s voice when you’re a voter?



AMERICA 101: SPOILER CANDIDATE

A spoiler candidate is a nonwinning candidate whose very presence on the ballot affects which candidate wins. In America, third-party candidates are typically spoilers because they end up taking votes from the majority party they most closely align with. So, for example, the Green Party will end up siphoning votes from Democrats. This is what happened in the 2016 election with Green Party candidate Jill Stein. Stein received just over 1 percent of the vote and had no legitimate chance of winning the presidency, but the votes that went to her in the swing states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin arguably pushed the Democrat vote down just enough to allow those states’ electoral votes to go to Donald Trump. So Green voters wanted a more environmental candidate, and ended up with the guy who gutted the EPA.





Americans deserve the opportunity to exercise their fundamental right to vote. They deserve representatives at the state and federal level who respect their “sacred duty” and vote to protect it. We need to be investing in our voting mechanisms at all levels. We need to have the tools, technology, and laws to protect our vote and make the system trustworthy. We have to ensure people have faith in the voting process from beginning to end.

When we talk about “secure elections” and “access to the ballot box” it ultimately comes down to people. Elections don’t work unless we have people. Not just people to vote, but people to help us vote. We have to respect the poll workers and staff who are volunteering their time. We need to appreciate our secretaries of state and AGs and make sure we vote to put smart people in those jobs. Smart people who will protect the votes of all people, not just the people of their party. We currently have a shortage of election talent. Everyone wants to invest in election results, but no one wants to invest in the infrastructure of running the elections themselves. We need way more people who understand how the system works and want the process to be both efficient and fair. It might not be sexy, but it’s essential. Election clerks all over the country are retiring because they’re exhausted. They no longer want to deal with the pressure and harassment and many of them just quit after the 2020 election. There are states that have all brand-new clerks. Clerks who have never run an election before because we didn’t have a backbench of talent ready and waiting to take those positions. That’s something we need to rectify and something donors need to be funding.

We need to build a pipeline of talent for county clerks, election administrators, deputy secretaries of state, and poll workers for every election. There is currently only one election law clinic in the entire country that teaches you how to properly run an election, and it’s at Harvard Law School. We need way more of those. Running elections is a legitimate job that our democracy requires, and we have to encourage more people to be part of the institution.

Above all, we need to vote. We need to vote to keep democracy’s head above water in 2024, and then we need to vote for the long-term health of our democracy moving forward. That means voting for representatives who will prioritize voter rights and protections, who will vote to end partisan gerrymandering and dark money in politics. It means supporting backbenches of trained professionals ready to run elections and protect our right to cast a ballot. These should all be universal bipartisan agreements. Everyone should want this, and if they don’t, again, ask yourself why.

Sometimes when you’ve had something for a long time you start to take it for granted. Think of America and democracy as a couple in a long-term marriage. We’ve been together for so long we just kind of figured democracy would always be there for us. We neglected the relationship, and I don’t think I need to tell you that when you neglect a relationship, that’s when you can lose it.

Governments don’t just stay democratic. It doesn’t take the majority of a population to change a system of politics. In fact, history shows us that it often just takes a determined and well-organized minority who think that their ideas are better and go for it. Republican leadership understands this moment. Quite frankly, they’ve played a big part in bringing us here. If Democrats have taken democracy for granted, the Republicans have kicked it out of bed. You only have to read the Mandate for Leadership, which is nothing short of an authoritarian manifesto, to see the plan in black and white. Project 2025 is not just a list of stated ideals, but a detailed strategic playbook on how to dismantle the government so the far right can effectively enact its extremist agenda without interference. This isn’t hyperbolic, it’s what all the Republican presidential candidates signed on for.

We have to remember that democracy is more than just getting a vote or being ruled by the majority. As philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy argues, “Democracy is a style of behavior, of consent, of values, of a certain way of engaging in public debate, and believing in truth.” Kori Schake, the director of foreign and defense policy at the American Enterprise Institute, defines democracy as the “building of a civil society. A society with free media, civic tolerance, and institutions of government that are able to buffer bad decisions.” She says, “Democracy is a consensual relationship of accountability where we agree on how laws will be passed and how we will enforce those laws.”

Ultimately, democracy is the grand idea that the people control the government, the government doesn’t control the people. There is an old Winston Churchill quote that says, “No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise. Indeed it has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government except for all those other forms that have been tried.”

We stopped paying attention. We didn’t always fill out the census, we didn’t notice when the Federalist SocietyIV stacked our courts with right-wing justices, we didn’t get up in arms when our districts were gerrymandered to favor one party over another, we didn’t do anything when lobbyists started writing our laws, or big money started taking over our elections. We took our eye off the ball, and let our relationship with democracy slide. Now we find ourselves frustrated, asking how the system is so broken. Well, it’s broken because we stopped taking care of it, and now our democracy is in real danger. We must acknowledge it’s something that can, and will, be taken away from us if we don’t address the problem. We let it get bad and now we have to do major damage control. We need to put the power back in the hands of the people, and that starts with protecting the right to vote. As Georgia senator Raphael Warnock said, “The most powerful words ever uttered in a democracy are ‘the people have spoken.’ ” So, we need to be sure we are heard.


	I. Dark money is election-related spending where the source of the money is secret, which, thanks to the Citizens United decision, allows big-money donors to spend unlimited amounts of cash affecting elections without scrutiny.

	II. Maine and Nebraska have what’s called a “district system,” where electors are appointed depending on who won the popular vote in each congressional district, and then the two extra electors (who are there to represent the senators) are pledged to the overall winner of the state’s popular vote. As this book goes to print, Nebraska is considering moving to a winner-take-all system.

	III. The “lame duck” period or label applies to any outgoing politician, such as the president, who is serving their final months in office because they didn’t win reelection or are retiring. It’s a wrapping-up period.

	IV. The Federalist Society is an influential nonprofit for conservative and libertarian lawyers that serves as a pipeline for federal judges. All three of President Donald Trump’s nominees—Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and Amy Coney Barrett—were personally handpicked by longtime Federalist Society leader Leonard Leo, though Leo also takes credit for installing John Roberts and Samuel Alito.






PRINCIPLE 4 [image: ] REPRESENTATIVES SHOULD REPRESENT THE PEOPLE WHO VOTED FOR THEM

We’re in a tumultuous time in human history. The world is changing so fast because of technology and globalization and that’s creating a real sense of anxiety for people about what the future is going to look like—the longevity of our jobs, the stability of the social order, the state of the climate—and that’s putting a lot of pressure on our institutions. Institutions that were created to deal with different problems in a different time.

Many in America are angry at a political system that’s perceived to be letting them down, and they’re not wrong to feel that way. As Yascha Mounk, Johns Hopkins professor and author of The People vs. Democracy, points out, “The standard of living for the average American has stagnated. From 1945 to 1960 it doubled, from 1960 to 1985 it doubled again, but from 1985 to today it’s flat-lined. Capitalism has become an unrestrained, and seemingly unchecked, burden on the American people.” Only a small group of people in this country seem to be truly prospering, and those people have an outsized and growing influence on our government and its laws, and that makes people justifiably resentful. We’re also a country that was founded on a strict racial hierarchy that we’re attempting to evolve into a working multiracial democracy, and there are still a fair amount of people who don’t want that. The demographics of the Western world are changing due to immigration policies and geopolitics and that makes some people feel uncomfortable, scared, and defensive. Whether they’re right or wrong is irrelevant, their feelings are dictating their behavior, and if we don’t start addressing some of these issues, we’ll only have more protest votes or more apathy, and either one leaves the door open for an alternative to democracy to take over.

The problem with our democracy is that even when people vote, they feel as if they’re not being heard. How can 85 percent of the country believe we need a higher minimum wage, but we don’t have it? Or how can a vast majority of the country be in favor of common-sense gun legislation, but we’re still getting shot up every day? Isn’t America supposed to be a representative democracy? So why doesn’t it feel like we’re being represented?

Well, like many things in this country, we have to look back before we can move forward. From 1790 to 1910, the House of Representatives added seats to Congress after every census. Back then redistricting wasn’t just about drawing new district lines, it was about adding new districts (seats) to Congress to accommodate population growth. However, in the early twentieth century, when the population was skyrocketing, mostly driven by immigration in urban areas, lawmakers in rural America began to feel very hesitant about the growing power of the cities. They were worried that if they didn’t do something, the cities would end up with all the voting power and no one would listen to them. It was the same sentiment that drove the Great Compromise at the country’s founding. So, after the 1920 Census the House stopped growing, and by 1929 Congress made it permanent by passing a law to cap the size of the House of Representatives at 435 seats. The House size grew temporarily when America added Hawaii and Alaska as states in 1959, but after the census of 1960, it went right back to divvying up 435 seats. So even as the population of America has continued to grow, the size of the House has remained the same. We had fewer than 100 million people living in the United States in 1910. In the 2020 Census, America had over 330 million people, but we still have the exact same number of representatives.

That means a single congressmember who used to represent around 200,000 people now represents approximately 700,000 people, with some congressmembers representing close to a million people. Which means that most of our congressional districts have a population larger than the city of Las Vegas with one person to represent them all. Not only does that insane ratio separate lawmakers from the people they represent—with that many constituents there’s no way they could ever meet with all of us, read all our letters, or answer all our calls or emails—but it also means House members are representing an extremely diverse group of people with incredibly different issues, concerns, and perspectives.

Most countries have a lot more representatives per person. The UK has 650 members of Parliament, which comes out to be about one member per 100,000 people. The same goes for Japan, Mexico, South Korea, and Australia, whose representatives all represent between 160,000 and 270,000 citizens. America is simply not in line with our peer nations. If US House representatives represented the same amount of people as British members of Parliament we’d have 3,300 House members, which would clearly be unwieldy. But there has to be a happy medium.

There was a time when New York had forty-three representatives in the House. Today it has twenty-six. California lost a House member after the 2020 Census, despite having a population of almost forty million people. For reference, it would take twenty-two states with the smallest populations to even get to forty million people, which means California is hopelessly underrepresented in the federal government. But this isn’t just a big-state problem. Take Delaware, for example. In 2020 it had a population of 989,948, while Montana had a population of 1,084,225. However, because of how representatives are allotted, Delaware stayed at one House seat, while Montana was given a second. So, despite the fact that the two states have almost the exact same population, Montana has double the House representation.

Plus, the difference between keeping and losing a House seat can be extraordinarily small. In 2020 Minnesota kept its eight congressional House seats by eighty-nine people. If the census hadn’t counted those eighty-nine people, Minnesota would have only qualified for seven House seats, but now it’s locked in at eight for an entire decade. This is why it’s so important we count everyone in the census, and why people who mess around with census results—not counting these people or those people—are manipulating how our entire government works.

House size is one of those things no one talks about, but which drastically affects how our government functions and how much our voices are heard. In January 2023 Democratic representative Earl Blumenauer from Oregon introduced a bill to address this issue, House Resolution 622 (H.R. 622), a bill that would grow the House to 585 seats for the 2030 redistricting. This would dramatically impact how many constituents were in each congressional district, making each district approximately 200,000 fewer than it is today—closer to what House representation looked like in 1990. Under H.R. 622, states like Delaware and the Dakotas might gain one extra seat, while states like Alaska and Vermont would probably stay the same with one seat each. On the other end of the spectrum, big states like California, Texas, Florida, New York, and Pennsylvania would greatly increase their House representation, which would allow them to be more in line with the number of people who live and work in those states.

Critics will, of course, look at the numbers and say, “We can’t possibly have ten more seats in Democratic New York, or thirteen more seats in Republican Texas,” but we have to imagine these new districts would also be drawn with new voter protections that absolutely must pass in the next decade if we want to stay a functioning democracy. With a bill like H.R. 622 California would likely get close to eighteen more seats, but since California doesn’t partisan gerrymander, that would mean the state would have more districts for conservatives and Republicans to actually feel represented. A bill like H.R. 622 would also expand the Electoral College votes, so if we were still using the Electoral College in 2030, it would make that system far more representative as well. As Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense, “A long habit of not thinking a thing wrong, gives it a superficial appearance of being right,” and locking our House districts at the same number they were in 1910 is definitely not right.

Now you may say, but even with the House districts at their ridiculous sizes, the House still gets bills passed all the time. Well, maybe not the 118th Republican House, it can’t seem to get it together, but the 117th Democratic House passed, among other things, the American Rescue Plan, the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, the PACT Act (for veterans), the CHIPS and Science Act to bring manufacturing back to America, and the Inflation Reduction Act that made America’s recovery after the pandemic the best in the developed world, so what’s the problem? Well, first of all, those two examples beautifully illustrate the importance of House leadership and cohesion, as both the 117th and 118th Houses had the same slim majority, but totally different leadership and priorities, and it shows you what can be accomplished when the majority works together for the good of the American people rather than fighting among themselves to gain approval from their base, or notoriety from the media and outside influences. The job of a congressmember is to write and pass legislation to improve the lives of the American people, to keep the government running, and to pass budgets and allot money. If they’re not doing that, they’re not actually doing their job.

In our current political environment, we have an “us versus them” thing happening to the detriment of the entire country. As mentioned, America primarily functions as a two-party system and those two parties are supposed to represent different points of view and the diversity of the political spectrum, but both parties are supposed to play for Team Democracy. Today’s Republican Party is all obstruction and defense. Republicans have made the calculated decision that anything terrible that happens to America is a win if it’s blamed on the Democrats. They have cynically chosen the destruction of the rival party over the success of America. The Republicans are actively betting against our economy, blowing up international relations, and fundamentally abandoning our democratic principles to regain power.

Which takes me back to the questions from the beginning of this principle. If our representative’s job is to represent us, then why don’t we have common-sense gun legislation? Why haven’t we raised the minimum wage since 2009? We understand our elections are clearly problematic, so why didn’t those voter protections become law back with the 117th Congress? Ultimately, why do our leaders keep getting elected to office making promises they can’t keep? The answer to all these questions is sabotage. Sabotage, with an assist from the Senate filibuster.

The filibuster is an old-school parliamentary procedure, made possible by a Senate rule change in the early nineteenth century, that’s used to prevent a bill from being brought to a vote. It usually happens when one or more senators try to delay, or block, a vote on a bill by extending debate on that bill in a process called filibustering. It’s basically when they talk and talk and talk until the time runs out to vote. It’s what that old Jimmy Stewart film Mr. Smith Goes to Washington is about.

However, that’s not how the filibuster works anymore. It used to be difficult to filibuster. Physically and mentally draining for the senator or senators. You had to really want to delay a bill to go through all that trouble. It didn’t used to just be senators reading Green Eggs and Ham on the Senate floor. Senators used to talk about the issues in the bill, why they opposed it, why they thought the bill would negatively affect people. The point was to give senators a way to waylay voting until their point could be sufficiently made. They were there to represent their state’s voice and doggonit, they would have their say.

The Senate, like the House, was designed to pass legislation with a simple majority. The House would debate and pass a bill and send it to the Senate. The Senate would debate and pass the bill and send it to the president. The president would then sign or veto the bill, and the judiciary was there to act as a check on the constitutionality of the law itself. All three branches had the opportunity to step in if there was a problem, but things moved along. That’s how the American government was designed to work.



AMERICA 101: SPEECH AND DEBATE CLAUSE

One of the reasons it seems like congresspeople can say pretty much whatever they want, true or not, with very few consequences is because of a clause in the Constitution called the Speech and Debate Clause. The main purpose of this clause was to protect members of Congress. To be sure something they said during “purely legislative activities” wouldn’t implicate them in a lawsuit and disrupt their ability to do their job. However, that “purely” part has fallen by the wayside, which has left a lot of congressmembers feeling as if the Speech and Debate Clause gives them free rein to do or say any number of truly deceptive things—in hearings, on television, in fundraising emails—and get away with it because, they claim, it’s within the “course of their legislative activities.”





The filibuster was not in the Framers’ plan for the Senate. They didn’t say, “And if senators don’t like a bill, they can just talk on the Senate floor until the time runs out to vote.” Talking a bill to death was something senators discovered organically. This process of overtalking bills so no one could vote wasn’t even given an official name until 1853, and there was no way to stop it until 1917, when senators adopted a rule (Senate Rule 22) that would allow a two-thirds majority to stop the filibuster and force a vote, calling it “cloture.” Even with cloture it was still hard to stop senators from talking bills to death, so in 1975 the Senate lowered the cloture threshold to sixty votes. Today you don’t even need to speak, let alone speak for hours or days, you simply need to send an email to the majority leader to say you’re going to filibuster and the majority party needs cloture to stop it. This is the filibuster as we know it in modern America.

No one has to talk for seventeen hours. No one has to prepare a winning argument to change hearts and minds. No one has to wear a diaper on the Senate floor to make sure they don’t have to leave and the vote’s taken while they’re in the bathroom. Today’s filibuster is a simple email saying, “Hey man, we’re filibustering. You need to convince however many of us you need to get to sixty votes, or your bill is dead.”

This is one of the major reasons our legislators can’t get things accomplished. It’s one of the reasons the majority of the country can want something and not get it. It’s why an amazing bill like the Freedom to Vote Act can pass in the House and then die in the Senate. It’s the reason wildly popular things like paid family leave, expanded Medicare, border funding, and affordable college die on the Senate floor. Not because the American people aren’t behind these game-changing pieces of legislation, but because it’s not in the minority party’s interest to give the majority party a win. That’s how you get back into power. You say, “Look, they promised you all this, and they did nothing.” You don’t say, “We were the ones who stood in their way,” you just point to the failure, and it works.

One of the biggest misconceptions about the filibuster is that it promotes bipartisanship, and perhaps in another age, where the representatives might have listened more to each other and really had debates, that might have been true; but in our day of modern, polarized politics, the filibuster has the exact opposite effect, because it gives the party out of power the ability to block the party in power from getting anything accomplished.

Adam Jentleson, the deputy chief of staff to the late Senate majority leader Harry Reid, and author of the brilliant, albeit depressing, book Kill Switch: The Rise of the Modern Senate and the Crippling of American Democracy, reminds us that in Federalist Paper No. 22,I Alexander Hamilton wrote against the idea of requiring a supermajority for votes (like the sixty votes the filibuster requires today) because it would provide “an irresistible temptation for the party out of power to make the party in power look bad.” Hamilton uses the words “to embarrass the administration, to destroy the energy of the government,” and I think that’s exactly what the filibuster does.

The filibuster has been used frequently since the civil rights era to allow a minority of predominantly white, predominantly reactionary conservatives to block everything the increasingly diverse majority of the country wants. At this point it’s a relic of a different era and something that gives undue power to a minority that’s already overrepresented in the Senate. Senators don’t even have to tell us who’s for or against a bill anymore. If the majority can’t convince the minority to help it get sixty votes nothing happens, and we blame the majority for nothing getting done.

This is why presidents in the modern era have started using so many executive orders. It’s a way to bypass Congress and get something accomplished. However, as mentioned, an executive order isn’t the same as a law, because an EO can be overturned in many different ways, the easiest being by the next president with a different executive order. This is also why the majority party often tries to jam as much as it can into the budget reconciliation bill because that bill only needs a simple majority to pass.



AMERICA 101: BUDGET RECONCILIATION

Budget reconciliation is a special parliamentary procedure set up to make certain federal budget legislation move faster, particularly in the Senate, because it overrides the filibuster and allows the bill to pass with just a simple majority. However, budget reconciliation can only deal with three things: spending, revenue, and the debt limit. The origins of budget reconciliation came in the 1970s when Congress was concerned about America’s growing deficit, and what was seen as too much presidential influence over the budget process. To counter this, Congress created a new type of legislation—a final budget reconciliation bill—that could be used to ensure budget-related bills would fall within the overall spending target passed by Congress.

In the past, budget reconciliation was rarely used, but polarization, gridlock, and the filibuster have made it an important workaround to get things accomplished in our modern-day American Congress. Reconciliation is now most frequently used when the same party controls the presidency, the House, and the Senate, but does not have the sixty-vote majority needed to overcome the filibuster. There are, however, limits to what can go in the bill and how many times a year it can be used (usually only once). Theoretically, spending, revenue, and debt could be three separate bills, but that almost never happens.

The limits of what can be included in the bill are set by something called “the Byrd rule,” which allows senators to block things in the reconciliation bill they believe to be unrelated to spending, revenue, or the debt limit. A good example of this is when the Democrats attempted to add an amendment to the American Rescue Plan to raise the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour during its passage in 2021. Despite the fact that the Congressional Budget Office (CBO)—the nonpartisan federal agency that provides independent analysis of all economic and budgetary issues to Congress—claimed the wage increase would increase the budget deficit and should therefore fall within “reconciliation,” the Senate parliamentarian—the formal expert on everything US Senate—ruled the minimum wage increase was “merely incidental,” therefore in violation of the Byrd rule, and could not be included in the bill. Technically, the Senate majority leader could have fired the parliamentarian and hired someone more likely to give them the answer they wanted, but that’s not typically how it’s done. There have only been six parliamentarians since the position was created in 1927. It’s a long-term position as there are so few people who have that level of expertise that they tend to stick around. The Trump administration used budget reconciliation in 2017 to bypass the filibuster to pass its major tax cuts, and the Obama administration used budget reconciliation in 2010 to bypass the filibuster to significantly amend the Affordable Care Act.

Provided the majority party has its people in line, the passage of the reconciliation bill can’t be stopped, but you can make it miserable at the end with something called a “vote-a-rama,” which happens after the period of time for debate has expired—in budget reconciliation’s case twenty hours—when senators can offer an unlimited series of amendments to the bill and then vote on each amendment one by one. It’s a painful and relatively pointless process, but it does allow the minority party to force the senators to vote on all kinds of measures they can’t typically just bring to the floor.





The Senate is broken. In many ways the Framers designed the government with the idea that Americans’ first loyalty would be to their home state, and that each state, with their own regional identity, should get equal say in the US Senate. If the House was to be based on the people’s voice, the Senate would be there to represent the state’s voice. However, we’re so far away from that in modern-day America that many people’s first loyalty now seems to be to their political party, not their state, or their country, and the filibuster allows that polarization to thrive. The Senate is far too easily paralyzed when the majority is forced to get a certain number of votes from the minority to get anything accomplished.

Keep in mind most of the states didn’t even exist when the Constitution was written, and as states were added over the years, their population growth wasn’t consistent. Some states, like California and Texas, had population explosions while others, like North Dakota and Wyoming, have stayed relatively small. Just like with the Electoral College, there’s also an economic imbalance in how the Senate is set up. Most of the country’s economic activity comes from the East Coast, the West Coast, and a few metropolitan areas in between. As I said before, the most prosperous parts of America include about fifteen states with thirty senators, while the thirty-five less prosperous states have seventy senators. So, the citizens paying the most into the federal government via taxes actually have less political power in the federal government via representation.

Now, this might feel a little more democratic if the Senate still voted by simple majority, without the filibuster, as it did when the country was founded, or if we had continued to add more senators as our territories and populations expanded like we did in the past, but we don’t. There are almost 700,000 people who live in Washington, DC. That’s a larger population than Wyoming and Vermont, and in line with states like Alaska and North Dakota, and yet Washington, DC, has no Senate representation. America also has territories like Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands, which send nonvoting members to the House but have no real representation. Our government simply stopped evolving to best represent its people. Much like our amendments, the rules of how it all works seem frozen in time. Locked in to benefit minority rule and the status quo, this lack of representation only gets worse the more our votes are suppressed. We’re not keeping up with the times because to do so we’d need Congress to vote on it, and too many people in Congress benefit from things staying the same. It’s a logical decision. If the system is rigged to favor you, why would you vote to make things more fair but limit your own power? Sadly, few do the right thing because it’s the right thing to do. It didn’t happen with the end of slavery, it didn’t happen with the expansion of worker’s rights, or women’s rights, or civil rights. The truth of the matter is, sometimes those who benefit from the status quo simply must be forced to do the right thing. That’s where we are with American democracy and what the people are responsible for insisting their government start to do.

Suspending, amending, or abolishing the filibuster is something America really should consider. Without the filibuster, each senator would once again be responsible for their own vote. As I see it, abolishing the filibuster would reboot the Senate and make politicians accountable to their constituents again. Currently, politicians from both parties can hide behind the filibuster to pass blame when things that were promised aren’t accomplished. “It’s not our fault, we couldn’t get to sixty votes.” The House even uses it to shut down more progressive or extreme points of view. “There’s no point in taking this up, it’ll never get sixty votes in the Senate.” This is simply not how Congress was intended to function.

Without the filibuster, we could conceivably put bills on the Senate floor that Republicans and Democrats could vote on together because they didn’t need to vote as a bloc to represent their party; they needed to vote as individuals to represent their state. That’s a far better process than what we have now. We’ve seen what happens when you protect your party over your people. It’s gridlock, lying, nothingness. Eliminating the filibuster would put the people, not the parties, back in charge. If we could pass legislation using a simple majority, the majority party would have far more opportunity to accomplish what it was put there to accomplish, and the voters would be able to decide if it did a good job or not.



AMERICA 101: DISCHARGE PETITION

While the Senate has very little recourse to get past a majority leader who doesn’t want to bring bills to the floor, there is a process in the House called a “discharge petition,” which can force a bill to the floor for a vote. It’s typically used by the minority party when it thinks it can get a handful of the majority to vote with it on a bill that might otherwise not come to the floor. It works like this: Thirty days after a bill has been introduced to a subcommittee, a Member of the House (MoH) can file a motion to have the bill released (discharged) from the committee. To do this, they need 218 members to sign a “petition to release the bill.” Once the bill has been discharged, the House has twenty minutes (!!) to debate and take a vote, the assumption being it should pass quickly since it needed 218 votes to discharge it in the first place. To be clear, this rarely ever happens since a bill that could get 218 votes would usually just come to the floor, but sometimes the minority party uses a discharge petition to draw the public’s attention to a bill that is deliberately being hidden from the people. A prime example of this would be in 2014 when the Democrats, who were the minority at the time, filed a petition to discharge for a bill they had filed to increase the minimum wage. Even knowing they probably couldn’t get enough Republicans on board for 218 signatures, they filed the petition anyway to show the public what was not being voted on.





Eliminating the filibuster is often referred to as the “nuclear option,” as people say getting rid of it would “blow up” the Senate and assure the mutual destruction of both parties. The Democrats suspended the filibuster (i.e., changed the rules) when it came to nominating executive branch positions—including cabinet members and federal judges—after the Republicans refused to confirm any of Obama’s nominees. When the Republicans were back in charge they suspended the filibuster for Supreme Court justices, which allowed them to stack the court during Trump’s time in office. At this point there is a strong argument to be made that it’s worth abandoning the filibuster in its entirety to pass voter protections and shore up voting rights—including getting dark money out of politics and putting an end to partisan gerrymandering. Quite frankly, if Democrats regain the House and keep the Senate and the presidency, I believe this is something they should do. It feels worth it to make our elections safer and more secure, to stop the endless flow of money in politics, to pass congressional ethics laws, and maybe even reform the Supreme Court. Now, you can’t go back from abandoning the filibuster, but they could, theoretically, suspend it and put something else in its place. The Constitution doesn’t set out the Senate rules. The power is in the hands of the senators themselves. If the Democrats get complete power of the executive and legislative branch again, I believe they should be bold with what they do, for the good of the country and the better functioning of our government.

Now, to be clear, I understand it may not be prudent to eliminate the filibuster with authoritarianism—in the form of Donald Trump and/or Project 2025—knocking on America’s door. Giving a deliberately undemocratic body the power to solidify minority rule might be a mistake in this particular political climate. So, until we can be sure we can protect voting rights and ensure that minority rule and disenfranchisement can’t be locked in at the federal level, it might be too risky to allow the Senate to function by simple majority. Too much damage could be done. The filibuster may be archaic, undemocratic, and absolutely in the way of progress, but it’s also the only protection we have to hold off some of the most destructive laws the country could face should the current Republican Party—with its desire to eliminate Social Security, pass a national abortion ban, and solidify the power of the federal government around the president—take control of the Senate.

The Republican Party is incredibly close to solidifying minority rule and it knows it. Which is why most Republicans don’t care how bad Trump is, or how insanely someone like Marjorie Taylor Greene behaves. It doesn’t matter how compromised someone like Paul Gosar or Matt Gaetz is. It’s why they didn’t put forward an official party platform in 2020, and why any member who speaks out against the party is primaried or ostracized. It’s why any reasonable Republicans are leaving the party, and why anyone who’s left is fine with actively embracing the violence that occurred on January 6, and isn’t ashamed of how incompetent their legislators are. It’s why MAGA Republicans have shifted their focus almost exclusively to conspiracy theories, culture war issues, and blaming the villain of the day. They can’t stand behind their policies because they offer none. They can’t stand up for their records because they aren’t accomplishing anything. They’re not interested in turning out more voters or making a better argument for the future of America. Their goal is to consolidate power by whatever means necessary.

We live in a system that already favors one party over the other. Joe Biden won the 2020 election by more than seven million votes, but the way we elect our president, he only won the Electoral College by about eighty thousand votes in a handful of swing states. The Senate favors the Republicans with tens of millions more voters on the Democratic side but the chamber numbers come out to an even split. Republican state houses have been using their power to gerrymander states for years to limit which groups have the ability to elect the candidates of their choice, and now we have hundreds of new voter suppression laws in red states to limit who can vote and which votes count.

Which is why many Republican politicians don’t even have to pretend to care about the people anymore. In certain districts they can win no matter what they do. They can be the worst people in the world—pedophiles, sexual assault enablers, insider traders, incompetent, compromised self-dealers—and you stick them in a gerrymandered, voter-suppressed, safe red state and they can literally take a last-minute vacation to Cancún while people freeze to death thanks to bad policy, and not even consider losing the next election. That’s not a functioning democracy.

Republicans know the Democrats are better for the economy. A quick Google search will tell you that. They know Democrats are ultimately better at governing. Case in point, the 117th vs. the 118th Congress. They know Democrats have popular ideas for how to improve the country, like expanding our healthcare system, affordable college, and universal pre-K. They know if the Democrats shored up Social Security, voting rights, and protected the environment it would be almost impossible to roll those improvements back. They know the economic success we’re going to see in the next ten years will be based on legislation President Biden passed in his first two years, and they know that eventually people will catch on that none of it came from them.

The Republicans are also aware that the majority of Americans are done with the old way of doing things—of shunning people who are different, of allowing white men with means to hold all the power while keeping everyone else out of the room where it happens. They understand most of us want to see an end to money in politics and lying for profit. They know our population strongly favors gun legislation, better public education, and affordable health care. They understand only a tiny group of people actually believe the government should get to decide what we do with our bodies. I even think they know saving the planet is not only the right thing to do, but could be a gold mine for new industry, but they are so deeply beholden to their donors, to the big-money power brokers who have kept them alive long after they ran out of ideas that they’re stuck. They need the evangelicals, the racists, and the oil and gas industry. They need the corrupt, self-serving billionaires and the fear and anger of their voters to keep them afloat because it’s all they have left. If you can’t win on what you plan to do, then you need to lie about what your opponent plans to do, and you can only spin those lies so far without big checks, and when you take big checks, you owe big favors. I believe the Republican Party is caught in a web it spun for itself, and it needs to be soundly defeated so it can be free.



The door to excessive money in politics was first opened back in 1976 with the Buckley v. Valeo Supreme Court decision that ruled that while the government can limit how much individuals can contribute to political campaigns, it can’t place limits on campaign expenditures, expenditures by a candidate from their own personal resources, or by independent groups supporting the campaign. This was the first time the court made the argument that under the First Amendment, money equaled speech. This helped pave the way for the rise of political action committees (PACs)II in the future.

Following Buckley, America got the First National Bank of Boston v. Bellotti ruling in 1978, which decided the First Amendment allows all speakers, whether individuals or corporations, to “publicly discuss all matters of public concern.” This decision laid the foundation for the “corporate personhood” argument that thirty-two years later would be used in the Citizens United decision. The Citizens United decision (Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 2010) was a travesty for democracy as it left the door wide open to corruption in politics, allowing big spenders to exploit the lack of transparency in our elections, and took dark money donations from less than $5 million in 2006 to over $300 million in 2012. I think it’s fair to say the Citizens United decision was the tipping point event that shifted American political influence away from the people and toward wealthy donors and corporations.

Now, we’re not going to be naive and pretend wealthy donors, corporations, and special interests haven’t always had an outsized influence in American politics, but Citizens United supersized it. In a 5–4 decision, the justices ruled that limiting “independent political spending” from corporations and other groups was a “violation of the First Amendment right to free speech,” so corporations could now spend unlimited money on political campaigns so long as they weren’t formally coordinating with a candidate or political party. If you’re someone who cares about the fairness of American elections, this decision was a real kick in the teeth. As a Brennan Center for Justice report pointed out: “In a time of historic wealth inequality, the [Citizens United] decision has helped reinforce the growing sense that our democracy primarily serves the interest of the wealthy few, and that democratic participation for the vast majority of citizens is of relatively little value.”

The justices who ruled for Citizens United reasoned that unlimited spending by wealthy donors and corporations wouldn’t distort the political process, because the public would be able to see who was paying for the ads, but in reality, voters have no idea who’s behind campaign spending. That’s why all these dark money groups have such ambiguous names like Citizens for a Healthy America. Would that be a pro-healthcare group or a white nationalist organization? Unclear, and that’s the point.

In 2014, 71 percent of outside spending in eleven of the most competitive Senate races came from dark money, and those numbers have only continued to grow. Immediately after Citizens United passed, PAC money was pouring into elections. From 2010 to 2018, super PACsIII spent approximately $3 billion on federal elections, with most of the money coming from just a few individual donors. In the 2018 midterms, 74 percent of contributions came from donors giving at least a million dollars. So, a hundred individuals were just out there picking and choosing leaders who worked best for them. The Citizens United decision allowed the very richest to buy a chunk of American lawmakers, so it’s not surprising that when those lawmakers get into office, they don’t work for the people, they work for their donors.

Finally, because dark money can hide the identity of its donors, it’s also a back door to foreign influence in American elections. Technically law enforcement is set up to protect us from foreign interference, but it can’t follow dark money, or it could, but it doesn’t seem to have the will or teeth to do so. Citizens United is one of those decisions, much like Dobbs, which overturned Roe v. Wade, that has caused a major disruption in American life and makes anyone paying attention feel rather hopeless. This isn’t what the majority of us want, so why is it like this?

If we want our government to work for us, we need to get money out of politics. At the very least, we need Congress to write new legislation that limits outside influence in our elections, perhaps even considering publicly funding elections like they do in other countries. Then we need to vote for the people who are going to vote for those changes. Right now, running for office is dependent on cash, and if you aren’t independently wealthy, you need sugar daddies like lobby groups or PACs, or you have to overrun everyone’s inbox begging for money. A moderately aware person is now bombarded with anxiety-inducing correspondence from candidates just to keep the donations rolling in. It’s necessary for the candidates, but frustrating for the people. Especially since what the people want so infrequently makes it to the president’s desk to become a law.

The United States doesn’t even have an official campaign season. Our election season is never-ending. Lead-up to the midterms, the primaries, the presidential election year, special elections, local elections. It’s just one into another into another, and they all need cash and a way to get on our radar, which is usually some political stunt that induces fear and anger. It’s absolutely exhausting and no wonder so many people hate politics.

Other countries have laws dictating how long a campaign can be. In Canada the election period must be a minimum of thirty-six days and a maximum of fifty days. Mexico’s election season starts ninety days before election day and must stop three days prior to the election. American elections have no set time limit, and because of that they’ve become an industry. We’ve made the election of our leaders part of the economy, and that does not serve the people. For-profit elections with unlimited money is damaging our democracy, the same way for-profit health care damages our health.

You can’t advertise for two years straight without millions in the kitty. So the fat cats end up with all the power. A publicly funded, shorter US election season would benefit everyone—it wouldn’t exhaust voters or require tens of millions of dollars per candidate to run. It would level the playing field for candidates of different backgrounds, and free up time for lawmakers to do the job of governing instead of constantly shilling to keep their jobs, or showboating to stay in the news.

The hustle doesn’t even end after the election—once congressional members are in office, they have to raise money to stay there, and fundraising takes up far too much of their time. People have tried to address this problem, but they’ve yet to come up with a good solution. For example, there are laws around congressmembers raising money, one of them being, you can’t raise money from your office because that’s considered interfering with your congressional duties. Which means congresspeople must use separate “off campus” locations to make fundraising calls and efforts. Now lawmakers are literally using time to travel from Capitol Hill to another location to ask people for the money they need to keep them on Capitol Hill. It’s absurd.

Keep in mind, most of our congressmembers don’t live in DC full-time. They’re supposed to have active offices in their home districts as well. So, if a congressperson wants more time to actually do their job, what makes more sense? Take hours or days to secure funding from thousands of small donors, or take a huge check from one big donor? It’s a catch-22. Theoretically, the big check would free you up to do your job, but more often than not, taking the check changes how the job is done. People who write big checks don’t do it for nothing. Now, there are some representatives who don’t accept that kind of money. They’re the ones who tell you they’re “grassroots funded” or don’t take money from super PACs, but most end up having to fold in some way to compete with the people who have no problem taking the money.

We also know there are congressional members who are actually in the job for the money. You only have to look at the personal wealth of some congressmembers to realize they aren’t getting rich on their $174,000 a year salary. This will be an unpopular opinion, but when you consider that congressmembers have to have at least two residences, constantly travel, fundraise, and legislate, they’re probably not getting paid enough. If we paid them more, we could also justify not allowing them to trade stocks while they are in office, or sit on for-profit boards of companies their laws will affect. There is an uncomfortable conflict of interest between our lawmakers and those who benefit from their laws that we have yet to properly address, and it often shows up in lawmakers’ bank accounts and stock portfolios.

So many politicians end up being sellouts because they can’t lose their donors without losing their job. The amount of money it takes to become a politician is also a major reason we end up with so many unqualified yahoos. Famous, infamous, or super-rich people all think they should be in government now. The job has become about power and money, not service or scruples. It’s become about personality, not ideas. We built a wonderful system, but it’s been corrupted, and no matter your political persuasion, it’s impossible not to see money as one of the main corrosive elements.

Just look at the 2023–24 Republican-controlled House. Instead of passing bills and writing legislation to deal with the many concerns facing the nation—health care, the rising cost of living, the unfortunate border crisis—the speaker of the House, in a role that has changed hands multiple times in one congressional term, has instead approved numerous fishing expeditions and congressional hearings to better feed the culture wars the party believes give it the best chance of being reelected. It’s bad government but smart politics. Most people don’t understand who’s to blame for the lack of progress, so they end up blaming the Democratic president, which makes it good for the Republican Party even if it’s bad for the American citizen.

This is how we get congressional members refusing to vote for bills they negotiated themselves. It’s how we end up with representatives who have been in Congress for decades without drafting a single piece of legislation. This is why tactics like gerrymandering and voter suppression are so destructive to our faith in government. Someone can literally do nothing to help their constituents, but provided they please their donors, they’ll end up as the only one who can win the seat again. That serves no one except the person in that seat and the people who bought it for them.

The Republicans of the 118th Congress are on track to pass the fewest number of bills since the Great Depression, thirty-four bills total after their first year of leadership, but most people don’t hear about that. We just hear the drama that gets all the press. This is why modern-day American politicians talk about things like Mr. Potato Head or the Trump trials. It’s all part of distracting the public from what is, or isn’t, getting done and we keep falling for it.

Being a member of Congress is a serious job that should go to serious people. There’s so much that goes into a bill, or a law, before it ever gets to the president. These are the people who can declare war. They fund organizations like the FDA and FAA, government agencies that make sure our food doesn’t poison us or our planes don’t fall out of the sky. There are 535 people who are supposed to be doing the job of managing America’s problems. We need to be paying more attention to who they are and what they’re doing, and if they aren’t doing their job we should be voting them out, regardless of how good their social media feed is or how often they get on television.

Accomplishments, or lack thereof, of congressmembers aside (and to be fair there are a lot of wonderful, qualified members), the bottom line is Americans are less represented every year. House members have far too many constituents for us to truly be considered a representative democracy, the filibuster is a destructive force in the Senate acting as a roadblock to progress, and special interests and big money play far too outsized a role in our politics for anyone to be comfortable. It’s a broken system, and it shouldn’t matter what party you belong to—if it’s broken, you can’t use it either.


	I. After the Constitution was written, Framers James Madison, John Jay, and Alexander Hamilton wrote The Federalist Papers to further defend the Constitution against criticism. Any question someone might have had regarding the articles of the Constitution, they wrote explanations and answers to. Madison wrote twenty-nine of the eighty-five essays, Jay wrote five, and as you probably know from the musical Hamilton, Hamilton wrote the other fifty-one.

	II. Political action committees are organizations that raise and spend money for campaigns, and support or oppose political candidates, legislation, or ballot initiatives.

	III. The same year Citizens United was decided, a federal appeals court heard the case SpeechNow.org v. FEC and, using the precedent of Citizens United, ruled that outside groups could accept unlimited contributions from both individual donors and corporations so long as they didn’t give directly to the candidates. Traditional PACs are permitted to donate directly to a candidate’s official campaign but are subject to campaign limits both in terms of what they can receive from individual donors and what they can give to candidates, but super PACs have no such rules. While super PACs are still required to disclose their donors, their donors could include dark money groups, which make the original source of the donation unclear.






PRINCIPLE 5 [image: ] THE LAW APPLIES TO ALL OF US

Everyone in this country is supposed to live under the same set of rules. We are supposed to have equal justice under the law. The basic premise of “no one is above the law” is that both the government and the citizens know the rules and they obey them. That the law applies to everyone both equally and fairly. That it shouldn’t matter your gender, race, religion, or culture. It shouldn’t make a difference if you’re rich or poor, young or old, we should all be treated fairly under the law, without discrimination or a special set of rules.

The form of authority we use in democracies is what’s called “rational-legal,” or “the rule of law.” This is the kind of government that strives for fairness but knows things won’t always be fair because the institutions themselves are made up of people, and people are flawed. The rational-legal form of authority is also very slow because the power is spread out to make sure nobody has too much of it.

A few centuries ago the criminal justice system was quite simple. A person could quickly go from being accused of a crime to a hanging. James Madison was deliberate when he laid out the people’s rights in many of our early amendments. He gave us specific search-and-seizure rules in the Fourth Amendment, and the right not to incriminate yourself or be tried twice for the same crime in the Fifth. The Fifth Amendment is the one that says you can’t have your life, freedom, or property taken from you without “due process.” The Sixth Amendment is all about your rights in a criminal trial, including your right to a speedy trial by a jury of your peers (which is also where we get jury duty), the right to confront those who accuse you in court, to have witnesses to testify on your behalf, and your right to a lawyer. The Seventh Amendment is like the Sixth but for civil trials—usually involving a dispute over money. The Eighth Amendment is about how bail can’t be excessive and how we can’t have “cruel and unusual” punishment for a crime. The Eighth Amendment is one of those amendments that really needs updating as we have major problems with bail in this country, with poor people rotting in prison for small crimes, while rich people because of their financial success get out on bail for things that are far more egregious. There is also the question of what “cruel and unusual” means when you consider the way some prisoners, or even accused, are treated in this country. Not to mention the US is one of only fifty-five countries in the world that still have the death penalty, but twenty-three of them haven’t used it in ten years, which puts us in a group with Saudi Arabia, Iran, China, and Egypt. Is the death penalty not cruel and unusual? These are the type of things people consider when they talk about “criminal justice reform” because the system we’re living in uses elements that are potentially unconstitutional, unethical, and often ineffective and expensive.

Now, even saying that, it’s important to acknowledge we’ve come a long way in criminal justice reform over the years. As legal scholars point out, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it didn’t take long to gather evidence. Police could beat confessions out of people or search your house without a warrant. Before the Fourteenth Amendment, everything in the Bill of Rights applied only to the federal government. Local governments and law enforcement could do whatever they wanted.

It was twentieth-century civil rights activists like Thurgood Marshall and legal scholar and theorist Pauli Murray who looked around and saw the criminal justice system needed attention and recognized how hard the law came down on Black men. Their idea was to create a series of procedures to make it harder to put people in jail. As legal scholar Teri Kanefield says, “Their goal was to turn a straight path into an obstacle course by implementing a series of procedures and safeguards that would help achieve due process for everyone, not just the rich and well connected.”

This is why we should be careful about complaining about how slow justice can be. The whole idea of “He’s guilty! Just throw him in jail already” is understandable when someone’s crimes seem so obvious, but they still deserve due process and their day in court. It doesn’t serve us to take shortcuts. If we want to function under the rule of law, then we need to allow the rule of law to play out. Checks on power, whether in government or law, make it harder for the powerful to take advantage. We don’t want citizens wrongly imprisoned or falsely accused of crimes. We don’t want autocrats to be able to take over simply because we abandoned checks and balances when we wanted to speed things up. Slow is preferable to unjust.

Autocracy is attractive to people because of the speed. A dictator doesn’t need to follow the rules or ask for permission. They do what they want when they want, and that control thrills people. The whole idea of “Lock her up!” falls into the authoritarian camp. During the 2016 election, the Republican base wasn’t interested in looking into what Hillary Clinton had actually done, putting her on trial, and punishing her if she deserved it—they just wanted her gone, rule of law be damned. And Trump and the current right-wing leaders are making it very clear that if they return to power, that’s exactly how they plan to run our government and Department of Justice.

As Kanefield points out:


For most of American history we’ve lived in a hierarchy. Before 1920 there were no regulatory agencies or regulations to prevent powerful, and let’s be honest, white men from taking what they wanted. Before the women’s movement, and the modern Civil Rights movement, we had democratic institutions, but they were primarily run by these men. Through the hard work of many people over many years we have been making the transition from a form of government ruled entirely by a certain group for a certain group, to a form of government that’s far more pluralistic, and big surprise, some people don’t like it.



When the world has revolved around you for so long, having the universe expand to include others can feel unsettling. You’ve probably heard the famous quote “When you’re accustomed to privilege, equality feels like oppression.” This idea of sharing power, wealth, and decision-making with others, especially others deemed lesser, has always been something certain people were going to fight. These are the people who were pro-slavery, pro–Jim Crow, who liked the age of the robber baron and hated the New Deal. You can still see them in today’s white supremacy movement. They’re your antisemites and misogynists. They’re the people still mad about desegregating schools, and angry about diversity initiatives. It’s families like the Trumps, Kochs, Sacklers, Devoses, and Kushners. These are the folks still working to get back to “the way it was.” To make America Great AGAIN. When the system was run by them for them. The Republican Party embodies this sentiment now. The very idea that Donald Trump could suggest that the rule of law doesn’t apply to him, the majority of the Supreme Court could agree, and his own party, the self-described “party of law and order,” doesn’t care, tells you exactly what this group is willing to abandon to keep their place at the top.

This is the group actively talking about rounding people up into camps, mass deportations, having religious tests, and locking up political enemies. This isn’t something just for Putin to do in Russia, or Xi Jinping to inflict on the people of China, this is something that a fair number of American leaders are looking to do right here at home. The Republican Party is deliberately using hardball tactics and glorifying lawbreaking because Republicans don’t want to live in a rule of law government that’s stopped serving their interests. They want something new, and if they have to bring down the entire system of government to do it, so be it. This is why the idea that Democrats should “fight like Republicans” is misguided, because it only plays into their hands.

If you want to save the rule of law you can’t use the same tactics as those who want to destroy it. This takes us back to the old expression about “Democrats bringing a knife to a gun fight,” because if you bring a gun, and I bring a gun, we just upped the chances someone gets shot. I understand, not having a (metaphoric) gun feels frustrating and unfair when you want action and results—why do they get to cheat if we have to play by the rules?—but we have to play by the rules if we want to live in a society with rules. Once we’ve abandoned the rules, we can’t get them back. Which is why what’s happening with the court system in America is such a disaster for the rule of law.

Laws, government, and the courts only have power because we collectively agree they have power. Just like money only has value because we collectively agree it has value. Kori Schake of the American Enterprise Institute defines democracy as a “consensual relationship of accountability where we agree on how laws will be passed and how we will enforce those laws.” Schake argues that when the Founding Fathers wrote “We hold these truths to be self-evident…” in the Declaration of Independence, it meant the people have these rights innately and we loan them to the government on our behalf.

While the legislative and executive branches enact our laws and carry them out, the judicial branch—the federal courts—is the one that interprets the law. The judiciary determines the law’s constitutionality and how it applies to individual cases. If Congress has the power of the purse (it’s in charge of our money), and the president has the power of the sword (they’re in charge of our military), the courts are dependent on the power of the public. Their authority comes from our believing what they do is legitimate, that they are acting on behalf of the law and not in their own interests.

Unlike the other branches of government, the judicial branch is deliberately undemocratic, as many of the judges and justices who preside over the federal courts are unelected and appointed for life. The people given this responsibility are supposed to be such legal standouts, so above reproach, that our government trusts them to take a job they can’t be fired from. According to the White House, the courts were designed to be insulated from “the temporary passions of the public,” which “allowed them to apply the law with only justice in mind, and not electoral or political concerns.” Wouldn’t it be wonderful if that’s how it was playing out?



AMERICA 101: PARDONS

The Constitution gives the president “Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United States, except in Cases of Impeachment.” So, the president has the authority to grant a legal pardon to a person convicted in federal or military court. The Framers included the power of the pardon as a way for the highest office in the land to grant mercy for a miscarriage of justice. Governors in most states also have the power to pardon prisoners convicted of state crimes, depending on their state constitutions. Some governors are allowed to pardon independently, some require partnership from clemency boards or advisory groups, and in some cases the discretion is given directly to the advisory group and the governor just acts as a rubber stamp.

I shouldn’t have to say this, but the power of the pardon wasn’t included as a way for the president to use it on himself, it wasn’t supposed to be used as a thank-you to the president’s friends and donors, and it definitely wasn’t designed to be used as a moneymaking scheme for the president to sell pardons for cash. This seems obvious, but without these clarifications written down as law (which they should be), the right to pardon can be, and recently has been, deeply abused.





As mentioned, the Framers were concerned the country would eventually splinter, with each state deferring to its own set of rules. For this reason, they believed it was essential to have one overarching set of laws to be overseen by an independent judiciary that sat above all others. States could have their own constitutions, and their own ways of doing things, which the federal government would have no right to review or veto, but the Framers also included the Supremacy Clause (Article VI, paragraph 2 of the Constitution), which states that when in question, federal laws will take precedence over state laws, and prohibits state governments from interfering while the federal government is exercising its constitutional powers. States are also not allowed to assume any job that is exclusively entrusted to the federal government.

So, that standoff between Texas governor Greg Abbott and the Biden administration around border patrol at the beginning of 2024, when the federal government told the state government to stand down, was the Supremacy Clause in action. When Governor Abbott said he wouldn’t back down, the Supreme Court ruled what he was doing was unconstitutional. The fact that the governor went on to ignore the court’s ruling and continued his control of the border—a federal power, not a state one, and explicitly against the final word of our top court—wasn’t brave, it was illegal, and it put our country in a very dangerous position. When leaders start picking and choosing which laws they follow and which they don’t, it throws the entire rule of law into question. Are court decisions optional? Can we just decide we don’t agree with the Supreme Court and make our own laws? A lot of people were outraged that Roe v. Wade was overturned, but so far we’ve agreed that the decision stands, because you have to play by the rules if you want to live in a nation of rules. However, the legitimacy of the court itself is now being called into question, and if we can’t trust the courts then how do we trust the law?

The Supreme Court’s power comes from the idea that it’s above politics. That the law itself is its own living, breathing thing, and the justices are only there to interpret it. Our entire legal system is based on the foundation that there is something greater and more substantial than the personal preferences of a political appointee. Being a Supreme Court justice is an extremely consequential job that affects the entire country, which is why they have to go through a nomination period and be questioned and confirmed by the Senate. It’s essential the people have faith in the institution of the court and are confident that its interpretations of the law and constitution are not simply political acts.

The Supreme Court is the last place someone can appeal a decision and the final word in matters of federal law, and although the Supreme Court may hear an appeal on any question of law, it doesn’t typically hold trials. The bigger part of its job is “to interpret the meaning of a law to decide whether a law is relevant to a particular set of facts, or to rule on how a law should be applied.” Lower courts are then obligated to follow the precedentI set by the Supreme Court when making their rulings.

It’s amazing how many things we take for granted in this country that our courts have decided. Laws are written, actions are taken, and often they end up in front of a judge to decide if they are allowed. Once they end up at the Supreme Court, the justices have the final word until the justices themselves decide otherwise. This is how Americans ended up with the right to possess a firearm at home for self-defense (District of Columbia v. Heller, 2008), or the right to die if you’ve signed an advanced directive (Cruzan v. Director, Missouri Department of Health, 1990). The court is the reason we can no longer lock people up for mental illness unless they pose a danger to themselves or others (O’Connor v. Donaldson, 1975). Believe it or not, there was a time when we were just sending people, particularly women, away to facilities against their will. Even the right for same-sex couples to engage in sexual acts was a right the court ruled on (Lawrence v. Texas, 2003) because many of the states still made those consensual acts illegal. Even the right to burn the flag in protest was something that required a decision (Texas v. Johnson, 1989).

To be clear though, there’s actually nothing in the Constitution that gives the Supreme Court the exclusive right to decide what the Constitution means and impose that on the other two branches of government or the American people. The court actually gave itself the power to be the final arbiters of the Constitution in a case called Marbury v. Madison in 1803, when it created something called “judicial review.” Most of us assume the courts have always had the right to decide what the law is, but the concept of judicial review caused quite a stir. President Jefferson was furious, claiming the ruling made the Constitution “a mere thing of wax” the judiciary could “twist and shape into any form they please.” President Andrew Jackson completely ignored its self-appointed power and rejected a Supreme Court ruling, saying, “the opinion of the judges has no more authority over Congress than the opinion of Congress has over the judges,” and Abraham Lincoln overlooked what could have been seen as the Supreme Court’s expansion of chattel slavery in the 1857 Dred Scott decision by freeing all enslaved Americans with the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, and following that up with the Thirteenth Amendment, making emancipation a national policy, before the court could weigh in again.

As Alexander Hamilton wrote in Federalist Paper No. 78, the courts were originally designed to be an “intermediate body between the people and their legislature,” and although the courts have the power to “interpret the Constitution and our laws,” this “did not put them above the legislative branch.” In fact, Hamilton wrote, “The power of the people is superior to both [branches],” and “where the will of the legislature… stands in opposition to that of the people, declared in the Constitution, the judges ought to be governed by the latter rather than the former.”

In that same paper, Hamilton wrote that judicial independence was the best way for the government to secure a “steady, upright, and impartial administration of the laws,” and that if we wanted everyone living under the same rules, it was essential that we have a trusted court that would oversee those rules, and it worked for a long time. We had federalism and states’ rights, but overall, despite our enormous size and regional differences, we moved forward in unity, because we were guided by a group of seemingly independent jurors acting as a separate but equal arm of the government upholding our constitutional rights.

However, over the past forty years, very powerful right-wing groups have been targeting the judicial branch of our government. The idea being if the court is the final word on our laws, then they would make sure the justices on the court would rule the way they saw fit. They may not be able to get the legislative branch to create the kind of laws they liked, but they could get the judicial branch to rule on the laws they didn’t. Now that the Supreme Court has a 6–3 conservative majority, it’s not even pretending to be unbiased anymore. Five of the justices, who in their own confirmation hearings agreed to uphold established precedent, are now upending established law willy-nilly in a “What are you going to do about it?” kind of way. The decision to effectively uphold Texas’s obscene six-week abortion ban, against the precedent of Roe, was only the first step. They’ve now overturned the entire precedent of a woman’s right to bodily autonomy. Fifty years of established law gone overnight. Why? Because the science changed? The facts changed? Our knowledge around abortion or pregnancy changed? No. Because the court changed. That’s not a blind interpretation of the law. That’s the shaping of the law using a personal vision. The court has now done the same with the reversal of forty years’ worth of precedent with the Chevron deference, stripping the power from the experts at federal agencies, and 250 years of precedent with their breathtaking decision on presidential immunity. And if the Supreme Court is no longer beholden to settled precedent, if it can just abandon precedents and change the Constitution as it sees fit, where does that leave us?

As sitting justice Sonia Sotomayor wrote in her dissent of the ruling in Trump v. United States (2024) after the six conservative justices gave legal immunity to US presidents, essentially making the American president a king, the decision “makes a mockery of the principle that no one is above the law” and allows a president who might use their power for the most corrupt purposes to be immune from criminal prosecution. She separately wrote, “Today’s court… has replaced a presumption of equality before the law with the presumption that the President is above the law for all official acts.” And she concluded her dissent with the chilling, “With fear for our democracy, I dissent.”

Much like Justice Sotomayor wrote in her dissent to the Dobbs decision overturning Roe v. Wade, “Will this institution survive the stench that this creates in the public perception that the Constitution and its reading are just political acts? I don’t see how that’s possible.”

She’s right. Our faith in the law is shaken when the justices themselves appear to have ethics issues, if they’re beholden to financial donors, their religion, or their personal desires. If you can get a different ruling on the same case, with the same facts, simply by changing who’s on the bench, it throws into question whether the rulings are, in fact, based on the law or simply the will of the justices.

It’s naive to believe that the Christian conservatives who built and support this current Supreme Court will stop while they’re ahead. They’re already talking about how Griswold—the case that acts as the backbone of privacy law in this country, the one that led to abortion rights, gay marriage, and contraception—“might not have been decided correctly.” If any and all settled precedent can just be overturned, then our entire rule of law is up for debate if this activist courtII feels it knows what’s best for the country.

If our laws are only dependent on who sits on our highest court, and who sits on the court is dependent on politics, then how can the Supreme Court be seen as anything other than a political entity? And if we’re dealing with a political entity, then why are these people not elected and why do they get lifetime appointments? Our country wasn’t set up to give nine people the power to rule on all our laws, and yet, that’s exactly where we’ve found ourselves. At a place where the Supreme Court—the interpreter of our nation’s laws and guardrails for the other two branches—has become a corrupted organization, with the majority of its members seemingly installed to rule on behalf of the minority of our citizens.

It’s also worth noting that today’s court looks nothing like the American electorate. All six conservative judges—John Roberts, Samuel Alito, Clarence Thomas, Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and Amy Coney Barrett have ties to the far-right, libertarian Federalist Society, and all three of President Trump’s nominees—Gorsuch, Kavanaugh, and Barrett—were personally handpicked by Federalist Society mastermind Leonard Leo, though as I said earlier, Leo also takes credit for installing Roberts and Alito. All six justices are Catholic hardliners, or far-right Christians, and all six clearly make decisions based around their faith and politics—two things Supreme Court justices are not supposed to do. Our court is meant to reflect the country it presides over—and to be clear, our country is not 67 percent far-right Christian conservative with deep ties to dark money.

Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, a senior member of the Senate Judiciary Committee, has been telling us the court has been captured by dark money for years. That the far right turned its eye on the courts when it realized it was losing its handle on the will of the voters, and that it’s only become worse since Citizens United. According to Federal Communications Commission (FCC) filings, the Judicial Crisis Network, now called the Concord Fund, is a web of allied dark money groups who have spent millions over the past few decades transforming the federal judiciary into a conservative force, having placed more than ten thousand ads since 2012 to get the Christian Right the control it wanted. Donors were giving $15, $17, $48 million at a time. What do you get for that kind of money? As Senator Whitehouse tweeted, “Here’s the truth: dark-money court packing is a project by right-wing donors that’s been supercharged by Republican justices and Republican defenders in the Senate.” Former Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell was a huge force behind the plan to hijack the court for the far right, and like it or not, he did an exceptional job. Under McConnell’s leadership the far right was able to fill three questionable seats on the court and turn what should have been a 5–4 conservative court into a 6–3 ultra-conservative court.

By 2020, the current Roberts’s Court (named after Chief Justice John Roberts) had handed down more than eighty partisan 5–4 and 6–3 decisions that can be easily shown to benefit Republican donor interests. These wins have often come at the expense of everyday Americans—stripping protections from minority voters, reproductive rights, workers’ rights, the environment, public health—and more often than not, these decisions also degrade our democracy: green-lighting gerrymandering, protecting dark money, and suppressing the vote.

By the end of the 2023–24 term, any perception we might have had that the court was still acting in good faith on behalf of the constitution has gone up in smoke.

The people who paid for this court, who spent forty years working diligently to reshape the judiciary in their own image, have been rewarded mightily. The goal was to turn back the clock. To gain control of the country without actually winning control of the country. To reverse the progress made on everything from voting rights to workers’ rights, and they’re succeeding. This is not a partisan statement. It’s a factual observation. You can see it by asking, Is the court expanding or limiting who and what is protected. Is it giving rights to the people or taking them away? Is it liberty and justice for all, or liberty and justice for some? And why would these six people decide that the most powerful person in the country—arguably the world—would not have the law apply to them at all?

It might seem like what’s happening with the courts is far away and won’t affect you, but it’s the courts who have shaped the face of our nation. We had been moving forward for nearly two and a half centuries—baby steps, but in the right direction—toward more freedom, more fairness, more equal rights. While most of us were assuming Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was right when he said “The arc of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice,” the far-right, religious, corporate-aligned powers were working hard to make sure that wasn’t true. To unravel the progress we’ve made and return the country to a place where the “right” people lived the “right” way. And this is not how the judicial branch is supposed to behave. What we’re dealing with here is a bought and paid for operation by people who couldn’t get their ideas codified through the legislative branch, so they’re getting legislation overturned using the judicial branch.

While the courts of the 1940s through the 1960s were known for protecting minority or nondominant religions, it’s mainstream Christian groups who most often claim minority status today. Rulings in favor of religion have increased from 46 percent in 1969 to 85 percent and rising today, the biggest leap occurring under current chief justice, John Roberts. The new story for Christians all over the country is they are a persecuted class. In fact, many Christians feel the separation of church and state itself is discriminatory. That keeping religion or prayer out of public schools is not neutral, but “imposes the religion of secularism” on our children. We see these ideas reflected in court decisions that allow religion to be the deciding factor like Burwell v. Hobby Lobby (2014) or Little Sisters of the Poor v. Pennsylvania (2020), where the court ruled that employers could deny their employees birth control for religious reasons. You see it in Masterpiece Cakeshop v. Colorado (2018), where the Supreme Court ruled a conservative baker should be able to deny service to a gay couple because their marriage was against his religion, and again in 303 Creative LLC v. Elenis (2023), where the court ruled a website designer could preemptively tell customers she would discriminate against gay people for religious reasons despite the fact that she had questionable standing to even bring the case before the court, as no gay couple had actually asked her to design a website. Under the current far-right Supreme Court, “religious liberty” is simply a way for far-right Christians, under the guise of freedom, to impose their will on those who don’t share their beliefs. So, it shouldn’t be a surprise that we now find ourselves in an America where people are banning books, and we’re discussing the idea of abolishing contraception, as well as interracial and same-sex marriage, because it’s all part of the same plan.

As Margaret Talbot wrote in her New Yorker article “Amy Coney Barrett’s Long Game,” though conservative justices now dominate the court, it is striking how firmly they hold to the notion of themselves as the persecuted figures. In fact, in 2020, after a series of court victories in favor of “religious freedom” lawsuits, Justice Samuel Alito gave a speech to the Federalist Society where he warned that “in certain quarters, religious liberty is fast becoming a disfavored right.” He also asserted that the right to keep and bear arms was “the ultimate second-class right,” linking Christianity and gun rights together, with the conservative justices as the last line of defense for the defenseless.

Sure… the “defenseless” with their $400 million ad budgets and stacked court. Justice Barrett gave a speech less than a year later at a private event in Louisville, Kentucky, where she said, “My goal today is to convince you that this Court is not comprised of a bunch of partisan hacks,” but she said it from the stage of the McConnell Center with Mitch McConnell, the man who had brazenly and hypocritically strong-armed her onto the court eight days before an election, standing behind her. For a modern America that is statistically more open-minded, more pluralistic, and more tolerant than it’s ever been, these court rulings have been a tough nut to swallow, with the presidential immunity ruling being an actual choking hazard. Which probably explains why the Supreme Court’s public approval rating is at an all-time low.



America is huge, far bigger than our Founding Fathers could have ever imagined in both size and scope, which is why our courts, and our faith in the courts, have never been more essential. Every case this activist court overturns, every precedent it abandons, every decision it makes using the shadow docket, without arguments or publicity, throws our faith in the law into question. This court is abandoning the protections of the Voting Rights Act. It has overturned a woman’s legal right to her own body. It has disposed of affirmative action and softened the rules around search and seizure. It even thinks Brown v. Board of Education, which desegregated our schools, is up for debate. It shouldn’t matter your politics, this kind of partisan reading of the law should concern everyone. Justice is supposed to be blind, but this court has not only taken off the blindfold, it clearly knows exactly which direction it’s marching.



AMERICA 101: SHADOW DOCKET

Supreme Court cases take one of two tracks: the merits docket or the shadow docket. While the merits docket is how we usually get rulings, the shadow docket is generally only used in emergencies when the Supreme Court needs to temporarily uphold or block a law, and unlike in a merits case, the parties involved file their briefs in days, not months, and the cases themselves are typically decided without oral arguments. To be clear, this is not how the court is supposed to function, just quietly changing laws off the public’s radar without any extensive briefings or hearings, but our current conservative-majority Supreme Court has been using the shadow docket far more regularly these days to avoid scrutiny. According to the Brennan Center for Justice, the shadow docket has been used twice as often since Justices Gorsuch, Kavanaugh, and Barrett joined the court.





So how long does the court, and consequently the foundation for our rule of law, retain legitimacy if it continues to eliminate people’s rights, or disregard the very principles of the Constitution it’s meant to interpret? Especially, as Justice Sotomayor said regarding the presidential immunity decision, when the ruling has “no basis in law”? When the court is simply making decisions in favor of donors’ wishes, corporate profits, or specific religious dogma? My guess is not long. Which is why the idea of “Supreme Court reform” has gained a lot of momentum in recent years. At this point court reform might be the only way to retain our country’s faith in the rule of law. Otherwise, we’re all going to be like Governor Abbott, just looking at rulings and saying, “No thanks.” And where does that leave us?

The general sentiment seems to be that anything we try to do to counter the dark money influence in our judicial branch will be seen as a partisan maneuver, and that any lawmaker backing any sort of change will be accused of taking a partisan position. Which is why we need the people of the United States behind the mission to reform our courts. We need to give our lawmakers the support they need to fix this branch of government. If we could return the courts to a place of legitimacy, we would have a far better chance of fixing the other branches moving forward. So, let’s look at the options, because based on where we are now, we clearly can’t do nothing:

Can we limit the Supreme Court’s power? Yes. Congress is the check on the judiciary. Congress could choose to pass legislation to limit the power of the court or, at the very least, expand its ethics rules. As the brilliant American writer and intellectual Thom Hartmann suggested, Congress could write regulation that says, “all decisions involving Constitutional matters must be decided by consensus, or with no fewer than 7 out of 9 votes,” which would, at least temporarily, stop the six right-wing justices from steamrolling the rest. Or, as Hartmann proposes, perhaps make all Supreme Court arguments and decisions televised, bringing the entire process into the light, raising integrity through transparency, and increasing the power of the dissenting voices in the public consciousness. At minimum, Congress should pass a law insisting the Supreme Court follow the same ethics rules that every other federal court judge has to follow.



AMERICA 101: DISSENT

The Supreme Court votes on which cases it wants to take up. Verdicts on a case are typically decided after all parties involved have submitted months’ worth of legal briefs explaining their position and, in many cases, after having argued the case before the court, where justices had the opportunity to ask deep, probing legal questions about how the Constitution applies to each argument. The justices then sign their verdict so it’s clear how each justice voted in the case. If a justice doesn’t agree with how a case was decided they can write a dissent, explaining why they disagree.





Can we force justices to recuse themselves from cases where they might be compromised? No. Article III of the Constitution lays out no rules for recusal, so the justices get to self-monitor. So even if, say, one of their wives is a known insurrectionist and they’re ruling on insurrection, they don’t have to sit out unless they choose to, or unless a majority of their fellow justices come together to insist they do, but usually the individual justices make the call.

Can we change their term limits so that they’re no longer lifetime appointments? Yes and no. The Constitution says federal judges can “hold their office during good behaviour,” so they have the job as long as they want unless we pass a constitutional amendment, which would be difficult with a normal functioning government but downright impossible in this polarized political environment. However, the Constitution doesn’t specifically stipulate permanent status on the Supreme Court, only the federal bench. Theoretically, Congress could pass Supreme Court term limits—eighteen years has been suggested—and the justices could either retire at the end of their term, or return to a district or appellate court to finish out their career. With this solution we’d have more movement on the court and presidents would be more inclined to nominate justices with wisdom and experience, rather than simply trying to pick the youngest person they can to lock in that seat for their party for as long as possible. This would also serve to stop justices from having to basically work until they die to avoid the “wrong” president choosing their replacement.

FDR proposed moving all justices who were over seventy to an “emeritus status,” so they could still participate in deliberations, but would no longer have a vote. Or, perhaps, all emeritus members’ votes could be consolidated into one, if there was consensus. This way we wouldn’t have seventy- and eighty-year-olds deciding the laws for the youth of America, without understanding the world those young people will have to live in.

Can we remove them if they are clearly compromised? Not really. The Constitution’s check on judicial power is impeachment and removal, but that requires two-thirds of the Senate, and with our current Congress, that would be a nonstarter. The Constitution does say the justices “shall hold their Offices during good Behaviour,” which could be questionable, now that we’ve seen justices like Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito taking things like fancy trips and housing from donors who were seeking certain outcomes from the court, but it would take court reform from Congress to really define what “good Behaviour” means. If anything, it’s a glaring reminder to be incredibly deliberate with our votes for Congress, because Congress is our only check on the court.



AMERICA 101: IMPEACHMENT

The Constitution says the president, vice president, and all “civil officers” of the US are subject to removal from office upon “impeachment” and “conviction.” Impeachment was created to serve as a check mostly on the executive and judicial branches of government. To impeach someone, the House of Representatives brings “articles” (charges) of impeachment against the official. The House “adopts” the articles by a simple majority vote. Once this happens, the official has been impeached. The case then goes to the Senate for an impeachment trial. If it’s the president who’s been impeached, the chief justice of the Supreme Court presides over the trial.

If the impeached individual is found guilty by the Senate via a two-thirds majority, the official is removed from office and can never hold elected office again. If the Senate fails to get the requisite majority and the impeached individual is found not guilty, they are acquitted and may continue to serve in office. They will, however, always remain impeached.

As of June 2024, the House has initiated impeachment proceedings over sixty times and there have been twenty-two impeachments. This includes three presidents, two cabinet secretaries, and one senator. Although, as this book goes to print, there is talk of filing articles of impeachment against a few more Supreme Court justices. Of the twenty-two impeachments only eight were found guilty by the Senate and removed from office. All eight were federal judges. The presidents who have been impeached include Andrew Johnson in 1868, Bill Clinton in 1998, and Donald Trump in 2019 and 2021. All three remained in office following acquittal by the Senate. Former president Richard Nixon was not impeached—he resigned at the suggestion of his own party after Congress started the process against him in 1974.

State legislators can file articles of impeachment against their governor and other state officials, and many local governments have impeachment procedures in place as well.





What about expanding the court? Could we add justices to the bench and dilute the power of the compromised justices? The simple answer is yes. We only have a nine-member court because 155 years ago Congress matched the number of Supreme Court justices to the number of circuit court districts, which at the time was nine, but is now thirteen. So, there’s already a precedent for matching justice numbers to districts. While adding seats to the Supreme Court would have once been considered extremely radical (FDR was deeply criticized for suggesting such a thing), what’s going on with the court right now is already radical, so not considering this option might be the more extreme choice.

The expansion of the number of Supreme Court justices to match the number of appellate districts is the “easiest” and most popular proposed fix. Personally, I think we should expand the court far more extensively. Now that we know justices can be compromised partisan actors, I think it’s prudent to limit the power of each individual justice. Plus, we need a way to force them away from Team Liberal or Team Conservative, to work as individual arbiters of Team Constitution.

I propose we expand the court to twenty-seven. The Supreme Court becomes either two courts of thirteen plus a sub, or three courts of nine. The justices pick their cases and fellow justices at random. They won’t know which cases will be coming before them, or who they’ll be working with from case to case. Cases like Dobbs, which overturned Roe, won’t simply come before the court because the petitioners know ahead of time they have the votes to win. No one would know what the makeup of the court would be before they brought the case, and while the justices would continue to choose which cases came before them, they wouldn’t get to choose which cases they would personally oversee. This would limit the ability for bad actors to buy or curry favors with a particular justice, so justices would be left to rule on the merits of the case, the quality of the argument, or the interpretation of the Constitution rather than simply personal bias or bribes.

Twenty-seven justices means justice could once again be blind. Justices could get sick, or retire before they died, because the laws of the country wouldn’t come down to their one vote. One in twenty-seven doesn’t make that much of a difference. That many justices picking cases and colleagues at random would mean we could stop pouring gasoline on the fire of partisanship and begin to have faith in the highest court again.

Obviously, there’s a lot of nuance to this, and this isn’t a legal book, so legal scholars will all have their thoughts, but if we don’t do something about the Supreme Court, pretty soon we won’t be able to do much about anything. Since the beginning of this nation, our courts have played an essential role in how the country functions. We started with a constitution and a bill of rights. Every big change that came after that, every game-changing piece of legislation that was written, every societal change weighed in on, even the power the government gave itself, has been checked by the court.

The most important thing to remember as we watch this far-right court attempt to fundamentally reshape the country, is that things can only change if we expand the majority in Congress who believe things should change. The legislative branch is the only check we have on the judiciary. Those who seek to take us backward and steal our freedoms are patient, calculated, and backed by billions, but we still have our voices, our vote, and the majority sentiment. At the end of the day the court only works if people believe in it, and the rule of law is dependent on people believing in the court. Without the legitimacy of the Supreme Court, we have a country without law and order, and without law and order we have no country at all. We win Congress, then we push Congress to expand the Supreme Court. This court doesn’t speak for us, it wasn’t elected by us, and as Alexander Hamilton said, if it comes down to the court or the people, we must always defer to the latter.


	I. Our entire legal system is built on precedent, or decisions, made by the Supreme Court. Lawyers all over the country use cases the court has decided as examples of why a judge or jury should rule in their favor. Supreme Court decisions are the foundation of the entire rule of law, and because of this, you must have a really good reason to overturn a settled decision. So, unless some grievous injustice has been made, the court is supposed to uphold its previous rulings in order to give our justice system a sense of stability.

	II. The current conservative majority is what’s called an “activist court” because it seems to be actively pushing the country in a particular direction. During the civil rights era, people called Chief Justice Earl Warren’s court an activist court for the same reason. In this case, however, the court isn’t moving the country forward to better represents all its citizens, or to expand the rights and protections afforded by the Constitution. This is a regressive court with five of the six conservative justices installed by presidents who didn’t win the popular vote and who aren’t reflective of the majority will of the nation.






PRINCIPLE 6 [image: ] GOVERNMENT SHOULD BE A FORCE FOR GOOD

It’s easy to criticize government, and candidly, there’s plenty that deserves criticism. However, government is something we can not live without. There is so much the government does that we don’t even consider. From local governments sending workers to remove that tree that fell across your street to Homeland Security stopping a potential terrorist attack. From weekly garbage pickup, to workers in our national parks, to government scientists approving the quality of our vaccines and baby food. If you call the police, that’s the government. If you need the fire department, it’s paid for by the government. If your state has a natural disaster, it will be the government who foots the bill to clean it up. Do you use public school? Government. Is mail delivered to your home? Government. Do your streetlights come on, and traffic lights work? That’s the government. Government plays such a huge and essential role in our modern society that we couldn’t live without it, yet we spend so much time complaining about it when we could be engaging with it to make it better.

Ronald Reagan inflicted a great wound on the country when he said, “The nine most terrifying words in the English language are: I’m from the Government, and I’m here to help.” As president of the United States, Reagan used his authority as head of the government to undermine how essential government really is. The government should help its people, and if you don’t believe that, then what are you doing in government?

There are legitimate reasons to be frustrated with the American government. Justifiable reasons to be angry at the way things have been going, but that doesn’t mean we abandon the one form of government that offers us the power to change things. It means we redouble our efforts. We shore up our wonderfully flawed system, and put our time and energy into protecting that which people have fought and died for. There are people who dream of the ability to choose their leaders, who can’t even imagine a nation of freedom and liberty. We owe it to them, and to ourselves, to not be so ungrateful that we let the amazing American experiment fail because it felt too hard or we were too busy. We can recognize the ridiculous excess in our government without defaulting to the idea that democracy itself doesn’t work.

So how do we make it better? We start by raising expectations and accountability. Rather than expecting government to screw up, to be useless, to act selfishly, and to spend our money wastefully, we should demand our government be a force for good. We should make it clear that its job is to protect our rights, not take them away. To keep us safe, not put us in danger. To keep the government open, funded, and functioning. We need a government that’s more New Deal and less “Art of the Deal.” We need our lawmakers thinking about how to make life better for all Americans, not just better for themselves. We need leaders we can trust—upright, upstanding, honest people—who respect the American citizen and don’t suppress our votes or rig our districts.

America needs leaders who don’t trick us with deceptive advertising and blatant lies. A government that believes in the American Dream and will fight for what it stands for. Representatives who understand they speak for the People, not just their voters or donors. Long-term thinkers and big-picture planners. Leaders who acknowledge the reality of the future, who seek to address the problems ahead of time, rather than being reactionary and passing blame when they’re caught unprepared. We need transparency and morality in government. If our lawmakers are passing laws so we can’t see what they’re doing, we need to assume what they’re doing isn’t right. If our legislators are behaving in ways we wouldn’t allow our children to behave—lying, calling people names, passing the buck, not doing their work—we need to punish them for it at the ballot box. Not everyone is suited to public service, and we need to get far more comfortable kicking people out. No politician should have to tell you the horrible thing they said was “just a joke.” This isn’t high school. These people are responsible for the future of our nation and the world. Being an elected official is not a job just anyone can do. The people need to have faith in their leaders. Faith in a god belongs in the confines of your heart, but faith in government functions solely in the secular world of laws where our representatives are supposed to function.

I’m not going to argue for the two-party system in America. It is what it is. I have no loyalty to one party over another, but as a liberal, my values, needs, and morals are far more in line with the Democratic Party than the alternative. As John F. Kennedy said,


If by “Liberal” they mean someone who looks ahead and not behind, someone who welcomes new ideas without rigid reactions, someone who cares about the welfare of the people—their health, their housing, their schools, their jobs, their civil rights, and their civil liberties… if that is what they mean by a “Liberal,” then I’m proud to say I’m a “Liberal.”



People think government is lame, that legislation is boring, and all politicians are cheats and liars, but that’s simply not true. Over time the American government has changed the lives of so many people for the better. From the Emancipation Proclamation to the Civil Rights Act, from the New Deal to Social Security, from workers’ rights to regulated industries.

From a personal perspective, a government program saved my life. I have an incredibly rare lung disease and my husband and I work for ourselves. Without the protections of the Affordable Care Act to stop insurance companies from discriminating against people like me with preexisting conditions, I’d be dead. Dead. With that one piece of legislation, the Obama administration helped me, and millions of other Americans, stay alive, and the Republican Party continues to try to repeal it to this day.

President Joe Biden got the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, the CHIPS Act, and the Inflation Reduction Act passed in his first two years in office with the smallest of majorities in Congress. Those bills will literally be rebuilding a crumbling America for the next decade, not just fixing our roads, bridges, and airports and bringing high-speed broadband to people across the country—which is essential to functioning in today’s digital world—but returning high-tech manufacturing to the United States and outfitting the country with climate initiatives to address our struggling planet. These bills will also create tens of thousands of well-paid jobs. Don’t tell me government can’t be a force for good. Even Republicans who voted against these bills are out there at ribbon cuttings taking credit for the money as it arrives in their state.

We have to recognize that government is a big, slow-moving machine, like an aircraft carrier that, going in the right direction, can be a force for good, but if used incorrectly, can be a danger to us all. Former president Trump has already told us that should he become president again, his first order of business would be retribution. To consolidate the power of the federal government around himself, to take control of the Justice Department, to purge the civil service of anyone who isn’t a loyalist, and to make sure anyone who’s ever stood against him is punished. Whether he’s elected or not, his rhetoric is a reminder of why we can’t get caught up in the promises of a populist who tells us what we want to hear, or believe that giving someone the power of a dictator would be a preferrable way to run our government.

Merriam-Webster defines public servant as “a government official or employee,” and public servants are supposed to work for the public good. Government is not supposed to be a place for profit, greed, or personal power, and voters should remember that. Government should be there to serve the public and make people’s lives better. It should be a job of great worth and respect. We should have people coming out of high school who want to grow up and go into government because that’s where change is made. Government should be cool. A career for world shakers and visionaries, not power mongers and self-dealers.

The Framers founded our nation with the noble aspiration of a government by the people, for the people, and it’s one we should return to. No, not everyone should get a say in how government is run. We should all get a vote, but that vote should collectively hire smart, capable, goal-oriented individuals who want to do the job, not just have the job. The voters should have to pay attention to who they elect, but not be responsible for monitoring everything they do. We should have our laws and the press for that. At the end of the day, we have to be educated citizens who vote in every election, but thinking about politics all day long is ridiculous. We all have lives and most of us would like them back, thank you very much.

In Common Sense, Thomas Paine described government as a “necessary evil” that exists to give people a structure so they can work together to solve problems and prosper. Paine argued that in order for a government to do this, it had to be responsive to the people’s needs. That the British system failed America because it gave the richest and the most powerful too much power over the people’s chosen representatives. Paine wrote that it was essential the individual colonies put aside their differences to form one powerful nation that better reflected the will of the people. I would argue it’s essential the states put aside their differences now to do the same.

It doesn’t matter if you’re from California or Kentucky. We are all in this together and we live or die depending on how we handle things. If you live in a Southern state that’s been controlled by Republicans for the last two to eight decades and you aren’t happy with your life, the people in New York didn’t do that to you. Your leadership has been making choices to favor themselves and letting you suffer. Then they tell you who to blame, and it’s never them.

We’ve been taught to hate each other in America—programmed even—because it serves certain people in positions of power to keep our attention on each other and not on them. As historian Thomas Zimmer says,


Modern-day Republicans are single-minded in their goal to transform the current political system, which has gone too far towards true equality, back to something they feel more aligns with their world view and the power structure they’re comfortable with, and they don’t care if they have to hold that power without majority support, or even against explicit desires of the majority of the country.



Zimmer makes it clear that there’s no point in debating whether Republicans really want to abolish multiculturalism and open-minded democracy. The proof is there at the state level. They can’t control the federal level as much as they’d like, so they act as obstructionists, but wherever they are in charge, Republicans are openly embracing an authoritarian version of American government.

Look around America. Look at what’s happening in red states. It’s all about regression, control, limiting the rights of people. We’ve got kids being paddled in school, children working overnight shifts in factories, pregnant women being left to go septic without medical treatment. We have IVF clinics shutting down, border patrol allowing refugees to drown, child marriage, violence against trans children, and people being shot every day just going about their daily lives. The red states are banning books and history and hairstyles. They’re telling teachers what to teach and claiming just being gay grooms children. There is a legitimate theocratic takeover of state legislatures, quoting biblical scripture to pass secular legislation and forcing everyone in their state to conform to their narrow worldview.

So, what’s our country’s problem? Why can’t we pull it together? How can we possibly be this divided and unable to hear reason or see truth? I believe it’s identity, and the over-identification with our identities, that hinders our progress. We talk about “identity politics” all the time as if it’s a bad thing. “Oh, here we go again with the identity politics. Why do you have to be so sensitive and woke and politically correct?” As if offering equal rights to everyone or treating every citizen with the same level of respect is some kind of overreach. The way I see it, the problem isn’t what the marginalized, or minority, are asking for. The problem is what the un-marginalized have learned to expect without having to ask. People blame identity politics on Democrats, on women, on the LGBTQIA+ and BIPOC communities, but real identity politics doesn’t come from those who have been forced into their identity through marginalization, but from those who put them in that box in the first place. Real identity politics comes from those whose identities have always run politics. Those who feel the ground shift under their superiority don’t like the feeling. As I said before, “When you’re accustomed to privilege, equality feels like oppression.”

Humans get tied up when the problem we have to solve is linked to how we identify. It’s the same phenomenon that keeps people in bad marriages, or jobs they don’t like, or what keeps young people playing sports they no longer enjoy. Once your identity is tied to something, it becomes very difficult to let go or be objective. Now consider this concept on a macro level with the type of problems America deals with—racism, nationalism, religion, gender politics, politics/politics—whenever you try to solve any of these issues with someone who’s tied their existence to the thing you’re discussing, you’re going to get pushback because you’re no longer discussing the issue, you’re discussing them. If your identity is fused to something, any criticism of that something will be seen as an attack. Consider yourself. Who are you? What is the thing you most identify with? Your race? Your color? Your citizenship? Your lack of citizenship? Your religion, gender, sexuality? Well, that’s the thing you’re going to have the hardest time discussing.

Say your identity is tied up with being American. It’s how you see yourself. A member of the greatest country on earth, land of the free, home of the brave. Now it’s likely you’re going to take any criticism of America personally. “Don’t come at me with ‘Americans killed all the natives and is a racist country.’ I didn’t do that. I’m not like that.” Well no one said you did, or you are. These are just discernible facts about the nation that you’re unable to see clearly because it’s wrapped up in how you see yourself. If you define yourself as being a Christian, a God-fearing person who follows the Bible, goes to church, and is going to heaven, then you’re going to take any discussion around the history of Christianity, its contradictions, the validity of other religions, or taking “God” out of our national motto as an attack on your entire reality, and it will be, and often is, met with defensiveness and anger.

Which is why it’s so hard to reason with Trump supporters, Second Amendment Warriors, or Evangelical Christians. Why it’s so tough to get lifelong Republicans to see that the party they identify with is gone. To question the things people associate with is to question who they are. I can debate religion all day because my identity is not tied up in it. I can criticize America, because it’s where I choose to live, not who I am. Certain Trump supporters can’t understand how Biden could have won the election without having big rallies or seeing Biden flags everywhere. They can’t conceptualize people who could vote for him without defining themselves by him. That if he was bad, his voters would criticize him, not follow him to jail.

The right wing has actively worked to tie people’s identities tighter to things, that way it’s able to play into people’s fear of losing that identity. A certain subset of America has always been fixated on this idea of their identity being threatened or replaced. In the 1925 F. Scott Fitzgerald novel The Great Gatsby, the antagonist talks about how immigration is altering America’s racial composition and destroying the country when he says, “The ‘dominant race’ is being ‘swamped out’ by immigrants.” The book, which was published the year after Congress passed the Immigration Act of 1924, which set national origins quotas to limit the “less desirable” immigrants, reflected the sentiment of many in the nation, with the stated purpose of the law being to “preserve the idea of American homogeneity.”

On Fox News Tucker Carlson spent years promoting the idea of people being “replaced” in America, although he often disguised it as just asking questions: “Who says diversity is a strength? Who says that?” But the truth is, the hosts of that network have made the fear of demographic change a central theme since 2016. Before Tucker was fired as part of the fallout from the lawsuit around Fox lying about the 2020 election, a New York Times investigation reported that Tucker had used the theme of white/American replacement in over four hundred shows.

This idea of “identity” is why all the dog whistles of white supremacy, xenophobia, and homophobia are so effective. It feeds the great replacement theory—“These people are trying to steal your way of life, change your way of being, of doing, of speaking…”—and gives it power. The Right leans hard on identity—“good” Christians, “real” Americans, “traditional” family values—because it sells. Fear sells. Bigotry sells. Hate sells. Identity sells. Identity is how we got to a place where people claim we can take their gun “from their cold, dead hands” because they’ve tied their identity so thoroughly to the Republican interpretation of the Second Amendment that it’s become almost impossible to disassociate themselves long enough to realize we don’t have to accept daily mass shootings. Our lives have simply become less worthy than their identity as a gun owner.

Which is why I don’t see Democrats as the party of “identity politics.” The far left of America, sure. You could make the argument that it also takes its identities to such an extreme that it can no longer see the bigger picture, or separate its sense of self from the reality of what’s happening, but while Democrats might talk more about different identities, it’s the Republicans who push their supporters to base their politics around identity. This is how we end up with self-described “patriots” wearing shirts that say they’d rather be Russian than a Democrat. That’s identity politics, “Hey, can you use my correct pronouns?” is not. Requesting to be seen and referred to with respect has no bearing on anyone else’s rights or freedom. Telling someone they can’t be who they are, or that you’re passing laws to stop hospitals from treating them, that’s a completely different situation. Allowing room for different identities doesn’t strip you of yours, but denying people their rights because their identity doesn’t line up with your beliefs? That’s a problem.

We need a thirty-thousand-foot view. To see the big picture and recognize the hypocrisy of leaders preaching the “dangers of tyranny” while publicly supporting autocrats and wannabe dictators. We need people to see the absurdity of believing they’re the “party of freedom” while simultaneously passing laws that tell people what they can read, say, teach, and do with their own bodies. If you call yourself the party of “small government” but believe the government can just remove children from their loving homes because they don’t personally agree with the parent’s “lifestyle,” or that teachers should out gay children to their communities against the child’s will or safety, then you’ve lost perspective.



Stop telling us America is the greatest, richest country in the world and how lucky we are to live here without acknowledging what our actual lives are like. We can love this country and still acknowledge that the daily existence of many Americans is the opposite of the PR fantasy we’ve been sold. That we have an extraordinary chasm between the rich and poor, that our social safety net is minimal at best, and that medical crises are the leading cause of bankruptcy in this country. We have a mental health crisis and no way to deal with it because we don’t have quality, affordable health care. We spend billions on police, but don’t feel safe or protected. Trillions on defense, but we’re surrounded by violence. And not for nothing, but we had over two hundred thousand preventable deaths during Covid because we had leaders who chose to politicize the virus instead of uniting us against a common enemy.

We need a government full of people who not only want to do the job but are capable of doing it. As I said before, there are only a few hundred people who can pass federal laws. We can’t be filling those seats with useless partisan showboats who do nothing but obstruct and denigrate the process. We need true representatives. Especially if they’re supposed to be representing 800,000 people each. We need lawmakers who acknowledge today’s problems rather than living in a preferred past. We need a government up to date on science and technology. We can’t have eighty-year-old legislators asking tech giants how to update their Facebook account. We need representatives who understand the need to regulate technology for the safety of humanity, who understand the risk of AI, and are thinking of plans for the American people when the world’s machines inevitably take our jobs. This isn’t a game. It’s a consequential profession for talented people and we need to vote with that in mind.

We need the government to properly fund our education. To make our kids, all our kids, open-minded and smart enough to solve the problems of tomorrow. To expand our public education dollars through college and trade schools. We need American children ready and able to compete in a changing global world, and that won’t happen if we teach them different facts from state to state based on our personal bias and beliefs. To paraphrase a popular saying: Studying history will sometimes disturb you. It will sometimes upset you and make you angry. If studying history always makes you feel happy and proud, you aren’t studying history. That’s propaganda.

We need a government that understands the importance of protecting our environment, not just for our health, but for the world order. We can’t have representatives willing to ignore the consensus of almost all the world’s scientists because it’s bad for a few of their donors’ bottom line. Rescuing our planet should be nonnegotiable. We don’t need 544 bills denying trans people their rights. We need 644 bills around everything from renewable energy to minimizing microplastics. Managing fake crises, rather than handling real ones, simply does not serve the people.

We need a government who listens to what we want. None of us are here to just pay bills and die. No one wants to worry about getting gunned down at the grocery store. We don’t want the power to control our own bodies or family planning to be taken from us. We don’t want to lose Social Security or Medicare, or to have to work until we’re seventy while our children are on a factory floor at age twelve.

Covid-19 should’ve brought us together. It was as much a common enemy as any alien invasion we’ve seen in the movies. More than a million Americans died and most of us didn’t even know because it was invisible and weaponized. It was hidden from our field of view and used as a cudgel to separate us. We should have seen the devastation splashed across our newspapers and social feeds like the Vietnam War, solidifying our perspective as to who the real villain was. Not doctors, or scientists, or mask wearers, or people trying to stay safe getting a vaccine, but the virus itself. The media did us a tremendous disservice by not showing us what was really happening, and it allowed those with nefarious intentions to use that space to sow doubt. Doubt in each other, in science, in facts, and in truth. We were divided at the very time we should have been united, and we had hundreds of thousands of unnecessary deaths because of it. What would Pearl Harbor have looked like if half the country had been told it wasn’t real? Or that it was just a political enemy pretending to be the Japanese? Or the Japanese had been invited by “those” Americans? Who does it serve to make us hate each other? Who benefits?

Our country is divided and ignorant and racist and backward. We worship at the altar of celebrity and wealth but don’t support our families, our poor, our working class. Churches have a ridiculously outsized amount of political power in a country that’s supposed to be based on the separation of church and state. Children go hungry every day in this nation, and we have politicians voting against feeding them. We abandon our elderly and scapegoat our minorities. We’ve passed laws allowing neighbors to spy on neighbors and turn them in for cash bounties, rapists to file for custody, and had legislators seek to inspect children’s genitalia under the guise of “protecting the kids.” It’s no wonder our life expectancy goes down every year. People are miserable. Most are one paycheck, or illness, away from homelessness. This level of stress is killing us, and we wonder why our people keep shooting each other? Is this really the America you want? I think not. I think we can do better. I think we need to demand better.

I believe the idea of American exceptionalism is waning. I think, despite the behavior of the loud and ignorant, white supremacy is on the decline. I believe the patriarchy has had its day and we’re in a transition between how things were and how they’re going to be moving forward. We’re currently experiencing a massive shift in how the world works and that makes a lot of people uncomfortable, so they fight to hold on to what they know. Change is scary, and between one thing and the next there’s a void, and people can’t get their footing in a void, so they reach back to a time when they had a grounded sense of their place in the world, or they find something in the void to hold on to like a conspiracy theory or a political party that promises to keep them safe if they support them without question. There’s purpose in fighting against satanic pedophiles or standing up against a stolen election. It doesn’t matter if the facts don’t line up. It makes people feel like they’re part of something. The world is changing, but people aren’t sure how they’ll fit in, so they’d rather stick with what they know, or hold on to something they created, even if that puts them in direct conflict with the truth, or their own best interests. There’s a small and powerful group who don’t want things to change because it benefits them, but there’s a far larger group who don’t want things to change because they don’t know how change will affect them and it’s a risk they’re not willing to take.

We have to remember American democracy is not promised to us. We could easily become like Russia. A nuclear superpower with the trappings of democracy, but what is in truth, a corrupt oligarchy run by criminally unscrupulous people. You don’t think leaders like Donald Trump wouldn’t love to lock up people who disagreed with him? You think he’d be above disappearing political enemies or journalists if it served him? You don’t think he’d give public contracts to his friends, or rig elections and lawsuits? Because you could make the argument he’s already done most of those things.

I question if the current Republican Party, what we would call MAGA, can even be considered an American party as they no longer seem interested in working within our system of government. The Republicans seem more than willing to sell out American democracy to retain power. Addressing the loss of their dominance due to a changing demographic, they seem to have chosen not to evolve but devolve into an unethical, nefarious group of cowards who represent the very worst of us. They have become the party of Trump. The party of personal vengeance, of victimization and conspiracy. They represent racism, homophobia, xenophobia, misogyny, and power at all costs. They have abandoned American values and no longer deserve American respect. They can’t even stand up to the worst among them. They are an embarrassment and a danger to our great republic, and anyone who doesn’t have the courage to call them out is complicit. There’s a reason democracies don’t last that long. Somebody always wants more power and will abandon democracy to attain it.

To the people who would take us down this path: there must be a part of you that knows this is wrong. Not just wrong—unsustainable. A part of you that understands that when a minority takes power over a majority the only way to keep control is to become more militant and totalitarian. If you don’t have the will of the people, or faith in the system, then you must rule with an iron fist. History is littered with how bloody and brutal these kinds of governments have been. All dictators eventually topple, but not without great cost to the people. America can’t go down this road. Should we allow the Republican Party, as it stands, to achieve unchecked power in this country, then we will far more closely resemble Russia, or Hungary, or Turkey than the country we know and love. We only need to look at Iran to see what happens when rights are taken away. It’s almost impossible to get them back. We can’t afford to be complacent about how quickly things can deteriorate. We can’t just assume democracy, the rule of law, and liberal values are just sticking around. We’re being offered a choice, and we must choose correctly.

Is the Democratic Party perfect? God no. There’s a bunch on their high horse, some unable to compromise, a handful that are too old and out of touch, and a few with real power who are basically in it for themselves, but it’s still a diverse group of representatives out here getting things done. Everything might be a mess in America, but for the most part, the Democratic Party is still trying to make people’s lives better. People can be salty that change isn’t happening fast enough, or they’re not getting everything they want, but it’s important to acknowledge that even with ridiculously slim margins, positive change is still occurring.

The Democrats are a coalition. They have to bridge the divide between the corporatists, the centrists, the liberals and progressives, and the far left. That’s not easy. The Democrats are basically a working parliamentary system under the umbrella of one party. You want more parties? They’re already here. They’re just all considered Democrats. Representatives talking about a wealth tax, universal health care, and the Green New Deal would not remotely be in the same party as representatives looking out for the coal industry and corporate profits in another country, and yet within our two-party system, the Democrats are somehow making it work. Quite frankly, if the system itself (*cough* filibuster) wasn’t so screwed up, they could probably do an even better job. Every reasonable political stance in American history from right to left is currently represented under the Democratic banner, and then there’s that other party and whatever it thinks it’s doing.

I believe former Republican speaker of the House Kevin McCarthy said it best: “When you look at the Democrats, they look like America. When you look at my party, we look like the most restrictive country club in America.”



This is the moment for common sense. For your own sense of critical thinking and your own sense of self-preservation. Tell these people you won’t be fooled into giving them authoritarian power no matter how appealing their message might seem to you. If liberty, justice, and freedom are America’s founding ideals, we simply can’t embrace anything that would destroy them. We must stand for the liberty of all if we hope to keep it for ourselves. As Thomas Paine said, “When republican virtues fail, slavery ensues.” There are so many people who understand this. Which is why your classic conservative, old-school Republicans, like the folks at the Lincoln Project, are currently on the same side as your AOC/Bernie Sanders type Democratic Socialists. Both sides understand what’s at stake, and what the alternative would mean to this nation we love.

When Trump was in office, he did everything he could to undermine our institutions. He stacked our courts, he pardoned his friends, he undermined the free press, and used, and continues to use, propaganda media networks to push his agenda. He created a world of “us versus them,” of “alternative facts,” and petty grievance and hate. He refused to submit to the peaceful transfer of power, and he and his enablers staged a coup that ended in a bloody insurrection. Years later that threat continues. The Republican Party is passing laws every day to undermine our elections. Free thought is no longer encouraged in right-wing circles. You tow the party line no matter how dishonorable or untrue, or you’re out. Look at Nikki Haley, the last candidate standing against Donald Trump in the 2024 Republican primary. She called him “mentally unfit,” “unhinged,” and “unqualified,” but a month later she was telling people she was voting for him. That should be deeply concerning. As George Orwell wrote in his dystopian novel 1984, “The Party told you to reject the evidence of your eyes and ears. It was their final, most essential command.” That’s not democracy and it should not be encouraged.

We got lucky that Trump and his original team were so incompetent. America dodged a bullet, but that doesn’t make us bulletproof. The weaknesses in our system have been revealed, and MAGA Republicans are currently taking advantage of those weaknesses across the country. If they get full federal power again, they’ll exploit those weaknesses to destroy our institutions from within, just as they’re doing in the states. We won’t dodge the bullet a second time because this time they know where to aim. The only thing left to do is disarm them. To fight and beat these authoritarian factions using the very thing they’re trying to destroy. Democracy.

Kori Schake argues that while democracy might be “slow and messy, and we’re almost always dissatisfied with the process or outcome,” the point is we can change the outcome, and, as she puts it, “that seems to be a universal yearning.” Every time people get a chance to choose their form of government, they choose democracy, and that’s not something you just give away. That’s the power we’ve been gifted with the American experiment, and it’s a luxury we’ve taken for granted for too long. No one would actually choose to live in a dictatorship. You don’t see people packing up and moving to authoritarian or communist countries because things are just so much more efficient, no matter what Tucker Carlson’s Russian lovefest would have us believe.

People have the right to feel that Washington is unresponsive. To feel as if no one is listening, but the changes we have to make are to the institutions and representatives themselves, not the form of government. We need to fix how things are done, not allow democracy to be cast aside for something else. We need to get rid of the filibuster, so senators are responsible to the voters, not party leadership. We need to pass voter protections to stop gerrymandering and voter suppression, so people’s votes are heard and counted. We need to consider how the Electoral College works, and if it’s something we should move beyond in a country this big. Finally, we need to get money out of politics. Politicians should be working for the people, not the donors. They should be debating and passing legislation, not raising money for the next election. People have been driven toward populism because populism makes things seem simple. It makes things feel easy, as if they’re going to get everything they want. But populists in power don’t lead; they just consolidate more power until no one else is allowed to lead.

People who say they’d be fine with military rule would not actually be happy if they woke up in a military dictatorship. People who say they want a strongman leader would not actually be happy under an authoritarian regime. However, the fact that so many people seem dissatisfied with democracy, and are willing to try something else, is an important thing to note.

It has been said that democracy is three things: (1) the vote, (2) the rule of law, and (3) a society that includes freedom of speech, a way of behaving in a civilized way with “the other,” and free debate that is out of the grasp of power. Modern American democracy is showing strain in all three categories. We must use our vote to protect our institutions and behave with decorum and civility in the face of ignorance and incivility. Finally, we must uphold the rule of law, which means holding everyone, no matter who they are, accountable for their actions.

To quote Barack Obama on the first anniversary of the January 6 insurrection:


A violent attack on our Capitol made it clear just how fragile the American experiment in democracy really is. And while the broken windows have been repaired and many of the rioters have been brought to justice, the truth is that our democracy is at greater risk today than it was back then…. If we want our children to grow up in a true democracy—not just one with elections, but one where every voice matters and every vote counts—we need to nurture and protect it… that responsibility falls to all of us… nothing is more important.






AFTERWORD [image: ]

When I started the PoliticsGirl Project, my intention was to educate and inspire. I wanted people to understand how things worked so they could get their heads around what needed to be fixed. Then I wanted them to care enough to want to fix things. I believe in the American experiment. I believe in a nation founded on the noble ideals of liberty and justice, built on the foundations of freedom, within the protection of the rule of law. I know we could be the country we tell people we are. We’ve simply lost our way and allowed the wrong people too much power. It’s time we took that power back.

The Six American Principles are a map we can follow to a future of which we can be proud. If we know who we are, and what we stand for, then we move forward with intention, and we measure ourselves, and our leaders, against those benchmarks. Americans deserve to live in a free nation of opportunity where our vote counts and our leaders listen. We can’t have different sets of rules for different sets of people, and those who have the honor of representing this country should be held to the very highest standard, because they are the ones responsible for protecting our right to a “better, richer, fuller life.” A social order where every person has the opportunity to rise while being recognized for their inherent worth. This is the kind of country we could be. These are entirely possible goals. Everything we do moving forward should be measured against The Six. If your politicians don’t believe in, or work to uphold, them, then they have no business in American government.

Change is possible, growth is possible, fixing this country is possible, and the fact that you’ve read this book means you’re a part of the solution. It’s people like you who understand where we could go and will work to get us there. We need you. We need you to reject leaders who tell us it’s impossible or seek to divide. We need you to talk to your friends and family when they’re negative or apathetic or just plain wrong. We need you to believe we can do better than this, and then we need you to vote for it.

What I’ve noticed while positioning myself in this “warrior for democracy” space is that I’ve struck a nerve, not just with the people who tell me I’m an idiot, or a communist, or hate it when women speak, but with important and powerful people. People with real influence and the ability to make change. People who, despite what we see on TV, in formal tweets, or what their general by-the-book demeanor may suggest, really do care about what’s happening in this country and are passionate about fixing it. I say this because I want you to know if you speak up, if you vote, if you organize, that you will be heard. That there are people who recognize you are unhappy, and they are out here attempting to work within the system to fix it. Please know you have not been abandoned, and the louder and clearer we are about what we want and are willing to fight for, the more confidence and courage those people will have to make the changes this country truly needs.

We must address our flawed, but inspired democracy. To set ourselves on a stronger, more intentional path, so we can rebuild this nation on more secure footing than we began on. It’s my belief, as Paine argued all those years ago, that there’s only one right way to go and if we fail to choose it, we’ll lose the opportunity to choose again. So, put your anger and disappointment aside. What kind of country do you want to live in? What would bring you pride and allow you to pursue the happiness that you were promised? Then ask yourself if you’re willing to work for it.

I am.

I hope you’ll join me.



In the appendix of Common Sense, Thomas Paine speaks directly to the Quakers, whom he believed were speaking on behalf of an entire group without the authority to do so. In that spirit, I’d like to end this book by speaking directly to those who call themselves “conservative” or “MAGA,” as I believe they have claimed the mantle of American patriot without proper authority:


Dear MAGA,

The number of you who see my work and are so sure I’m making things up astounds me. You’re absolutely convinced that what I’m saying is wrong. That Democrats are liars and cheats. Woke, liberal monsters driving the country into the ground. Some of you throw around words like “communist” and “socialist,” but many just go with “evil” or “typical.” As in, “Typical a Democrat would say that.” Say what? That Republicans are planning to take your Social Security? That’s not something I’m saying. That’s what they wrote down they’re going to do. That’s what they’ve been working on for years. I’m not telling you Republicans are coming for your rights. They’re coming for your rights. They already took a woman’s right to her own body in red states, and they’re being very clear the plan is to expand that to the whole country should they get back in power. They’re on record, and video, saying gay marriage shouldn’t be allowed and contraception should be banned. That we’re a Christian nation and people shouldn’t be able to opt out of Christianity. So what I want to say to all the people who try to school and shame and undermine me is: What if I’m right?

What if the news you listen to and the politicians you like are the ones deceiving you? It’s not hard to check what I’m saying. I check what I’m saying. I research everything. I’m so careful about making sure what I put out there is the truth. Can you say the same about your sources of information? What if it’s not the Democrats trying to hurt you, but your own party tricking you into hurting yourself? The right wing is counting on you to just vote Republican without looking into what it’s doing, but if they win, I think you’re going to be very surprised when all the things you’ve been hearing from the “liars” turns out to be true. When IVF really is banned. When your prescription drug prices really do go up. When you’re kicked off your insurance, or your parents lose their Social Security and have to move in with you. You’re going to be pretty upset when you find your rapist has more rights than you, or when the Republicans default on your loans because crashing the economy is how you build an oligarchy, and I think you’ll be particularly surprised when your party doesn’t just suppress Black votes, or liberal votes, but your vote because you gave them so much unchecked power, they didn’t need you anymore. I’m not asking you to believe what I believe. I’m asking you to check. I’m telling you democracy and human rights are on the line, and I’m suggesting you make sure I’m actually lying before you vote. Because what if you’re wrong?

Here’s the thing. The people of California don’t hate the people of Arkansas. The city doesn’t hate the country. The LGBTQIA+ community isn’t trying to take anything from the cishet community. Our religion has no bearing on our morality, jut as our color doesn’t reflect our humanity. People try to divide us because they want us on teams. They want us stuck in our identities, so that we don’t realize we’re all American and our futures are inextricably linked. The only people who benefit from the idea that our fellow citizens are our enemies are those in positions of power who are best served when we fight one another rather than collectively standing up to them. We must find a way to see each other’s humanity before our personal “identity.” As a friend of mine says, “I just want to be able to stop and help someone at the side of the road without first having to check their bumper sticker to make sure we’re on the same side.” We don’t need an alien invasion or a global catastrophe to find our way back to each other, we need an agreed-upon set of ideals and a shared intention to make things better.

Please understand I wish you no ill. I hope you live out your days in this country in freedom and prosperity. Everything we liberals want for ourselves—from the freedom to love who we want to love, and be who we want to be, and to worship who we want to worship—we want for you. We want you to have clean air and clean water, a livable wage, quality health care, and a responsible, responsive government. None of this is just for us. An American pledges liberty and justice for all. If you can’t get behind that, then maybe stop thinking you’re the one who’s the patriot.

With respect,

Leigh
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Organizations you may, or may not, know worthy of your time and money:


	Emily’s List—emilyslist.org

	Field Team 6—fieldteam6.org

	Media Matters—mediamatters.org

	Reproductive Freedom for All—reproductivefreedomforall.org

	Run for Something—runforsomething.net

	The States Project—statesproject.org

	Swing Left—swingleft.org



Recommended books for the moment we’re living through:


	Battling the Big Lie by Dan Pfeiffer

	The Great Questions of Tomorrow by David Rothkopf

	Humankind: A Hopeful History by Rutger Bregman

	The Light We Carry by Michelle Obama

	OMG WTF Does the Constitution Actually Say? by Ben Sheehan

	On Tyranny by Timothy Snyder

	Project Hail Mary by Andy Weir

	Red Rising Trilogy by Pierce Brown

	Saving Democracy: A User’s Manual for Every American by David Pepper

	Scythe series by Neal Shusterman



An incomplete list of podcasts I listen to regularly and would recommend:


	Amicus from Slate

	The Daily

	Daily Beans

	The Ezra Klein Show

	Mueller She Wrote

	On with Kara Swisher

	Pivot

	Pod Save America & Pod Save the World

	This American Life



Newsletters and substacks worth your time:


	Democracy Americana—Thomas Zimmer

	Democracy Docket—Marc Elias

	The Hartmann Report—Thom Hartmann

	Hopium Chronicles—Simon Rosenberg

	Letters from an American—Heather Cox Richardson

	The New Republic

	OpentoDebate.org

	Pepperspectives—David Pepper

	Proof—Seth Abramson

	Stuff That Needs to Be Said—John Pavlovitz

	TeriKanefield.com—Teri Kanefield



Accounts on social media whose opinions/thoughts I follow and respect (an incomplete list—politics and American issues, not including politicians) :


	Allison Gill

	Angelo Carusone

	Ann Applebaum

	Asha Rangappa

	Barton Gellman

	Brennan Center for Justice

	Brian Tyler Cohen

	Center for Reproductive Rights

	Dahlia Lithwick

	Dan Rather

	David Corn

	David Rothkopf

	Elie Mystel

	Ian Bremmer

	The Intellectualist

	Jen Psaki

	John Fugelsang

	Joy Reid

	Kara Swisher

	Kate Shaw

	Katie Phang

	Laurence Tribe

	Lawrence O’Donnell

	Lindi Lee

	Mandana Dayani

	Mark Elias

	Mark Greene

	MeidasTouch

	Melissa Murray

	Michael Mezzatesta

	Michael Steele

	Mini Timmaraju

	Molly Jong-Fast

	Neil Katyal

	Perfect Union

	Rachel Bitecofer

	Rachel Maddow

	Rebecca Traister

	Rick Wilson

	Robert Reich

	Roxane Gay

	Ruth Ben-Ghiat

	Sage Lenier

	Seth Abramson

	Shannon Watts

	Sherrilyn Ifill

	Steph Rhule

	Stephanie Miller

	Strict Scrutiny

	Vote Vets

	*PLUS everyone from my substack list



Quality journalists/news outlets I respect that you might not be as familiar with…


	The Atlantic

	BBC

	CBC

	Courier Media

	The Guardian

	Mother Jones
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Banana Bread Recipe

(If you know, you know)


	1½ cups sugar

	1½ cups mashed bananas

	2 tbsp vanilla

	½ cup (1 stick) melted butter

	1 cup sour cream

	2 eggs

	2 cups all-purpose flour

	1 tsp salt

	1 tsp baking soda



In a large bowl, add the wet ingredients and mix well. Then add dry ingredients and mix until well combined. Pour the batter into an 8.5 x 4.5-inch loaf pan, or mini loaf pans like I like. Bake at 375 degrees for 20–25 minutes. Let cool.
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