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				“The vote is the most powerful nonviolent change agent you have in a democratic society. You must use it because it is not guaranteed. You can lose it.”

				—John Lewis

				“This right to vote is the basic right without which all others are meaningless.”

				—President Lyndon B. Johnson

			

		

	
		
		
			INTRODUCTION

			 

			For most of our country’s history, a man who looked like me might not have wanted to leave the north for Selma, Alabama—where the Confederate army manufactured its shot and shell, cartridges and cannons; where separate water fountains and lunch counters, public schools and public pools were anything but equal; where lynchings were not prosecuted by the government but perpetrated by it; where marches for justice and cries for freedom were answered with poll taxes and literacy tests, billy clubs and batons—but on March 7, 2015, I wouldn’t have wanted to be anywhere else.

			Because, on that day, the history of Selma wasn’t a stain on America’s past. It was a reminder that a better future is always within reach, as long as you’re willing to fight for it.

			After all, just fifty years had passed since the march on the Edmund Pettus Bridge, and I was coming to Selma as the first African American attorney general, alongside Barack Obama, the first African American president of the United States. We were two of the forty thousand Americans who descended on the town to honor the anniversary, tripling its population overnight.

			The mood was celebratory—like a church service and a block party all in one. By seven-thirty a.m., drivers had abandoned their vehicles in the middle of the street, realizing there was too much traffic to get anywhere. But no one was complaining. Because everyone knew we were in Selma to witness something special.

			So much of our history and our mythology is about dreamers who never have a chance to harvest the fruits of their labor. Martin in Memphis. Moses on the Mount. But in Selma that day, heroes who had marched fifty years earlier—foot soldiers of the civil rights movement like Diane Nash, Amelia Boynton, and Bernard LaFayette—bore witness to a new America, an America they had built with their steps and sweat, their hands and hearts, an America where they didn’t only have the right to vote, but had exercised it to elect people who looked like them to the highest offices of power in the world. And that was a big deal, even as the presence of the relatives of Eric Garner, a forty-three-year-old man whom a police officer had recently choked to death as he pleaded, “I can’t breathe,” stood as a testament to how much more work we had left to do.

			In his remarks introducing President Obama, Congressman John Lewis declared: “If someone had told me when we were crossing this bridge that one day I would be back here introducing the first African American president, I would have said, ‘You’re crazy, you’re out of your mind, you don’t know what you’re talking about.’ ”

			And who could blame him?

			Only half a century earlier, on the same bridge where he was now standing next to our first Black president, the then twenty-five-year-old suffragist had been beaten close to death. I was fourteen at the time, and I remember watching reports of the violence in Selma on my family’s basement television set in Queens—discussing with my parents how Americans could allow such cruelty to take place in our country. They didn’t have an answer. No one did. But they used that moment as an opportunity to tell me never to take my right to vote for granted, because in America, for people who looked like us, it wasn’t guaranteed. And I remember noticing, at a young age, that my parents walked the walk. Any time there was an election, whether it was a race for president or school board, they would show up to the polls.

			Those were the lessons that shaped me as a kid—and they were the ones on my mind leading up to the fiftieth anniversary of the Selma march. By that point in my tenure as attorney general, more than half a decade after I had taken my oath of office, I was ready to step down. The prior year, I’d had to speak to President Obama three times about my desire to leave the Department of Justice before he agreed to appoint a replacement. And months after he finally nominated one, Congress was still stalling on confirming her. Which is to say: I was in serious need of a vacation, a long vacation, with good books and smooth Bajan rum.

			But as March 7 drew nearer, I secretly started to harbor a hope that Republicans in Congress would obstruct for just a little longer—as they reflexively did—so I could remain in office on this sacred day. Because I had a message I wanted to share, as the first Black attorney general of the United States, about how far we had come and how far we still had left to march.

			So when I arrived at the historic Brown Chapel AME Church that day to deliver my remarks, I knew exactly what story I would tell about what had taken place fifty years earlier. It’s a story about believing that, despite the evil in the world, good will prevail, but only if you refuse to relent. A story about resilience in the face of racism; courage in the face of cowardice; bravery in the face of brutality. A story about America.

			It’s a story you could open with the agony of the Middle Passage, or with the tortured writing of the Constitution, or with the violent end of Reconstruction, and in Selma, I alluded to all that. But for the purposes of this introduction, I think it makes the most sense to start with what went down in 1962—when a young man named Jimmie Lee Jackson accompanied his eighty-year-old grandfather, Cager Lee, to the town registrar’s office in Marion, Alabama.

			

			—

			For Jimmie, growing up without a father, Cager was the defining male presence in his life—and as soon as he was old enough to drive, he chauffeured his grandfather everywhere. To town. To the store. To church. By the time Jimmie entered his twenties, he and Cager were more than family; they were friends. So when, on that day in 1962, Jimmie saw his grandfather’s face sink as his attempt to register to vote was rejected, for no reason other than racism, he felt a duty to join the civil rights movement himself.

			After all, he knew Cager wasn’t an exception. In Marion, where Jimmie was raised, African Americans made up two of every three citizens but just one of every fifty registered voters. That meant that functionally, almost a hundred years after the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment, Alabama still hadn’t granted Black Americans the right to vote.

			So Jimmie began attending meetings, joining demonstrations, and preaching about the importance of ending segregation. He was a leader in his community—becoming, at twenty-five years old, the youngest deacon in the history of his church. And in 1965, he was in the middle of the action as his hometown of Marion, less than thirty miles outside Selma, became one of the epicenters of the civil rights movement.

			Marion is where hundreds of Black students—children—had recently been dragged to jail by the busload for protesting segregation in their schools. It’s where police had arrested civil rights hero James Orange for trying to register young people like them to vote. And on the night of February 18, it’s where the Ku Klux Klan had made plans to seek revenge on Orange by lynching him.

			But civil rights leaders in Alabama, including Reverend C. T. Vivian, a man I would come to know and admire years later, were going to do everything in their power to save Orange from that fate—so they organized a protest, which Jimmie and the rest of his family members joined. At sunset, hundreds of African Americans came together in Zion United Methodist Church, prayed for the safety of Orange and the others, and sang hymns with so much conviction that the melodies caught the attention of an FBI agent spying on them from a second-story window across the street. He even wrote in his notebook: “The singing was louder than other nights.”

			When the service concluded, the protesters filed out of the church and began marching toward the prison where Orange was being held. But before they could make much progress, police surrounded them and demanded that they disperse.

			There are no photographs of what happened next—because the officers on the scene shot out or turned off the streetlights. But what we know from those who survived that night is that law enforcement began indiscriminately beating marchers over the head with clubs, starting with the Reverend James Dobynes, who was kneeling in prayer when he was bludgeoned.

			Wanting to protect his mother and sister, Jimmie brought them to a café to take cover. They waited for Cager, who was still in the church when the violence broke out, until he, too, walked through the door, bloodied and beaten. “They hauled me off and hit me and knocked me to the street and kicked me,” the five-foot-tall, one-hundred-pound, eighty-two-year-old grandfather later told a reporter. “It was hard to take for an old man whose bones are dry like cane.”

			Jimmie tried to bring Cager to the hospital, but when they set out to leave the café, they were blocked by troopers, who began attacking the protesters taking shelter there. Jimmie’s mother was among those beaten. Desperate, Jimmie ran over to help her, but before he could make it, an officer threw him against a cigarette machine and shot him from just feet away. Twice.

			Wounded but not unconscious, blood spilling from his stomach, Jimmie once again tried to leave the café, but troopers followed him out and beat him over the head until he collapsed. A few days later, Jimmie was served an arrest warrant in his hospital bed by the head of the Alabama state police for causing a disruption. A few days after that, Jimmie died in the hospital. He had just turned twenty-six years old.

			News of Jimmie’s death spread quickly around Alabama—and echoed across the country. Thousands attended his funeral. And Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., realized that, despite death threats, he had no choice but to come to Selma, where, as he had observed, there were more African Americans locked up in the jail than on the voter rolls. His solution? “We are going to bring a voting bill into the streets of Selma.”

			At Jimmie’s funeral, Dr. King called him “a martyred hero of a holy crusade for freedom and human dignity,” adding that the murder “says to us that we must work passionately and unrelentingly to make the American dream a reality. His death must prove that unpermitted suffering does not go unredeemed.”

			At the time, leaders in Selma considered a few different ways to respond to what had happened to Jimmie. One idea they tossed around was dropping his body on the steps of Governor George Wallace’s mansion so the whole state would see the injustice that had been committed. But eventually, they decided instead to organize a march from Selma to Montgomery for voting rights.

			The rest is history.

			Literally.

			On March 7, 1965, six hundred suffragists, led by John Lewis, began walking along the fifty-four-mile path to Montgomery until they were stopped by state troopers on a bridge named after Edmund Pettus, a former Alabama senator, Confederate general, and Ku Klux Klan grand wizard.

			They were brutalized on that bridge, met with hostility and hatred, but with the drumbeat of their steps, they awoke the conscience of the nation.

			President Lyndon B. Johnson, who earlier in the year had told Dr. King he wouldn’t prioritize a voting rights bill, was swayed by the courage and sacrifice of the foot soldiers in Selma. “At times history and fate meet at a single time in a single place to shape a turning point in man’s unending search for freedom,” he declared in a joint address to Congress. “So it was at Lexington and Concord. So it was a century ago at Appomattox. So it was last week in Selma, Alabama.”

			Watching LBJ’s speech, tears rolled down Dr. King’s face, the first time his closest confidants had seen him cry. And within days, Congress passed the Voting Rights Act of 1965—expanding the definition of “We the People” to include African Americans once and for all.

			It was a landmark piece of legislation, rightly remembered as the crown jewel of the civil rights movement. And as Ari Berman notes in Give Us the Ballot, his seminal book on voting rights, President Johnson’s administration made sure it was enforced, sending officials all across the South to register voters—including to Marion, Alabama, where, five years after his grandson had watched him be denied the ballot, Cager Lee once again visited the registrar’s office.

			Only this time, Cager, like millions of others who had previously been denied, was added to the rolls. Photographers on the scene captured him holding his certificate in the air, a quiet smile on his face. His grandson was gone. But because of the march sparked by Jimmie’s death, Cager Lee was finally a registered voter—and there was some justice in that.

			“He had to die for something,” Cager said, “and thank God it was for this.”

			

			—

			That was the first part of the message I wanted to communicate in Selma—gratitude for all who had shepherded our nation to this point. “The fact that I stand here today,” I said, “is cause for great optimism and a sign of tremendous progress.” Indeed, I added, “the failure to acknowledge that is an insult to those we must always honor and hold in our hearts.”

			But I had another message I wanted to communicate—one that was far less hopeful but no less urgent: For the first time since 1965, America was making it harder, not easier, to vote.

			From the moment President Obama took office, states began restricting voting rights—signing into law photo ID bills to combat nonexistent voter fraud and then closing the offices where you could get those forms of identification in low-income neighborhoods. After Republicans won a historic landslide victory in the 2010 midterms, taking over state legislatures and governor’s mansions across the country, they boxed Black Americans out of political power through gerrymandering and introduced close to two hundred bills aimed at reducing access to the ballot across forty-one states. The motivation behind this legislation was no secret, but it was clarified by an embarrassment of a congressman named Steve King, who lamented the passing of “a time in American history when you had to be a male property owner in order to vote.”

			And then, in 2013, the Supreme Court gutted the Voting Rights Act, opening the floodgates for suppression. That ruling will go down as one of the most flawed, ideologically driven Supreme Court decisions in history—and it’s a case to which I just so happened to be a party: Shelby County v. Holder.

			Here’s why it was so damaging: When the Voting Rights Act became law, one of its key features, Section 5, was a provision called preclearance, which allowed the Department of Justice to review voting laws enacted by states that had a quantifiable history of discriminating against Black voters, according to a coverage formula laid out in Section 4 of the act. And these provisions worked. Across the country, in the decades following the passage of the Voting Rights Act, Black Americans registered at record rates and the number of Black elected officials soared, even in the states where Jim Crow had been most endemic.

			To Chief Justice John Roberts, Jr., this was an indication that the discrimination that made the Voting Rights Act necessary in the first place had been overcome—which is why, in his decision, he argued that the coverage formula was outdated; and that preclearance, as originally conceived, was no longer necessary.

			Of course, he had it exactly backward. As Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg wrote in her prescient dissent, “Throwing out preclearance when it has worked and is continuing to work to stop discriminatory changes is like throwing away your umbrella in a rainstorm because you are not getting wet.”

			She was vindicated—not years down the road, but hours. On the very day Shelby was decided, Texas moved forward with a law whose photo ID standards restricted the state’s poorest residents from accessing the ballot. North Carolina followed suit with a law so discriminatory that even without Section 5 in effect, it was thrown out by a court for having targeted “African Americans with almost surgical precision.” And on and on and on.

			Since Shelby, state legislatures and local officials have closed nearly 1,700 polling places across the country. Voters have been unnecessarily and inexcusably stricken from the rolls—with purge rates 40 percent higher in states that were previously covered by Section 5. Over the past decade, a total of twenty-five states have instituted draconian anti-voting laws that clearly and intentionally have a disproportionate impact on communities of color.

			Because I was so closely involved in Shelby, I knew right away that the court’s decision would have ramifications for generations, and I realized, in that moment, that we stood on the precipice of two Americas—a fork in the road that I kept thinking about on that historic anniversary in Selma.

			One path would take us to an America that realizes the dream of everyone who marched on that bridge fifty years earlier: an America defined by pluralism, where everyone’s voice is heard, everyone’s vote is counted, and everyone’s interests are represented. An America that celebrates diversity and is united by a shared commitment to bringing about a future that’s better than the past. An America where the unalienable right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness isn’t an ambition written on a piece of paper but a reality for all of our people in all of our communities. That is the America, the “beloved community,” that John Lewis was marching toward—and it was the America I believed we ought to be marching toward as well.

			But I also knew that if we did not confront these attacks on our democracy, America could go down a different path—one where the political and racial apartheid we had worked so hard to overcome in 1965 would reemerge; where suppression would once again rear its ugly head and lock millions out of the polls; where a minority party that doesn’t represent the interests or desires of the people would hold on to power by rigging the system in its favor. After all, this had happened before, back when the progress of Reconstruction was vanquished by the emergence of Jim Crow and the Ku Klux Klan.

			That is the choice I believed our country faced on that March day in 2015—and it’s the question I believe we still need to answer today, with even more urgency and higher stakes: Which America will we be?

			

			—

			It’s a question that was at the core of President Obama’s speech that day in Selma, and I’ve found it useful to revisit some of his words—not as an exercise in studying the history of where we’ve been, but as an action plan for how we get where we need to go.

			“What could be more American than what happened in this place?” he asked after telling the story of Selma. “The American instinct that led these young men and women to pick up the torch and cross this bridge, that’s the same instinct that moved patriots to choose revolution over tyranny. It’s the idea held by generations of citizens who believed that America is a constant work in progress; who believed that loving this country requires more than singing its praises or avoiding uncomfortable truths. It requires the occasional disruption, the willingness to speak out for what is right, to shake up the status quo. That’s America.

			“What a solemn debt we owe,” he said. “Which leads us to ask, just how might we repay that debt?”

			Just how might we repay that debt?

			How we answer that question will determine which America our country will become. That is why, when I stepped down as attorney general, I decided to devote my remaining career to the issue of voting rights, founding an organization called the National Democratic Redistricting Committee focused on ending gerrymandering and ensuring we are all counted equally in our democracy. And it’s why I wrote this book—because, as President Johnson once said, the right to vote is the right that protects all the others.

			Think about it: No matter what issue you care about most—whether you’re most passionate about combating climate change or protecting reproductive rights, reforming the criminal justice system or stopping gun violence—the path to progress, the path to the America we ought to become, runs through the ballot.

			Because if you can’t elect leaders who support the policies you believe in, that agenda will never be enacted.

			

			—

			In the years since I went down to Selma, the right to vote has only become more vulnerable. That’s because, much like the racist Democrats who were against expanding the franchise after the Civil War, the Republican Party of today sees America as a nation of “us” and “them”—and its leaders fear that they are outnumbered.

			In their minds, the easier it is for everyone to vote, the harder it will be for them to win. As President Trump declared when explaining his opposition to bills that would have expanded access to the ballot, “If you ever agreed to it, you’d never have a Republican elected in this country again.”

			I don’t think he’s right. American voters can be swayed, and as we saw in Virginia’s gubernatorial elections in 2021, higher turnout doesn’t always necessarily benefit Democrats. But that’s beside the point. Because, irrespective of the facts, the Republican Party believes that protecting representative democracy is not in its interests, and we have already begun to see the consequences of this ideology—not only with the legislation their leaders passed after the Shelby County decision but also through the insurrection many of them condoned, and in some cases even aided, after Donald Trump lost the 2020 election.

			

			—

			On January 6, we witnessed an attempted coup that might have seemed wholly unprecedented and disruptive, but make no mistake: It was actually the culmination of an effort years in the making, one that has only accelerated in the months since.

			That’s why, in its aftermath, legislatures across the country, Republican elected officials, and conservative media outlets haven’t been devoted to figuring out how to prevent an uprising like that from happening again. Instead, too many have been working strategically and methodically to make sure that next time, the coup can succeed.

			In states like Texas and Florida, legislatures have passed laws designed to make it harder to vote—especially for Black and brown Americans. From Michigan to Georgia, Republican leaders have forced those in their party who stood up to President Trump to step away from positions of power, filling election administration roles with extremists who claim the 2020 election was stolen. And all these new laws and purges of anyone who stands in their way are only serving to delegitimize a democracy that was already growing more and more unrepresentative of the interests of the people.

			The numbers are striking: Both Trump and George W. Bush, the last two Republican presidents of the United States, were initially elected to office after losing the popular vote—and together, they have appointed five of the nine justices on the Supreme Court. The skew of the Senate, which provides as much representation to Wyoming (population: 590 thousand) as it does to California (population: 39 million), has left Republicans and Democrats with the same number of seats, even though Democratic candidates have received over 40 million more votes. And gerrymandering has led to similarly warped results in the House of Representatives and in state legislatures.

			All these are among the reasons why Freedom House, a nonpartisan nonprofit watchdog that ranks the health of democracies around the globe, says our standing in the world has collapsed, with the strength of our institutions ranking below those of most developed nations.

			This presents us with a crisis unlike any we’ve faced since the signing of the Voting Rights Act: American democracy is on the brink of collapse.

			

			—

			This isn’t the first time our democracy has been in jeopardy—and neither was Selma. Since our founding, America has repeatedly been faced with a question: Whose votes will we count?

			Again and again, a powerful few have answered by attempting to exclude the many from our electoral process. But while they have found success for generations at a time, in the long run, the story of American democracy is one of grinding, halting, bloodstained persistence and expansion, even in the face of tyranny.

			But we’ve had to work for it. Because the path to progress has never been blazed through inertia.

			Thankfully, over the past decade, Americans have once again awakened to the threats we face—and continued this tradition of organizing and mobilizing by the millions. In response to suppression, they are investing in registration and taking to the polls like never before. And in states like Georgia, we have seen these efforts pay off, as the activism of modern suffragists like Stacey Abrams has made it possible for Democrats to start winning elections again in the South for the first time in generations.

			Stories like these should fill us with strength. But whether we will win the fight for our democracy is still an open question—especially after a Democratic Congress and Democratic president failed to pass voting rights bills—and ultimately, the answer will come down to us, the American people. With this book, my goal is to show you how we can channel the courage of those who marched in Selma and build on their legacy in this new century.

			Which brings me back to that momentous spring day in 2015. I brought my kids with me, and one of the things I remember I wanted to show them was the diversity of the people who had come down to Selma—not only the racial diversity, but the ideological diversity as well.

			President Johnson’s daughter Luci was there, as you might expect, but just feet away, as Ari Berman notes in Give Us the Ballot, was the daughter of Johnson’s white supremacist foil, George Wallace. Barack Obama was there, but so was George W. Bush, who took the time to talk to my kids. It was a bipartisan display, as it should have been—because with the twenty-twenty vision of hindsight, no one can convincingly deny the virtue of what those who marched in Selma accomplished.

			But the test of your character is not whether you can look back at history and say you would have been on the side of the righteous; it’s whether you’re willing to stand up for what’s just when you’re the one in a position to make a difference. And so many of the Republicans who said positive things about the Selma marchers on that anniversary day—just like those who wrote gushing statements when John Lewis passed away in 2020—refuse to make their actions consistent with their words.

			That’s why this isn’t going to be a book of empty rhetoric. I’m not just going to wax poetic about the virtues of democracy. Instead, I’m going to take you through what we can do—what we must do—to defend it.

			In the first section of the book, I will lay out the hidden history of voting rights in America—how we expanded the franchise from white landowning men to white non-landowning men to white women and, eventually, to Black Americans, telling the tales of the people and places at the center of the battle for enfranchisement. Because if we want to protect our democracy today, we have to understand that for most of our country’s history, it didn’t actually exist; and only came into being over the course of a centuries-long, often violent struggle.

			In part II, I will lay out where we find ourselves now—covering the threats to our democracy that emerged from backlash to the first Black president, threats that I was able to observe up close as the attorney general of the United States. What I saw, from my unique vantage point, was that this backlash wasn’t a spontaneous and emotional response from dispossessed so-called deplorables, but a highly strategic, well-funded campaign by powerful interests committed to gutting our democracy. They are relentless and determined, lavishly funded and fully equipped for destructive work. And it is essential that we understand their motivations and tactics, so we can stop them before it’s too late.

			And finally, I will propose a plan for how we realize the promise of our system of government, with a focus on the policy changes we need to usher in if we’re going to finally perfect our democracy. These include the baseline steps, from automatic registration to early voting, that we need to take to protect voters from suppression, but also fundamental transformations to the Supreme Court, the Senate, the Electoral College, and the redistricting process that I believe we need to make if we want our elected officials to be responsive to the will of the people. Some of these ideas may seem radical, especially coming from a former attorney general, but I promise they are way less out-there than the idea that we should reverse the progress we’ve made and once again silence the voices of millions of Americans.

			Now, I want to be clear: This fight won’t always be easy. It never has been. As I said in Selma:

			
				I have no expectation that our goals will be simple to achieve or that complex challenges will be easily overcome. I know that our road will be long, and that many obstacles will stand in our way. But I have no doubt that—if we stand together; if we walk together; if we believe as we always have in the power of our ideals and the forces of our shared community—not only our cause, but our country shall overcome.

			

			If America’s history is any indication, this progress won’t come in a straight line—and there will be days when our feet hurt, when we grow weary, when we are tempted to let up. But when those moments come, when the road ahead of us seems too steep and the weight starts to feel like too much to bear, I hope you will remember the giants who came before us, who carried more on their shoulders than we could ever imagine but kept on marching, one foot after the other, no matter what stood in their way.

			Just how might we repay that debt?

			Well, it’s simple:

			By saving our democracy.

			Here’s how we’ll do it.

		

	
		
		
			NOTE

			 

			The Case for Democracy

			This note shouldn’t need to be in the book.

			In fact, it wasn’t in our original outline.

			Because, for most of recent history, the basic rationale for democracy did not need to be defended. In the decades following the signing of the Voting Rights Act, the public message of both political parties was to build a political system where the largest number of people could freely and fairly participate. And it was obvious to the point of banality that even if we still had political disagreements, we all aspired to build a government that represented the interests of the greatest number of people.

			That was the American myth—and though if it wasn’t always true, both parties embraced the aspiration that we were the world’s most democratic nation. Democracy, in other words, was the American brand. And we were proud of it.

			But in recent years, Republicans have begun to question this idea—asking why we ever thought voter participation was such a good thing to begin with. In the aftermath of the 2020 election, a survey found that more than nine out of ten supporters of Donald Trump believe “voting shouldn’t be easier.” This is in line with the dangerous emerging theory of elected officials like Senator Mike Lee from Utah, who has written that “we’re not a democracy” and argues that “rank democracy can thwart” values like “liberty, peace, and prosperity.” Fox News, meanwhile, has produced salivating propaganda in support of authoritarians around the world, including Viktor Orbán of Hungary, who has destroyed the free press, characterized immigrants as “poison,” and attacked the independence of the judiciary.

			At one point, the network’s highest-rated host, Tucker Carlson, spent a week broadcasting from Budapest—calling Hungary “a small country with a lot of lessons for the rest of us.” (Poetically, Hungary later censored Carlson’s interview with Orbán, removing negative mentions of President Xi Jinping, China’s authoritarian leader, from the transcript.)

			It’s not hard to figure out why Republicans like Carlson look at dictators like Orbán with envy: They see a diversifying America, and after watching President Obama win back-to-back races powered by record turnout from the most diverse coalition in history, they believe attacking the right to vote is the only way they can stay in power.

			But while the dismissals of democracy from Republican talking heads and elected officials may be rooted in cynical self-preservation, millions of their acolytes aren’t in on the con. They actually believe the nonsense, which is why the vast majority of them, in poll after poll, say they want voting to be harder. And that’s why it’s important to respond to the bad-faith arguments against democracy with good-faith arguments in favor of it.

			To that end, I am going to briefly lay out four reasons why all Americans, regardless of their political party, should be on board with the idea that more voters lead, necessarily, to a healthier democracy, and that a healthy democracy is the bedrock on which the American pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness rests.

			Because that is the foundational belief upon which the argument of this book—and, really, this country—is premised.

			
				1) Democracy is the best way to implement policies that are consistent with the desires of the people.

				At its core, the role of a government is to represent the interests of the people—and the best way for the people to express those interests is at the ballot box.

				Without elections, how would a government know what kinds of policies its citizens would want? How would they know when they have succeeded? How would they know when they have failed?

				There is a famous quote by Winston Churchill that I’m sure you’ve heard: “Democracy is the worst form of Government except for all those other forms.”

				It’s a funny line. But Churchill’s rationale for believing in representative government wasn’t actually process of elimination. He was a big fan of democracy, and went on to argue that the genius of this system is the belief it’s predicated on—that “public opinion, expressed by all constitutional means, should shape, guide, and control the actions of [representatives].” Elected officials, he concluded, should be the people’s “servants and not their masters.”

				Elections are the mechanism by which we measure that public opinion—so our leaders can act on it, and face the consequences from their masters if they don’t.

			

			
				2) Democracy is a critical mechanism for holding politicians accountable.

				When democracy is working, and elected officials know they will be held accountable for their actions, it’s much harder for them to ignore the needs of the people they represent.

				This is why, according to a landmark paper from Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya Sen, “No famine has ever taken place in the history of the world in a functioning democracy.” It’s not because elected officials in democracies have more kindness in their hearts. It’s because, in Sen’s words, they “have to win elections and face public criticism,” and as a result, “have strong incentive to undertake measures to avert famines and other catastrophes.”

				And democracy isn’t only about stopping bad things from happening. It’s also the leverage the people need to convince the government to enact policies they believe will improve their lives. “Don’t want to pass a civil rights bill? Don’t want to lower taxes? Don’t want to save the planet? Okay, fine, we’ll vote you out and elect someone who does.”

			

			
				3) Democracy is the right that protects the rest.

				Every single right we have—the right to free speech, the right to free assembly, the right to free religion—depends on the right to vote.

				Because without free and fair elections, we have no way of peacefully removing politicians who attempt to take our liberties away from us.

				In this way, democracy is the final bulwark against tyranny.

				And it’s also our best defense against oppression.

				After all, when a group of people—a race, a gender, a party—is shut out of the electoral process, the government can not only ignore what they want but persecute them without consequence.

				Just look at Jim Crow—an institution that was only able to persist because Black Americans couldn’t go to the polls and vote out of power the elected officials who enforced segregation. That’s why the Voting Rights Act was the crown jewel of the civil rights movement—because, without it, there would have been no way to guarantee that Jim Crow wouldn’t return.

			

			
				4) Democracy is the manifestation of the idea that we are all created equal.

				If you agree with the words in the Declaration of Independence—if you believe all of us are born with certain unalienable rights—then you must also believe that all of us should have a say in determining what kind of future we want to build.

				Our country has never fully lived up to those words, but the first section of this book is about the heroes who have sacrificed everything to bring us closer to realizing that founding promise. And no matter what side of the aisle you are on, I hope that reading it will bring you to the conclusion that their cause was a worthy one—one we have an obligation to build on, not tear down.

			

		

	
		
		
			Part I

			 

			LESSONS FROM THE PAST

			 

		

	
		
		
			Every chapter in this section could be a book of its own.

			In fact, many such books have been published.

			So do not expect this history to be comprehensive.

			Instead, read it as a playbook on what it took to expand access to the franchise in America—on the bloody feet that kept on marching, and the bloody streets they left behind, along the winding, violent road to democracy.
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			REBELLION

			 

			How White Men Won the Vote

			
				“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”

				—William Faulkner

			

			Every generation likes to say the challenges they’re facing are unprecedented—but when it comes to attacks on our right to vote, the reason we need to be vigilant isn’t that this threat is novel. It’s that it isn’t.

			For most of America’s history, democracy hasn’t been the rule. It’s been the exception.

			That was true before the first shots were fired in Lexington and Concord. Back then, each of the thirteen colonies had its own rules for voting. What they had in common, though, was that their elections didn’t reflect the will of the people.

			There were exceptions, but for the most part, if you were Native American, you couldn’t vote. If you were African American, you couldn’t vote. If you were a woman, you couldn’t vote. And even if you were a white man, you couldn’t vote, unless you owned enough property or paid enough in taxes.

			In this way, when America was founded, voting wasn’t a right. It was a privilege, one our founders believed should be reserved only for citizens with white skin, both X and Y chromosomes, and enough land, cash, or bodies—yes, bodies—to their name.

			Exactly how much property you needed to own varied from colony to colony. In New Hampshire, they measured property based on its value in cash: If you weren’t worth 50 pounds, you were out of luck. In Virginia, whether you could vote came down to how much land you owned: If you had 100 acres, you were good. If you only had 25, they needed to be well manicured. And if you had any fewer, you’d better not show up on Election Day, lest you be told you were too broke to vote.

			In some colonies, like Connecticut, property qualifications were, as Governor Oliver Wolcott wrote, “essentially nugatory,” meaning they weren’t enforced at all. But in most, they were binding. And in some, if you were Catholic or Jewish it didn’t even matter how much property you had; unless you were Protestant, you had no business casting a ballot.

			But while restrictions on the right to vote are as old as America, so too is the desire among Americans to be the masters of our own fate. That belief in the power of the people is what inspired the colonies to declare their independence from an empire. And in the centuries that have followed, generation after generation of suffragists have devoted their lives to making the dream of self-determination a reality for all.

			As you read the following chapters, you will recognize, as I do every time I reflect on the history of our country, that the expansion of the franchise was anything but inevitable. It was, instead, the work of Americans from all backgrounds—rich and poor, Black and white, men and women—none of whom were perfect, some of
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