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This Is the Plan






Introduction

“I feel like this is one of those things that may not seem that it’s going to affect the entire destiny of humanity,” Elon Musk told the crowd in Green Bay, Wisconsin, on March 30, 2025, shortly after taking off a cheesehead. “But I think it will.”1

Musk was visiting the Badger State in an all-out push to help a right-wing candidate win a state supreme court election. Polls would close two days later. Thanks to Musk’s $56 million investment, the race had become—by far—the most expensive judicial election in American history.2

Musk thought that the race was vital to his plan to keep the US House in Republican control by locking in gerrymandered maps.

Meanwhile, it was a little bonus for him that he had a Tesla lawsuit working its way through the state’s courts. A guaranteed state supreme court vote in his favor would pad his bottom line and perhaps pay back his investment in the race.

But the election was also important for a very different reason: It was the first major election of the second Trump term.

It came at a moment when Democrats nationally were shell-shocked, terrified, and consumed by infighting. It was the first test of whether Trump, Musk, and their gang of MAGA billionaire buddies had figured out a way to permanently short-circuit American politics—or whether regular people could still fight back.

Musk, who had become the nation’s biggest Republican donor in 2024 and bought himself a grand vizier role for the first few months of Trump’s presidency, was, at that moment, systematically dismantling the government of the United States while threatening to fund primary opponents against anyone who got in his or Trump’s way. American politicians and civil society were falling all over themselves to placate the Trump-Musk juggernaut. If Musk could make this win in Wisconsin happen, their domination of the country, it seemed, would be a proven fact—not just a looming worry.

On top of all that, as Musk knew, the race had enormous direct stakes: If his candidate, Brad Schimel, were to beat Judge Susan Crawford, who had been endorsed by Democrats, Schimel would tip the majority on the Wisconsin Supreme Court. He’d be set to cast the court’s decisive vote in cases that could rerig the political system in the most evenly divided state in the country, the state that could tip presidential elections, US Senate majorities, and the fate of American democracy.

The race mattered.

Two days after Musk’s visit, Schimel lost to Crawford in a ten-point landslide.

Musk and Trump had ignited a backlash. Crawford ran a spectacular campaign. And a state where Democrats and allies of democracy had been organizing nonstop for the previous eight years had demonstrated that it could get up off the mat and fight back.

“As a little girl growing up in Chippewa Falls,” Crawford told an ecstatic crowd at her victory celebration, “I never could have imagined that I’d be taking on the richest man in the world for justice in Wisconsin—and we won!”3

This is a book about why elections like Susan Crawford’s are so important—maybe not to the entire future of the human race, which will hopefully be pretty long—but to the future of democracy and the possibility of a fair economy in the United States.

But this book isn’t just an analysis. It’s a prescription. The point is not to monitor the situation, but to change it.

This book lays out how to build the kind of year-round organizing and campaigning machine that had the back of a little-known judge up against one of the world’s most powerful people.

It’s a book that shows—in a moment when the news each day is often so bleak that glancing at your phone makes you want to curl up in the fetal position under a blanket—how to stop the current meltdown and create a far better future for all.

The path this book describes is a path without shortcuts. It’s a path that requires traveling through the electoral battlefields that shape every level of American government. It won’t be easy. But it’s a path. And any path is infinitely better than no path.

This Is the Plan is a book about how you—yes, you, the person reading this phrase between em dashes right now (which, by the way, is actually the way I’ve always written and not a ChatGPT thing)—can ensure that we travel that path. It’s a call to action. And it reveals the greatest secret of grassroots politics: that, by making involvement in the fight for a better country a long-term part of your life, you can find community, meaning, and joy.

Also, it’s a book that believes in having fun.

My favorite movie is The Princess Bride. There’s a moment when the main characters—a simple but lovable giant, a revenge-obsessed Spanish fencing genius, and a swashbuckling pirate who is, at that moment, mostly dead—are about to take on a fight with enormously high stakes and impossibly long odds. They want to fight their way past sixty guards to invade a castle, break up a royal wedding, kill the prince’s closest adviser to avenge the murder of the Spaniard’s father, and escape with the princess.

Miracle Max, the diminutive magical apothecary who has just attempted to miracle the pirate back to life, is waving goodbye to the heroes with his wife, Valerie.

“Bye-bye, boys!” she says.

“Have fun storming the castle!” chimes in Max.

“Think it will work?” she asks.

“It would take a miracle,” he responds.

They get their miracle. It works. But not only that—they do have fun storming the castle. And, dear reader, my goal is for us to have fun along the way too.

This fight is serious stuff. We have a castle to storm, in a civil, metaphorical, and non-January-6th-y way. But I think we’re more likely to win if we’re having fun doing it.

If you want a volume of dry facts and smug, hectoring rants from a Democratic-aligned point of view, I’m sorry, but you’re simply out of luck. No such books are available for sale, from me or any other author, because, as is well known, Democrats are incapable of humorlessness.

Besides: Comedy is a lifeline in dark times. I learned that from my Jewish ancestors and from the comic geniuses at The Onion, where I started writing headlines when I was in high school.*

My goal is to make this book both a road map out of political darkness and a rousing call to arms and a delightful comic break from a world gone mad. If I succeed, the book will be to standard civics textbooks what the Ultimate Fighting Championship is to televised golf.

In short, I do invite you to curl up in the customary 2020s fetal position under your blanket. But not with your phone, which is terrifying you with its incessant notifications, making you feel alone and powerless as the sky falls. Instead, bring this book. And a little book light. And a snack, but ideally not one that leaves crumbs or grease stains.



I should answer an important question: Who am I? And why should you listen to me about any of this?

Easy: I’m from Wisconsin.

What, that doesn’t seal the deal? You’re not instantly sold?

I get it: Wisconsin might not be a state you think about very often. It might not seem like a place with a lot to tell the rest of the country. And look, I’ll be the first to say that every state is different, and many things that work in Wisconsin might not work where you live. Go to a bar and try to order a brandy old-fashioned, sweet, in any state but Wisconsin, and the bartender will likely give you the stink eye.

But the reason I think you might want to spend some quality time in the Badger State is this:

What our country is going through now—a soul-ripping, mind-rending nightmare of corrupt authoritarianism in which a far-right candidate takes power on the back of economic discontent and culture wars and then uses his victory to claim a mandate for a sweeping, lawless assault on democracy itself—happened first in Wisconsin.

In Wisconsin, there was a time not too long ago when it seemed like all hope was lost. A time when every day brought a new avalanche of migraine-inducing headlines, when relatives broke off contact with each other because of the bitterness of their political disagreements, and when regular people felt powerless as far-right billionaires ripped the state apart and deposited the most valuable chunks in their offshore bank accounts.

Wisconsin circa 2011–2017 was the United States of America in the Trump era.

But we Wisconsinites fought back.

We. A big “we.” We, those who believed that government should be by, of, and for the people, not just ultra-rich insiders. We—Democrats, independents, and non-MAGA Republicans who think their party has gone off the deep end. We: thousands, ultimately hundreds of thousands, of people from all walks of life who made it their job to unshackle democracy in their state and end Wisconsin’s meltdown.

It took years. But we fought, and we fought, and we fought. And, in time, we won, and we won, and we won.

Let me be a little more specific: Just before starting to write this book, I wrapped up six years as the chair of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin, which became, in that time, recognized as the most powerful and effective state political party in the United States of America.

In that role, I got a ringside seat—and sometimes, an inside-the-ring role—in hundreds of elections, from school board races to presidential battles, that reshaped my state and affected the whole country. My own contribution was just one small part of that story. A vast group of extraordinary people drove the fight-back in Wisconsin over the last decade and a half, and I saw them in action and was inspired by them, day after day after day. I want to tell you about what they did and how you can do it too—both by taking action where you are and also, if you don’t live in a battleground area, by helping those on the front lines.

This book lays out my case that what the country needs now is, more or less, what we’ve been doing here in the state that leads the nation in cheese production. The task is simple but daunting: to build a year-round permanent campaign that fights for better leadership at every level of government and advocates for that government to do what’s right. I’ll show what you personally can do to fuel that fight.

It’s going to be a blast.

The Princess Bride begins with a grandfather promising his grandson that the book he’s about to read him will be exciting—full of “fencing, fighting, torture, revenge, giants, monsters, chases, escapes, true love, miracles.”

This book will be just as thrilling. Brace yourself for white-knuckle suspense, zombies, profane outbursts, jailbreaks, misunderstandings about parliamentary procedure, gratuitous sexual innuendo, malefactors, and a love story for the ages.

And, in chapter 4, it will also feature The Princess Bride itself, which helped make Wisconsin’s story of triumph over tyranny possible in the first place.

Democrats (and non-Democrats ready to make common cause in the fight for democracy—this book is for you too!) have a tendency to exist in either of two political states of being: Either they’re sure that all hope is lost, they can never win again, and it’s time to run for the hills, or they’re floating after some piece of good news and feel convinced that the time for smooth sailing has finally arrived. This book will dispel the counsel of doom and reject the solace of optimistic complacency.

If, under the boot of Trumpian oligarchy, you’re on the verge of total despair and are in desperate need of hope, this is the book for you. By the time you finish this book, you’ll be convinced—by hard evidence, inspiring anecdotes, and a steady drip of amusing quips and asides—that the fight is worth fighting, that hope lives on, and that a better world awaits if only we have the courage to build it.

Conversely, if you feel like everything is fine and will work itself out in the end—this is also the book for you. My goal is to get you to take your head out of the sand. Prepare yourself for some real talk, and for a summons to rise from your torpor and join the twilight battle to reignite the dwindling embers of majority rule in the world’s most heavily armed hyperpower.

But what if, like me, you’re somewhere in the middle? You’re freaked out by the rolling political disaster of our era, and yet you’re also determined to do everything you can to get our country out of this mess, and can’t help but believe that we still have a prayer, a prayer we can make real through our hard work?

Well, this isn’t the book for you. Read some other damn book.

Just kidding! Seriously, you’re going to love this book. And soon, the people in the other two categories will join you in this third category, the category of steely determination. They’ll become your new friends. Maybe you’ll even date.

So, what’s in this book?

I’m going to preview the book for you now, chapter by chapter. Then you can read the actual chapters. And then, at the end, I’ll summarize what you just read.

It’s like what Dale Carnegie supposedly once said about public speaking.

What Dale Carnegie supposedly once said about public speaking is this: “Tell the audience what you’re going to say, say it, then tell them what you’ve said.”

And that is what Dale Carnegie supposedly once said about public speaking.

This book shows how fights for political power at every level of government are, in fact, interconnected. American political power is like the energy flowing through an electrical grid: short out one substation, and the lights flicker in the next neighborhood. The winners of races for local office oversee decisions about election administration that affect presidential campaigns. Senate filibusters block legislation that would end the gerrymandering of state legislatures. Governors and secretaries of state and state supreme courts make decisions that determine who controls the US House and the Senate. The outcomes at every level depend on the outcomes at every other.

In a country where vast power hinges on tiny margins in seemingly obscure elections, understanding this underlying structure—a system glimpsed by the public, if at all, only briefly and rarely—is critical for anyone who wants to fight for real change.

For decades, the right has been playing on all of these levels at once. It’s time to fight back in kind. That idea gives the book its structure.

I start, in chapter 1, by revealing your superpower. Everyone on earth is affected by what happens in American elections, but almost nobody on earth gets to vote in them. But your superpower isn’t just your vote. It’s your power to engage in politics—to persuade, to organize, and to advocate. To build or join a group of friends that gets involved in changing policy and adding votes, both where you live and where elections are closest. (For a few lucky readers who live in Wisconsin or other swing states, those are the same thing.) This chapter lays out the art and science of making a difference in politics. It’s like a training montage in a kung fu movie, preparing you for the battles to come. Or the shopping montage in a rom-com, equipping you for a series of disastrous dates that somehow resolve into a marriage proposal.

In chapter 2, we begin your kung fu tournament/dating life in one of the most exotic and romantic martial arts arenas imaginable: local politics. Trump’s power to inflict horrors on particular populations, or to rig and override elections in targeted areas, depends in large part on who serves in local office. Meanwhile, local officials make critical decisions both on policy generally and on election administration specifically that can doom or revive the prospects of American democracy writ large. From Ralph Reed’s Christian Coalition to Steve Bannon’s notorious “precinct strategy,” the right has been grabbing local power for decades. This chapter prepares you to join the fight to turn the tide. Plus, you’ll find out how I sought to curb the threat of the undead in a county election when I was in high school.

In chapter 3, we enter a sanctum of political power that is simultaneously vast in its effects and also almost totally overlooked by most Americans: state governments. Our present national crisis is, in some ways, an aftershock of the red wave that engulfed so many states in 2010. But we now have a chance to build an even bigger state-level blue wave in elections to come. Here, you’ll see how the national progressive movement a century ago flowed from capital-P Progressives in the Wisconsin state government, and how the same state government (with entirely different leaders, one of them named Scott Walker) smashed unions and rigged Wisconsin politics for GOP domination starting in 2011. Project 2011 was the prequel to Project 2025—so you’ll learn, through the story of what Wisconsinites did next, how we can break MAGA’s iron grip in the present day. You’ll even learn about a sleeper strategy to defang the monstrosity known as the Electoral College.

You’ll see the national lessons hidden in the hair’s-breadth victories of Wisconsin Democrats, and you’ll learn messaging strategies that bring politics home to people who hate politics—people for whom talk of “saving democracy” sounds like preening wankery.

Speaking of preening wankers, let’s talk about the public’s opinion of the Democratic Party. It’s not good. The party is the topic of chapter 4—what it actually is, what it can actually do, and why, for all its flaws and challenges, I think you should pour yourself into the project of making it powerful and good. This is a topic most people wildly misunderstand—but you, by the time you finish this chapter, won’t be one of them.

Ding-dong! Time to answer the door and meet the process server. You’ve received a summons to appear in chapter 5: the courts. Failure to read this chapter could result in fines or jail time. The idea that judicial decisions are somehow outside of politics was, perhaps, possible to sustain in some past golden age. Today, following a decades-in-the-making right-wing court takeover, courts—from the US Supreme Court to state courts with elected judges—are among the most high-stakes (but also, outside of SCOTUS, too often ignored) political arenas. As Elon Musk put it in Green Bay, they can affect the entire destiny of humanity. In this chapter, you’ll learn how, by defeating the MAGA majority on the Wisconsin Supreme Court, we set the stage to end gerrymandering in Wisconsin—and how, if we win the right national offices, we can reform the rogue US Supreme Court and restore the possibility of a true American republic.

Chapter 6 steps away from representative democracy, aka republicanism, and focuses on a form of democracy that is a little more direct: direct democracy. That is, state ballot initiatives and constitutional amendments. These are available to citizens like yourself in only about half the states, but where you can use them, they can short-circuit attempts to short-circuit democracy. Unless, as you’ll see, the ballot initiatives are themselves short-circuited.

You’ll meet one of this book’s most repellent characters in chapter 7, which focuses on the US House. But don’t back away. Instead, get fired up about how winnable a House majority can be: We just have to throw guys like him out of Congress. Then you’ll enjoy a dose of good news: When Democrats run the House, they do lots of great stuff. Stuff that, unfortunately, you rarely hear about because it dies before becoming law.

Where does it die? In the topic of chapter 8: the US Senate. People call the Senate a gerontocracy, but that’s not fair. When it comes to policy, it’s a mausoleum. Here, you’ll see plutocracy in action. And you’ll see inaction serving plutocracy. If Wisconsin’s supreme court was the key to unshackling democracy in Wisconsin, the US Senate is the key to unrigging America. Specifically, if we’re going to have a shot at ending America’s meltdown and saving democracy, the filibuster—a tragedy, an error, a crime against democracy—cannot stand. I’ll illuminate the filibuster’s maddening history and cast light on how you can defeat it.

You’ll notice that, in a book whose intended readers are highly motivated by their rage at Donald Trump’s wrecking-ball approach to everything good about our country, none of the chapters up to this point focus on the battle for the presidency.

If you want to avoid a century-long imperial Trump dynasty—or, heaven help us, a Vance-pocalypse—then you can’t skip to politics’ final boss. You’ve got to play through all the other levels. Which, unlike in a video game, often take place simultaneously. And even more unlike a video game, it’s not a video game. You can do a lot online. But at some point, you’ll also have to go out and talk to people in what early Internet junkies called meatspace.

All that said, though, we do need a major upgrade in the president department. That’s the topic of chapter 9. You might feel physical pain when you think about how many people voted for Trump in 2024, even after seeing what he was like as a candidate, president, and post-president from 2015 through 2023. But I’ll offer you what might be a different way to think about his reelection—one that offers some hope, and some pointers, for how the Big We can do better next time.

Just before they storm the castle in The Princess Bride, Fezzik, the giant, says to the Spanish fencer, “Inigo! I hope we win.” I, too, hope we win. But hope is not a plan. For that, you need chapter 10 of This Is the Plan. This is where we bring it all together: the plan to end America’s meltdown and save democracy. We map out, state by state and year by year, how you personally can help make sure we collectively get out of this mess.

That’s the book. It’s a book—a plan—that will call on each of us to work our hearts out.

And what is that plan, exactly? For all you “never watch a movie without seeing the trailer first” types, here’s a preview:

Elections are run by states, not by the federal government. So Trump can’t cancel elections. And if we on Team Democracy win state and local offices in 2026, we can dictator-proof state and local government to ensure that the 2028 election is free and fair. And while we’re at it, let’s also win majorities in the House and Senate in 2026, which would prevent any democracy-undermining legislation at a national level and enable us to initiate some long-overdue oversight of this administration’s brazen corruption and lawlessness.

Then, in 2028, we need to elect a president, House, and Senate ready to take action: abolish the filibuster, reform the US Supreme Court, and pass decisive democracy and anti-corruption reforms, from a national ban on partisan gerrymandering to voting rights protections, DC statehood, and safeguards for union organizing. Even as you’re working on local, state, and federal elections, you’ve also got to push your elected officials at all levels to pass policies that protect democracy and deliver for regular people.

And then you should expect a backlash in 2030—which we must work to blunt. But 2030 isn’t just an election year—it’s also the decennial census. Which means every state legislative and congressional district will be redrawn (and Electoral College votes reapportioned) before 2032. But if we’ve banned gerrymandering in 2029, we won’t have to fear a wave of nationwide gerrymandering after the 2030 census of the kind that followed the red wave of 2010.

Along the way, your simultaneous efforts at the state level have reformed the Electoral College, as I’ll explain, so that the winner of the national popular vote gets the keys to the White House.

Thus, by 2032, we’ll have the first small-d democratic elections in American history. A new dawn for American democracy rather than authoritarian breakthrough and doom.

Within a few years, we could conduct presidential elections in which every American’s vote counts the same, rather than Wisconsinites wielding vast power while New Yorkers, Texans, Wyomingites, and Vermonters wield none. We could see a US Supreme Court that is no longer beholden to the far right. We could be represented by a House that actually represents us, with gerrymandering a thing of the past, and a US Senate in which the majority actually rules. And in every state, we could have, as the Constitution requires, a republican form of government.

And if we do all that—if we save democracy—then we’ll have an even bigger task ahead of us: to end America’s meltdown.

By “meltdown” I mean the overpowering sense that our country, and specifically our government, doesn’t work for regular people. That the American Dream is dead, that the system is rigged, that working hard won’t get you anywhere, and that we can no longer, as a nation, do hard things to create a better future. That too many can’t afford the things that everyone needs. The feeling, underscored by the news each day, that our government is now being weaponized against us, especially the most vulnerable, on behalf of a tiny and spectacularly wealthy few that want to lock up all the money and power for themselves.

We’re already living through an era in which vast affluence flows to a miniscule elite at the very top, an economy even more unbalanced than that of the Gilded Age over a century ago. Now change is accelerating, fueled most of all by artificial intelligence. Everything’s up for grabs. As we careen into the AI age, we need a government that works for all of us—not just for Elon Musk.

To pull the government back from Trump and his MAGA billionaire cabal, we must all be like Susan Crawford and the Wisconsinites who stood beside her. We’ll need to fight our way through—out-organizing and out-communicating the other side, at every level of government, in every geography and every community, all the time.

This is the permanent campaign, mentioned above and throughout this book. It might sound exhausting at first blush. But if enough of us get involved and add what little we can—if, say, millions of people take action, even just for a few hours a month—it’s enough to move mountains.

And here’s the thing: Taking action feels good.

Becoming part of something greater than yourself—living in service to your highest ideals—doesn’t just make you a hero. It also generates exuberance. Collective action fosters collective joy. Doing your part to defend democracy requires rebuilding community, connecting with people whom you would never have otherwise met, finding common cause with people whose paths you’d never have otherwise crossed. It’s like Facebook was supposed to be, twenty years ago, back before it became a giant sucking whirlpool of AI slop and human misery.

If you do everything this book recommends, and so do lots and lots of other people—perhaps people to whom you’ve given this very book, as a gift (anniversaries, birthdays, a christening or a bris—many options!)—then things will get better.

The secret at the heart of this book—at the heart of American politics—is that the number of votes separating a future of crisis, unraveling, and tyranny from a future of democracy, opportunity, and freedom is agonizingly small. So small, in fact, that you and the other readers of this book have the power to change it.

Let the pundits obsess over the margin of error in the polls. In this book—in fact, starting on the next page—you’ll see how you can ensure we win by the margin of effort.



	* I believe my first headline in print was “I’m No Proctologist, but I’ll Take a Look.”










Chapter 1 Unleash Your Superpower

The first person, after my parents, who held me when I was born was the person who later ignited my life in politics.

My godmother, Ada Deer.

The moment that seared itself in my memory and launched me into a lifelong battle for change through the medium of politics was her perfect delivery of a perfect political joke that only she could tell. I was eleven years old, and the joke came at the high point of the first campaign on which I ever volunteered.

To understand the joke, you have to first understand who Ada was.

Born in 1935, a lifelong activist and the first female chair of the Menominee Indian Tribe of Wisconsin, Ada ran for Congress in 1992. In speeches on the campaign trail, she loved to recite a call-and-response litany in which she would both call and respond: “The consultants told me I was the wrong kind of candidate. Woman? Wrong. Indian? Wrong. Social worker? Wrong. A person of modest means? Wrong. Won’t accept PAC money? WRONG.”

She wasn’t supposed to be viable. And she was up against a candidate in the Democratic primary for Congress who, as she would tell it, had the opposite answer to every one of those questions.

But Ada brought other strengths. She grew up in a log cabin without running water or electricity on tribal land in Northeast Wisconsin. Ada was in high school when the federal government moved to end recognition of the Menominee Nation as part of its national “termination” policy. When termination took effect in 1961, ending federal payments meant to satisfy federal treaty obligations, the Menominee Reservation became Menominee County. The only hospital closed. Schools suffered. Jobs disappeared.1

Young Ada decided to fight back. She started organizing. She built committees. She even moved to DC, where she buttonholed members of Congress. In time, astonishingly, Ada and her fellow tribal activists got a federal law passed and signed by President Richard Nixon that restored recognition of her tribe and helped end the termination era.

Interviewed by The Washington Post at the time, she said, “I want to show people who say nothing can be done in this society that it just isn’t so. You don’t have to collapse just because there’s federal law in your way. Change it!”2

All that happened before I was born. But when I was a kid, my mom—who had become fast friends with Ada when the two worked in neighboring offices at the University of Wisconsin–Madison School of Social Work—used to take me to powwows on the Menominee Reservation, and Ada would tell me stories about her fights and her adventures.

And now, in 1992, this utterly indomitable, irreverent, and charming firebrand was a candidate for the United States House of Representatives.

Tagging along with my mom, I was thrilled to help. I put up yard signs, stuffed envelopes, and, on the night of the primary, went to the party. The returns flowed in: She had won. She’d become the first American Indian woman in the country to win a congressional primary for either party. And so Ada Deer approached the podium, grinning madly, and delivered the joke—the line that generated the newspaper headline the next day:

“I’ve been waiting a long time to say this. ME NOMINEE.”

She’d nailed it. The room exploded in laughter and cheers. (I particularly enjoyed the embedded “fuck you” to people who thought Native Americans say “me” instead of “I,” in the “me Tonto, you Kemo Sabe” sense.)

That moment made everything click for me. Three core beliefs snapped into focus.

The belief that politics can be a powerful force for good.

The belief that each of us can be a force, through politics, to create change—even if we weren’t born into power ourselves.

And the belief that we can have fun doing it.

That moment hooked me. I hope you have a moment like it. Maybe you already have, and that’s why you’re reading this book. Or maybe reading this book is that moment for you, in which case, please spread the word.

Once you’re hooked, you face a different question: How can I make a difference?

Does it help to put up yard signs? Does it help to stuff envelopes? What if you’re older than eleven years old and capable of legally driving from place to place? What should you do?

This question is especially daunting when you think about the problem you’re trying to solve.

At the time of this writing, MAGA Republicans control the White House, the House, and the Senate. MAGA owns the GOP, and the GOP controls “trifectas”—both chambers of the legislature and the governorship—in twenty-three states (compared with just sixteen for Democrats), and the governorships of three additional states. Republicans hold 55 percent of state legislative seats and majorities in 60 percent of state legislative chambers, and control 62 percent of state supreme courts. Meanwhile, the Supreme Court of the United States has become a kind of jurisprudential black hole, from which the light of justice cannot escape.

They’re using that power to shred anything that benefits the general public in order to ensure that the ultra-rich get ultra-richer and to strip away the rights and freedoms of anyone who doesn’t look like Donald Trump.

But the problem isn’t merely that they hold a lot of powerful positions and that they’re using those positions of power to do terrible things. It’s that they’re using their power to grant themselves more power—and to break democracy so that that power can never be reassigned by the general public to someone else.

In politics, there’s no charming genie who can tell you you’re not allowed to wish for more wishes. For today’s GOP elite, rigging the game is the essence of the game itself.

Which means that our goal must be to unrig the system—to save democracy so that the public actually gets to decide who holds power and can fire elected officials if they don’t use their power on the public’s behalf.

But how the hell do you do that?

You use your superpower. You use your power, as a citizen of the United States, to affect which people hold public office and what they do with the powers they wield.

You might think I’m saying that your superpower is voting. Yes, you should vote. If you’re reading this book, I’m guessing you already have that covered or plan to do it once you’re eligible. But your really super superpower is your power to affect how other people vote. It’s your power to affect elected officials’ stances and votes. And above all, it’s your power to work with other people to do both of those things.

Freedom of speech and freedom of assembly are both listed in the First Amendment to the Constitution. You tend to hear people talk about freedom of speech a lot more than they talk about freedom of assembly, but that’s because talking is speech, so the Venn diagram of people who love to talk and people concerned about speech involves a lot of overlap. Meanwhile, the people who organize—that is, peaceably assemble—are often too busy assembling to do much speechifying.

Speech is important. And it’s important in politics. But if you read a lot of diagnoses about what’s wrong with the Democratic Party, you’ll find page after page of discussions of “messaging.” That’s fine and good—it’s part of campaigns and public life—but it’s not the central focus of this book.

In a democracy, power comes from math. You assemble enough people together, you win. Which is why this book, fundamentally, is a field guide on how to make organizing—working with groups of people to create change—a part of your life. Ada Deer did it. I do it. You can do it too.

That’s your superpower. I’m here to help you unleash it.

Let’s make another Venn diagram (everybody loves Venn diagrams!). This one will give focus to your work in politics.

Circle one: voters who could tip an election. Most elections aren’t close. But a few are on a knife’s edge, and a few extra votes in those races can change everything. The people who can vote in those elections hold the future in their hands. They’re the ones you most want to affect.

Circle two: eligible voters who might actually change their mind—about whether to vote and/or whom to vote for. Most people are already pretty much in the bag for one side or the other, or are so cynical about and/or uninterested in politics that they’re as unlikely to cast a ballot as you are to vote for Trump when he runs for an unconstitutional third term. But some people are on the fence. Figure out who they are, and focus on them.



Circle three: voters you can actually reach using tactics that could make a difference (such as “calling them”).

The intersection of those three circles is where your power lies. We’re going to explore each of those three circles so you know where to focus your efforts.

Then we’ll make the case for working not just as a solo operator but as part of a group—finding one, joining one, or even starting one.

And, finally, I’ll contend that all of this work makes the biggest difference when you focus it on obscure but pivotal elections that get the least media attention.

That’s what we’re going to do in this chapter. Got that, Dale Carnegie? I’ve said what I’m going to say. Now it’s time to say it.

Circle one: the elections where a little push can change everything.

It’s important to establish just how few votes you actually need to change, because, as you’ll see later in this chapter, getting people to change their vote—or to cast a ballot at all, if they’re not already inclined to do so—is very, very hard. So it can be easy to get frustrated.

But political will is a renewable resource, and you can renew your willpower if you remember this fundamental fact about the current moment in American politics: Mind-bogglingly important elections are, mind-bogglingly often, decided by a mind-bogglingly small number of people.

The entire planet is profoundly affected by the outcomes of United States elections. But the vast majority of humans on planet Earth right now don’t have any say in who wins them. Out of 8.3 billion people alive, there are 245 million eligible voters in the United States.* And, of those, 156,766,239 people (about 1.9 percent of humanity) voted in the 2024 presidential election.

The thing is, thanks to the atrocity known as the Electoral College, the vast majority of ballots cast in that election were essentially irrelevant.

If just 114,885 Trump voters—spread in the right proportions across the “blue wall” states of Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania—had flipped their votes over to Kamala Harris, she would have won, and Wisconsin native and current transportation secretary Sean Duffy would be preparing for the thirtieth reunion of 1997’s Real World: Boston, instead of installing pull-up bars in airports.3

The voters separating two starkly different timelines—this dark world of Trumpian rampage and the alternate universe in which President Harris just signed the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act of 2026—represent less than one-tenth of one percent of the voters who cast a ballot in the presidential race.

Of course, even that margin is gigantic compared with the most notoriously microscopic margin of all—the 2000 presidential election, in which, thanks in part to a disgraceful intervention by the Supreme Court of the United States, George W. Bush carried the tipping-point state of Florida by 537 votes.†

And consider this: It’s not just the presidency.

The closest US Senate race in 2024 came down to just 15,115 votes. Flip those votes, and Trump’s “One Big Beautiful Bill Act,” cutting taxes for the rich and slashing health care—a bill that passed the Senate by one vote—might’ve died a justly ignoble death, instead of dooming thousands of newly uninsured people to die unjust deaths.

How about the GOP’s US House majority? In 2024, that was the product of just 7,309 votes across three ultra-close House races.

Similarly tiny margins frequently determine elections for offices like governor and attorney general, as well as control of state supreme courts.

The margins that determine majorities in state legislatures can be even more excruciatingly minuscule.

In 2022, the majority in the New Hampshire House of Representatives came down to just twenty-one votes, spread out across four nearly tied legislative races. Twenty-one votes! This sentence, if you count this appositive phrase (and this unnecessary parenthetical phrase to boost the word count), has twenty-one words. If only those words could have voted in New Hampshire that year.

Or look at the Virginia House of Delegates—the lower chamber in their state legislature. In 2017, in a Democratic wave that smashed through an intense GOP gerrymander, Democrats flipped fifteen seats, jumping up to forty-nine out of one hundred. Republicans held on to fifty. And then there was that final seat—where unofficial recount results had shown Democrat Shelly Simonds winning by a single vote. With each party controlling half the chamber, Virginia was headed for a possible power-sharing agreement that would end eighteen years of Republican control.

But then, a panel of judges ruled that a previously disqualified ballot should have counted for Republican David Yancey.

The election was now tied, 11,607 votes to 11,607 votes.

What happened next? They put each candidate’s name on a piece of paper, sealed it in a little film canister, put the canisters in a bowl, and pulled one out. David Yancey won. Republicans held their majority. Seriously. That’s how electoral ties get sorted out: random draws.

One vote would have changed majority control.

As a result, Democratic bills—on abortion access, voting rights, consumer privacy, and discrimination protections—all stalled until Dems finally got the majority two years later.

If that sounds agonizing to you, imagine how it felt for the candidate. Or for her friends who just didn’t get around to voting.

After the local Wisconsin elections in April 2022, in which at least six local races came down to a tie, I remember talking to Andre Walton, who lost the random “pick a card” draw that determined the winner in his race for the City of Sheboygan’s Common Council. He told me that, afterward, he was getting his hair cut, and his barber asked him how the campaign had turned out.

“I lost. One more vote and I would have won,” he recalled saying.

There was a long pause.

Andre asked his barber if he had voted.

Nope!

Augh!

If you can choose the right elections to focus on, tiny numbers of votes can change huge things.

And those hyper-close elections often happen in the same places, over and over.

The most closely divided state of all? Wisconsin.

In Wisconsin, the 2024 presidential margin came down to about four votes per precinct. It was the closest state in the nation, with a presidential margin of victory of under 1 percent.

The margin of victory was even smaller in 2020. And in 2016. In fact, five of the last seven presidential elections were decided by under 1 percent margins—by fewer votes per precinct than fingers on the hand you’re using to hold this book.

Unless you have the book resting on a table. In that case, think of it this way: If one table represents one percentage point, five of the last seven Wisconsin presidential elections came down to margins of less than one table.‡

And at the same time, in most US elections the margins are enormous.

This is the paradox of this moment.

In most of the country, most people are so entrenched—or to be more precise, they’re so polarized against the opposite political party (even if they don’t particularly love the one they vote for)—that election results are highly predictable long in advance. Very few races are competitive. In presidential and Senate elections, most states are solidly blue or red, and in 2024, four out of five congressional seats were decided by margins of more than 10 percent. In fact, most seats were decided by margins of more than 25 percent.4

So most elections are snoozefests, and yet a tiny shift of a small number of votes in a handful of places determines control of the White House, the Senate, and the House—and many, many state and local offices that matter enormously both for life in their particular jurisdictions and to the entire country, because those offices set the rules that shape the elections higher up.

It’s like plate tectonics: Most land is solid. But where the tectonic plates meet up, vast amounts of force build up on both sides. And when those forces become too great—and one side gets an edge—volcanoes erupt, the earth moves, and the world is reshaped.

Page through a history book, or scroll through history’s For You Page, and you’ll see that there are long periods of national political-geologic stability in American history.

This is not one of them. In this moment, the volcanoes keep erupting.

In most of our nation’s history, the presidency has stayed in the hands of one party or the other for extended periods. Not recently. The presidency has shifted parties five times since 2000. The only period with that level of instability was the years leading up to the Civil War, when the nation was riven by bitter arguments over the expansion of slavery.

Over the last twenty-five years, we’ve also seen four changeovers in House majority control and six changeovers in the Senate majority. That’s a level of change that’s only ever been approached in one period: the years after the Civil War, during Reconstruction and the backlash that followed.

In short, among the House, the Senate, and the White House, at least one has changed hands in every one of the last six elections. There’s never been a period in US history with so much change in both the legislative and executive branches of government.

In plate tectonic terms, this is the kind of pressure pattern that blows up Mount Krakatoa, creates the Himalayas, or splits Pangaea into continents.

You live in the United States of America during one of the most closely divided and unstable periods in its political history.

Which means that, if you can figure out a way to zero in on the most critical spots on the electoral map, and then propel even a handful of people to vote who wouldn’t have voted otherwise, or to switch their vote from one candidate to another, you can change everything.

I want to be clear: I’m not saying that, for people who live far from the swingiest areas, it’s not important to also engage closer to home. Wherever it is that you live, there’s a ton to do right where you are—to reinvigorate democracy in your area and to try to shape the policies of your elected officials in ways that can have a major national impact.

But alongside that local work, which we’ll discuss in more detail in chapters to come, your superpower will have the greatest impact if you focus some of your attention on the places and races that are perched precariously right on a knife’s edge—where just the smallest of shifts can topple things in one direction or the other.

Sometimes a whole election can depend on getting the person cutting your hair to cast a ballot.

Let’s move now to circle two: the voters who might actually change their mind.

Because, let’s face it: Most people kinda have their minds made up already.

You, for example. How close did you come to voting for Trump in 2024? Not very close? What if he somehow finds a way to run again, or Vance runs in 2028 with Trump as the vice presidential candidate—will you be tempted? No?

Well: I can only hope that Trump’s most loyal volunteers and most deep-pocketed donors spend enormous amounts of time and money trying to convince you to join Team MAGA, because that would mean they’re not spending it on something that has a prayer of making a difference.

By the same token, you’re not going to convince your typical die-hard MAGA warrior, no matter how clever or morally urgent your arguments, that Trump and Trumpism are a blight on American politics and must be vanquished from electoral viability for the good of the republic. Your furious MAGA brother-in-law, Dana, who is constantly trolling the rest of your family on Facebook, is not on the brink of a political conversion, no matter how many times you reply to his replies to your replies to his comments on your apolitical vacation photos.

No, don’t focus on Dana.

OK. Another idea: should you focus on the millions of people who have never voted in their lives?

This is a little more complicated. There are a lot of nonvoters, after all. In 2024, about 36 percent of eligible voters nationwide didn’t cast a ballot. That’s more than the 31 percent who voted for Harris or the 32 percent who voted for Trump. The Pew Research Center looked at the 2020 and 2024 electorates and found that about three-quarters of those who didn’t vote in 2020 also skipped the election in 2024§—but one in four of them did move from “nonvoter” to “voter.”5

So, absolutely—some people who haven’t been voting lately, or ever, might be great for you to focus on. But here’s a painful truth: There are also millions of people who are so fed up with the political system, so convinced that it’s permanently rigged and will never change, that everyone in politics is lying and corrupt—or they just find the whole thing so stressful, or simply boring—that no amount of talking is likely to persuade them to go cast a ballot.

It pains me to say this, but I’ve learned this from both data and experience: Just as there are resolute Democrats and resolute Republicans, there are also people who are resolute about not voting. You only have twenty-four hours in each day. You want to focus your time and energy on the genuine fence-sitters.

One conversation I had with a nonvoter haunts me to this day.

I was getting my hair cut in Wisconsin not long before the 2022 midterms. Yes, this is another haircut-related anecdote, although this particular haircut took place not in Sheboygan but in Madison, at my local Sport Clips. (Sport Clips used to have a Season Ticket deal that entitled you to a series of low-cost haircuts. That deal is over—another painful casualty of the affordability crisis, and one reason I’m so often shaggy these days. But I digress.) The woman cutting my hair—let’s call her Emily—told me that she never votes.

I asked, “If you were going to vote, what would be the biggest issue that determines how you would vote?”

“Abortion, definitely,” Emily responded instantly. “I don’t want any politician telling me what I can or can’t do with my body. I hate people telling me what to do.”

I tried to contain my excitement in order to avoid messing up the ongoing haircut. I thought I had the perfect argument.

“You know, the future of Wisconsin’s abortion ban will basically come down to the races for governor and attorney general this fall,” I said, holding my head still as she snipped the tufts around my ears. “The Republicans in those races want to enforce the abortion ban, which makes abortion a felony, and Governor Evers and Attorney General Kaul refuse. They want to repeal it!”

She shook her head.

“You know, people constantly tell me that I have to vote. But you know what? That makes me want to do the exact opposite.”

I kept trying different approaches for the rest of my haircut—which was excellent, by the way, a true Sport Clips MVP Experience—and eventually had the other stylists joining in, trying to help me persuade Emily to vote. But she was unmovable.

Finally, my haircut done and Emily unpersuaded, I left and went off to lead a Get Out The Vote rally, feeling just a whiff of imposter syndrome.

Like Andre Walton, I had fallen short with the critical “turning out people who cut your hair” demographic.

But there’s a big difference between Emily and Andre Walton’s barber. It seemed like nothing would persuade Emily, whom I’d met for the first time on that day, to vote. Whereas—at least as I understood it from Andre—his barber would have voted if he’d gotten a friendly reminder from his favorite customer.

If you’re trying to persuade someone and it feels like you’re talking to a wall, use your precious hours to talk to other people instead.

Bypass Dana—he’s voting against your side no matter what.

Don’t artificially extend your haircut—shampoo, hot towel, eyebrow trim—from Emily in order to buy yourself more time to discover the magic words that will transform her worldview.

Focus instead on people like Andre’s barber. Find the people who are genuinely on the fence, and spend your time with them—whether or not they’re using a #1 on the sides and a #2 on top.

Pundits often distinguish between “persuasion,” which means getting swing voters to switch parties, and “turnout,” which means getting people who otherwise wouldn’t vote to go cast a ballot. But the reality is that turnout involves persuasion too: persuading someone to vote. It’s all persuasion: motivating someone to do something they wouldn’t do otherwise.

There are three kinds of fence-sitters: people who are on the fence about whether to vote, people who are on the fence about whom to vote for, and people who are on both fences at once, with the fences stacked on top of each other, which makes for a very wobbly situation.

These fence-sitters—the maybe-voting, the swing-voting, the both-bothing—are a hugely diverse bunch. Diverse demographically: race, gender, generation, faith, economic status. Diverse ideologically: far left, far right, centrist—and, much more often than that, a jumble of left and right and a bunch of beliefs that aren’t on the usual spectrum. They’re also diverse geographically: you can find these folks anywhere.

But these voters do generally have something in common, and it’s a big thing.

These are voters who don’t put politics at the center of their lives.

It’s not that they don’t care. They have values and beliefs that are just as strong as yours or mine. But, very often, they don’t much like politics, they don’t really trust politicians, they think the whole thing can feel like bullshit, and they’d rather spend time thinking about something else.

There’s a point at which that disengagement becomes outright hostility to politics, and you wind up with resolute nonvoters like Emily. But for the fence-sitters, it’s more that politics just isn’t their bag.

For many Americans—the very Americans whose votes could tip a state like Wisconsin, and thus control of the United States government, one way or the other, in 2028—politics is like curling: an activity of which they’re vaguely aware every four years (during the Winter Olympics, in this case) but which has little to do with them and is not their consuming obsession.

Curling, in case it’s slipped your mind, is the sport in which a player gives a heavy rock a shove on a sheet of ice, and then a player or two sweeps a special broom in front of it to try to guide the rock to a specific resting spot. It’s like shuffleboard, but colder. I myself was briefly a curler in high school, when a girl I had a crush on invited me to tag along to the Madison Curling Club. But she didn’t become interested in me, so I never made it to the Olympics.

Reader, how do you feel about the notorious “Broomgate” scandal? When the World Curling Federation stepped in to regulate and standardize broom heads—leading to the mustard-yellow nondirectional broom pads you now so regularly see in competition—did you think that was a reasonable solution to protect the integrity of the sport (not to mention the surface of the ice!), or did you feel in your guts that a vital evolution in brush-head technology was being blocked by an insider cabal of hopelessly blinkered traditionalists?

What? No opinion? You mean you don’t care? HOW COULD YOU NOT CARE?!

That’s how you—how we—sound to a lot of these fence-sitters.

The fact that you’re reading this tells me that your worldview, and the social world you live in, is probably very different from the worldview of most of these folks.

Political books like This Is the Plan cater to people who voluntarily think about politics even when there are a million other things they could be doing. These are wonderful, wise, thoughtful people who often generously buy additional copies as gifts for their friends. But such people, and their friends, are rarely fence-sitters.

In November 2025, the data journalist G. Elliott Morris surveyed 2,038 American adults with an open-ended question: “In a few words, what would your ideal political party argue for or believe in?”

A quarter of respondents gave answers that were generally left-leaning, and another quarter gave answers that were generally right-leaning, with the kinds of phrases and issues you’d expect to hear on MS NOW (formerly MSNBC) or Fox News. About 4 percent called explicitly for a “centrist” party (using terms like “moderate” or phrases like “the best parts from both left and right”).

The biggest group, about 38 percent, gave answers that didn’t fit neatly on the left-right ideological spectrum. These answers included “help the people” and “treating everyone the same”—and a lot about kitchen table issues (“affordable,” “cost of living,” and “health care”) that affected their day-to-day material well-being, expressed in nonpolitical terms.6

In other words, these voters aren’t really mapping a left-right ideological spectrum and drawing a circle around their favorite spot on it. For many people, all of politics—left, right, and center—is over there, whereas their real life is over here.

Their media diet is very different from yours. When polled in a 2025 survey by the Global Strategy Group, swing voters and infrequent voters responded similarly: They didn’t “seek out the news” but rather “let the news come to them.” They were more likely to be “passive news consumers” rather than “active news consumers.”

By contrast, the majority of people who identified with a political party, Democrats and Republicans alike, said they “seek out the news.”7

(Of course, the news that politically active people seek out can be very different, depending on their party. Democrats rely on a variety of news sources. For Republicans, there’s just one outlet that the majority of Republicans say they trust: Fox News Channel.)8

Ask someone if they agree that politics are important to their identity. If they answer yes, there’s a two-thirds chance they’re active news consumers. If they answer no? Most are passive.9

If you let the news come to you, how does it come? Social media is a biggie. Let the algorithm drive.

Another way is through nonpolitical news sources—say, podcasts about sports, or music, or skin care, or the little screens playing videos at the gas pump while you try to figure out whether you press 87 first or put in your credit card first or lift the little handle on the handle-holder thing first. Or maybe you need a car wash. Is there an option for “No, I don’t now and never will want a car wash here?”

And a third way is the old-fashioned one: news arriving from other people they know.

If you want to persuade these folks, you yourself might be the person trying to, so to speak, bring them the news. But when you do it, remember that they’re interested in different things from you.

Don’t try to change their interests. Don’t yell at them to convince them they’re wrong. Instead, meet them where they are. Listen to them long enough to understand how they make sense of things and find a value that you share—a basis for making common cause.

That takes us to circle three in our Venn diagram: finding the specific people that you, you beautiful political superhero, can actually persuade to get off the fence and cast a ballot for Team Good Things. Or at least against Team Bad Things.

Here’s the operating principle: All other things being equal, you’ll be most persuasive to the people with whom you have the closest connection.

The very most powerful thing you can do as a volunteer in politics is to talk to your actual friends and family who are fence-sitters. The least powerful is to yell out your window hoping your words will catch a crosswind so that strangers across the country will hear you. Everything else is on a spectrum of effectiveness between those two tactics.

So let’s start with the most powerful thing: talking to people you know.

In the world of political operatives, this is called “relational organizing,” and it’s considered state-of-the-art, cutting-edge stuff. Which is kind of funny, because it’s at least as old as democracy itself.

Abraham Lincoln laid out the basic idea in a letter to a Whig campaign committee in 1840: “Keep a CONSTANT WATCH on the DOUBTFUL VOTERS, and from time to time have them TALKED TO by those IN WHOM THEY HAVE THE MOST CONFIDENCE.”10

Great advice then, great advice now, although clearly the Whigs didn’t follow it effectively. When was the last time you voted for a Whig?

The essence of politics—listen, build trust, persuade—hasn’t changed. But today, unlike in Lincoln’s day, we have apps to help us figure out which of our friends might be doubtful voters and to keep track of who’s talked with whom.

Specifically, if you sign up with a campaign or political organization that practices relational organizing (such as, to choose one example at random, the Democratic Party of Wisconsin), you’ll get a log-in code for an app that allows you to match the contacts on your phone with their database of voters—and find out which of your friends has missed some recent elections and/or is tagged as potentially persuadable. Voilà: you’ve got a list of people to contact.

If that sounds kind of creepy to you, know this: That exact data is already being used to target voters all the time.

The data on when you vote and when you skip an election becomes public record. Not whom you vote for—but whether you vote. Both Republicans and Democrats keep a list—the “voter file”—of who has voted in which election, along with their best guess, based on piles of data, of who might be persuadable, who might skip the next election, who is definitely in one corner or the other. As elections get closer, campaigns use the voter file to target their spending of millions and ultimately billions of dollars on ads, canvassers, and other tactics to the voters they think will be most receptive to their messages.

In other words, all that data is already sitting there. The innovation is that some campaigns have started trusting volunteers enough to share it with them.

The Democratic Party of Wisconsin has been using an app called Reach, which was originally developed by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s team during her first campaign for Congress. I personally use it to figure out whom to text with friendly reminders to vote as Election Day gets close.

Meanwhile, the biggest Democratic-aligned relational organizing group in the country is a nonprofit called Empower Project—which happens to also be based in Wisconsin. They run their own organizing program and also work with groups all over the country; in 2024, per their website, they facilitated nine million friend-to-friend or family-to-family conversations with three million potential voters in battleground states.

On the Republican side, Elon Musk’s America PAC, Ralph Reed’s Faith & Freedom Coalition, and the right-wing organization Turning Point USA (which was cofounded by Charlie Kirk) have poured hundreds of millions of dollars into relational organizing efforts.

Does all this actually work? Yes. How do we know? Science.

For the last eighteen years, a nonprofit called the Analyst Institute has been working with left-of-center campaigns and political organizations to run hundreds of experiments designed and overseen by behavioral scientists—actual randomized controlled trials, with control groups and treatment groups. (Just like Eli Lilly did with Zepbound or like Alex Jones has never done with his mail-order Brain Force Plus supplement pills.)

The Analyst Institute doesn’t share its results publicly, because they and their partners don’t want the far right to steal the best ideas. But I reached out to Christina Coloroso, who runs the Analyst Institute, to confirm the gist of my argument here, and she responded, “Yes. Without getting into any specifics, I can confirm that the concept of urging volunteers to prioritize relational organizing has shown great promise.”

Don’t just take it from me, or from Christina. A bunch of similar findings have now been published in peer-reviewed journals by political scientists—folks like Donald Green, Alan Gerber, and Melissa Michelson—as well as by methodologically rigorous operatives on the right. So, I’m happy to say, I can share some killer volunteering tips without giving away the Democratic secret formula. Think of this as generic off-brand medicine made from the same compounds.

The Analyst Institute has worked with Empower, and groups like it, for a decade, helping hone their strategy and tactics. They’ve compared all the different outreach techniques. Relational organizing is as effective as campaign outreach gets. When you talk to friends, they listen. That’s just the kind of friend you are.

And what is the effect of receiving such a message? For a numerical estimate, we can turn to the Analyst Institute’s conservative counterpart, the Center for Campaign Innovation. They published the results from a recent experiment in Florida: “Voters who received text messages from people they personally knew were 8.6 percentage points more likely to vote than those in the control group.”11

You might be able to find a local group that does relational organizing just by googling the name of your city or state with the term “relational organizing.” Make sure you’re not signing up for an Elon Musk front group, and you’re good to go.

But if you can’t find such a campaign, the low-tech way to do this is to scroll through your phone, make a list of people who you want to check in with, and make a plan to talk to them about how they’re feeling about politics these days.

If you can make a list of fifty people in key areas who’ve occasionally missed elections and stay in touch with them, you’ll wind up ensuring that a bunch of people cast ballots who otherwise might not have done so—and add the four necessary votes to some as-close-as-Wisconsin precinct.

Relational organizing does, unfortunately, have its limits. Specifically, how many swing-state persuadable voters are you actually friends with? The list is probably short. Voters tend to be friends with voters. Democrats tend to be friends with Democrats; Republicans tend to be friends with Republicans; and nonvoters tend to be friends with nonvoters. So, once you’re done bugging your friends—uh, I mean, once you’re done inviting your friends to join you in the joys of civic participation—you’ve still probably got some time left before democracy’s ultimate collapse or triumph. What else can you do?

It’s time to get good at a much trickier task: persuading strangers.

The summer after my senior year of high school, tired of sorting mail from angry customers as a temp in the basement of the Payless ShoeSource office in Madison, I ripped a tab off the bottom of a poster on a downtown kiosk containing the phone number to apply for, as the sign screamed, summer jobs for the environment.

My new job: knocking on the doors of strangers, talking to them about air pollution and asthma rates, and asking them to sign a petition to the state legislature. And, ideally, chip in a few bucks.

I learned a lot, fast. One big takeaway was that the fancier the neighborhood, the less welcoming the inhabitants. Second, most people were very nice. And third, I was reminded—over and over—that most people just don’t think about politics very much. When I connected with the folks who opened their doors, it was because I treated them as people with lives and experiences of their own, asking questions rather than hammering them with talking points.

That was my first real experience with door-to-door canvassing. It’s something I’ve now done a zillion times—as have thousands of volunteers across Wisconsin, and in many battleground states. But if you’ve never done it, it can sound wildly intimidating: You just go up to someone’s door? A stranger? And then ring the doorbell and talk to them?

What you’ll find when you do this is that it’s actually great. Mostly, it just involves spending a lot of time checking on a list of addresses in your phone given to you by the campaign or organization for which you are canvassing, walking from one door to another, and discovering that people aren’t home. It’s a great way to get your steps in. And if you find it intimidating, bring a friend—or ask the campaign to let you tag along with someone who is more experienced. The anxiety will melt away faster than a Greenland ice sheet.

But every so often—typically, about one in five houses—someone will actually open the door, and you just might have a conversation that changes the world a little bit.

A campaign or group organizing a canvassing drive will give you what’s called a “packet”—once upon a time a packet of printed-out addresses and maps, but, today, typically a code that you enter into an app that generates a list of addresses in a particular neighborhood and information about the voters who live at those addresses. A packet might have about forty names. Knock on every door, and you’ll talk with eight to ten people. Some of them will already be diehards, ready to crawl over broken glass to vote for one candidate or another. Some won’t want to talk at all; for the most part, they’ll be polite about it, which will briefly restore your faith in humanity.

But—especially if you’re working with a good campaign that includes a smart data team that has done a good job figuring out who might actually be undecided—you’ll talk to a few people who are genuinely conflicted, or undecided, or skeptical about whether to vote but open to hearing you out.

When you meet someone who isn’t sure how they’re going to vote, or even whether they’re going to vote, start by reminding yourself: You have no idea what is happening in this person’s life. They might be caring for a newborn or a dying parent. They might be writing the Great American Novel. You have no idea. Whatever you might assume, it’s probably wrong, and, as they say, assuming makes an ass out of u and ming.

Knocking on doors, I’ve met an unimaginable array of characters. If I had to pick one type, I’d say the “double haters,” who can’t stand the candidates from either party, have been the most common. But in the final days of 2024, I met one guy who told me he was genuinely undecided because he found both candidates so talented and was so convinced that they’d do a great job that he was finding it very difficult to choose.

When someone on the fence says something that surprises you, don’t sputter. Don’t judge. Instead, remind yourself that you’ve just received a gift: a chance to talk to someone who, just maybe, could vote your way because you took the time to visit.

If you persuade a nonvoter to vote for your candidate, you’ve just added one to Team Democracy. If you persuade a Trump voter to vote for someone ready to stand up against Trump, you’ve removed one from the End Democracy/Pro Meltdown column and added one to the Save Democracy/End Meltdown column—double the impact.

Either way, your influence is now much bigger than it would’ve been if all you’d done was vote.

Set your expectations low: Those gifts don’t come along very often. You might go for an hour or two without talking to a single person who seems open to persuasion. And if someone does talk to you, just how big is your impact on them? Political scientists have done door-knocking study after door-knocking study to answer exactly that question. The most recent review of the available evidence found that a conversation with someone at their doorstep in a “high-salience” election like a presidential race results in a 3 percent boost in that person’s likelihood to vote. So, talk to thirty-three people and (on average) you’ll generate one vote.12

That means three or four door-knocking outings per net vote in a presidential race. That might sound like a lot of knocks for a single vote. But, as you read just a few pages ago, the impact of adding just a few votes in the right place at the right moment can change the course of history.

And it’ll affect you too. When you engage with people, especially those very different from you, seriously enough to talk about their actual human concerns, it doesn’t just increase the chance that they’ll vote. It builds your own sense of empathy and connection. In fact, it’s the cornerstone act of building a democracy.

In Wisconsin, as you’ll read later in this book, the Democratic Party organizes neighbor-to-neighbor door-knocking drives on a year-round basis. So do state parties and local groups in some other states, and some national organizations. When you’re far from an election, you can talk to voters about whom you have less data, which lets you update the voter file with better info, so that the final-stretch blitz of campaigning is better targeted and every campaign dollar goes further.

But when you get close to an election, another opportunity opens up: a special tactic that can really turbocharge your “votes generated per hour” rate. It’s got a very non-catchy name: Polling Place Vote Tripling, or PPVT.

Try to pronounce “PPVT,” and it will sound like you’re trying to practice your embouchure before playing some polka on a tuba. It’s unfortunate that it doesn’t have a more memorable name, such as a perky acronym,¶ because it’s wildly powerful.

The idea is this: once early voting starts (two weeks before Election Day, in Wisconsin), go outside a polling place in a neighborhood where any given voter is likely to be voting on your side. Choose a place to stand where you’ll be able to greet people as they leave, after voting. Make sure you’re following local laws about the appropriate distances from the polling site (in Wisconsin, 100 feet). When you see someone, flash them your winningest smile, and ask them if they can text three of their friends, right then, and remind them to vote early.

Why is this so effective? First, you’re talking to people who’ve just voted—so they’re proudly brandishing their “I Voted” sticker and feeling pumped up about doing their civic duty. Second, even though they’re strangers to you, you’re motivating them to do on-the-spot relational organizing, meaning the people they’re texting are actually going to read their messages. And third, you’ll be able to talk to a lot of people—way more than you would if you were knocking on the doors of people who might not be home.

PPVT was dreamed up (and then relentlessly tested and honed) by a Democratic-aligned PAC called Vote Rev, which uses behavioral science to develop voter engagement tactics. Their leadership visited my office early in my time as Democratic Party of Wisconsin chair, and the more my whole team and I dug into their data, the more excited we got.

It’s now a standard part of the toolkit at WisDems (our affectionate name for the Democratic Party of Wisconsin). But in much of the country, nobody is waiting outside early vote locations to ask voters to contact their friends.

Which means you can be that person. Even if there’s no such organized campaign effort wherever you might be. If you plan to do this, then, on behalf of a soon-to-be grateful nation, I’d like to thank you in advance.

But what if you live nowhere near a swing state or swing district? Are you doomed to merely being a spectator in the high drama of American democracy as it teeters between a death spiral and a spectacular comeback?

No! Politics isn’t a spectator sport. It’s like pickleball: a life sport. A blast. More fun in groups. Had a big moment but also caused a backlash. Annoying and/or laughable to many people who don’t actually play it. Full of cringe-inducing jargon like “dink.” And, critically, something you can make part of your life from just about anywhere in America.

Over the last couple of decades, a whole ecosystem of groups has arisen to help channel the time and money of concerned Americans in blue and red areas into effective political work in the purplest ones.

You can join virtual phone banks, for example. You can write postcards. You can do online outreach. And if you have some scratch to spare, you can donate, or host fundraisers, or recruit other people to donate. There’s a ton to do!

But it’s particularly important to do this long-distance stuff well. Lecturing people who live a thousand miles away from you can easily backfire.

Perhaps the most notorious example of this phenomenon came in 2004, when the UK’s Guardian newspaper launched “Operation Clark County,” urging its global readership to send personal letters to voters in Clark County, Ohio, “citizen to citizen, explaining why this election matters to you.”13 The response was an avalanche of rage. One letter that The Guardian printed said “I hope your earholes turn to arseholes and shit on your shoulders.”14

I found it impressive that the letter writer took the time to use the British term for rectum. But my point is, don’t re-create Operation Clark County if you don’t want the rest of the country’s politics to turn out like Ohio’s. There’s a lot of research on what kind of long-distance organizing works well, and the best practices constantly change as the world changes (although “treat people respectfully rather than lecturing them” is a constant). So get involved with a group that takes research and best practices seriously. You can get a sense of this by looking at an organization’s website, interviews given by its leader, or—assuming you’re interacting with a human being—by asking them.

As a general rule, the more your interaction with people is based on actual relationships or connection, the bigger the impact.

Even if you’re not really friends, you’re more likely to be able to have a meaningful conversation with someone if you know them from the office, or school, or your favorite bar, or your curling club. Union members make a big difference when talking to their fellow union members. Talking to fellow worshippers after a service at your church/synagogue/temple/mosque has a bigger impact than talking to total strangers. If you can knock on the same set of doors year after year and actually get to know your neighbors, each conversation will have a bigger impact than if you’re showing up cold.

Skillfully done phone calls are good, but less effective than face-to-face conversations; skillfully done postcards are good, but less effective than phone calls; and text messages—well, honestly, political text messages to strangers are just annoying at this point. So don’t text strangers. But remember that you can make up for impact through sheer volume. If you live far from a battleground, you can finish a lot of calls or postcards in the time it would take for you to travel to knock on doors.

Singing telegrams, however, remain extremely effective. Everyone loves those. Especially if you time them to hit right on someone’s birthday.

Whenever a new way to reach someone unsolicitedly and cheaply pops into existence—mail, texts, Facebook messages—it has a brief twinkling moment of effectiveness as a form of direct voter contact. And then it gets so totally overused that voters largely tune it out. That, or Mark Zuckerberg figures out how to turn it into a profit center and it stops being cheap.

Political operatives are constantly searching for the next great thing (personalized AI-generated videos and chatbots are a current contender), but history tells us that, just as seasons change and empires rise and fall, so too will effective novel tactics of political persuasion appear, then fade.

What doesn’t fade, though, is human connection. Building real relationships with people will always be the best means to build toward a common goal. When you’re thinking about how to make change, start there.

So this is your Venn diagram:
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The place to put your energy is on . . .


	1. The people whose votes will matter most because they live in a place with high-stakes, very close elections (as well as those right where you live)

	2. The people who are actually on the fence—about whether to vote or whom to vote for

	3. The people you can actually reach and best persuade, using all the effective tactics available to you



And what do you do where the circles meet? Organize.

Which leads to a deeper truth. Over the previous few pages, I’ve been going through things that you can do as an individual.

But, as you might think Margaret Mead, the cultural anthropologist, once said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed individuals can change the world. In fact, it’s the only thing that ever has.”

It’s such a great quote. Because it illustrates itself. First, the real Margaret Mead did her thing and became famous. Then, possibly someone entirely different made up the quote. Then someone—likely a third person—attributed the quote to Margaret Mead. And, finally, someone brilliantly put the quote on an inspirational poster and made millions (thousands?) of dollars.

A small group. Changing the world.

If you want to make as big a difference as possible, join a group. Or start one yourself.

Every one of the tactics listed above, and the many others you’ll discover in this volume, will be more effective when organized by a team rather than just done by you yourself. Small groups are the secret sauce of politics.

Organizing is how you build power, and you’re going to need some power if you’re going to take on the powerful.

The collapse of American community and the rise of isolation and atomization—which have been accelerated by giant companies that profit from pulling our attention away from each other and toward glowing rectangles—has been a hidden driver of our crisis of democracy. Rowing against that tide by taking action as part of a group can multiply your impact on elections and reverse the rot at the root of American community.

Throughout this book, I’ll recommend ways you and your group can plug in to the fight, wherever you might live. And I’ll lay out how, in Wisconsin, we’ve built an organizing machine dedicated to matching everyone’s skills and interests, no matter where they might live, to the things that can have the biggest possible impact. There are campaigns, parties, and allied organizations all over the country that do the same thing, from state and county Democratic Party groups to big national organizations like MoveOn, Indivisible, and Swing Left, to unions of all sizes with electoral programs, to countless local groups, formal and informal. If you and a few million more people pour your energy into such always-on organizing machines everywhere (and they will look different in different places), we have a shot at reenergizing American democracy writ large.

By the time you finish this book, you’ll have mastered your superpowers in a dozen new ways, and you’ll be the hero this country needs.

But let’s start with the biggest single superpower amplifier—one that makes all of your voting and volunteering in politics dramatically higher-impact: Don’t just vote and volunteer in presidential elections. Get involved in elections at every possible level.

The lower-profile the election, the bigger the impact of your work. If potential voters aren’t tuned in, volunteering makes a bigger difference.

When a presidential race is coming up, everyone in a battleground state knows about it. But if it’s a city council election on a random Tuesday, most people have no idea—and your phone call or knock at the door could very well be the thing that turns a bystander into a voter.

Thinking about the experience of battleground-state potentially persuadable voters in presidential election years can help make this vivid. Those are the most chased-after people on the planet.

These voters aren’t just seeing (or, more likely, actively trying to avoid) all the wall-to-wall press coverage that afflicts the rest of the country. They’re also seeing ads jammed into every single screen in their lives—on TV, streaming, their phones, and their games. Their mailboxes are crammed with campaign mailers. (In 2024, the Trump campaign sent mail to millions of swing-state voters literally every single day, for months.) Their phones are flooded with text messages and phone calls—not just the flood you probably receive asking you to donate but also an even bigger flood trying to shape their vote.

When they come home from work and open the screen door, a puddle of leaflets falls to the ground after being tucked carefully into the door’s crack by canvassers who know that leaving campaign literature in someone’s mailbox is illegal.

Given that wall of noise, it’s kind of amazing that an extra ring of the doorbell has any measurable effect at all. But it can! Face-to-face, human-to-human contact matters. Even so, the overall intensity means that, as you approach the final sprint in a decisive state in a presidential race, your canvassing conversation becomes just one more gust in a hurricane.

But most elections aren’t like that at all.

Without fail, midterm elections have lower turnout than the presidential elections before and after them.

Without fail, local elections have even lower turnout than midterm elections. There’s less press coverage, fewer ads, and less mail—and, huzzah for you!—way more voters open to being persuaded by you (or, unfortunately, by your nemesis, your far-right doppelgänger).

To multiply your impact as a volunteer, become an elections hipster, getting heavily involved in the non-sellout elections that nobody’s heard of. The ones that are cool in part because nobody knows about them yet. Be the campaign volunteer wearing a Misfits T-shirt in 1982, not the one wearing a Misfits shirt bought at Kohl’s in 2023.

Local elections, judicial campaigns, state-level offices, House and Senate races—none of these get anywhere remotely close to the galactic spotlight that shines on contests for the White House. But the skeleton key to American politics is that elections for every office shape the laws that govern elections to every other office.

So if you don’t want a third Trump term—and if you want a government led by people who wake up thinking about how to make your life better instead of thinking about how to make their next billion by launching their next cryptocurrency meme coin while switching to cancer’s side in the War on Cancer—then it is time to get fired up about elections that don’t dominate national news. Win enough of those, rebuild enough democracy at the local and state and congressional level, and we’ll have a far better shot at getting things right at the top.

To paraphrase Ada Deer, I want to show people who say nothing can be done in this society that it just isn’t so. You don’t have to collapse just because there’s a vast cabal of right-wing plutocrats on the verge of ending American democracy. Change it!

Sound good? Sound like a plan?

Or does all of that sound overwhelming and exhausting and like way too much to tackle?

Take a breath.

I’m not asking you to do everything. I’m asking you to do something—regularly, for a long time.

Your goal is to make the fight for democracy a part of your life. A habit. To do that, as with any habit, it helps to find ways to make it fun, routine, and easy. Find a group of people you actually enjoy spending time with. Try out different organizing tactics until you discover one, or a few, that you find personally fulfilling. Set up a three-dollar monthly contribution (or thirty dollars, or whatever amount you won’t terribly miss) to your favorite campaign, political party, or organizing group. Mark your calendar—maybe, once a month, you can write some postcards to voters over wine in your living room, and a few times a year, go door-knocking or vote-tripling.

Or here, even better: Give yourself permission to start doing all of that stuff only after you’ve finished reading this book and see how all the pieces fit together.

Rabbi Tarfon, a couple thousand years ago, said, “It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you free to neglect it.”

That’s the operating principle here. Everyone doing their bit. Movements, to flourish, need to give people time to fall back and recharge after their stints on the front lines.

If you feel like you have to do everything at once, your head will explode. Or, more likely, you’ll just stop reading this book and move it to your “ought to read” pile instead of your “want to read” pile and try to avoid looking at it because it will make you feel guilty.

No! No guilt! No shame! You’re doing great. You’ve already gotten this far. Most people haven’t even started reading this book, let alone nearly reached the end of the first chapter. You’re on a roll.

So, where to start? I mean, once you close the final page and then finish up your online reviews/gift purchases/laudatory social media posts?#

Well, ending Trumpism and unrigging America is a big project. In hiking terms, it sounds like a thousand-mile journey. But that might be exactly why Lao Tzu famously wrote that a journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step: because, after you take that step, you will find yourself almost exactly where you started. You’re still in your local area. And that’s where your political journey should begin: with the fight for local offices.

Maybe that wasn’t Lao Tzu’s point, actually. But this isn’t the Tao Te Ching. It’s a different, but equally timeless, bestseller: This is This Is the Plan. Let’s start here, with a single step into the oft-ignored but wildly important world of local politics.



	* That’s from the University of Florida Election Lab, run by Professor Michael McDonald, the number one authority on the topic (not to be confused with the Michael McDonald who was the lead singer of the Doobie Brothers, whose many talents did not include, as far as I’m aware, election data analysis).

	† Careful studies concluded that, if every Florida ballot had been hand-recounted (a simple idea that, unfortunately, was never really on the table in the judicial proceedings), Gore probably would have won Florida and thus the presidency, and Karl Rove would never have landed a contract as a Fox News contributor.

	‡ Three states—Florida, New Mexico, and Iowa—have had two under-one-percentage-point presidential races this century, and all of those were a while ago. No state has had three, or four. Wisconsin has had five. It’s not just presidential races either. Since 2000, Wisconsin has experienced two nail-biters for attorney general, one for treasurer, two for state supreme court, and one for secretary of state, as well as two for US Senate that were decided with margins of under 1 percent. So far. Thirteen super-close races in Wisconsin in twenty-six years. It’s ridiculous.

	§ Within the group of “new and returning voters,” as calculated by the Pew Research Center’s Validated Voter study, Trump beat Harris. Meanwhile, more people switched from Biden 2020 to Trump 2024 than from Trump 2020 to Harris 2024. And more Biden voters dropped off in 2024 than Trump 2020 voters. Trump won with persuasion and with turnout. And nonvoters, per a post-election Pew survey, were a little more likely to say that if they’d voted, they would have voted for Trump than to say they would have voted for Harris. So, if everyone had voted, Trump still would have won.

	¶ Want to make a good acronym? Use the ACRONYM technique: Audible, Catchy, Relevant, Ordered, Natural, Yours, and Memorable. Unfortunately, I can’t think of any examples.

	# On that note: If you read something in this book that you want more people to see, post a photo of the passage on your social media platform of choice with the hashtag #ThisIsThePlan, and if I see it, I’ll reshare it. Let’s get the word out.










Chapter 2 The Anti-Zombie Candidate

In 1998, a University of Wisconsin–Madison student named Ben Granby ran for the office of Dane County coroner as a prank.

That’s right: Back then, in Dane County, the county coroner—who oversees the corpses and autopsies at the morgue—was an elected office.

Dane County is home to Madison, to me, and to about half a million other Wisconsinites. At the time, the incumbent coroner was Ray Wosepka, a respected public servant who had served for a decade. To my knowledge, there’s no “Democratic way” or “Republican way” to be a good coroner, but the office was technically partisan. Ray ran as a Democrat.

Which meant, Ben Granby realized, that all he had to do to get on the ballot was collect nomination signatures to run as a Republican.

That wasn’t Granby’s first political party. In the grand UW–Madison comic tradition, Ben had co-founded a campus political party called the Ten Fat Tigers, in which he held the role of Exalted Cyclops. He’d drawn notice (and eye rolls) for erecting a fifteen-foot-tall golden phallus on the lawn in front of the university’s administrative building. In 1996, he had run for county board. Now, two years later, he had his sights set higher.

What was Granby’s top issue in the race for coroner? “I think it’s keeping down zombification,” Granby told me in an interview for my high school student paper. “You can always see the ones that have been sucked dry and then returned to the public work force.”1

Granby proposed a new revenue line for the coroner’s office, selling “cheap fertilizer.”

He also proposed do-it-yourself coroner kits for ordinary citizens, internships for grade-schoolers, and an ironclad pledge: He would “absolutely not have post-mortem sex with your loved ones.” 2

At that time, I was seventeen, and not yet old enough to cast a ballot myself. But I was fully immersed in Wisconsin politics, and I was obsessed with The Onion, which had started as an unofficial UW campus newspaper in the 1980s.

Inspired by America’s Finest News Source™, my friends and I had started underground satirical student newspapers in middle school (The Hamilton Free Press) and high school (The Yellow Press), running Onion-y stories like “Pawn Shop Just a Piece in a Much Larger Game,” “Elves Steal Pie from Reporter’s Neighbor’s House,” and “Confused Freshman Sucks Up to Senior Citizen.”

But we also ran political content, siding ferociously with our teacher’s union in a clash with the school district administrators and sticking up for students’ rights. And now, with Ben Granby, we on The Yellow Press’s editorial board decided to make our first official endorsement for political office.

That’s right: My high school student newspaper, while I was editor in chief, endorsed a Republican for a county-wide position. See? My record of bipartisanship runs deep.

I’m not sure the endorsement made much of a difference, because, first, it came out on Election Day itself, and second, it was distributed to high school students. Who, in most cases, were too young to vote. Which is just as well, because, even though I loved his campaign, I’m not sure Ben Granby was the right person for the job. He wound up losing in a landslide, drawing just 26 percent of the vote.*

That was an Election Day full of ups and downs. Along with editing The Yellow Press, I was volunteering for Tammy Baldwin’s first campaign for Congress, avidly following the reelection bid of Senator Russ Feingold, and interning on the gubernatorial campaign of that year’s Democratic nominee, Ed Garvey.

That day, Garvey, who had refused to accept contributions from individual donors of over $200, was trounced in a twenty-point landslide by incumbent Republican governor Tommy Thompson. But Feingold, who was also running on his commitment to getting big-money special interests out of politics, beat Republican Mark Neumann, despite being dramatically outspent. Meanwhile, Tammy Baldwin—who, fourteen years later, would ascend to the US Senate—made history as the first openly LGBTQ nonincumbent elected to Congress.

I particularly relished Tammy Baldwin’s victory because she won the seat—representing Wisconsin’s Second Congressional District—that Ada Deer had been aiming for back in 1992. After winning her primary, Ada had lost the general election to Republican Scott Klug. She went on to do other remarkable things. Word of her pathbreaking campaign had reached the new president, Bill Clinton, and, in 1993, he appointed her to lead the Bureau of Indian Affairs, where, over the objection of Alaska’s powerful congressional delegation, Ada signed off on federal recognition of all 226 Alaska Native tribal governments—a landmark shift.

Back in Wisconsin, though, Scott Klug kept winning House races until he (unlike so many politicians) stuck by what he described as his self-imposed term limit and stepped down. And now Tammy Baldwin had won the race to succeed him.

Tammy Baldwin’s career is a testament to service in local politics. She was first elected to the Dane County Board of Supervisors in 1986, while she was in law school. This led to the state assembly, the US House, and then the US Senate. About half of US representatives today are former state legislators, and about a fourth of members of Congress previously held local office. Today’s registrar of deeds may be your next senator. Think about that next time you are tempted to use an illegible scribble on an easement.

Local offices matter as a pipeline to higher-up positions. But they also matter for a more direct reason: local elected officials make a vast array of decisions that shape each of our lives. And on top of that, they run the plumbing of our nation’s democracy. Moreover, local elections are often largely invisible, with a handful of votes determining the winner—which means that a few determined volunteers can change their outcome. For all of those reasons, getting involved in local politics is an essential priority for any person interested in saving democracy and ending America’s meltdown. Such as, to take one example at random, you, my patriotic and determined reader.

So: Thinking nationally? Act locally. This chapter shows you how.

But let’s back up for a sec. What do local officials do?

They set school curricula (such as which books to ban, a very popular topic lately), they make the rules about where housing can be built (too often choosing “not around here”), they figure out how to keep us safe (guess what: it doesn’t require bringing in federal troops), they repave the local roads (especially between my house and my kids’ soccer practice, causing traffic jams)—and so much more.

Want a park? Is litter clogging your storm drain? Need a permit to build a giant underground lair to house your menagerie of apex predators? The person you want to call is likely a local elected official. (Which is not to say they’ll be glad to receive your call—especially if you’re an evil zookeeper.)

Local officials have a lot of power. And there are a lot of them. About half a million, to be inexact.

If you add up the number of elected officials who represent you—including your school board members, your mayor, your sheriff, and on and on, you’ll run out of fingers and toes to count on, unless you are a coroner with a private collection. Most Americans get to vote on dozens of different local offices.

And for the vast majority of those offices, whether or not they’re officially partisan, the job has nothing to do with hot-button politics. It’s public service, pure and simple. There’s nothing inherently political about a leaky fire hydrant. With local offices, you can safely leave ideology at the door and focus on getting things done for people.

Unless, that is, ideological warriors decide to take over local offices in order to advance an extreme agenda.

That bright idea occurred to a fresh young operative named Ralph Reed when, in 1989, he was hired by televangelist Pat Robertson to run the Christian Coalition. There, Reed took dead aim at school boards, county commissions, and city councils, recruiting candidates and distributing millions of “nonpartisan” voter guides to help conservative Christian voters figure out who would use their local power to stamp out gay rights, push abortion bans, and zap science-based sex education from reaching teenagers.

This was a huge part of the story of the 1990s, when I was growing up. Democrats didn’t have a serious national response—in no small part because they were so focused on national offices. Meanwhile, the many nonconservative Christian churches—and other faith groups—didn’t build a countervailing political machine, even though, as many pointed out, Christ’s message focused more on serving the poor and the outcast than on regulating people’s private lives. The army of local elected officials organized by Reed and his allies simultaneously reshaped politics on the ground and moved on up the ladder, helping grab a GOP House majority in 1994 for the first time in more than three decades.

More recently, though, Democrats have wised up about the importance of local offices. After Trump won in 2016, a slew of new organizations arose to build a resistance movement. Some, such as the indispensable group Indivisible, focused on the national fight. But some, like the groups Run For Something and Contest Every Race, focused on recruiting candidates to run for local offices—exactly the kinds of offices that Democratic dollars and eyeballs had skipped for years.

This turned out to be a prescient strategy. That’s because, when Trump lost in 2020 and then tried to overturn the election, we suddenly got a slap-in-the-face reminder that local officeholders are the front lines of American democracy.

In most democracies worldwide, national elections are overseen by a national body. In the United States, though, many of the most important decisions about how elections for the head of the national government actually work—stuff like ballot design, voting machines, polling place locations, and vote-counting methods—are made by thousands of officials like mayors, municipal clerks, and county recorders.

This is, in our current moment of maximum peril for American democracy, a good thing.

Why? Because it means that Trump and his ilk can’t simply seize control of some national elections HQ and change the national vote-counting system to make votes for Trump count double.

If Trump wants to torpedo the power of the people to decide which people will hold power—and, as we’ve seen, he absolutely does—then he’ll need to gain control of hundreds of local offices that play critical, often hyperlocal roles in the crazy-quilt American electoral process.

When we’re thinking through how to ensure that there’s a peaceful transfer of power to whoever wins the presidential election in 2028, it’s worth recalling what happened in 2020. Trump leaned on local officials to sabotage the election. And we—the Big We, the huge movement of folks who believe that democracy should survive and thrive in this country—stopped him.

After Trump’s post-2020 coup attempt was stymied by state and local officials and the democracy movement that backed them up, Trump and his cabal decided that the officials were, in fact, the problem. As Steve Bannon, one of the strategy’s architects and biggest boosters, put it on his War Room podcast, “We’re going to take this back village by village” and “precinct by precinct.”3

So, across the battleground states, in 2021 and 2022, egged on by national strategists and donors, MAGA warriors ran for local offices that had previously not fallen under partisan control.

I had an inside view of, and an active hand in, what happened next in my state. It’s a useful model for what we can now do, and for years to come, across the country. On this issue and in political arenas discussed in upcoming chapters, Wisconsin offers a template. (If you like inspiring illustrative examples from Wisconsin, you’re going to love this book. If you don’t, then I invite you to mentally substitute the state of your choice every time I mention Wisconsin. You can even use a made-up state, like West Dakota.)

Wisconsin is, perhaps, the ultimate example of local election administration offering a check on Trumpian democracy sabotage—because it’s not only the state with the closest elections in the country; it’s also one of the states with the most decentralized election systems.

We have 1,850 municipal clerks who oversee elections in their own towns, villages, and cities, and who in turn work with seventy-two county clerks. Some of these folks are elected; others are appointed—sometimes by the mayor, sometimes by the city council, or sometimes both. These officials don’t just oversee the poll workers and secure the voting machines—they also help decide things like where the early-vote locations will be and how long they’ll be open.4

If your goal is to subvert a Wisconsin election (which, for the record, I do NOT recommend), you’re going to have to get yourself involved in the hurly-burly of hyperlocal elections.

That’s exactly what Trumpworld did.

Dark-money groups funded by the very same GOP mega-donors who funded the Stop the Steal rally—notably multibillionaire couple Richard and Liz Uihlein (the nation’s biggest GOP donors in the 2022 election cycle; you’ll get to know them well in this book)—paid for mailers and TV ads to boost far-right candidates for city councils and village boards. Right-wing talk radio hosts circulated voter guides and invited slates of local far-right candidates onto their airwaves. Local pop-up groups with opaque names like Citizens for Authentic Pride bought newspaper and radio ads pushing their candidates forward.5

Meanwhile, an array of local, state, and national organizations, including the Democratic Party of Wisconsin, fought back.

Many of the local officials targeted by Trumpistas had never seen campaign spending in their local races before. Suddenly, they and their neighbors were opening their mailboxes to find letters accusing them of being part of a conspiracy to steal elections for Democrats. Getting publicly slandered was a shock to their system.

At WisDems, we contacted GOP-targeted local officials and let them know that, if they chose to accept our help, we’d go to bat for them. Hundreds accepted. WisDems organized volunteers to knock on doors in their districts, designed and sent out mail, printed yard signs, and ran digital and radio ads.

It worked. Six months after a 2021 red-wave swing to the right propelled Glenn Youngkin to the governorship of Virginia—in a state that Joe Biden had won the year before by ten percentage points—we won the majority of the local races where we got involved. In Wisconsin town after Wisconsin town, public servants defeated would-be MAGA saboteurs.

And we didn’t just go on defense. We went after local officials who had tried to steal the 2020 election for Trump.

In De Pere, Wisconsin (a town of about twenty-five thousand near Green Bay), one of the alderpersons, Kelly Ruh, was a fake elector who had signed fraudulent paperwork as part of the effort to try to overturn the election. Up against her was Pamela Gantz, who, rather than trying to overturn the election, had helped administer it as a volunteer poll worker.

On election night, the returns came in. Gantz won, 570 votes to 452.6

The win made national headlines—a first for a De Pere city council race. De Pere is known as the hometown of 700 Club cohost (and former Miss America) Terry Meeuwsen. Does that ring a bell? If so, this book is reaching a broader audience than I’d dared to hope.

The way Pamela Gantz won is telling.

She was motivated to serve in part because of the ongoing assault on democracy. As if to make the attack on democracy even more vivid, a right-wing state judge banned the use of absentee ballot drop boxes, including the long-used mail slot in De Pere’s city hall, just as the race was getting underway.

But Gantz’s campaign wasn’t an extended jeremiad about the sanctity of our democracy writ large or about the city hall drop box. Instead, as she told the local paper, it was about “focusing on the issues that matter to us as a community.”7

Her opponent, Ruh, was one of the eighty-four fake electors nationwide who participated in the conspiracy to steal the presidency. But for Gantz to earn trust from voters, her campaign couldn’t be about the fake elector plot. Rather, she had to talk about the things voters were thinking about. Gantz’s campaign literature highlighted her work as a volunteer to help local residents avoid eviction and keep their homes. Asked about the most important issue facing the city of De Pere, she zeroed in on the South Bridge connector project connecting highways I-41 and I-43.8

That helped inspire my own mantra in the 2022 election cycle: If you care about democracy, talk about roads.

It’s not that, when you’re talking to undecided voters, democracy issues never come up. It’s that the winning message is often about how you want to focus on the issues those voters care about, while your opponents spend all day pushing their anti-democracy conspiracy theories. It’s the fake electors who are out of touch.

As Gantz noted after her win, “We kept our campaign about . . . neighborhoods for residents, businesses and families across our community, not about national politics or conspiracies.”9

This message worked across the state. When Republican-backed local candidates put “Stop the Steal” messages on their campaign handouts, Democratic-supported local candidates pointed out that the Republicans’ priorities were all wrong. Democratic candidates were focused on your kitchen-table issues, while Republican politicians were obsessed with trying to subvert elections, nullify your vote, and grab political power.

In short, the message was that the MAGA types were not thinking about you, the voter—they were thinking about their own power and their weird political obsessions.

This isn’t just messaging. If you support democracy, yes, you might be motivated to run for office or get involved in local politics in order to defend it. But your ultimate goal is to get the country back to elections where democracy is not on the ballot. Democracy shouldn’t need saving.

Democrats, with an array of allied groups, fought hard and won in democracy-critical local elections leading up to 2024. If Harris had won that year, I’m confident that local officials would not have overturned the election, despite what would have surely been a massive drive by Trump and his cronies to persuade them to do just that.

But, unfortunately, if my memory is correct, Harris didn’t win. And, because she notably did not try to overturn the election, all that work to elect democracy-defending local officials turned out to be a total waste of time.

Actually, no, it did not. Tons of those pro-democracy local officials are still in office now, and, boy, are they ever needed. In fact, in our ever-darker moment, the stakes in local elections have shot up even higher—because whatever it is that Trump and his allies want to do to this country is going to require a lot of local accomplices.

They’ll need mayors to direct their police departments to cooperate in abusive ICE raids. They’ll need school boards to fire teachers who refuse to tout the benefits of slavery. They’ll need district attorneys to prosecute violations of bans on abortion medication.

And—most critically of all—they’ll need a ton of local officials to subvert democracy itself so that they can hold on to power in perpetuity.

Seizing voting machines, shutting down polling places, compromising databases of voter records—all the kinds of plans that Trump officials have salivated over—will go much more smoothly if local leaders play ball. Which is why, right now, electing local leaders who believe in democracy and do the right thing is so enormously important.

In the coming storm, the recorder of Maricopa County, Arizona, will need nerves of iron.

The clerks of Wayne County, Michigan, and Fulton County, Georgia, will need spines of steel.

The sheriffs and district attorneys in any county where Trump demands an unlawful seizure of voting machines or prosecution of poll workers—they’ll need a pancreas of platinum, a colon of carbon fiber, and an appendix of adamantium.

And if Trump tries to order swing-state coroners to reanimate the dead and send them to voting booths—well, we’ll be glad the Dane County board voted in 2010 to switch over to an appointed medical examiner.

This task is a nonpartisan one. The local officials who stand up to Trump and his goon squad won’t all be Democrats. And as we saw with Mayor Eric Adams in New York City, some Democrats won’t do the right thing. What you’re looking for is integrity, patriotism, and courage on both sides of the aisle and among officials with no party label.

And then we’ll need something more: excellence.

To make government work well for everyone, not just the few—and to earn Americans’ trust that a well-run government can actually deliver—we need local leaders who will do a great job serving the public interest on non-democracy-related matters as well.

Consider housing. For most Americans, housing is their single biggest expense. When you can’t afford a roof over your head, every other problem fades into the background; it’s a kind of insecurity that casts a giant shadow over every other part of your life.

I often think about a long conversation I had with a waitress in Northeast Wisconsin whose entire life plan was on hold because she couldn’t afford to buy a house, even a modest one, and the cost of rent kept shooting up. She didn’t want to have kids until she could buy a house so she could raise her kids without the fear of an unaffordable rent hike. The local government had recently zapped a proposal to build a bunch of affordable starter houses. She felt trapped.

You can run for local office, say yes to housing, and make a huge difference in the lives of people like her.

There’s a national political dimension to the local housing crises across the country. If it’s impossible to find an affordable place to live, people who aren’t rich will move somewhere else. The housing affordability crunch has fueled the huge population shift from places like New York and California toward places like Texas and Florida.

This, in turn, is teeing up a massive shift in American political power after the 2030 census.

According to one analysis by the progressive data firm Catalist for the Strategic Victory Fund, California is poised to lose four members of Congress, Illinois could lose one, and New York will lose two. On the other hand, Texas and Florida are both on track to gain four.† With congressional seats come Electoral College votes. If current trends continue, then starting in the 2032 presidential election, winning the blue states plus the “blue wall” (Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Michigan) will no longer be enough for Democrats to win an Electoral College majority and the presidency.10

When people can’t find opportunity and can’t afford the cost of living, they vote with their feet.

But we can change the feet vote with our vote vote.

Elect people who will help make your town, city, county, or state a place where people can afford to raise their families, build their careers, and put down roots, and it won’t just not shrink—it will grow.

Expanding the supply of housing brings down housing’s price. Local elected officials can help make that happen. You and your group of fellow local organizers can elect those officials, hold them accountable, and support them when they come under political fire. When you do that, you make life better for people. And you help move political power to your community, which can rebalance the Electoral College. Which is a good idea in case the plan to reform it, awaiting you in the next chapter, doesn’t pan out.

Your superpowers are at their most superpowerful in local politics.

You can run for office. You can try to persuade your spouse to run for office, or your kids, or your parents.

You can put in serious hours volunteering for a local candidate. You personally might become 50 percent of their volunteer team. Especially if you bring a friend.

Or you can join (or start!) an organization supporting local candidates, whether the local Democratic Party or an independent group.

And then, come Election Day, you can play a major part in the outcome of a race just by recruiting everyone you know to vote for the local candidates you support.

In the prior chapter, we talked about volunteering. But what about running for office? How do you go from “I just got inspired to run for office while reading a book on the can” to “I just voted for myself because, omg, my actual name is on the ballot”?

If you want to run for something, a good first stop is to sign up with the aforementioned group Run For Something. They have a whole system to help people like you take the plunge.

They also have a great “recommend a friend to run” system—because, so often, the people who will make the best candidates and public servants are the people who don’t think of themselves as tomorrow’s politicians.

Run For Something has a tool (WhereCanIRun.org) that shows you all the different offices in your area that you could consider. And then, if you get into their program, they’ll help you step by step through the process.

Run For Something focuses on “talented, passionate young leaders”—which they define as candidates age forty and under. But what if you’re talented, passionate, and, like me, particularly passionate about the idea that being a few years over forty doesn’t mean you’re old? (I’m forty-five! I’m in the full blush of youth!) Well, fear not. There’s a whole ecosystem of other organizations serving different populations of potential pro-democracy, not-pro-Trump candidates. For the middle-aged, try Walk For Something In Well-Cushioned Orthopedic Shoes. For the more seasoned candidate, try Shuffle For Something.

Or, if you’d prefer groups that have the benefit of actually existing, options abound. Try the National Democratic Training Committee, Arena’s Run Academy, Vote Run Lead, or a slew of other groups. There are terrific organizations focused on helping local candidates from particular demographics—such as Emerge, for women; New American Leaders, for first- and second-generation immigrants; the Collective PAC, for Black candidates; Latino Victory Project; the LGBTQ+ Victory Institute; Asian American Futures; and a ton of others—including for people with specific professional backgrounds or who care about particular issues. The Internet can help you find the perfect place not only to get trained but also to meet other candidates who share your values and background.

And most of all, look for local groups where you are. Lots of cities and counties have clubs dedicated to building power and electing great people locally.

Sometimes the local Democratic Party is just the thing you’re looking for. This really clicked for me during my campaign for Wisconsin state party chair in the spring of 2019. I had shown up to give a speech at a rural county Democratic Party meeting. This was in April, a few weeks after the spring local elections. I was all ready to give my big speech about how the future of American democracy depended on improving the margins in deep-red rural places like this one—how even a couple more Democrats in each precinct could tip the balance in the presidential race the next year and how I was running for chair to help them organize their way to victory.

But before my turn to speak rolled around, the county chair took a minute to talk through the results of the election that had just taken place—and I quickly realized that I had more to learn from the room than the room had to learn from me.

This was the kind of setting that never appears on MS NOW: a back room at a mostly empty restaurant on a weeknight, about twenty people sitting on repurposed chairs in a rough circle, and some easels along the wall with butcher paper on which the meeting agenda had been written in marker. In other words, the front lines of the fight. And the conversation filled me with excitement. The county chair was ticking through the results of county board races, campaigns for village trustee, school board fights—who’d won, who’d lost, and who was going to gear up for a run the next year. People were brainstorming names or raising their hands to run themselves.

If you, dear reader, had lived in that county and attended the monthly Democratic Party meeting, you could have gone from “person freaking out about the news” to “future candidate for local office” in the space of about ten minutes. And by the end of the meeting, you’d have met your campaign advisers and volunteers—all nineteen of them.

There are 3,244 counties in the United States (including county equivalents, like parishes and boroughs). Not all of them have a functioning Democratic county party. But if your county has one, joining it is probably the best way to plug in. If not, find some friends and then contact the state party about starting one. We’ll talk more about all this later. But the big takeaway is this: The networks already exist for you to get trained, meet the folks who will help you get elected, or join someone else’s team, and in much of the country, it’s way easier to get involved than most people realize.

For example: To get on the ballot, you typically just need to fill out a form and collect some signatures from people in your area. For very local offices, this might just be a few clipboard pages full of signatures—something you can gather (depending on your age/life situation) on the sidelines at your kid’s soccer game, at the bingo tables at your senior center, or in line for a Doja Cat cover band concert at your local teen center. (I know, you’re probably impressed by my hip cultural reference. Further proof I’m not old.)

And if you’re not ready to run yourself, I can tell you right now that other people who are running would be thrilled for you to help them get signatures so they can get on the ballot. It’s a concrete, simple, and absolutely essential step.

If you’re despairing over the state of the world, go help a local candidate collect signatures. It will have the effect on your political anxiety of popping a Pepto-Bismol after eating an entire bag of gas station cheese curds. (Wait, is that a relatable scenario for everyone? No? What do people in other states eat? Imagine eating too much of that, whatever it is, and then feeling better. It’ll be like that.)

In America’s house of politics, local offices are the foundation. We need that foundation to be as solid as possible—and equipped with a sump pump. But even if we rebuild that foundation, our work will not be done. After all, most of the laws that local elected officials spend their days implementing—including the laws governing elections—are passed not by county boards and city councils, but by state legislatures.

And that brings us to the next arena of our fight. It’s time to meet the poets of politics.



	* Who was in that 26 percent? Presumably party-line voters who didn’t know anything about either candidate. That often happens in local elections. But maybe it’s because a quarter of the electorate knew the chilling truth about Dane County’s zombie problem.

	† Oregon, Rhode Island, and Minnesota (all blue in 2024) lose one, as do Wisconsin and Pennsylvania; Idaho, Utah, North Carolina, and Arizona, all red in 2024, each gain one.










Chapter 3 The Poets of Politics

“We wrote our values into the law.”

That’s what Mary Lou Munts, former state representative from Madison, told me. She was in my living room, sitting in my grandmother’s hand-me-down rocking chair. I was a senior in high school.

She was describing the historic legislative sessions from 1975 to 1979, when the post-Watergate backlash swept Democrats into simultaneous control of Wisconsin’s state assembly, state senate, and governorship for the first time since 1893.

It was a sea change. The Democratic trifecta passed some of the nation’s most comprehensive laws on domestic violence, sexual assault, and no-fault divorce; reformed voter registration, the court system, and insurance regulation; and reorganized the executive branch to make government more accountable and effective.

I was talking to Mary—long retired at this point—because she lived around the corner and was friends with my mom. But also because I was involved with the state legislature in my own right.

The summer after my sophomore year in high school, I had gotten mad at my school district when it signed a marketing deal with Coca-Cola. Not because I hated Coke. I’m on a Diet Coke bender right now, which explains the eye twitch. No, it was because I didn’t like the idea of serving us kids up as captive customers. I didn’t want to get a diploma emblazoned with “Madison West High School, Brought to You by Fruitopia.”

With a group of like-minded friends, I protested against the contract, then organized to create an elected student spot on the Madison school board to prevent that kind of thing from happening again.

Then, at student council camp (aka “cool kids camp”), I learned that the district was so hard up for cash not because of bad decisions by the school board—but because of state policy.

Our campaign mushroomed. Friends and I now organized students from across Wisconsin to petition the state legislature and then travel to the capitol building to testify about our crumbling schools. Drawing on time-honored acronym-composition best practices, we called our group Students United in Defense of Schools, or SUDS. Our motto: “It’s time to clean up school funding.”

When the legislature’s Joint Committee on Finance added $20 million to the special education budget, legislators told us that we’d played a role. Which felt amazing.

But not everyone has the honor and privilege of attending student council camp. Which may explain why, right now, fewer than one in five Americans can name their state representative.1

And if you think that’s bad, consider this: Zero percent of Nebraskans can name their state rep. That’s because they only have a state senate. But what percent of Americans know that?

When Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote that “poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world,” he clearly had forgotten about state legislators.2 That’s how unacknowledged they are.

Governors, meanwhile, aren’t legislators. But if legislators write our values, it’s governors who sign them into the law. So, in my book, they’re poets too. People think of poetry as being written by individual poets, like Percy Bysshe Shelley. But laws are more like the works of Homer. Classics like The Odyssey, scholars now believe, were developed over years by many different bards and sages.

For all the attention we don’t bother paying them, you’d think state governments have little bearing on our lives—that they content themselves with selecting official state dances, fossils, and pastries (in Wisconsin’s case, polka, trilobite, and kringle).

If only.

The truth is that state governments are, in many ways, where the real action takes place in American government.

To get a sense of this, there’s no better place to look than the Badger State. By which I mean, Wisconsin—where the legislature and governor chose the badger as Wisconsin’s state animal in 1957.

The story of Wisconsin’s state government is an edge-of-your-seat drama so intense that, as I played my own part as state party chair, I literally threw up with anxiety on some of the most harrowing days. Triumph, heartbreak, despair, cliff-hangers, and finally a rush of hope before the closing curtain—it’s all there. From it, you can not only draw inspiration for your own work as a volunteer in state-level political fights but also glean the outlines of the fight before us at a national level.

Let’s tell it in three acts.


Act 1, 1848–1920: The Progressives and the Backlash

The curtain rose on Wisconsin statehood in 1848.* From its earliest days, the state had a progressive streak. The Republican Party was founded in Ripon, Wisconsin, in 1854 as a radical antislavery party. The same year, the state’s supreme court found the Fugitive Slave Act unconstitutional, accelerating the showdown that led to the Civil War. (This is a wild story, coming up in chapter 5.)

But, like so much of the country, Wisconsin soon fell under the sway of robber barons. From railroad to lumber to mining, a handful of magnates emerged in the state, buying politicians by the dozen and protecting their empires from pesky nuisances like taxes, market competition, and worker safety standards.

In 1873, Milwaukee lawyer Edward Ryan addressed the graduating class at the University of Wisconsin Law School. Ryan—who, the next year, would become the Wisconsin Supreme Court’s chief justice—issued a dark warning that echoes down to the present:


The enterprises of the country are aggregating vast corporate combinations of unexampled capital, boldly marching, not for economical conquests only, but for political power. . . . The question will arise and arise in your day, though perhaps not fully in mine, which shall rule—wealth or man; which shall lead—money or intellect; who shall fill public stations—educated and patriotic freemen, or the feudal serfs of corporate capital?3



One of the people listening that day—an eighteen-year-old—took Ryan’s words to heart and dedicated his life to shaping the answer. In 1900, all grown up, he was elected governor of Wisconsin.4

His name? “Fighting Bob” La Follette. His mother, Mary Ferguson, had been prescient when she gave her son the first name “Fighting.” (His proper given name, to be clear, was Fighting Robert.)

Fighting Bob is remembered by many as the father of the Progressive movement, in Wisconsin and nationwide. You can see Fighting Bob’s fighting bust in the state capitol tothis day.

But the many bills Fighting Bob signed into law would have been so much single-ply toilet paper if it hadn’t been for the state legislature that wrote and passed them. These forgotten poets were just as critical: Irvine Lenroot, the speaker of the Wisconsin State Assembly; James Davidson, whose duties as lieutenant governor included serving as president of the state senate; and James McGillivray, the state senate’s president pro tem. Together with Fighting Bob, they unrigged democracy and uprooted oligarchy in the Badger State and inspired similar actions throughout the country.

The 1903 Wisconsin legislature created the nation’s first effective system of direct primary elections, so voters instead of insiders could choose their parties’ nominees for office. In 1905, they created a railroad commission to regulate the day’s most powerful monopoly, and a permanent tax commission to enforce tax laws.

Sick of corrupt public hiring that put patronage over competence and of government capture by special interests, they created a merit-based state civil service and the Legislative Reference Library. The library’s experts, many affiliated with the University of Wisconsin, would help legislators draft laws that, if passed, would actually produce their intended results.

Wisconsin’s newly capable and uncorrupted state government then passed another wave of pathbreaking reforms: In 1911, Wisconsin created the first worker’s compensation law, the first successful system of progressive taxation (which became the model for the federal income tax and the Sixteenth Amendment to the Constitution), and the first workplace safety agency (the State Industrial Commission, forerunner of the federal Occupational Safety and Health Administration, or OSHA, which Trump is now trying to gut).

Teddy Roosevelt, possibly combing his mustache while riding atop an elephant, described Wisconsin as “literally a laboratory for wise, experimental legislation aiming to secure the social and political betterment of the people as a whole.”5

Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis wrote two decades later that “a single courageous State may, if its citizens choose, serve as a laboratory; and try novel social and economic experiments without risk to the rest of the country.”6 This eventually became the oft-repeated phrase “States are the laboratories of democracy.”†

That era’s Progressive breakthroughs offer some enduring lessons: If you want the economy to work for regular people and a government that delivers, you need creative and effective public servants, strong safeguards around government integrity, and a democracy that isn’t hijacked by oligarchs.

Unfortunately, the oligarchs learned the same lesson, but in reverse. If they wanted to run roughshod over the public, undermine workers, and rip people off, their first priority, they realized, should be to break the government and hijack democracy. Maybe even put a tyrant in charge, if you’re pretty sure you can keep him under control. That always works out.

In Wisconsin, the right swung into action. By 1914, they’d elected a railroad executive, Emanuel Lorenz Philipp, to the governor’s office. He soon took aim at the reforms and started attacking the University of Wisconsin eggheads who had come up with so many of the Progressives’ breakthroughs. (The “Wisconsin Idea”—that “the boundaries of the university are the boundaries of the state”—made the university both an engine of progress and a perennial right-wing target.)

They couldn’t rip up everything the Progressive leaders had achieved. Once progressive reforms are in place, they often become too popular to repeal. But they could and did pause the progress.

As goes Wisconsin, so goes the nation. By 1920, lame-o Warren Harding won the presidency, promising “America First” and a “return to normalcy.” In Wisconsin and nationally, forward motion had triggered backlash.

“Forward” is Wisconsin’s one-word state motto. This was a good choice. Justice Edward Ryan, who gave that great speech about the feudal serfs of corporate capital, helped come up with it. Clearly superior to “Forward, then backlash.” Also superior to “Civilitas Successit Barbarum,” Latin for “Civilization Succeeds Barbarism,” which had been Wisconsin’s territorial motto.

The extraordinary leaps made by Progressive Era Wisconsin remain a prime example of how state legislatures and governors can move the whole country forward.‡

A century later, the 2010 backlash—in which the Tea Party movement fought back against the Obama trifecta’s forward motion—shows how state legislatures can move a state, and the whole country, in the opposite direction.



Act 2, 2010–2017: Wisco Inferno

Some people trace the start of our current maladies to the day in 2015 when Donald Trump descended on his golden escalator.

Some trace it to Newt Gingrich’s Republican Revolution in 1994.

But I’d argue that our current era began in 2010. It wasn’t just the Tea Party: The abominable US Supreme Court ruling in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, which, in essence, found that limits on independent political spending by corporations and unions were unconstitutional because money is speech and corporations are people, was the first crack in the dam. Then the November elections, a midterm backlash against Obama, turned the dam to rubble. And the wave of hyper-gerrymandering, union busting, voter suppression, and partisan power-grabbing that began the following January was the resultant flood. Donald Trump and his friends simply canoed into the artificial lake that formed that year. Well, probably a yacht rather than a canoe.

We’re still waterlogged from that disaster.

Here’s the story, as told through the prism of Wisconsin.

In 2008, Barack Obama won the presidency and, alongside him, Democrats won both chambers of Congress (briefly achieving a sixty-seat US Senate caucus and a seventy-nine-seat US House majority)—and a decisive edge in state governments. Democrats minted trifectas in Delaware, New York, and, for the first time since 1986, Wisconsin.

Including those new additions, Democrats held trifectas in seventeen states, compared with just ten for the GOP. The other twenty-three states had divided governments.

So far so good. Democrats passed the Affordable Care Act, moving the nation forward. Forward! So good. We love it.

Then came the backlash.

In the 2010 red wave, along with huge gains in the US House and Senate, Republicans gained 721 state legislative seats and six governorships. Suddenly, Republicans held trifecta control of twenty-two states, compared with just eleven in Democratic hands and seventeen divided. They dominated more state legislative seats than at any time since 1928.7

The newly empowered far right knew their history, and the deep-red light bulb lit up: It was time to apply the lessons of the post–Progressive Era backlash. It was time for the smash-and-grab politics of the far-right billionaires. Smash democracy, grab money.

Nationwide and, perhaps most of all, in Wisconsin, the GOP used its newfound power to lock in even more power—the public be damned.

To smash democracy, they went after the unions. In Wisconsin, newly elected Republican governor Scott Walker hadn’t campaigned on union busting, which would have been a political loser in such a proud union state. But he had a plan. The moment he took office in 2011, he announced that the state had a budget crisis. He introduced a “budget repair bill,” Act 10, that stripped away the key collective bargaining rights of teachers, librarians, corrections officers, snowplow drivers—just about all public employees other than those in police and firefighter unions.

The public responded with fury. Wisconsin was, after all, the birthplace of AFSCME (the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees) and the first state in the nation to recognize public unions. The Teaching Assistants’ Association at UW–Madison marched to the state capitol, and the protest spread like wildfire; soon, tens of thousands of people were marching outside the capitol on a regular basis—and sometimes, on weekends, more than one hundred thousand.8

At that time, I was living out of state while my wife, Beth, went to graduate school. Along with a friend—the late Aaron Swartz—I jumped on a plane to Madison to join the fray. Wisconsin law required that the capitol building stay open during hearings, so Democrats in the state legislature kept the building open 24/7 by running round-the-clock hearings on Act 10. I was proud to be one of thousands of people who testified. We made “Union Busting Is Disgusting” signs and joined the marches. I introduced Aaron to another friend, Taren Stinebrickner-Kauffman, who had similarly come to join the protest; not long after, the two fell in love. Then Aaron and I went back to Boston, and I spoke at a solidarity rally outside the Massachusetts State House—one of many across the country.

Walker’s attack was scary and demoralizing. But the protest movement that rose up in response was, for a brief moment, electrifying.

Soon, all fourteen Democratic state senators left Wisconsin in order to deny the Republicans quorum and block the bill. As protests grew, it was starting to feel that maybe Act 10 could be stopped. Chants of “Kill the bill!” echoed from the Wisconsin State Capitol to social media to MSNBC.

But then the Republicans in the legislature came up with an idea that stripped away the pretense that this fight was about any sort of budget crisis. The reason the state senate required a quorum in order to pass the bill was that it was a “budget repair bill,” meaning it had fiscal elements.

The GOP’s solution was simple: They took out all the parts of the budget repair bill that had to do with the budget. Now it was just a union-busting bill. No hand waving about the budget. More important, no quorum needed. The bill sailed through, with all but one Republican voting in favor in the Senate, and all but four in the Assembly.

The budget was never the point. Those attempting to delude themselves on that question would later carefully avoid watching a video by documentary filmmaker Brad Lichtenstein that captured Scott Walker talking, prior to Act 10’s introduction, to multibillionaire GOP mega-donor Diane Hendricks (mark that name, by the way; you’ll meet her again when we talk about Ron Johnson in the Senate chapter).


Hendricks: Any chance we’ll ever get to be a completely red state and work on these unions and become a right-to-work? What can we do to help you?

Walker: We’re going to start in a couple weeks with our budget adjustment bill. The first step is, we’re going to deal with collective bargaining for all public employee unions.

Hendricks: Right.

Walker: Because you divide and conquer.9



Divide and conquer was the name of the game. A lot of people started echoing Martin Niemöller:


Then they came for the trade unionists

And I did not speak out

Because I was not a trade unionist



Pretty much every authoritarian regime targets labor unions as a top priority. Because they’re an independent check on centralized power. Because they choose their leaders through democratic elections, which means they’re accountable to regular people rather than autocrats. Because unionists have played a key role in just about every resistance movement around the world.

You can look at Mussolini’s Italy, Franco’s Spain, Pinochet’s Chile, or Orbán’s Hungary, and you’ll find the same thing. Meanwhile, from the USSR to China, Cuba to North Korea, communist autocracies also stomp on unions—keeping them in name only while making them wholly subservient tools of the state. Sometimes the autocrat’s move is to undermine them and strip away their power; sometimes it’s to ban them; sometimes it’s to co-opt them; sometimes the plan involves outright massacres.§ In Trump’s case, the attack has already involved what one labor historian deemed “the biggest act of union-busting in U.S. history”—and he’s just getting started.10

Unions don’t just safeguard democracy—they can move working families into the middle class. Why do so many Americans, across party lines, believe that manufacturing jobs are good, family-supporting jobs? It’s not about manufacturing per se—it’s largely that, for generations, manufacturing was where unions were strongest. (Domestic, service, and agricultural jobs were exempted from early labor protection laws to placate segregationists. Today, unions organize all kinds of workers.) At their best, unions have been indispensable partners in the fight for civil rights. And they give everyone a voice at their workplace, even when their boss is a jerk. Unions, like all human institutions, are far from perfect. But in my book, which you are currently reading, they’re a huge net good.

After hard-fought battles to integrate them, industrial unions built prosperity for workers across lines of race and ethnicity. Half a century ago, Milwaukee, like manufacturing towns large and small across Wisconsin and other multiracial cities across the Midwest, had a growing middle class and low poverty rates thanks to strong unions in an industrial economy. But when, with a shameful bipartisan assist from public policy, companies moved their factories overseas while smashing unions at home, jobs disappeared, racial disparities exploded, and economic mobility stagnated for everyone.

On the other hand, lower wages meant bigger paydays for the asshole corporate raiders who bought and strip-mined those companies. So, you know, probably all worth it.

Walker did as he had promised his far-right billionaire buddy Diane Hendricks. He and the legislature passed a so-called “right to work” law in 2015, smashing union power in the private sector just as they had in the public sector four years before.¶ He and the GOP legislature also repealed “prevailing wage” laws and banned project labor agreements by state and local governments.11

But it’s not just workplace democracy that fell under Walker’s baleful eye and his legislative henchmen’s drafting process. It was also democracy democracy.

Republican lawmakers hired a law firm to draw up new state legislative maps that would essentially guarantee GOP majorities, even if Republicans lost a majority of the vote.

Wisconsin’s Republican gerrymander was part of a $30 million national initiative called REDMAP, short for REDistricting MAjority Project. Just as REDMAP broke the norms of acronyms, squeezing too many letters into certain words and giving lots of space for others, so too did the maps produced by REDMAP break the norms of democracy, squeezing most Democratic voters into a handful of blue districts and then spreading the others so thinly across the other districts that Democrats would never have a shot to win them.

The GOP ran the same playbook in Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, North Carolina, and a slew of other states. Step one: running ads and sending mailers in overlooked state legislative races to (democratically) win GOP state legislative majorities. Step two: use those majorities to (undemocratically) rig the maps—for both the state legislature and Congress.

If short-circuiting democracy in order to lock in Republican dominance is your jam, then REDMAP was a smash hit. Really one for the ages.

Like many smash hits, such as “Blurred Lines,” it was everywhere, and after a while, America realized that it was deeply problematic.

It worked. At a statewide level in 2012, Wisconsin went blue. Barack Obama beat Mitt Romney by seven percentage points, and Tammy Baldwin soared past former governor Tommy Thompson to win the Senate race. But in the US House and the state legislature under the new lines, the majority of votes didn’t translate to a majority of seats. Republicans won five of the eight House districts—and, even while earning a minority of votes for state legislature, they expanded their majorities in both chambers. In the state assembly, Democrats won 52 percent of the votes—but just thirty-nine of the ninety-nine seats.

Nationwide, same story. Barack Obama won decisively. Democratic US House candidates drew in 1.4 million more votes than Republican candidates. But Republicans won thirty-three more seats than Democrats, retaining a House majority despite losing a majority of the votes.

If you want to lock in control of a state, rigging the House and state legislature isn’t enough. You can’t gerrymander your way to a statewide victory. That’s because state legislators, try as they might, can never seem to change the state’s boundaries, even though it should be obvious to everyone that Michigan’s Upper Peninsula would make much more sense as a part of Wisconsin. While I’m at it, I’d also annex Evanston from Illinois. Two Big Ten schools in one great state!

No, if you want to rig a statewide election, you’ll need to pull something else out of your democracy-dismantling toolbox. Fortunately for the GOP, certain home improvement stores stock the perfect tool for the job right in their “Power-Grab Tools” section: voter suppression.# If you’re browsing that particular aisle, you might run into Donald Trump, who is trying to do to the country the exact things that Scott Walker did to Wisconsin.

In 2011, Wisconsin’s Republican state lawmakers rewrote the state’s famously voter-friendly voting laws. Specifically, they changed the rules to impose barriers for groups of voters that they figured were usually going to be voting for Democrats: college students and Black people.

At the time, the Republican legislators claimed that they were protecting against “voter fraud.” But they knew the data—which showed that voter fraud was essentially nonexistent. If you gathered all the Wisconsinites who had been found guilty in the preceding three decades of trying to vote by impersonating other voters, or casting a ballot despite not being eligible, or trying to cast multiple ballots, you’d have fewer people than Donald Trump’s felony convictions, fewer than his sexual misconduct allegations, and possibly fewer than his extramarital affairs, although we (hopefully) will never know that precise number.12

In 2011, when Republican state senators gathered in a closed meeting to discuss a potential voter ID law, a state senator said they should consider the bill’s impact on “the neighborhoods around Milwaukee”—Wisconsin’s only majority-nonwhite city, home to most of Wisconsin’s Black residents—“and the college campuses.” Her implication was that she’d favor making it harder for those residents to cast their ballots. When another senator, who clearly hadn’t gotten the memo, objected that the bill might make it harder to vote, Glenn Grothman—then a state senator, now a Republican member of Congress—responded: “What I’m concerned about here is winning, and that’s what really matters here.”

Those may not be exact quotes from the senators. But they’re exact quotes of the recollections of Todd Allbaugh, a former Republican legislative staffer who was in the room at the time. He testified about his memories of those deliberations under oath in federal court, saying that many of the lawmakers were “giddy” and “politically frothing at the mouth” at the impact their law would have. “They were talking about impeding rights and they were happy about it,” he said. Allbaugh recalls Grothman saying, “We better get this done quickly while we have the opportunity.”13

Get it done they did. The legislators passed the bill, and Scott Walker signed Act 23 that May. The law required would-be voters to present a government-issued photo ID. For those with a passport or driver’s license, no problem. But one analysis found that only 47 percent of African American adults in Milwaukee County had a driver’s license, and for those without, the new rules made voting punishingly difficult. For college students, many of the student ID cards in use at the time didn’t meet a series of arcane requirements specified by the law.14

In theory, you could have a voter ID law that wasn’t a thinly veiled plot to shut out certain voters. After all, in countries like France, India, Tunisia, Mexico, and Brazil (as well as many others), the government works to ensure that everyone gets a free ID card that counts as a voter ID. Wisconsin? Non, नहीं, بالتأكيد لا, ¡claro que no!, absolutamente não.

After passage, the law was tied up in court for years, in part because, as critics noted, requiring a voter ID that cost money to obtain constituted an illegal poll tax. A Dane County judge blocked the law in 2012, calling it “the single most restrictive voter eligibility law in the United States.”15 But in 2014, the conservative majority on the Wisconsin state supreme court found a way to circumvent that issue without doing much to reduce the barriers to voting: They ruled that Wisconsin’s Department of Motor Vehicles administrators could use their discretion to issue photo IDs “without requiring documents for which an elector must pay a fee to a government agency.”16 An improvement, but this meant that eligible would-be voters without driver’s licenses would have to travel to a Department of Motor Vehicles office. If you don’t drive—a common situation for those without driver’s licenses—visiting the DMV can require taking half a day off of work to wait for a series of buses out to the edge of town and back.17 In a dissent, Chief Justice Shirley Abrahamson wrote, “Today the court follows not James Madison—for whom Wisconsin’s capital city is named—but rather Jim Crow.”18

The state Supreme Court opinion didn’t take effect immediately, because the law was still blocked by a federal injunction. But after yet more wrangling in federal court, the law finally went into effect for good in 2015.19

When the presidential election rolled around, the law’s impact became clear.

An analysis by the Center for American Progress found that, while white turnout in Wisconsin dipped by about two points from 2012 to 2016, Black turnout fell by nineteen percentage points—from 74 percent to 59 percent. (Nationally, Black turnout dropped too—but by only 4.5 percent.) Before the law, turnout by eligible voters in predominantly Black wards in Wisconsin was similar to turnout in white ones; ever since, even in elections Democrats have managed to win, it’s been much lower.20

Meanwhile, campus turnout at UW–Madison fell by 4.3 percent. That decline wasn’t just worse than the statewide average turnout decrease—it was also the opposite of the national trend. Across the country, college student turnout rose in 2016 by 3.2 percent. Suddenly, student turnout at one of the most politically energized and progressive campuses in the country** was underperforming.21

Trump won Wisconsin by 22,748 votes. A study by a University of Wisconsin–Madison political scientist found that the voter ID law might have deterred even more eligible voters than that number—“perhaps tens of thousands”—from voting.22 There were countless reasons Clinton came up short that year, any one of which might have been enough to grant Trump his 0.8 percent margin of victory in Wisconsin. But the 2011 voter ID law might well have been one of them.

Union busting. Gerrymandering. Voter suppression. Three horsemen of the GOPocalypse, all thundering into the state within a few months of each other in 2011. But there are supposed to be four horsemen. What was the fourth?

That year, Wisconsin Republicans also cut school funding, corporate taxes, and pollution controls. But I would argue that the fourth horseman of the GOPocalypse truly arrived in 2015, when the GOP rewrote the state’s election administration laws—both for campaign finance and for election oversight.

In Wisconsin, it had long been the case that the state parties could transfer unlimited amounts to state candidates. But this didn’t mean much in practice, because there was a limit to how much any individual donor—even a multibillionaire with a burning desire to reshape Wisconsin politics, like Diane Hendricks—could give, in total, to Wisconsin candidates and political parties. That limit? Ten thousand dollars.

A similar limit had long been part of the national legal code as well. But a US Supreme Court decision in 2014, McCutcheon v. FEC, struck down those national limits. (As you’d expect, that was a 5–4 conservative decision.) So Republicans in Wisconsin took a page from their federal friends and dynamited the overall donation limits in Wisconsin’s campaign finance laws as well. And, while they increased the caps on how much a donor could give to a candidate directly, they changed the limit on donations by individuals to political parties by much more: The new donation limit was infinity dollars.23

Which meant that an infinitely wealthy donor could give infinity dollars to a state party (say, the Wisconsin GOP), and the party could transfer infinity dollars to a candidate (say, Scott Walker).

We took to calling this the “Scott Walker loophole.”

Simultaneously, the Republican legislators dissolved the Government Accountability Board (GAB), which, to be fair, made sense given their aversion to accountability. The GAB, which was nonpartisan and comprised a panel of six retired judges, had overseen elections and conducted independent investigations on campaign finance, ethics, and lobbying complaints. In its place, they created the Wisconsin Elections Commission and the Wisconsin Ethics Commission, each with a six-member board appointed by partisan elected officials, split evenly between the major parties. That was a recipe for 3–3 partisan deadlocks. Which, if you’re pretty sure that your party is going to be violating campaign finance and election laws more than the other party, can work out pretty well for you.

The GOPocalypse in Wisconsin then—just like the national one now—aimed to end majority rule, usher in an era of permanent Republican control, allow corruption to fester, and ensure that those in power could cut public services to fund tax cuts for the wealthy without any pesky voters getting in the way.

It seemed as if it had worked.

As 2017 gave way to 2018, in fifty-fifty Wisconsin, the right held a 5–2 state supreme court majority, Republicans dominated with impregnable majorities in both chambers of the state legislature, Scott Walker was running for a third term as governor, far-right Brad Schimel was running for reelection as attorney general, most of the state’s House seats were in GOP hands, and the last US Senate and presidential races in the state had been won by, respectively, Ron Johnson and Donald Trump. Republicans had won nearly three-quarters of the statewide elections in Wisconsin over the previous eight years. The Wisconsin of early 2018 was more GOP-controlled than the United States of 2026.

Many Democrats in Wisconsin wondered if they might have been better off with the actual Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. As the once-popular “Cthulhu for President” buttons (on sale at Pegasus Games on State Street when I was a young Dungeons & Dragons enthusiast) used to ask, “Why settle for the lesser evil?”

It was a grand experiment in subverting the American Experiment. Gone were the days when Wisconsin’s legislature helped inspire the phrase “laboratories of democracy.” Instead, Wisconsin—alongside the legislatures in states like Ohio, Texas, and Florida—would be cited by author (and former Ohio Democratic Party chair) David Pepper as one of the “laboratories of autocracy.”24

The experiment went well beyond Wisconsin. The GOP majorities that took office in 2011 set about rigging states across the nation. We’re still living in the America that they transformed.

They wanted permanent control. And it almost worked.

But, as we were soon to learn—in act 3 of our play—the inverse of “Forward, then backlash” is “Backlash, then forward.”

Or, even better: the obverse is “Backward, then forlash.”

Wait, is that better? “Lashward, then forback?” Hmm.



Act 3, 2018–2026: Forward from the Backlash

Today, as you read this sentence, Wisconsin is no longer gerrymandered. Republicans no longer have a hammerlock on the legislature. We have elected both a Democratic governor and a Democratic attorney general not once but twice. And, as you’ll learn a couple of chapters from now, the state supreme court no longer answers to far-right billionaires.

What’s more: There’s huge hope for progress in the near future. If you’re reading this before the 2026 midterms, I want you to know that Wisconsin Democrats now have a clear path to a trifecta—the governorship and majorities in both legislative chambers.

Democrats in Wisconsin have a realistic shot at winning three Wisconsin state senate seats, leading to an 18–15 majority, and five or six or even seven net assembly seats, leading to a possible 52–47 majority—and every statewide office, creating the first Democratic trifecta since the 2008 election. Alongside thousands of my heroes in every part of Wisconsin and our friends across the country, I’m going to do everything in my power to help make all of that happen. I hope you will too.

With their soon-to-be 2026 trifecta, Wisconsin Democrats will have a shot at permanently banning gerrymandering, ending the scourge of voter suppression, restoring union organizing rights, stamping out corruption, reforming campaign finance, supporting schools and infrastructure and health care and public safety, ensuring the wealthy pay their fair share of taxes, and protecting every Wisconsinite’s fundamental rights and freedoms. In short, they will be able to write their values into the law. Possibly, poets that they are, in iambic pentameter.


We’ll pass the laws Wisconsin dearly needs

And then return to all our social feeds.



But how did we get here?

The restoration of some measure of majority self-rule in Wisconsin involved crossing a rope bridge slung between two cliffsides—where a push, a gust of wind, or a loose slat could send you into a fathomless abyss. If we’d fallen, we might never have found a way to climb back up.

In fact, we did get pushed, by Scott Walker and the Republican state legislature and the far-right state supreme court, off the first cliffside—but we grabbed the last branch sticking out the side. And then we dragged ourselves back up to the edge by our fingernails.

That branch was, in fact, a man. A man named Tony Evers. The man who beat Scott Walker in the 2018 governor’s race.

Tony Evers has always been one of the most underestimated politicians in America. He’s a mild-mannered former science teacher from Plymouth, Wisconsin, whose favorite ice cream flavor is vanilla soft serve, and his vibes have a Mr. Rogers quality. He comes across as a neighborly grandfather who wants to make things better for kids. And that’s exactly who he is.

His critics have called him boring. But people who meet him use a different word: decent. He’s someone you instantly trust to do the right thing.

In 2018, Evers’s defeat of Walker—in spite of all the union-busting, vote-suppressing, and campaign-finance chicanery that Walker had put in place—was the biggest upset in the nation.

That was the year of the blue wave. Voter turnout exploded to the highest level in decades for a midterm election, nationwide and in Wisconsin alike.

But Walker’s red fortress was almost enough to withstand the blue wave in Wisconsin.

Since the passage of Act 10 in 2011, one study found, membership in Wisconsin’s major public sector unions had fallen by more than two-thirds.††25

It appeared that the GOP’s highly targeted voter suppression measure was still working exactly as intended. Even though turnout shot up in the state as a whole, turnout in the state’s most highly concentrated African American wards—those on the north side of Milwaukee—went down relative to 2014, the midterm before the voter ID law went into effect. 26

Walker made full use of his campaign finance loophole. Diane Hendricks and Liz Uihlein wrote seven-figure checks to the Republican Party of Wisconsin, and the Wisconsin GOP transferred $5 million to Walker’s campaign. That was seven times as much as the Wisconsin Democratic Party was able to send to Evers.27

Walker’s far-right allies in the Koch network poured more than seven million dollars into ads and other tactics in the state through their group Americans for Prosperity, happily utilizing the state’s newly lax coordination laws to ensure that their dark-money campaigning would fit neatly alongside the work of the official campaign and party.28

Republican turnout soared.

But so did Democratic turnout. And Evers—running on health care, education, and “fix the damn roads,” buoyed by resources from allies and a historic on-the-ground mobilization (including by the Democratic Party of Wisconsin’s new neighborhood volunteer teams, whom you’ll meet in the next chapter), and aligned with an electorate furious at Trump’s depredations, managed to come out on top.29

So many statewide races in Wisconsin come down to 1 percent margins or less. But Tony Evers did even better than that: he won by 1.1 percent.‡‡

Which gave rise to a new joke that Governor Evers loved to tell.

What do you call a 1.1 percent margin in Wisconsin?

A landslide.§§

If Evers hadn’t won that year, our state’s Republicans would have been set. They’d have had the power to draw whatever maps they wanted in 2022, locking in control until at least 2032. They would then have had so many opportunities to mangle election oversight and voting laws that they might have locked in power in Wisconsin for decades.

Wisconsin, that year, had the second-closest governor’s race in the country. The closest was in Florida—and it went the other way. Ron DeSantis beat Andrew Gillum by just 0.4 percent. Florida is unique in many ways, but its political trajectory in the years since then can give you a sense of the track that Wisconsin might have followed if Walker had prevailed in 2018.

But Evers won. Democracy in Wisconsin was no longer in free fall. We had a chance to pull ourselves back up the cliffside.

That said, we still weren’t a functional democracy—because the GOP gerrymander of the state legislature held absolutely firm.

In 2018, Democrats won 53 percent of the vote for the state assembly. But they only got 36 percent of the seats.

Democrats had recruited more candidates to run in more districts than Republicans had, which helped with their popular vote total. Meanwhile, Democrats swept every statewide race that year. Voters wanted Democrats to win—but they didn’t get what they voted for. Just one single Democrat, Robyn Vining of Waukesha County, flipped a red assembly district blue.

And then came the real tell—the indication of just how dedicated the state’s GOP remained to its project of preventing majority rule in Wisconsin.

Less than a month after the election, the state legislature, led by GOP assembly speaker and apprentice Voldemort Robin Vos, called an extraordinary session. Why? To rip powers away from the state’s governor and attorney general before the Democrats, Governor-Elect Tony Evers and Attorney General–Elect Josh Kaul, took their oaths of office.

In a package of bills drafted in secret and not subjected to the regular process of committee hearings and public scrutiny, the legislators awarded themselves the power to block new regulations, grab control of proceeds from state settlements, and spend unlimited taxpayer funds on lawyers to suit their own purposes.

Their initial proposals went even further. They wanted to move the date of the 2020 presidential primary so that it wouldn’t fall on the same day as a state supreme court election, due to their worries that high Democratic turnout in a contested presidential primary would boost the future Democratic-supported supreme court candidate. They wanted to block Attorney General Kaul from being able to withdraw Wisconsin from the MAGA lawsuit that was aiming to dismantle the Affordable Care Act. They wanted to slash the early voting period, block Governor Evers from making it easier for people to get voter IDs—and a slew of other things.

All in all, it was a bid—having lost the statewide elections—to ensure that the people voters had chosen wouldn’t get to do the things that voters had elected them to do.

At that time, my wife and our three young kids and I were living in DC. We’d decided to move to Wisconsin for good at the end of the year, after my wife wrapped up her work for a US senator who was up for election. I’d spent weeks and weeks volunteering for Democrats in Wisconsin and was finally back in DC to help pack. But I got a late-night call about the lame-duck power-grab legislative session and dropped everything to rush to Madison and help lead a huge flash protest in the snow on the steps of the state capitol building.

Amid public outcry and, particularly, an uprising by county clerks across the state (heroes from the previous chapter!), the GOP backed off from the least workable anti-voting provisions. But the rest of the bill sailed through the legislature, entirely on party lines. It felt like the GOP had spotted our fingernails on the cliff’s edge and were now stomping on them one by one.

Wisconsin had become what Harvard’s Electoral Integrity Project would term, in 2020, a “democracy desert”—with a less representative government than Turkey or Hungary and a level of representation on par with the Republic of the Congo.30 With those gerrymandered maps in place, there would never be Democratic majorities in the legislature, which meant that public policy would be a one-way ratchet to the right: Conservative laws would get signed under Republican governors, but anything opposed by Republicans wouldn’t get passed even under Democratic governorships. The voter suppression, the union busting, the money-in-politics skullduggery—and also every other Walker-era legislative priority, like refusing to expand Medicaid—would be frozen in place.

And we also knew that the Republicans had a darker goal: They wanted to win two-thirds supermajorities in both legislative chambers so that they’d be able to override Governor Evers’s vetoes and pass whatever far-right laws they pleased, over the objections of the leader chosen by the actual majority in the state.

If they won those supermajorities, the condition would become terminal. They’d gerrymander the state for another decade. And then, presumably, the next cohort of gerrymandered supermajorities would do the same thing, and on and on until the sun goes supernova.

Wisconsin needed fair maps. That one fight was the key to all the others. And there was a movement fighting for them, pursuing all three available strategies at once: federal court cases, a gubernatorial veto, and—although it would take years to win a pro-democracy majority—the state supreme court.

In June of 2019, I was elected chair of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin. Within weeks of my taking on the role, however, the first path to victory—a federal lawsuit—went up in flames.

Years before, a group of Wisconsinites had sued over the GOP’s gerrymander in federal court, in a case called Gill v. Whitford. Their arguments had gone all the way up to the Supreme Court of the United States before being remanded back to lower courts. But before Gill v. Whitford could be resolved, the right-wing SCOTUS majority delivered a humdinger that made it irrelevant: Rucho v. Common Cause. On June 27, 2019, the Republicans on the nation’s highest court decided that, while partisan gerrymandering may be “incompatible with democratic principles,” it was beyond the power of federal courts to review.31

In other words, it was open season for partisan gerrymanderers.

One path closed. That left two paths for Wisconsinites to beat the gerrymander.

Path number two was supposed to work like this: After the 2020 census, every state would be required to redraw their district lines. Republicans in the legislature would propose gerrymandered maps—but Governor Evers would veto them. If we prevented supermajorities, then the veto would stand. And then, as had happened several times in the past, the impasse between the governor and the legislature would be resolved by federal courts, who would choose something reasonably fair for the decade of elections starting in 2022.

A good plan. First step: Prevent those GOP supermajorities.

In 2020, Governor Evers partnered with WisDems on a “Save the Veto” campaign. He asked one of his top operatives, Cassi Fenili—who would go on to run his reelection campaign, serve as my executive director at WisDems, and manage Susan Crawford’s campaign facing off against Brad Schimel and Elon Musk—to helm the effort. Save the Veto raised and spent millions of dollars, and, in a year when Democrats lost ground in state legislatures in most states, we managed to help two great candidates, Sara Rodriguez and Deb Andraca, flip two more assembly seats from red to blue. Meanwhile, in the state senate’s closest race, Democrat Brad Pfaff defeated Republican Dan Kapanke by just 582 votes, preventing a GOP supermajority in that chamber by a single seat. A national Democratic strategist told our team that it was the most successful Democratic state legislative program in the country that year.

It felt great—even though it was still a painfully small gain given that, even as we won the statewide presidential vote, Republicans still held sixty-one out of ninety-nine spots in the state assembly. Still, it was enough. Going into the post-census redistricting cycle, Evers’s veto was intact, because the GOP didn’t have supermajorities. The rigged maps would fall.

Or so we thought.

After the census, as we’d expected, the GOP passed gerrymandered legislative maps through both state legislative chambers. Evers vetoed them. The Republicans couldn’t override the veto.

And that, we hoped, would be that. But that was not that. That, we soon learned, was something else.

A conservative legal group filed a lawsuit proposing that, instead of leaving the maps case to federal courts, the Wisconsin state supreme court should take over. Previously, the state supreme court had rejected such ideas.32 But now, with the GOP’s gerrymander in the balance, the conservative-dominated court decided to take over, in the grand tradition of Dungeon Masters suddenly modifying the D&D rules in order to get their preferred outcome.

Then the conservative state justices invented a brand-new legal standard that gave the Republicans what they wanted: The court invited interested parties to submit a proposed map, and they’d choose the one that made the “least changes” to the 2011 gerrymander.33

Governor Evers and various civic groups and concerned citizens submitted maps to the state supreme court that tried to sneak a little fairness into the 2011 maps while making the least possible change to the old maps. The legislature, in contrast, submitted maps that were even more gerrymandered than the 2011 disaster, even though this involved a lot more change than the Evers maps. One legislature-drawn district was shaped like a T. rex, its jaw open in order to avoid a particular knot of Democratic voters.34

At first the state supreme court had the decency to at least follow its invented “least changes” rule and chose Governor Evers’s map on that basis. But then the Republican state legislature, using its self-granted, lame-duck powers to hire lawyers at unlimited expense to do whatever it wanted, filed a lawsuit calling on the United States Supreme Court to intervene and strike down Evers’s map.35

The national Supremes didn’t even bother hearing the case. They just went ahead and struck down the governor’s maps with an unsigned “shadow docket” ruling that provoked gasps from legal observers in its naked pro-Republican partisanship36 (but was quickly forgotten because there’s so damn much of that happening these days).

This gave the state supreme court’s conservative majority the opportunity to take another crack at Wisconsin’s maps.

Surprise, surprise: This time, they didn’t even follow their own fake rule. Instead of a “least changes” approach, they appeared to choose a plan based on the principle of “most Republican.” They chose the legislature’s maps. This gave Wisconsin’s state legislature, according to the Princeton Gerrymandering Project, the most extreme partisan gerrymander of any state in the country.37

So, to review: The state supreme court’s conservative majority, which was protected by the state legislature’s voter suppression law, was now locking in a gerrymandered GOP majority that could keep on suppressing votes.

And all of this was made possible by a US Supreme Court dominated by conservative justices because state-level voter suppression laws had helped elect the Republican presidents who appointed them. And who in turn decided that states were free to pursue partisan gerrymandering at will.

It was like an ouroboros, a serpent eating its own tail, except instead of symbolizing the cyclical nature of life, death, and rebirth, it represented the cyclical nature of voter suppression, gerrymandering, and GOP-dominated courts. And, like all snakes, it was yucky.

Two of our three fair-maps strategies had collapsed. The federal courts weren’t going to help. The governor’s veto couldn’t end the gerrymandered maps.

That left just one way out.

In the show Andor, there’s a famous scene in which the phrase “one way out” becomes a rallying cry for the rebels fighting the Empire. I will admit that I only know this because Devin Remiker, who served as my executive director and later succeeded me as WisDems chair, suggested One Way Out as the title of this book with reference to that scene. I’m going to watch Andor as soon as I turn in the manuscript. But I trust Devin, so I’m sure this analogy will hold up well with Star Wars fans, who are famously relaxed about canonical details in their beloved franchise.

What was the one way out? Winning a majority on the state supreme court. But we wouldn’t have a chance to flip the court’s majority until 2023.

Before we could do that, we had to prevent supermajorities yet again, in the 2022 midterms. And we’d need to win the governor’s race.

And that was bad news, because we knew that in midterm elections, the political pendulum almost always swings against the party holding the presidency—in this case, Joe Biden. A Democrat.

Under these hideous new maps, it would only take the slightest of pendulum swings to put Republicans into dual-chamber supermajority control of the state of Wisconsin.

For the previous six decades, whenever a Democrat held the White House, the governor’s race in Wisconsin had gone to a Republican. The last Democratic victory in a Wisconsin governor’s race during a Democratic presidency had been under John F. Kennedy, whose popularity was soaring after the Cuban Missile Crisis—and the victory that year had been by a single percentage point. Now, in 2022, Joe Biden was our Democratic president—and his approval rating was about thirty percentage points lower than JFK’s had been before the 1962 midterms.

If we failed in either of those tasks—preventing legislative supermajorities or reelecting Governor Evers—the GOP would get control of the state’s lawmaking apparatus. And in the years since they lost their trifecta, they’d become, if anything, even more dedicated to thwarting democracy. This was accelerated most of all by Trump and his lackeys, who turned the Stop the Steal plot into a nationwide push to pass anti-voting and anti-democracy legislation through every possible Republican state government.38

Scholars who study authoritarianism say that democracy often ends in the wake of a final free election—an election that sweeps enemies of democracy into power, who then ensure that no future election will be free.

Our collective task now is to make sure that 2024 doesn’t turn out to have been America’s final free presidential election. The way we can do that is by making sure that friends of democracy hold the levers of election administration in the states, starting in the 2026 midterms.

But back in 2022, it sure felt like Wisconsin might be holding its last free election—if we lost. We were on the rickety rope bridge over the abyss, and it felt like every step increased the chance that we’d plummet.

At least, that’s how I felt. Governor Evers, though, had a quiet confidence that he was going to win again. And Republicans who were eager for an easy gubernatorial pickup were underestimating him yet again—and underestimating his ace campaign team, and his coalition of allies, and his party’s grassroots infrastructure.

In 2018, Evers had run on health care, schools, and roads. Promises made, promises kept; he had clear actions and clear results on each of those core issues. He ran ads showing how he’d delivered on his promises, with customized digital spots for every county showing how he’d specifically come through for its residents.

And he had another message to add to the other three: abortion.

After the US Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade in June 2022, Wisconsinites were suddenly facing a law, passed in 1849 and tweaked in later years, that made providing an abortion, except to save a mother’s life, a felony punishable by years in jail.¶¶

At the Democratic Party of Wisconsin state convention the next day, Evers vowed to grant clemency to any physician prosecuted under the 1849 ban. Evers’s opponent Tim Michels, for his part, had said in an on-camera interview that he supported the 1849 law, including its lack of exceptions for cases of rape and incest.

Abortion bans, like roads, reach beyond “politics” and “issues” into people’s real lives. Voters who hate politics, who just want to be left alone, don’t like the idea of a politician overriding their own choices in their moments of greatest vulnerability.

Governor Evers’s most powerful ad in that election spoke to the nightmare of any parent, or kid.

“A twelve-year-old girl,” intones the narrator over slow shots of adolescent girls, “can’t legally drive a car. At twelve, she can’t even vote.”

Then a shadow darkens around a girl on the screen.

“But if this little girl were tragically raped, or a victim of incest, and became pregnant, radical Tim Michels would force her to deliver the baby.”

The camera pulls back to show the girls playing jump rope, with text overlaid on the screen to show the direct quote that the narrator is reading.

“He said it’s, quote, ‘not unreasonable’ for the state government to mandate rape victims to give birth. Would it be unreasonable if he were forcing this on you?”

As the screen fades to black, the narrator concludes: “Let him know on Election Day.”

At that moment, the threat to democracy in Wisconsin was as dire as it was anywhere in the country. But to save democracy, Evers had to persuade people to support him who already felt like democracy wasn’t working for them. He did it not by hectoring them to believe in democracy but rather through a relentless focus on the things that those voters were most concerned about.

In the final stretch of his campaign, Governor Evers, the former teacher, welcomed other Democratic candidates—and me, as state chair—to join him on a tour around the state in a yellow school bus. Huge crowds greeted him at every stop, in tiny townships and cities alike. He didn’t back away from his commitment to democracy—he proudly recommitted himself to it, and the crowds roared in response. But he also kept coming back to issues (abortion, roads, schools, health care) that would resonate with people who would never come to a political rally but might catch a clip from his speech on TV or social media.

As in Pamela Gantz’s race for De Pere city council, democracy wasn’t the overriding message to voters in 2022. But the defense of democracy helped build a movement.

For the organizers and volunteers who knocked on the doors or joined virtual phone banks across the country, for the ActBlue activists signing up for monthly donations, and for all the die-hard democracy devotees who wanted to ensure that the fragile flame of American liberty stayed lit, democracy was a giant motivator in 2022. They went to bat for Governor Evers, helped spread his message, and supported his campaign.

And they stepped up for other democracy champions in states where freedom was imperiled. In Wisconsin, that also meant Attorney General Josh Kaul, who had served as a prosecutor and litigated voting rights cases before becoming Wisconsin’s top law enforcement official. Across the country, races involving state officials connected to the administration, defense, and certification of elections—especially secretaries of state, attorneys general, and governors—all became the front lines in the struggle for democracy.

But Wisconsin was the only battleground state so gerrymandered that dual-chamber Republican supermajorities were a serious threat. In Wisconsin, in the fall of 2022, we not only had to reelect our governor, with his mighty veto pen—we also had to win enough legislative seats to ensure that the veto wouldn’t be overridden.

And the threat was vivid indeed. The country’s best state legislative elections forecaster, whose honest-to-goodness real name is Chaz Nuttycombe, put the GOP’s shot at double supermajorities as a toss-up.39

In the final days of the 2022 midterms, between stints on the yellow school bus, I bounced back and forth between two of the closest state assembly districts, La Crosse and Oshkosh (famous for B’gosh), determined to help the Democratic candidates. Steve Doyle had to win reelection, and Lori Palmeri had to win a seat in the legislature for the first time.

The GOP’s maps all but ensured that they’d win a supermajority in the state senate. If they flipped five assembly seats, they’d grab a supermajority there too—and the power to override Evers’s veto. Our internal polling and projections suggested they were on track to win three districts. But in Palmeri’s and Doyle’s races, we had a shot. They were our last line of defense.

Lori Palmeri was the mayor of Oshkosh at the time, a wisecracking, energetic mom who kept getting stopped on street corners by people who wanted to talk about speed bumps.

Steve Doyle, a low-drama, easygoing local lawyer and alpaca farmer who had spent years leading the La Crosse County Board of Supervisors, represented the state’s most conservative district held by a Democrat. He drew support from some voters who cast ballots for Republicans in statewide races. Going door-to-door with him, you could instantly see why.

I remember knocking on a door with him in a quiet La Crosse suburb. A mom holding an infant answered the door, and then a muscular guy in a sleeveless T-shirt immediately materialized beside her and drove the conversation. Steve introduced himself and offered his campaign flyer, which proudly noted that he was responsible for more bipartisan legislation than anyone else in the assembly. “Go to MrBipartisan.com and you’ll find my website,” he noted. (Fact check: True.)

“You’re the only Democrat I’d ever think about voting for,” the man said. Then he added, “I’m pro-life. What about you?”

“Personally, I’m not on the same page as you on that,” Steve responded. “But where I put my time in the legislature is on stuff we all agree on, like economic development. We’ve got too much to do to just fight with each other all the time. There’s too much of that.”

“Well, you’ve got my vote,” said the man.

Steve’s and Lori’s ability to draw votes from people who fundamentally disagreed on some key issues with the Democratic Party, I knew, might determine whether democracy in Wisconsin—dangling by a thread—might go into free fall, taking the country with it.

Devouring polling, poring over spreadsheets of data about ad buys and voter turnout assembled by our badass Assembly Democratic Leader Greta Neubauer and her team, and doing everything I could to sound the alarm in the press, raise money, and recruit volunteers, I was literally throwing up with anxiety before work in the morning. Glamorous, I know. WisDems staffer Hannah Mullen, who was now leading our party’s state legislative program and working hand in glove with Team Neubauer and the state senate Dems, had to contend with incoming calls from me asking for updates whenever I had five minutes alone with my panic.

Finally, election night arrived.

Even though a red wave hit the rest of the country, the vast majority of the pro-democracy candidates in those battleground-state races wound up defying the usual pattern of midterm backlash elections—and winning.

Including Governor Evers.

When the votes came in, he’d more than tripled his 2018 landslide win. This time, his margin was 3.4 percent.

“Boring wins!” he exclaimed in his election-night victory speech. “Holy mackerel, folks! How about that?”

Attorney General Kaul won reelection as well—cracking the 1 percent barrier for the first time.

But my heart didn’t stop racing until we’d gotten the final results in those two assembly districts.

Finally, word came through: Lori Palmeri and Steve Doyle had both won.

By a combined margin of 2,498 votes.

That was just 0.1 percent of the votes cast in the state in that election. A hair-thin dividing line that ensured that the person Wisconsin voters had twice chosen to lead the state wouldn’t see his veto overturned by GOP legislators who, rather than being picked by voters to represent them, had used their gerrymandering powers to pick which voters they wanted to represent.

And for the country, it meant that America’s most closely divided state—the state that had tipped the Electoral College for the winner in the previous two presidential races—hadn’t just held its final free election. Democracy, at least in Wisconsin, at least for now, would survive.

Preventing Republican supermajorities and reelecting Governor Evers meant that we could keep walking, step by precarious step, across the rope bridge.

If you want to breathe new life into democracy, your number one job is “Don’t die.” We did that. But, as we would learn, it would take a battle for a whole different branch of government in order to reach the promised land on the other side of the bridge, where we could start passing a proactive legislative agenda to make a positive difference in people’s lives.

You’ll read that story soon. But here, I’ll skip to this three-act play’s climactic turning point. In early 2024, following a grueling battle over the state supreme court, Wisconsin got fair legislative maps.

The new pro-democracy majority on the state supreme court had given a deadline to the governor and legislature to agree on a set of fair maps—making clear that if the legislature didn’t act, the court would choose maps of its own. Assembly and senate Republicans feared (baselessly, in my view) that the new court majority would do what the old majority had done and choose a partisan gerrymander—this time in the other direction, favoring Democrats. So they reluctantly agreed to a set of fair maps that Governor Evers had proposed. A Republican state senator explained the decision this way: “It was a matter of choosing to be stabbed, shot, poisoned or led to the guillotine. We chose to be stabbed, so we can live to fight another day.” A memorable quote. But it really tells you something about his state of mind that he compared being stabbed to accepting maps in which, according to independent analysts, the party that won the most votes was likely to win the majority of the seats.40

On February 19, 2024, surrounded by cheering supporters—some of them democracy advocates who had been fighting gerrymandering for nearly a decade and a half—Governor Evers signed his fair maps into law.

The Princeton Gerrymandering Project shifted its grade for Wisconsin’s state legislative maps from F to A. (To be clear, that’s a good thing. It really should be called the Princeton Anti-Gerrymandering Project.)

That fall, after a superb effort by the assembly and state senate Democratic caucuses, along with many partners, a hand from Governor Evers, and WisDems, Democrats picked up ten assembly seats and four state senate seats—the biggest Democratic gains in any state in the country.

In 2026, Wisconsin Democrats have a clear shot at majorities in both legislative chambers. And so do Republicans. Whoever gets the most votes will get the most seats.

You know, like in a real democracy.

So concludes our three-act tale. But know this: The drama of Wisconsin’s state government, while extreme, is far from unique. State legislative fights of enormous national consequence play out constantly across the country.

The Republican extraordinary-session power grab of 2018 in Wisconsin? That was inspired by a post-election special-session power grab in 2016 in North Carolina. A state in which Republicans actually did go on to grab, and then abuse, dual-chamber supermajorities.

The gerrymandering and voter suppression tactics of Wisconsin’s legislature? Those drew from laws that had been tested and perfected all over the country for decades—especially in the Jim Crow South. And state-level fights over congressional district maps are reshaping the tremulous future of American democracy even as I write this sentence.

Anti-union “right-to-work” laws? Those, too, have their roots in Jim Crow. A self-avowed white supremacist and oil lobbyist named Vance Muse popularized the euphemistic phrase in the 1930s and 1940s and used racist fears about interracial unions to convince state legislatures, mostly in the segregated South (at first), to pass laws that served as a model decades later for Scott Walker’s 2015 legislation—as well as right-to-work bills in other states like Indiana (2012), Michigan (2013), West Virginia (2016), and Kentucky (2017).41

So state governments can be a force for ill. But also, as we saw in Progressive Era Wisconsin, they can be great engines of national progress. Laboratories of autocracy; laboratories of democracy. They can change the lives of their residents, they can inspire other states, and they shape who winds up running the federal government.

After all, what appear to be national elections are, in fact, state-by-state elections, governed by a patchwork of state laws that pull some people in and shut others out.

For much of American history, people who touted “states’ rights” were generally defending the power of states to disenfranchise voters.

But today, when the greatest threat to democracy is coming from the federal government, states can be a bulwark to defend voting rights and election integrity.

We saw this phenomenon vividly in January 2026, when Minnesota governor Tim Walz’s top election official refused to turn over the state’s voter data to the Trump administration as the apparent price, per Attorney General Pam Bondi’s attempt at political extortion, for the withdrawal of marauding ICE agents. We saw the other side of the coin when Trump raged that “the Republicans ought to nationalize the voting” and “I don’t know why the federal government doesn’t do them anyway.”42

In fact, the reason is hidden in a document with which Trump is unfamiliar: the United States Constitution, which says in Article I, Section 4 that “The Times, Places and Manner of holding Elections for Senators and Representatives, shall be prescribed in each State by the Legislature thereof.” Congress can pass laws to “make or alter such Regulations.” But elections oversight is in the hands of the states.

State (and, guided by state law, local) officials figure out who’s eligible to vote. They set the rules around polling locations. They’re the backstop on the design of the ballots. They oversee the selection of poll workers, make sure absentee ballots go out on time, and set the rules around buying voting machines. When I was a kid, my mom used to take me into our polling place and let me pull the big lever to cast the ballot. Now it’s all about filling in ovals. Who’s to blame? State officials. Presumably, state officials in hock to the blue or black ink pen lobby.

During the Obama years, Republican state officials passed laws—including in Wisconsin, as you’ve seen—that helped usher in Trump’s two victories. During the Biden presidency, many GOP-run states went even further to erode majority rule. But now, with Trump back in the White House, state governments are our best line of defense. They’re the one place that democracy can actually expand.

In fact, there’s a state law that, if passed in enough places, could fundamentally change the way that the United States of America chooses its presidents—for the better.

A law that, if passed by enough state legislatures (and signed by enough governors), would shift national power toward the voters themselves—creating a political earthquake that would do away with the idea of “battleground states” altogether.

An idea with an acronym that, unlike REDMAP, didn’t gerrymander the underlying words but instead opted for an instantly forgettable, nigh-unpronounceable string of letters.

It’s called NPVIC.

NPVIC stands for National Popular Vote Interstate Compact. It’s a state law providing that, once it comes into effect, the state’s Electoral College votes should be awarded to whoever wins the national popular vote.

But here’s the rub: The law only comes into effect if and when enough states have passed NPVIC to constitute an Electoral College majority.

In other words, once states with enough Electoral College votes to add up to at least 270 pass the law, NPVIC becomes binding, and then in the next presidential election, whoever wins the most votes nationwide becomes the next president.

Consider the 2024 election. Suppose you lived in New York. Your state voted for Kamala Harris. New York passed NPVIC in 2014. But the law hasn’t taken effect, because, to date, not enough states to reach 270 Electoral College votes have passed it. So New York’s twenty-eight Electoral College votes went to Kamala Harris, but Trump won the presidency.

But suppose NPVIC had been in effect at the time. In that world, New York’s Electoral College votes would have gone to whoever won the national popular vote—which, that year, meant Donald Trump. And so would the Electoral College votes of enough other states to ensure that Trump, as the national popular vote winner, would get the presidency.

Before you say, “Hey, that sucks!” ask yourself this: Don’t you think it would be better if whoever won the election, meaning got the most votes overall, actually, like, won the election?

Now go back to the hopeful, halcyon days of 2016. You live in Wyoming. Sure, that’s unlikely (almost nobody lives in Wyoming), but this is an imaginary scenario. And in this scenario, imagine that Wyoming had passed NPVIC and it had come into effect.

You, a proud Wyomingite, vote for Hillary Clinton. Your state votes overwhelmingly for Trump. But now, thanks to NPVIC, Wyoming’s three Electoral College votes go to whoever wins the national popular vote. And so do the Electoral College votes of all the NPVIC states. In 2016, Hillary Clinton wins 2,868,686 more votes than Trump. So, thanks to NPVIC, Clinton wins the election. Yay!

NPVIC might sound like some political scientist’s pie-in-the-sky fantasy—but guess what? As of this writing, eighteen states plus DC, representing 222 Electoral College votes, have already passed it.

That leaves forty-eight Electoral College votes to go. And, as you’ll see below, pro-democracy state legislative majorities are within reach in 2026 in states representing another sixty-eight Electoral College votes. More than enough to cross the finish line and make the law take effect over an election cycle or two.

With NPVIC, the Electoral College will still exist, but it will be a formality, like how Britain’s monarch officially appoints the democratically elected prime minister. No constitutional amendment needed. Which is helpful, because amending the Constitution requires votes by three-quarters of the states, which is, these days, a huge pain in the ass.

So is this an end run around the Constitution? No. The truth is that we’ve already reduced the Electoral College to a formality.

The framers of the Constitution wanted the electors to exercise their personal judgment in picking the president. The idea, as described in the Federalist Papers (see Federalist No. 68), was that electors would be these wise candidate pickers, trusted by their states, who in turn would evaluate the presidential candidates and choose the best one.

Today electors in most states are bound by law to choose whoever won the popular vote in their state. On top of that, the structure of the Electoral College was a compromise in the first place with enslavers who wanted extra political power for their regional bloc. We fought a civil war over that notion and then passed a bunch of constitutional amendments to enfranchise everyone and become more “of the people, by the people, for the people”-y.

NPVIC isn’t a revolutionary idea, whatever its critics might claim. It’s just wrapping up some unfinished business.

When NPVIC takes effect, candidates for president will have to fight for every vote in the country, and every voter will count the same. Presidential elections will no longer be, for most of the country, a spectator sport. And the work that you and your group of friends have been doing to build political engagement in your own community will turn out to have been even more significant.

Suppose you’ve already traveled the journey from “What the hell is NPVIC?” to “Wait, how would NPVIC work?” all the way to “This sounds good. But how the hell do we pronounce it? And also, how do we pass NPVIC in enough states to reach 270 Electoral College votes?”

Let’s take those last two questions one at a time. First, the easy one: pronunciation. I have an elegant proposal: Let’s all agree that it’s pronounced NIP-VICK, as in, rhymes with “lipstick.”

Just like NPVIC itself, my proposal will take effect if enough of us agree to do it. And it’ll save us a lot of syllables. Plus it’s a great mnemonic. To make the Electoral College look good, just put on a little NPVIC.

As to your second question, How do we pass it in enough states?

Well, I wish I could tell you that this isn’t a partisan issue. And it’s genuinely the case that it’s not clear whether NPVIC would help Democrats or Republicans more in any given election year. What’s clear is that it would help democracy. But unfortunately, these days, that means it’s mainly supported by Democrats.

Even though it’s passed a few Republican-controlled legislative chambers in a few red states, like Oklahoma and Arkansas, the only states where it’s actually been signed into law have been those with Democratic trifectas.

Here’s where it’s passed already: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, DC, Hawaii, Illinois, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Oregon, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Washington. If you’re in one of those places, no need to rub it in. Just help the rest of us get this passed, OK? Plus, as I was proofreading my manuscript, the Virginia legislature passed NPVIC, and Governor Abigail Spanberger signed it into law mere minutes before I turned in my final revisions.

If you live in a place that hasn’t passed NPVIC yet, it’s absolutely worth urging your state legislators and governor to support it.

Look up your legislators online, email them, and ask for a meeting. Or better yet, pull some friends together and ask for a meeting as a group. Lawmakers like meeting with groups. Go visit them in the state capitol. Or just call them and leave voice messages. It all helps.

But citizen lobbying will only get us so far. To give ourselves the best shot at passing NPVIC, we’ll likely need to win a lot more Democratic trifectas. And the good news is that there are a bunch of states where Democratic trifectas are within reach.

If you’re reading this in 2026, the opportunity to acquire more NPVIC stretches out before you like an endless Sephora counter. Let’s browse the goods.

In Arizona (eleven Electoral College votes), Democrats have to reelect Governor Katie Hobbs, flip four assembly seats, and flip three senate seats to win a functioning trifecta—which would be their first one since 1966.

In Pennsylvania (nineteen EC votes), Dems need to reelect Governor Josh Shapiro, hold all the state house seats (or, even better, expand Dems’ one-seat margin!), and flip two state senate seats so that, with the lieutenant governor casting tie-breaking votes, Democrats get a functioning majority. Whoomp: trifecta city.

In Michigan (fifteen EC votes), there’s an open governor’s race. Dems need to win it, keep the senate majority (or win one seat, if they’ve lost the special election in May), and win three more state house seats to get a tie. Or better yet, flip four for a majority.

In Nevada (six EC votes), Democrats already have majorities, but the governor is Republican. So, two paths to pass NPVIC: The first is to elect a Democratic governor in 2026. But there’s also another option: Dems just need one more legislator each in the assembly and senate to get supermajorities in both chambers. That would allow them to override a Republican veto. This would be the reverse of the nightmare we were trying to avert in Wisconsin: here, a supermajority would use its power to override a statewide elected official and expand democracy.

Add those states together and we’ve got fifty-one Electoral College votes. We only need forty-eight for the interstate compact to take effect. Hallelujah!

But wait—there’s more!

In New Hampshire (four EC votes), Republicans currently control both legislative chambers and the governorship. But their governor serves only two-year terms and their voters are true swingers. As in, swing voters. That’s the only sense in which I understand that term. All they need to do is swap partners, in the legislative sense, in five senate seats and twenty-four state house seats.

In New Hampshire, many voters have multiple partners. As in, legislators. They elect their four hundred state representatives from a mix of single- and multi-member districts. In New Hampshire, size matters: The town of Grantham (population: 3,404) gets one member, but Derry (population: 34,317) gets ten. So each voter can be serviced by anywhere from one to ten members. Single-digit vote margins are common in these tiny districts. If they find the votes to flip their state in 2026, the New Hampshire Democratic Party will truly be a key party.

And last, no, I didn’t forget: There’s also Wisconsin, the closest state in the nation in 2024, with its legendarily hard-won ten Electoral College votes. Democrats just need five more seats in the assembly and two in the senate to flip both legislative chambers for the first time since 2008. Eminently possible on our hard-won fair maps—if we give this fight everything we’ve got.

That, and a Democrat has to win the wide-open race to succeed Governor Tony Evers. As I write this, there’s an open primary on the Democratic side, with a ton of great candidates. The Democratic Party of Wisconsin is required, via its constitution, to remain neutral in partisan primaries, but Governor Evers and I are both supporting WisDems to prepare for the general election. Meanwhile, on the Republican side, the likely nominee is a Republican congressman (and former GOP state legislator) named Tom Tiffany. Years ago, his support for polluting special interests earned him the nickname “Toxic Tom,” but now he’s also known to critics as “Tariff Lover Tom.” He’s been a reliable GOP vote against health care, for tax cuts for the ultra-wealthy, and in favor of anything Trump wants. Such as blocking the certification of the 2020 Electoral College results. Which presumably is why Trump endorsed him.

In Wisconsin, election results are certified by the governor. If we don’t want someone in charge of the nation’s closest state who was actively involved in Trump’s last coup attempt, then, reader, I urge you to join me in doing everything you can to make sure that Tom Tiffany loses in 2026.

Democrats could fall short in a few of these states and still have a path to passing NPVIC in enough places to turn the United States of America into a “one person, one vote” democracy before 2028. And even if it takes a little longer than that (especially given the inevitable GOP lawsuits), we could realistically aim for 2032.

Once NPVIC kicks in, candidates would have to work to earn the support of voters everywhere, not just in purple states. Everyone with a vote would have a say. Wild, right?

If a president gets elected that way, I hope that president will acknowledge the governors who signed NPVIC into law and the state legislators who passed the bill. The poets of politics, the unacknowledged legislators of the world, would finally get their due.

And, of course, it’s not just about NPVIC—it’s about everything great state governments can do to make people’s lives better.

So how can you help?

You can help elect great people right where you are—by organizing, by fundraising, or even by running yourself. You can organize your friends to help pro-democracy candidates win in other states, such as Wisconsin, where a small shift in votes can open the door to enormous progress and prevent disaster. And you can advocate for your state elected officials to pass good laws.

Want to help with your state legislature? Every legislative caucus has a caucus campaign committee that knows exactly which seats are the most flippable—the best targets on offense or on defense. In Wisconsin, they’re called the State Senate Democratic Committee and the Assembly Democratic Campaign Committee. They report to the legislative leaders (in Wisconsin, the great senate leader Dianne Hesselbein and assembly leader Greta Neubauer). Find the campaign committees in your state, and see where they recommend focusing your time and energy. Same thing if you’re thinking about running for office: They keep track of everyone who might get into a race.

Or get involved in one of the amazing groups on the Democratic side that focus on state legislative races: the States Project, Forward Majority, the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee, and the National Democratic Redistricting Committee (which helped ensure that, in much of the country, REDMAP 2011 wasn’t repeated in 2020, and is now working to counter Trump’s mid-decade gerrymandering spree).

The Democratic Governors Association is a force of nature. So, too, is the Democratic Attorneys General Association. There are even associations for offices like lieutenant governor and state treasurer. And then there’s the dynamite State + Local Elections Alliance, which, heavens be praised, has an acronym with a well-thought-through pronunciation: SLEA, or “Slay,” and which, as the name suggests, works on key local races as well as state ones.

If you’re bewildered about where your dollars can go the furthest to help state candidates win, consider using a donation platform like Oath, found at oath.vote, which analyzes obscure races to figure out where your dollars can have the biggest impact. They have specific recommendations for people focused on protecting democracy. And you might find that it’s even more fun to donate as part of a team. The States Project has “Giving Circles,” in which groups of people come together to pool their resources and multiply their impact, all focused on flipping state legislative majorities and breaking right-wing supermajorities. Or you can plug in to the Movement Voter Project’s “donor-activist” network and contribute your time helping generate donations for local organizing and movement building (often focused on state-level elections)—such as calling donors to thank them for chipping in or holding house parties to raise money.

As we’ll talk about in subsequent chapters, it’s very, very hard to elect Democrats to the US Senate in deep-red states, or to the US House in a deep-red district. The same is true in deep-red state legislative districts. But there are at least a few state legislative seats in every single state where the margins of victory are narrow. Which means that, almost wherever you live, there’s a purple district near you that you could help flip.

Speaking of opportunities in red states: Governorships are particularly ripe for winning ticket splitters. Just ask Andy Beshear, Democratic governor of Kentucky (where Trump won by thirty points in 2024) or Laura Kelly, governor of Kansas (where Trump last won by 16 percent). Let’s hope we’ll find ways to win governor’s races in red states whose names begin with letters other than K.##

Moreover, sometimes you can form governing coalitions that span multiple parties.

The shining example here is Alaska (three Electoral College votes, by the way), in whose legislature, non-MAGA state legislators—Democrats, independents, and some non-extreme Republicans—are caucusing together to form working multi-partisan, Democratic-ish majorities in both legislative chambers. As I write this, it’s the first time in forty-four years that Republicans haven’t controlled either chamber. And now there’s a realistic path for a Democrat to win the governorship in 2026.

Alaskans, I know that some of your nights are very long. But this could be your moment in the sun. Pass NPVIC and make your presidential votes as valuable as those of voters in the Lower Forty-Eight.

If you’re in a deep-red district where introducing yourself as a Democrat instantly seals your electoral demise, maybe there’s an Alaska-style independent candidate who could make all the difference. Maybe you’re that person.

There’s so much to do around elections. And between elections, remember that you and your friend group/book club/neighborhood team can, as I did long ago with SUDS, advocate for state policies and make a difference.

Go for it. Write your values into the law.

State executive offices. State legislatures. Local offices. And we haven’t even talked about state supreme courts, or state ballot initiatives, or the House, the Senate, or the White House.

Do we really have to deal with all that stuff? It sounds like a lot!

Look: I get it if you’re feeling a little overwhelmed. And we’re not yet halfway through the book! How are we supposed to fight for all these things at the same time?

That’s the nature of politics. It’s like playing seven-dimensional chess, making moves on lots of game boards simultaneously. Except that the outcome on each board affects the rules governing the other ones.

But good news: These elections are all happening in the same places. They’re stacked on top of each other, like different-size pancakes. Which is often what happens when I make breakfast.

If you focus your volunteer time and attention on places rather than candidates, you can find ways to make a difference on multiple levels simultaneously.

Turn out one Democratic voter for Steve “Mr. Bipartisan” Doyle in Onalaska, Wisconsin, and you’re affecting the state assembly majority in one of the closest state legislative districts, the US House majority in one of the nation’s most competitive House districts, and putting pro-democracy candidates into every statewide office . . . all at the same time. And maybe turning out a voter in a must-win presidential battleground state while you’re at it.

It makes you think.

If only there was some kind of institution tasked with working on all the elections taking place in a particular place, year after year. Where volunteers could get involved in all the different battles and get to know each other and perhaps eventually get married and have little volunteers of their own. It sounds fun, right?

Almost like . . . like a party.

The party.

The Party. The topic of our next chapter.



	* Fun fact: I am, at this moment, writing this chapter from a rented office in the building where the Wisconsin state legislature first met, before it moved into the state capitol. The ghosts of legislators past are brushing by me as my fingers fly. Once this book is published, the ghosts will finally be free.

	† Everyone attributes the quote “States are the laboratories of democracy” to Brandeis. But Brandeis never quite said it! Just like Ingrid Bergman’s character didn’t exactly say “Play it again, Sam” in Casablanca and Hamlet didn’t quite say “Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him well.” As you may have noticed, This Is the Plan firmly opposes imprecise quoting. My point is, Teddy Roosevelt came up with the laboratories metaphor first, and he was referring to Wisconsin. A point of Badger State pride.

	‡ Later, the spirit of the Wisconsin Idea shaped two of America’s most successful and enduring public programs: Social Security and Medicare. University of Wisconsin economist Edwin Witte, who served for more than a decade as chief of the Legislative Reference Library, went on to lead FDR’s Committee on Economic Security, where he oversaw the drafting of the Social Security Act. In turn, one of Witte’s Wisconsin students, Wilbur Cohen, later became, as one headline put it, “The Man Who Built Medicare.”

	§ Of course, the United States has had its share of anti-union massacres as well, including the Bay View Massacre of 1886 in Milwaukee.

	¶ “Right to work” is a positive-sounding phrase for a pernicious policy: laws eliminating the requirement for workers in unionized workplaces to pay union dues, without relaxing the union’s obligation to provide services to non-dues-paying employees. The predictable and intended effect is that many workers stop paying dues, which leaves the union unable to provide the same level of service, leading to a vicious circle of shrinking, ever-weaker unions.

	# John Menard Jr., a Wisconsin multibillionaire Republican mega-donor who founded home improvement chain Menards, has given millions to conservative groups, including $1.5 million to an organization that helped Scott Walker fend off the recall election in the wake of Act 10 (see “Influence Peddler of the Month,” Wisconsin Democracy Campaign, June 1, 2016.). He and Diane Hendricks take turns holding the “Wisconsin’s Richest Person” title.

	** Madison has been called the “Berkeley of the Midwest,” but UW–Madison is twenty years older than the University of California–Berkeley. So, for my money, Berkeley is the Madison of the West Coast.

	†† Overall, by 2020, Wisconsin had experienced a greater decline in union membership in the twenty-first century than any other state in the nation—losing more than half of its dues-paying union members.

	‡‡ AFL-CIO president Richard Trumka responded to Scott Walker’s loss with a famously brief press statement, reproduced here in its entirety: “Scott Walker was a national disgrace.”

	§§ Josh Kaul, who was elected attorney general on the same night, kept up our state’s nail-biter tradition with a victory margin of 0.7 percent. Governor Evers good-naturedly needled him about it for the next four years.

	¶¶ The law, which was passed before ultrasound and modern stethoscopes—not to mention the Nineteenth Amendment giving women the right to vote—deemed the “willful killing of an unborn quick child” manslaughter unless (based on later tweaks) three doctors agreed it was necessary to save the life of the mother. In 2022, nobody was certain how courts would interpret the law. But in order to avoid possible felony charges, every health-care provider in the state stopped providing abortion services. This effective ban lasted until a court decision 449 days later found the law unenforceable.

	## On the other side of the aisle, see Charlie Baker, Republican former governor of Massachusetts, and Phil Scott, Republican governor of Vermont.










Chapter 4 It’s My Party and I’ll Cry if I Want To

“Why,” my friend Hannah Rosenthal asked me in early 2019, “are you running for chair of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin?”

I had my answer ready: because I wanted to fight back against the extremist Republicans in power, in our state and nationally, who were trampling democracy, ripping off working people, rewarding wealthy special-interest patrons, and viciously attacking anyone who got in their way.

“Ben,” Hannah said, shaking her head, “if you’re the chair of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin, Republicans will be the least of your problems.”

Hannah knew what she was talking about. Decades before, she had served as the Democratic Party of Wisconsin’s executive director—and she was also my rabbi, including for my bar mitzvah. So she knew a thing or two about dealing with kvetchers.

When people talk about the Democratic Party, they’re often talking about very different things. The one commonality: They hate it.

Why? Reasons vary. For some, it’s too liberal. For others, it’s too moderate. For everyone, it has messaging problems. For many, it’s too weak. For others, who are incorrect and, in one case, named Alex Jones, it’s too strong—so strong, in fact, that it controls everything (the media, Hollywood, banking, big tech, the weather) and is a coded stand-in for “Jews.” (I, a Jewish Democrat, would change the weather if I did indeed have this power. It would be a lot less muggy in July.)

But, again, while “the Democratic Party” sounds like one thing, that phrase can actually have several very different meanings.

It can refer to the amorphous blob of everything related to elected Democrats. The 250,000-ish Democratic elected officials in America, countless former elected officeholders, and the huge apparatus that goes into electing them: the Democratic Party’s volunteers and donors and strategists and operatives and consultants and insiders. When there’s a Democratic president (or nominee), that person is the head of the blob. When there isn’t, the blob is headless.*

The phrase “the Democratic Party,” especially as used in bad faith by the right-wing media, can also refer to the leftist activists blocking traffic as they protest a Democratic elected official. Which is confusing to both the leftist activists and the elected official. For decades, some people have voted Republican because they don’t like the people who flood the streets protesting Democrats.

“The Democratic Party” can also refer to the extremely annoying person with a blue wave emoji in his username who comments on all of your social media posts demanding to know why you’re focused on that, whatever that is, when you should be talking about Drumpf. (I wish he and Dana, your MAGA brother-in-law, could go somewhere together and hash things out.)

Or “the Democratic Party” can be a reference to everyone registered to vote as a Democrat. There are some states, including Wisconsin, where you don’t register with any particular party. But in states with partisan voter registration, people often think that marking the D on the registration form makes them a member of the Democratic Party.

It doesn’t. Because, in fact, there’s a different set of things—legally incorporated organizations that have some version of “Democratic Party” in their name—that are, in a formal and institutional sense, the Democratic Party, and joining them is not the same as merely registering to vote as a Democrat.

I’m speaking of the Democratic National Committee. The Democratic Party of Wisconsin. The Iowa County Democratic Party, in Iowa County, Wisconsin, which is not to be confused with the Iowa Democratic Party in the state of Iowa or the Iowa County, Iowa, Democrats in Iowa County, Iowa.

When someone complains about the Democratic Party, they might mean any one of these things—the activists, the annoying people online, or the voters. Or, most of all, the blob. They often think they’re talking about the Democratic National Committee. Usually, they’re not.

And I’m here to tell you that, in general, the official entities with “Democratic Party” in their name do not do the things that people accuse them of.

They don’t set the message. They don’t control the money. They don’t buy the ads (which, if you think about it, would require money and message).

The institutional Democratic Party doesn’t “run” candidates; candidates decide to run themselves, often to the annoyance of party leaders.

The party doesn’t even have, in any meaningful sense, one set of policies. There’s a national platform, agreed upon every four years by a huge committee with a lot of oversight from whoever becomes the presidential nominee. There are state-by-state platforms agreed on by state parties’ governing bodies. But those platforms aren’t actually binding on anybody.

There are some broad values that generally unite Democrats—the idea that the economy should work for everyone, that everyone’s rights and freedoms should be respected, that the government should work for the people—but at every level of elected office, politics, and party organization, there’s a spectrum of policy views on just about every issue, and the disagreements can be intense.

The vast majority of things that people blame the Democratic Party for cannot be fixed by the Democratic Party. It is far less powerful than its critics believe.

I hope you’ll internalize this. But you shouldn’t then conclude that the formal, legally registered Democratic Party entities don’t do anything—or that, with your help, they couldn’t do much more.

That’s what this chapter is about. This chapter isn’t about the blob or the other things. It’s about the party.

So, why care about the party?

Because, even if you can’t stand the idea of political parties, even if you think partisanship itself is a cancer, even if you specifically hate Democrats and the Democratic Party, or find it constantly disappointing or even heartbreaking, for any number of reasons . . . at this moment, the Democratic Party is one of our very last lines of defense against autocracy and a permanent MAGA billionaire free-for-all.

In short, patriotic Americans should work to strengthen the Democratic Party for entirely nonpartisan reasons.

To understand why, let’s start with what the Democratic Party actually is.

You know all those volunteer-run civic clubs, formed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—like the Elks, or Optimist clubs, or MENSA? The Democratic Party is like one of those, except with a very unusual type of bank account.

MENSA’s thing is being smart. The Optimists, presumably, are optimistic. I’m not sure what unites members of the Elks (but I always imagine that if you go into an Elks lodge, the person at the front desk says, “How can I Elk you?”). The Democrats, meanwhile, are a club for people who want to be members of an institution with a mission of electing Democrats.

Why do these folks want to elect Democrats? Their reasons vary. For some, politics is like sports and the Democrats are their team. For others, politics is like sports in Wisconsin, and Democrats (the Green Bay Packers, owned by the community) are the party of the people, whereas the other team (the Dallas Cowboys) is owned by a right-wing billionaire and wraps itself in the stars and stripes and calls itself “America’s Team” even though hardworking regular people (often wearing Cheeseheads) are what made this country great.†

Some people are Democratic Party members because their community is threatened and they want to elect people who will fight to defend them. Others want to become candidates one day themselves. For still others, it’s a way of channeling the anxiety they feel whenever they read the news.

But whatever their reason for joining, Democratic Party members are, like Elks, Optimists, and Mensans, joiners. They put their name on a list, they pay their dues, they go to meetings. Most people involved are doing it on a nonprofessional basis. Even the leaders of the Democratic Party are, like the leaders of these other clubs, usually volunteers elected by other volunteers.

Many people think of the Democratic Party as a remote entity with imposing barriers to entry. But compared with other civic and social organizations, Democratic Party organizations are less exclusive.

To join the Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, you have to (per their website) believe in God, be of good character, be sponsored by an existing member, and get voted on by members of the lodge. For MENSA, you have to score well on an IQ test. For the Optimists, you have to see the glass as half full, which I can tell you is definitively not the case with all Democratic Party members.

But the front door to the Democratic Party—at least in the places with the scratch to maintain an office—is wide open.

Any legal resident of the Badger State who is at least fourteen years of age can become a voting member of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin. You can sign up on the website and get a card in the mail that, if you carry it, makes you a card-carrying member of the Democratic Party. As the late Wisconsin senator Joe McCarthy might have told you, becoming a card-carrying member of a political party can really change your life.

As a paid-up party member, you can attend monthly meetings. You can vote to elect your county chair, run to become a delegate to the national party convention and cast a ceremonial ballot to select the party’s nominee for president, or attend the state convention and get to know fellow Democratic Party members from miles away.

You can run for a spot on the Democratic National Committee—as, for example, a seventeen-year-old Wisconsinite named Jason Rae did in 2004, when he became the DNC’s youngest-ever elected member. Jason is now the DNC secretary, elected by the other DNC members. He’s the guy you see on TV running the roll call during the Democratic National Convention. Remember, in 2024?


Jason Rae: “Georgia, how do you cast your votes?”

Lil Jon: “YEEAAHHHHHHHHH!!!!”



I loved that moment.

Anyway—my point is, the actual Democratic Party is run by people who, generally, have nonpolitical jobs and lives and just decided that they wanted to get involved.

Often, they get involved because they’re mad about something and they want the party to change it. But once they’re in, they discover that the Democratic Party (the organization) has very little power over the Democratic Party (the amorphous blob).

Most of the time, most state Democratic parties have fewer paid staff than a typical gas station.

There’s a chair, who is, in most states, unpaid, and who is typically an elected official, a retiree, or someone with another job. There’s an executive director, who is overwhelmed. There’s maybe a finance director, who tries to nail down time for fundraising from the chair and executive director; a communications director, who puts out press releases and maybe runs the social media accounts; and a political director, who deals with the infinitude of minor crises taking place at county parties across the state, organizes the state convention, and sends the delegation to the national convention. Unless there’s an intern or two, that might well be it.

These are typically valiant, even heroic people driven by a deep desire to make a positive difference in the world. But many of their days consist of being blamed by similarly well-intentioned people for things that they don’t remotely have the power to fix.

People think of the Democratic Party as some kind of political Death Star or Rebel Alliance, but it generally gives less Star Wars and more Parks and Rec.

And then there are those card-carrying members.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century, social clubs, unions, bowling leagues, churches, and other social and civic organizations were mass-membership groups that played a major role in daily life in their communities. It was the same with the Democratic (and Republican and, before that, Whig) parties.

As documented in Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, the membership rolls in pretty much all such organizations have shrunk precipitously. These days, we’ve all upgraded to doomscrolling. Burrowed under our blankets, gazing into the glowing rectangle, swiping and tapping away in the dark. Alone. As a result, we’re all so much happier. Right?

But those who do still show up play an outsize role in our politics.

Go to a county party meeting or two, and this will sink in fast. Some members run for office. Most work behind the scenes. They form the kitchen cabinets of the campaigns of those who do run. If you want to get on a ballot, as mentioned in the local politics chapter, you’ll need to collect nomination signatures, and if you want to find people with experience collecting those signatures, the place to go is a county party meeting. In fact, if you want to run one day, joining your county party now and helping other people run for office is a great first step.

As with just about every civic institution and social movement, both major US political parties are predominantly built and powered by women. They’re often women of a certain age, who might have a bit more time and space to volunteer than busy parents or people just starting their careers. It’s a constant refrain at county party meetings that we have to figure out how to get more young people involved. It’s true—getting young people involved is important! But talking to people who’ve been deeply involved in the party for decades, I’ve learned that this really isn’t a new phenomenon. Retirement-age folks have had more time for volunteering ever since “retirement” became a thing.

(Also worth noting: In my experience, attendance at multi-hour monthly county party meetings is rarely the best way to measure, or build, youth political engagement.)

The county party is the elemental building block of the institutional Democratic Party. Think of county parties as the base layer in the pyramid.‡

State parties are the pyramid’s middle layer.

In turn, state parties send members to the top layer of the pyramid: the Democratic National Committee.

The Democratic National Committee has 448 members. Who are they?

First, the party chairs and vice chairs of each state and DC, Puerto Rico, American Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, and the US Virgin Islands. Then about two hundred more folks elected by the state parties, apportioned by population. Then some elected officials (the Democratic leaders in the US Senate and House, a few governors, mayors, county officials, state legislators, et cetera), leaders from various Democratic bodies like Democrats Abroad and the High School Democrats, and “at-large” members appointed by the DNC’s chair.

In other words, the Democratic National Committee is an actual committee. Ever been on a committee? It’s like that.

The chair of the Democratic National Committee is usually a full-time staff member, and that person oversees a staff that waxes and wanes with the election cycle. The DNC’s professional team is much bigger than a state party’s—at fewest, many dozen; usually a couple hundred; and a few thousand on the eve of a presidential election. But it’s still a tiny fraction of the huge number of people working full-time on big elections. The vast majority of people who work in politics are employed by some other part of the blob.

That’s enough about the “club” part of the Democratic Party. Now let’s talk about that special bank account. Which rarely gets discussed—but in some ways is the center of the action.

Campaigns in the United States are shaped by campaign finance law. With elections so close and stakes so high, both parties (in the amorphous-blob sense) are constantly pressing and probing to find new ways to raise more money and beat the other side.

The public tends to think about money in politics as “people with lots of money pushing campaign cash to buy politicians.” That does happen! But more often, the right metaphor is pull rather than push: “politicians and staffers trying to extract money from donors.” When candidates are getting trained to ask for money, the rule of thumb is that if the donor you’re asking says yes right away, you asked for too little.

Yet if you’re running for US House, US Senate, or the presidency, there’s a legal limit on the direct donations your campaign can receive from any given donor. As I write this sentence, that cap is $3,500 per federal race per election. The primary and the general election count separately, so if someone is donating early, the limit is $7,000. Or if they’re married, the couple can donate $14,000. Which is a lot of money!

But highly competitive races can cost millions of dollars, tens of millions, or even—in the very most expensive US Senate races, for example—hundreds of millions of dollars.

As a result, candidates for federal office spend huge amounts of time locked in windowless rooms calling the cell phones, one after another, of people they hope will “max out.” This is known as “call time,” and it’s one of the worst things about American politics.

If your cell phone isn’t constantly buzzing with calls from members of Congress, that’s normal. But I’m guessing your email inbox is constantly clogged with messages asking you to chip in ten, twenty-five, or fifty dollars.

That is the result of a revolution in American politics triggered by Howard Dean’s campaign for president in 2003—when his team discovered that they could send out emails and raise money from a ton of people at once, in small amounts. Back then, the number of people who ever donated to campaigns was minuscule. Today there are millions of small donors, chipping in amounts of money that could otherwise be spent ordering burritos via DoorDash.

Some of the best political fundraisers in the country, such as Bernie Sanders, AOC, and Elizabeth Warren, do zero call time and raise all of their campaign money from online donors. They make it a point of principle.

But most politicians running in competitive districts—often facing walls of campaign cash from the Elon Musks, Diane Hendrickses, and Dick Uihleins of the world—are so hard up for campaign funds that they have to use an “all of the above” strategy when it comes to fundraising. They text you. They email you. And they also call the maxer-outers, for hours and hours a day—and try to think of additional ways to get money in the door.

And that’s why the party’s bank account becomes interesting. Because political parties can, in effect, provide another way for a person with a lot of dough to support a candidate.

Most of us have never, and will never, hit the contribution limit to a candidate. But suppose you and your spouse have struck it rich with an erotic cake bakery. You’ve bought a second home, a Rivian electric truck to replace your Tesla (eww), and a second subscription to The New Yorker so that you and your spouse can both do the crossword puzzle while the buns are in the oven.

And you’ve become big-time political donors. Suddenly your phone is ringing off the hook—and there are honest-to-goodness members of Congress from across the country on the other end of the line.

They’re very interested in how you’re doing, whether you figured out QAT on 39 down, and how the cakes are selling (although they’re careful not to ask for too many details about the designs).

And then, by the way, they’re asking you for money. But they’re not just asking for the $14,000 max-out. They’re also asking if you can each donate $10,000—or $20,000 total for a couple—to the state Democratic Party of whatever state they live in. Which happens to be the individual maximum contribution amount per year to a state party’s federal account—the bank account used for federal races. (If the candidate is running for state office rather than federal office, they might be asking for an even larger contribution to the party’s state account, which has a cap determined by state rather than federal law. Or, in many states, no cap at all.)

This is how most money arrives in the bank accounts of state Democratic parties. Candidates and their campaigns raise the money. State and federal laws restrict what a candidate or campaign can say to a party about what to do with the money they helped raise. To comply with those laws, they phrase their wishes as a suggestion rather than an order. But when a party leader doesn’t take the hint, campaigns stop raising money for the party. That generally leads to the party leader losing their reelection bid and being replaced by a hint taker.

Each state has its own set of campaign finance rules for fundraising and political parties. In some states, there are no limits whatsoever on donations to candidates for state offices or state parties, while other states regulate money in politics tightly. Those state laws affect the extent to which candidates for governor and other offices work with their state parties or build their political operations outside of them. If you’re in a state without much of a state party, the underlying reason might be hidden in the fine print of your state’s campaign finance law.

Most donors donate right before elections. Most campaigns try to save as much money as possible until right before elections. And because most money in the Democratic Party is raised into it by candidates, the bank account of the formal party swells like a balloon in the final months and weeks before Election Day—and then deflates like a balloon right afterward. This is true in states, and it’s true for the Democratic National Committee, which functions as the supporting bank account for presidential candidates in a complex partnership with the state parties.

In that frenzied final preelection stretch, state parties and the DNC can hire hundreds or even thousands of people—who then follow the suggestions of the candidates and their campaigns who helped raise the money.

Party staffers will knock on doors, or organize volunteers to knock on doors, and do the other work that goes into a Get Out The Vote (GOTV) drive. If there are multiple major races on the ballot and the candidates and party are well organized, they’ll run a “coordinated campaign,” where each of the major campaigns chips in to one centralized organizing and GOTV operation.

When a coordinated campaign volunteer meets a voter at their doorstep, which candidate’s name has the volunteer been instructed to mention first? Whose photo is biggest on the piece of literature that the volunteer tries to hand out? Whose doors get knocked on? The answer typically operates according to the golden rule: Whoever has the gold makes the rules. The party staffers running the coordinated campaign decide that the first name mentioned will be the name of the candidate who helped raise the most money.

This can make it look, for a brief shining moment before an election, like the party is mighty indeed. A huge team. Flyers and mailers and banners that say “Paid for by the Democratic Party of [insert state name here].” Financial disclosures listing tens of millions of dollars raised and spent.

But not all is as it seems.

The elected leaders of the party—that is, the people chosen by the volunteers and enthusiasts who joined the civic club known as the Democratic Party—control the money that pays for the printing and postage and the images adorning the mailer that nestles in the mailbox of your erotic cake bakery, between your first and second copy of The New Yorker. But they know, or soon learn, that if they piss off the candidates and their campaign teams, the candidates are going to operate outside of the party structure instead of helping the party fundraise. So they become very adept at divining, and then acting upon, the hopes of their campaign partners. Such as whether a campaign might want to send more mail and which photos to use.

After the election, if your Senate candidate won, your state party chair looks like a genius. If she lost, your chair looks like a fool. Why did she spend so much money on mailers, and why did they always use that photo where the candidate looked like she’d just inhaled a mosquito?

Maybe your chair loses the next state party chair’s race to someone who promises to do something about the Democratic Party’s pathetic messaging. As of this writing, about half of the state party chairships in the country have changed hands since the 2024 presidential election.

But the new chair is in for a big surprise when she discovers how the system actually works.

This is why, as current DNC chair Ken Martin—formerly the president of the state chairs association and longtime chair of the Minnesota party—has explained to state chairs in a million speeches, being a party chair is the “political equivalent of being a fire hydrant. You get pissed on by everyone. You get none of the credit when you win. You get all of the blame when you lose.”1

Party leaders—state chairs and staff, county chairs and members, volunteers—work their hearts out. They work their knuckles raw. They walk holes into their shoes going door-to-door. But they don’t control the candidates, the campaigns, or the amorphous blob that envelops them all—and yet everybody thinks they do and blames them for these other entities’ actions.

Once the campaign is over, the money stops flowing. Nearly all the staff is laid off. Sometimes a new state chair will discover that the party they now run is in debt, having overextended itself to support its candidates. Even though every future party nominee would benefit from a year-round operation at party HQ, those future candidates have more urgent things to attend to, such as winning their primary elections. So, in the long months and years between high-profile big-money elections, the bank account balance fades into the background and the party returns to civic-club status.

And all the while, voters, activists, and pundits wonder why the Democratic Party is sitting on its hands while the country goes to pot.

That’s how it usually works. In most places.

But there’s another way.

In addition to being a civic organization and a bank account, a party can be a third thing: a permanent campaign.

That’s the Wisconsin model. I’ve seen it firsthand and helped build it. I’ve also seen it work spectacularly in other states, like Michigan, Minnesota, and Nevada. It’s something you can build where you live. And it can be a way to volunteer remotely in the closest elections in the country, no matter where it is that you’re reading this right now.

A strong party can change politics.

In 2016, I was living in DC with my wife, Beth, and our (two at the time) kids. Beth worked in the US Senate; I worked for MoveOn. But we went back to Wisconsin to knock on doors in the final stretch to help Hillary Clinton beat Donald Trump, and also to help Russ Feingold, who was running to reclaim his old US Senate seat, and make Ron Johnson a one-termer.

On the afternoon of Election Day, I went out for a last door-knocking push with two friends of mine from childhood, Tyler Leeper and Haben Goitom. I vividly remember walking into a coordinated campaign office to pick up our final packets of flyers to distribute and doors to knock. Other than an exhausted staffer, me, and my two friends, there was nobody in the office, a cavernous fluorescent-lit space full of beige folding chairs and card tables.

We went out to knock on doors. In the final stretch of an election, you’re generally supposed to be in GOTV mode. That means you’re done trying to persuade people to switch sides and are instead focused on talking to people that, if they do vote, will definitely vote for your candidate—but might or might not vote. That night, though, something felt off. One of the first voters who opened the door for me, for example, told me that she was still undecided, because she didn’t like Trump—but she was also really worried about how many people Clinton had ordered to be murdered.C

I didn’t like the sound of that.

At house after house, voters who were supposed to be right on the cusp of casting joyous ballots for Clinton and Feingold were, instead, in despair about their options.

I kept glancing at my phone to remind myself that the polling average put Hillary Clinton up 6.5 percent in Wisconsin. It sure didn’t feel like that as we knocked on doors. No matter, I tried to tell myself. I must have just gotten a bad packet. Voter targeting is an imperfect science.

My friends and I tried to talk ourselves into having some perspective about what would happen if Trump won. My friend Tyler told the story of the kayaking trip he’d just taken through a canyon out West. He’d looked at the striations in the rock, each representing a geological epoch. One day, he said, all of human history would likely amount to just one more millimeter-thick band in the rock formations.

I responded that that was actually too much perspective.

That night, Wisconsin went Republican in a presidential race for the first time since 1984 and became the tipping-point state that put Trump over the top.

It was devastating. For the future of the country. And also for Wisconsin, specifically. After Scott Walker’s repeated victories, Trump taking Wisconsin felt like the final blow. Meanwhile, Russ Feingold’s second straight defeat by Ron Johnson—after a campaign showing Russ with a nearly consistent lead in the polls—made it even worse. Would Wisconsin ever vote for a Democrat again?

In 2018, Iwas back.

Beth and I had decided to move to the state I loved most (she’d grown up in Arkansas but had heard me singing the praises of Wisconsin ever since our first date in college). We wouldn’t officially make the move until late December of that year.

But I couldn’t resist the siren song of the campaign trail, and the chance to help beat Scott Walker and elect someone who would actually serve the people of the state. Not only that, but Tammy Baldwin—whom I’d known and admired ever since she was a state representative and I was a high school student—was up for reelection to her second term, and an amazing array of candidates were running for state legislature, the US House, and local office.

So Beth, who is a saint, agreed to watch the kids while I headed back home to try to help out in what looked increasingly like a blue wave election. She had a lot on her plate already: She was working as the senior health policy adviser to Minnesota senator Tina Smith, who was on the ballot that November, in a year when health care was the number one issue for voters.

I’ll never forget how different it felt when, back in Wisconsin in 2018, I showed up to knock on doors again.

Instead of wandering into a giant empty office, my ears filled only by the hum of a fluorescent bulb and the sloshing of my slush-drenched winter boots on a linoleum floor, I walked into somebody’s house. A house packed with smiling people. Someone with a friendly face opened the door and handed me a steaming mug of apple cider. My ears filled with the happy hubbub of people introducing themselves to each other, distributing snacks, and delivering pep talks.

The living room had been rearranged into a little volunteer-onboarding assembly line: Walk in, obtain beverage, sign in with the greeters by the door, pick up a clipboard and packet at the turf checkout table, divert for a quick training if needed, pick up hand warmers, spend a while trying to resist the donuts, give in, eat donut, and boom, out the side door and off to meet the voters.

Spirits were high. Everyone was in motion. When you knocked on doors and talked to voters, they were exactly who your trainer had told you to expect: people who were basically with you (“preexisting conditions” came up a lot) but hadn’t really tuned in to the election or weren’t sure where to vote or how they were going to get to the polls.

And then you went back to the house, turned in your marked-up packet of addresses and voters’ names, helped yourself to another donut (you’d earned it—think about how many steps you’d just walked!) and—ope!—before you could leave, here was another volunteer with a clipboard making sure you signed up for your next volunteer shift, and by the way, did you have any friends you might want to bring along with you next time?

This wasn’t old-fashioned. This was maple glazed, with sprinkles. I’m referring to the donuts. But also, it was great organizing.

Why did this feel so different? What had changed between 2016 and 2018? A lot. But in particular: the organizing model.

Martha Laning, the state party chair at the time, had decided after the debacle of 2016 that it was time to do things differently. How, she wanted to know, could the Democratic Party of Wisconsin make the biggest possible difference per dollar in its budget? How could it tap the anti-Trump energy that was sending millions of people into the streets for protests?

Chair Laning chose something called the “snowflake” model. No, not a Tinkertoy set for constructing artificial snowflakes. Nor a liberal millennial prone to melting at the slightest criticism. The snowflake approach is an organizing structure developed for the Sierra Club by two Harvard scholars—Marshall Ganz, who had, decades before, learned alongside the farmworker organizer Cesar Chavez, and Ruth Wageman, a social psychologist—and then adopted and scaled up by the 2008 Obama presidential campaign.2

In traditional field organizing operations, a campaign hires “organizers” whose job is to call volunteers and ask them to knock on doors. This activity typically ramps up only in the final months of the campaign. The organizer doesn’t really know the volunteers, the volunteers might not know each other, and after the campaign is over, everyone goes home until the next election.

In the snowflake model of campaigning, a paid staffer is hired months or even the year before an election. Her job begins with intensive training. Then, for weeks on end, she meets, one to one, often over coffee, with individual leaders in the community she’s in charge of organizing. She’s building relationships, looking not just for volunteers but for leaders. Her goal is to build a team—a group of people who, together, will become the nucleus of a “snowflake” and organize other volunteers to work with them. The door knocking and voter contacting begins only after the team is launched. Those volunteers, in turn, can bring in yet more volunteers. If you drew it on a piece of paper, the resulting network would look like a snowflake with more and more lines radiating out from the middle. Each snowflake is a neighborhood action team, responsible for organizing its own community.

The Obama 2008 campaign built that model outside of the party structure to win a presidential primary against Hillary Clinton. Clinton was well known, respected, and often beloved by party regulars across the country. Obama, for his part, had little inside game but an enormous, rapidly growing army of fired-up volunteers. The snowflake model put them all to work.

From a campaign’s perspective, it was a dream come true: One organizer could, over time, launch multiple teams and then work with several simultaneously. Each of those teams, in turn, could send out many volunteers to talk to an even greater number of voters. Hiring people to build relationships via one-to-one meetings over coffee—telling a “story of self,” listening to potential volunteer leaders share theirs—might at first sound kind of squishy. But on a hard-nosed “dollars per conversation with a voter” basis, the model is wildly efficient.

The campaign went with the name “Obama for America,” or OFA, rather than “Barack Obama for America,” even though BOFA is easier to pronounce, which in retrospect was the right call.

The snowflake model became the engine of OFA’s ground game, helping rocket Obama through the primary and then the general election—and then returning for his reelection campaign.

Groundbreakers: How Obama’s 2.2 Million Volunteers Transformed Campaigning in America, by Elizabeth McKenna and Hahrie Han, tells the story well. Unfortunately, that excellent book later became required reading for RNC organizers working to help Trump and for many Turning Point USA chapter leaders on campuses.3 Even though it would boost sales, I hope that’s not what happens to this particular book. If you’re a GOP operative reading this in 2036 in order to get bright ideas about how to prop up Eric Trump’s presidential ambitions, um, here’s the big takeaway for you to remember: Your key to victory is to use even more hair product. “Gloss is boss.” Voters love the wet look.

And there’s another big problem with Groundbreakers: the subtitle. Obama’s 2.2 million volunteers did not, as it turned out, “transform campaigning in America.”

The extraordinary organizing machine built to elect Obama never really figured out how to live within the party, even though OFA was formally folded into the Democratic National Committee. The DNC largely laid off the organizing staff after the elections in 2008 and 2012, and most of the neighborhood teams faded away.4 And then, as you’ll recall from chapter 3, Democrats got absolutely shellacked in the midterm elections of 2010, and Republicans used their new power to rig legislative and congressional maps all over the country and undermine democracy.

On the election night of 2008, I—and countless other Democrats—literally danced in the streets. But in 2010, no Democrats danced in the streets. Unless you mean the danse macabre.

Fast forward to 2017, in the aftermath of Trump’s victory. Chair Laning launched what would prove to be a brilliant innovation: What if, instead of building neighborhood teams dedicated to a single candidate, you built them to help every candidate—through the party itself? And then supported and expanded those teams year-round?

This would require raising money, far from an election, without the assistance of a candidate’s campaign. But Chair Laning, who held an MBA in finance, crunched the numbers and found that investing early in long-term political infrastructure could simultaneously save money and increase impact. She pitched donors on a four-year plan to launch teams in 2017 and then organize all the way through the 2018 midterms and, in 2020, the presidential race. Donors, ready to try something new, responded.

Laning hired an organizing director (Staci O’Brien, a veteran of the Obama organizing operation), a data director, and a team of regional organizing directors (RODs) in the spring of 2017. For months, the RODs met with potential team leaders, often over coffee or beer. In some places, including my own neighborhood in Madison, they found teams that had never shut down, still organizing volunteers in isolation, like bands of survivors after a zombie apocalypse.¶ In other areas, they found groups of leaders to launch new teams. By the fall of 2018, the engine was roaring.

That’s why that particular house, where I got those delicious donuts, was so packed. And that’s how WisDems volunteers came to knock on twice as many doors in 2018 as they had in the presidential campaign two years earlier, at roughly half the total cost in staff and supplies.

Laning’s premise had proven itself. So why didn’t every other state party adopt it?

One reason is that it requires starting way, way in advance. And, remember, most of a typical party’s budget comes via candidates in the final months. Last-minute contributions can buy extra ads, but they can’t buy a time machine.

Another reason was that this neighborhood-based organizing approach requires shaking things up. In Wisconsin, local party officers and the dues-paying members who’d been convening for years were sometimes distressed to discover new teams of non-card-carrying volunteers popping up throughout their counties, doing things that hadn’t been discussed at any monthly meeting. Launching a year-round neighborhood team system requires an enormous amount of delicate, hyperlocal political diplomacy.

And both of those things bring us to a third reason that the model took root in Wisconsin but had trouble spreading: Martha Laning’s position as WisDems chair was a full-time paid job.

Only twelve Democratic state chairs are paid.5 But more should be.

The paid nature of the Wisconsin position began in 2009, when then–Wisconsin governor Jim Doyle, a Democrat, had asked an up-and-coming young operative named Mike Tate to lead the state party. Tate agreed, but with a condition: He needed a full-time salary so that this could be his one job. Doyle agreed. With the governor’s blessing, Tate ran unopposed for chair. Upon taking office, as he later recounted to me, he learned that the party he now led was $167,000 in debt and was six days away from failing to make payroll for its two staff members. On his way home from work on his first day, he told me, he thought about driving his car into a tree. But a full-time chair has time to raise money. By the time Tate wrapped up his chairship six years later, WisDems had a staff of eight, and the bank balance was in the black.

Laning, who succeeded Tate in 2015, was also a full-time chair. She packed her days full of planning, raising funds, managing staff, visiting county parties, and smoothing ruffled feathers—long in advance of Election Day. She built a permanent campaign.

Grizzled campaign veterans will tell you about the concept of a “field margin.” In an election, external conditions and the partisan makeup of the underlying electorate play the biggest role in shaping outcomes. Great candidates communicating their great messages through earned media coverage and floods of ads determine most of the rest. But the final percentage point or two in a campaign can come down to which side is better organized in the field—that is, which campaign has more successfully harnessed volunteer energy and turned it toward the kinds of voter contact that make the biggest difference. The things described in the superpower chapter that started this book.

When you organize better and harder and longer than the other side and then win by a point or two—that’s a field margin.

Organizing can’t turn a landslide into a nail-biter or a nail-biter into a landslide. But it can tip a very close election.

2008 did turn out to be a landslide. So it’s pretty clear to me in retrospect that the OFA ground game didn’t win the election for Obama. That year, we can now conclude, the total economic meltdown meant that the party in power was destined to lose enormous ground. The country wanted change. And Barack Obama’s immense strengths as a candidate and communicator, combined with hundreds of millions of dollars in great ads—against a shambolic campaign by John McCain—pushed his margin of victory even wider. But we didn’t know that at the time. McCain held a lead in the polls on multiple occasions. Moreover, as we Obama supporters reminded each other constantly in 2008 and learned the hard way with Clinton in 2016, strong polling doesn’t mean you’re necessarily on track to win by a huge margin, or even win at all. So you should organize as though the next door you knock on might belong to the voter who tips the entire race. Even if you might win by ten percentage points, such that field organizing turns out to be icing on the victory cake rather than the decisive factor.

In fact, in 2008, the entire country was already so hyper-saturated by coverage of the election that knocking on the doors of the least-engaged voters might have actually backfired by pissing people off. One study of the ground game in Wisconsin that year found that its overall impact was undetectable and that the least-involved people who got knocks on their doors subsequently became less likely to respond to surveys and other outreach.6 Maybe these were people like my hairdresser Emily, increasingly annoyed by what felt like peer pressure. So, maybe there’s such a thing as overdoing it. But that’s rare.

It’s far more common for campaigns to underdo voter outreach than to overdo it. The vast majority of campaigns could really use more help, and the evidence is robust that a well-run volunteer operation helps rather than hurts. Careful studies of election tactics find a modest but positive effect for door knocking and other forms of direct voter contact, even for presidential races. And for non-presidential campaigns, the amount of public attention is vastly less, which means the impact of volunteer outreach is much greater.

That’s exactly where OFA, in 2008, really pulled its weight. On that night in 2008, Al Franken won his US Senate race in Minnesota by 312 votes out of 2.9 million cast, a margin of one one-hundredth of one percent. Franken, after the recount and months of time-wasting legal challenges by his opponent, became the sixtieth vote for the Democrats in the Senate, providing the final vote necessary to break a Republican filibuster and pass the Affordable Care Act. I think it’s overwhelmingly likely that, without the OFA ground game, there would have been no Obamacare.

Today in America, we are in the era of field margins.

There are a million things candidates, their campaigns, and allied groups need to do to maximize their chances to win. And a lot happens that is outside of anyone’s control, except perhaps James Comey’s. But what can you do? You can organize.

You can organize, advocate, donate, and communicate.

And you can help build a party that does the same, year-round.

In Wisconsin, in the 2018 election, a year and a half after the launch of the statewide year-round neighborhood action team program, Democrats swept every single statewide election for the first time since 1982.

As you’ll recall from the last chapter, Governor Evers won by 1.1 percent. Attorney General Kaul won by 0.7 percent. Those are classic field margins. And every person who helped launch a neighborhood team, who knocked on doors, who fed me donuts, who reached out to friends and made their case to get out and cast a ballot—they all helped make those victories possible.

And here’s the really important thing: After that election, the Democratic Party of Wisconsin kept its organizing program going.

On January 7, 2019, a few hours after his swearing-in, three thousand Wisconsinites celebrated now-governor Tony Evers’s triumph over Scott Walker. The Plymouth High School Marching Band brought Tony’s hometown spirit to the party, oompahing a rousing polka as they wound their way through the crowd, resplendent in lederhosen, dirndls, and Tyrolean hats. (Wisconsinites don’t dress that way all the time, to be clear. Sometimes we have to sleep.) There was also a drum line, DJs, and other bands playing music representing the many ways Badgers like to rock out.

I was there with my wife, Beth; my mom, Lynn; my stepdad, Mike; and my godmother, Ada Deer. We all danced and happily snapped pictures of each other. Beth was radiant in a floor-length wine-red cap-sleeved ballgown with a mermaid flair that we’d found online for fifty bucks. I was decked out penguin-style in a polyester-blend tuxedo that I’d bought years before for a work project, in my climate change advocacy era, in which I played the role of a host handing out mock “Fossil of the Day” awards to countries who obstructed climate treaty negotiations. Ada wore a beautiful Menominee-pattern shawl and beaded necklace. In the soft inaugural light, we all looked like a million bucks. Which was exactly how we felt.

Then, as Beth and I were clapping along to a particularly infectious jam, I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around and found Democratic Party of Wisconsin Chair Martha Laning, all smiles.

“So,” Martha said. “Now that you’re living in Wisconsin permanently, are you going to be looking for a job here?”

“Possibly!” I responded. “But my plan right now is to keep working remotely for MoveOn.”

“Well, I haven’t made any decisions yet. But if I decided not to run for another term as chair . . . would you consider running?”

In my mind, time stopped. Somewhere between “oom” and “pah” from the polka band.

We’d only arrived as permanent Wisconsin residents two weeks before. Beth and I hadn’t expected anything like this. Our plan was that I’d work remotely for MoveOn and hold down the fort while she looked for a job. We and our kids—three of them now—were living with my mom and stepdad in my childhood home; house hunting was another priority. And then once things were settled, I’d find some way to throw my shoulder against the wheel to help unrig my beloved state. Running for chair would upend everything. How could we possibly make it work? How would this work for Beth?

And at the same time—holy shit, how could I not do this? This could be the fight of a lifetime! I felt a surge of energy.

Followed by a surge of “Who knows if any of this is real? Martha might run again. And if she doesn’t, how many other people would jump in? And how does one run for chair, exactly?”

And then, finally, a flash of “Wait a minute, I still haven’t answered Martha’s question and she and Beth are both looking at me.”

Fortunately, only two-thirds of a second had passed.

“Wow,” I said with my trademark eloquence. “Gosh.”

“Let’s talk later,” she said, and disappeared into the swirl of the inaugural ball.

Martha didn’t run for reelection, and I ran to succeed her. I won. And, after a while, Beth and I were able to work through the fact that I’d leaped into yet another giant battle without a great deal of notice or forethought. Reader, I can’t emphasize this enough: I am extremely lucky to be married to her.

The race for chair was like a full-scale statewide electoral campaign—in a state geographically bigger than England but with only twelve hundred voters, the delegates to the state convention. It was like running to be king back when only knights and nobles got to vote. (Is that how feudalism worked?)

Through the winter and spring of 2019, I met with grassroots organizers, labor leaders, party leaders, elected officials, campaign operatives, Black and Latino and Hmong and Native American community leaders, rural activists, county chairs, and a bazillion other people. I made thousands of phone calls, traveled thousands of miles, and spoke at dozens upon dozens of events.

Ada Deer, then eighty-three, drove me to many events as I sat in her passenger seat making calls to convention delegates. So did my friend Haben Goitom, who had canvassed with me in 2018; my mom; my campaign manager, Austin Kieler; my high school friend Luxme Hariharan; and a bunch of other volunteers. I got to meet and work with some of the behind-the-scenes superstars of Wisconsin politics, a few of whom you’ll meet in the acknowledgments section of this book.

I joined with two running mates to form a ticket: Milwaukee County board supervisor Felesia Martin for first vice chair, and Outagamie County party chair (and now state representative) Lee Snodgrass for second vice chair. We pledged to lead the party with an approach grounded in the 2008 Obama campaign’s grassroots motto, REI: Respect, Empower, Include. But we wanted a little more heat and a little less outdoor outfitter, so we changed it to Fight, Include, Respect, and Empower. FIRE. A solid acronym.

By the time the state party convention arrived in June, only one other candidate for chair—David Bowen, a state representative and the party’s first vice chair, who had become a friend in the course of the race—was in contention. On June 2, 2019, the FIRE ticket won. And then the real work began.

When I arrived as chair, WisDems had a full-time staff of twenty-three. About half were part of the year-round snowflake organizing program that Laning had launched.

By the standards of state political parties, that was a huge team.

But from the perspective of “this party is responsible for winning some of the most important elections at multiple levels of government in arguably the most important swing state in the most powerful country in the world,” that felt to me like a very small number of people.

I wanted to grow the operation. To do that, we’d need to raise a lot more money.

I had a lot of experience with small-dollar online fundraising from my days at MoveOn and other groups and campaigns. A few times, I’d pitched foundations and major donors for large contributions. But I’d never done call time, and the prospect terrified me. The first time I sat down for a call time session, across the table from my new finance adviser, my chest tightened as I stared at my cell phone.

It was like being a first-time door-knocking volunteer: You mean I’m just supposed to call people? Out of the blue? And ask them for money?

But my light bulb lit up when I realized something: Good fundraising is just another form of organizing.

You meet people where they are. You build relationships. And then you offer an opportunity for action based on a value that you hold in common. In this case: democracy.

My pitch to donors, from my first calls that day and on through my next six years as chair, was the same chain of ideas that led me to run for chair in the first place and that I delivered in speeches to prospective volunteers.

It was the same message that I brought to twenty-dollars-a-plate chicken dinners at county party fundraisers and to Zoom calls and private meetings with the biggest Democratic donors in the country. The same message I hammered in Twitter threads and fundraising emails, in get-to-know-you donor lunches, and in thousands upon thousands of phone calls during call time.

My message was this: Democracy was on a knife’s edge. Wisconsin was essential to saving it. And one more push in the right direction could change everything.

If that sounds like a familiar message to you, dear reader, then you’ve been paying attention to this book. Also, it’s true.

We didn’t just make our case in Wisconsin. We took the pitch across the country. And donors—including some people who’d never donated in the political realm before, and many who had never given to a state party—responded.

In my first three months as chair, we raised more than a million dollars. In the next quarter, we raised more than twice that amount. And in 2020—when it felt like the entire world was focused on Wisconsin, from our roller-coaster supreme court election in the spring (see the next chapter) to the presidential campaign in the fall, we multiplied all of that by a factor of ten.

This wasn’t just me making phone calls and giving speeches. It was also Governor Evers, who put his own campaign fundraising on hold in 2020 in order to raise money directly into the Democratic Party of Wisconsin and who urged donors to take my calls and hear my pitch. And it was all coordinated by a fundraising team that operated on the scale of a national organization rather than a typical state party, reaching out to potential donors at all levels in Wisconsin and nationwide, and a digital fundraising shop that helped us build a national footprint online.

If, over the last few years, you’ve received scores of text messages and emails from me urging you to rush a twenty-seven-dollar donation to WisDems, all I can say is, thanks for not unsubscribing. Or if you did unsubscribe, thanks at least for not marking me as spam.

The resources flowing into the party allowed us to double the size of our team and then double it again. We supersized our year-round statewide neighborhood team organizing program. And a lot more than that.

Soon, in areas where we once had, at most, one or two staff operating on a shoestring, we had year-round teams overseeing real budgets.

Martha Laning had created a candidate services team before I arrived. Now that team could help hundreds of candidates for mayor and school board and state legislature, designing and paying for mailers to voters, yard signs, and digital ads—so the candidates could focus on talking to voters rather than trying to hire consultants.

We grew a crack research operation, regularly monitoring right-wing talk radio to find (hopefully disqualifyingly) horrible stuff said on air by far-right candidates when they thought only their base was listening.

The great Stacey Abrams helped us raise money to build a year-round voter protection team that recruited poll workers, staffed a voter protection hotline, and helped voters whose legitimate ballots might be in danger of being rejected.

We built a political and coalitions team of dedicated staff members who worked with communities of color around the state and partnered with the Rural Caucus on sign distribution, local messaging, and rural outreach. We worked to connect candidates with the full coalition that they’d need to win—and build relationships so that their constituents could hold them accountable to deliver once in office.

We invested in training to help staffers manage more effectively, worked to become an employer where people could work for years while growing a family (by providing health insurance for family members, for example), and recognized first one and then two different staff unions—all of which, like better data, helped make everything else better and more efficient.

We built a digital operation that didn’t just raise money but also helped drive our organizing—reaching more voters who might not answer their doors because they were glued to their phones and teaching our neighborhood teams and county parties how to use technology to have a bigger impact.

We went from one communications staffer to a team that worked with me to simultaneously drive news coverage about particular campaigns and candidates and about the party and the state of Wisconsin politics overall—so we were making the GOP respond to our messages instead of just responding to theirs.

All of that, and a lot more, made up our permanent campaign machine in Wisconsin. And our resources allowed us to go even further. In some races, we reversed the direction of the flow of money. Rather than relying on candidates to fund the party, the Democratic Party of Wisconsin started funding candidates up and down the ballot.

Remember the Scott Walker loophole, which allowed Walker (or any state candidate) to receive unlimited contributions from state parties, which in turn could receive unlimited donations from individuals?

Well—we drove a truck through it. We started transferring serious money to state candidates so that they wouldn’t always be financially outgunned. Some states have passed public financing laws, which allow candidates who aren’t wealthy or well connected to have a better shot at competing in politics. I viewed our approach as building a form of party-based public financing for Democratic candidates in Wisconsin.

Our crowning fundraising moment came on September 13, 2020, when WisDems teamed up with Cary Elwes, Rob Reiner, and just about every living member of the cast of The Princess Bride to host a reunion and original script reading of my favorite movie in the world, all via Zoom. The actors and artists involved were, after all, cooped up at home and freaking out about the news just like everybody else. The event became a viral news story. More than a hundred thousand people tuned in, donating anywhere from a buck to thousands of dollars. Thousands of people signed up to volunteer. We wound up raising $4.25 million from that event, supercharging the final push to win that November. What’s more, that event spawned a series of pop-culture virtual events that raised millions more dollars that fall and in the years to come (with cast members from Parks and Recreation, The Rocky Horror Show, a Veep–West Wing crossover, and so much more) in Wisconsin and for campaigns and party organizations across the country.

The tens of thousands of people who chipped in to WisDems—and the stars on our Zooms—weren’t doing it because it gave them access to a buzzy candidate or because they wanted a tax break on a private jet purchase. For donors with a lot of money, electing Democrats could make their taxes go up. And the donors, small and large, often disagreed with each other, or with me personally, about all manner of different particular policies.

But we all agreed that American democracy had to survive. And to make that happen, we needed to win a lot of elections in Wisconsin.

Our job at WisDems was to stretch every dollar—to figure out how to generate the biggest possible impact on the most essential races. We would do that, and then, win or lose, we’d report on our results, what we’d learned, and how we were going to draw on that learning to do better the next time. Unlike a campaign, we’d never turn off the lights. We could get better and better over time.

The year-round organizing program remained, and remains, the crown jewel of the state party: WisDems volunteer teams talk to voters face-to-face in the most rural corners of Wisconsin, the most densely populated cities, and everywhere in between.

But now the party doesn’t just organize people to knock on doors. WisDems and its teams have built up a huge relational organizing program, so more voters are hearing directly from their friends. The party has found new ways to enlist and deploy virtual volunteers, organizing out-of-state volunteers and in-state phone bankers to, for example, do follow-up calls to in-person volunteers to make sure that they have talked to the voters they know. The party works with the Analyst Institute to test new tactics with randomized controlled trials and shares the results with peers around the country.

All of these things don’t benefit just one particular candidate. They’re the political equivalent of public infrastructure: It benefits everyone. Roads without potholes, for example, benefit every business and every resident. As former WisDems chair Martha Laning likes to say, a candidate is like a car. The party builds the roads on which the candidates drive.

When it comes to government, Republicans are the party that chronically underinvests in infrastructure. But when it comes to party politics, Democrats have an infrastructure problem.#

To quote Governor Evers: Let’s fix the damn roads.

Anyone with time can find a way to volunteer. If you’re lucky enough to have some money as well, then consider, along with your volunteering, chipping in to make year-round party infrastructure investments possible. And if you’ve already been doing so, then I hope you’ll know, as you read this book, that the triumphs described in its pages are your wins as well.

By the time this book hits the shelves, Wisconsin Democrats and their allies will have run a campaign operation continuously for nine years. And I want to make this clear: This isn’t just a Democratic Party operation. It’s also a powerhouse alliance of unions, grassroots groups, and other allies—thousands of people—working toward the same big goal.

What has the result of all that work been?

One good way to assess it: Look at what’s happened in Wisconsin compared with other states with similar demographics.

Take Iowa, for example.

As in Wisconsin, most voters in Iowa don’t have a college degree. As in Wisconsin, tons of voters in Iowa live in rural areas and small towns. Like Wisconsin, Iowa has an electorate that is overwhelmingly white.

Also like Wisconsin, Iowa had a history as a bluish-purple state. Both states voted for a lot of Democratic presidential candidates: Michael Dukakis in 1988, then Bill Clinton in 1992 and 1996, and then for Al Gore. In 2000, Wisconsin was the third closest state in the country, after Florida and New Mexico, and Iowa was fourth. In 2004, Wisconsin was the closest state (John Kerry, by a nose, or really, a nose hair)—and the second closest was Iowa (Bush by a nostril). And then, in both states, a decisive win for Barack Obama.

And then things started getting red.

In the eight years after Obama’s first victory—from 2009 to 2017—Republicans won 70 percent of the statewide races in both Iowa and Wisconsin. Obama won again in both states in 2012, but downballot offices were increasingly GOP territory, and then Trump won in 2016.

So far, so similar, right?

But then the lines diverged.

Iowa—and other formerly purple states like Ohio, Indiana, and Florida—got even redder.

In the next eight years—from 2018 to 2025—Republicans in Iowa racked up another twelve statewide victories, compared with four wins for Democrats. Trump won Iowa twice more without breaking a sweat.

Number crunchers and pundits looked for explanations: It was polarization by race. No—it was the rural-urban divide. No—it was the diploma divide. It was some mix of all three. The states with increasingly diverse, educated, young, and urban populations were getting bluer. Everywhere else was getting more Republican.

But not Wisconsin.

Wisconsin’s demographics barely shifted over this period. But its political outcomes looked like a donkey had just sat down on one side of a seesaw.

At the time of this writing, Wisconsin Democrats have won seventeen of the last twenty-one statewide elections. Some huge victories, some close wins, and no losses by more than 1.5 percent.

But what does all this have to do with you?

Well: Imagine you’re at the inaugural ball yourself. You look amazing, by the way. Who are you wearing? No, don’t tell me how you got your outfit at a discount—just take the compliment.

And here’s me, tapping you on the shoulder, asking if you want to run for state party chair where you live.

Or maybe I’m asking if you want to run for county chair. Or if you want to join your county party and see what you can do there. Get some friends involved and start a countywide neighborhood team organizing program. Show the state party what’s possible, and see if you can inspire it to follow along.

Or perhaps your next move is to get some friends together to start a team in your neighborhood. Or a group of friends to meet online and volunteer virtually on races across the country.

Your local group could join a national network. Indivisible, for example, which has thousands of affiliated local groups. Or Swing Left, which has more than 450 local groups around the country. Or MoveOn, where you can build virtual volunteer teams to mobilize people fighting on issues and contesting elections. And there are scores of different national federations focused on particular communities or issues that have local volunteer-led members. It might be that, through local chapters in one of those organizations, you can build a local organizing dynamo.

In short: Build a team, work on races at every level, and don’t stop just because an election is over.

Getting to know your neighbors, building power, and knitting together your community doesn’t just help win elections—it builds the solidarity and resilience that helps neighborhoods stand up to tyranny when things get dark. Just look at the people of Minnesota, a bastion of year-round organizing, during the ICE occupation in early 2026. They called it “neighboring.” They faced down fascism.

Good organizing is like a snowball rolling downhill. It keeps getting bigger and bigger.

In 2016, the political scientist Julia Azari (who happens to teach in Wisconsin) described our era with painful accuracy: “weak parties” and “strong partisanship.”

Her argument: “While parties as organizations are weak, parties as ideas—partisanship—is strong.”7 Partisan identities deeply shape our politics. Most of all in the form of negative partisanship, in which voters on both sides might feel ambivalent about the party they vote for but sure as hell don’t want to cede any power to the other party. It’s sort of like rooting for whoever is playing against the New York Yankees.

Public trust in nearly every civic institution has, over decades, collapsed. It’s left us gloomy and prone to believing the worst about those we perceive as our adversaries.

Just go to an Optimist club meeting. It’s almost empty, and those that do show up just wind up bitching about their archrivals, the Pessimists. You look around and think, “What happened to us?”

Most of us live in ideological bubbles, where we constantly hear about the worst things the other political side says and does.

Some of this is technological: Algorithmically driven “filter bubbles,” as Eli Pariser termed them in his aptly titled book, The Filter Bubble, keep us on our screens by feeding us news that confirms our worldview and commentary that we already agree with.

Some of it is much more macro, as Ezra Klein wrote in Why We’re Polarized, summing up reams of political science. Increasingly, we actively choose places to live, people to marry, and news sources to consume that align with our worldview and limit our exposure to anything that contradicts it.

But when you make it a habit to go out and talk and listen to people—potential voters, swing voters, not-sure-where-they-stand voters—who don’t already share your point of view, you break out of your own bubble. And, over time, you might open up some holes in other people’s bubbles as well.

So, along with your nonpartisan saving-democracy reason for getting involved in the Democratic Party, that’s another motivation: You can get involved in Democratic Party organizing because you want to reduce partisanship. When you’re out with your fellow snowflake team members talking to voters, you’re zapping the caricatures that you—and the people who answer the doors—might be carrying around in your heads.

We’re never all going to agree with one another. But we don’t have to loathe or fear one another. Distrust grows with distance. Shrink those distances and you can grow social trust.

A party strong enough to put thousands of people in motion, weekend after weekend, having authentic conversations with thousands of other people can rebuild community, and it can build political power. And what’s more, it can change your life.

I should know: I fell in love with my wife, Beth, while we were organizing together as college students. And I’m not the only person with that experience. There’s just something about taking action in a curious, bighearted way to advance a cause you believe in that makes people look and feel great.

Instead of using dating apps to meet people, consider meeting people to use organizing apps.

And then you can regale each other with stories about your most interesting conversations with voters over apps at your local Applebee’s. (Or Bartaco, or Cava, or Sweetgreen, or whatever. I’m not up to speed on fast casuals. My kids still choose cheese pizza.)

Building a strong party—alongside running great campaigns, with great partners and allies—will increase your win rate. Of course, you’ll still lose sometimes. That’s the nature of politics. But winning by a field margin—and knowing that you were part of helping make that win possible—is one of the greatest feelings in the world.

Unless, that is, the election is then overturned or stolen.

To prevent that from happening, it’s not enough to ensure that the state and local elected officials who oversee elections are on the up-and-up. Because sometimes the election stealers sue. If we want to safeguard the sanctity of American democracy, we’re going to need courts that uphold the law.

Pro-democracy courts can stop elections from being stolen. Rogue courts, conversely, can abet the theft. If Team Trump’s attacks on our democracy get sufficiently extreme, elections might still technically take place, but their results could very well be rendered meaningless. Unless, that is, we do everything in our power to ensure that our courts stand on the side of freedom, democracy, and justice. That’s our next chapter.



	* Similarly, a Democratic governor is the de facto leader of an individual state’s party blob. But, as with presidents, the nature of the relationship between the governor and the rest of the blob (and the formal party) varies enormously from state to state.

	† One thing I love about Wisconsin is that our sports teams are named after working-class occupations that honor the people of the state. The Green Bay Packers are from a part of the state with a big meatpacking industry. The Brewers are from Milwaukee, home of beer. The Badgers are named not for the animal but for the way lead miners in early Wisconsin history used to live, badger-like, in burrowed-out hillsides in the winter to survive the extreme cold. In Wisconsin, the Bucks are about deer hunting. If they were in Manhattan instead of Milwaukee, “Bucks” would refer to cash, and instead of a male deer with a twelve point rack, the mascot would be a finance bro with a sabered-off bottle of Veuve Clicquot in one hand, making it rain hundred-dollar bills with the other.

	‡ Another word on county parties: If you live in a small town, you probably also know what county you live in. If you live in a city, the idea of a “county” might sound rustic and Mark Twain-y. There are different types of Democratic Party organizations in different states, from local clubs to chapters organized by legislative district. And there are all kinds of other party units: caucuses, College and Young and High School Democrats, and standing committees. If you find this kind of thing interesting, you’re going to love the Democratic Party, and the Democratic Party is going to love you.

	§ For the record: The actual number is zero.

	¶ My local team, the Madtown Os, has been organizing in my neighborhood since 2008. If you come and knock on doors with the Os, maybe you and I will meet. I’d love that.

	# To be clear: Republicans also have a party infrastructure problem. It just shows up differently. As Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld write in their book Hollow Parties, hollowness shows up as “Democratic ineffectuality on one hand and Republican extremism on the other.”










Chapter 5 A Good Enough Key


If the right to vote is to have any meaning at all, elections must be conducted according to law. Throughout history, tyrants have claimed electoral victory via elections conducted in violation of governing law. For example, Saddam Hussein was reportedly elected in 2002 by a unanimous vote of all eligible voters in Iraq (11,445,638 people). Examples of such corruption are replete in history. In the 21st century, North Korean leader Kim Jong-un was elected in 2014 with 100% of the vote while his father, Kim Jong-il, previously won 99.9% of the vote. Former President of Cuba, Raul Castro, won 99.4% of the vote in 2008, while Syrian President Bashar al-Assad was elected with 97.6% of the vote in 2007. Even if citizens of such nations are allowed to check a box on a ballot, they possess only a hollow right. Their rulers derive their power from force and fraud, not the people’s consent.1



That passage is from a 2022 Wisconsin Supreme Court opinion. It made a great point.

Unfortunately, it made the point en route to essentially banning absentee ballot drop boxes.2

Drop boxes, according to the right-wing majority that ruled the court at that time, represented the kind of breach of the rule of law that could turn Madison into Baghdad under the Ba’ath Party.

Trump loved it.

After the decision dropped, the former president called for the 2020 election to be retroactively decertified. If Trump’s Truth Social posts had had the power to override the US Constitution, he would have gotten his way. Which is why, on reflection, I’m opposed to Lindsey Graham’s Replace the Constitution with Trump’s Truth Social Posts Act.

For fifteen long years, from 2008 to 2023, Wisconsin had a rogue state supreme court.

Not in the “dashing rogue” sense. More in the “came within one vote of overturning the 2020 election” sense.

Wisconsin’s supreme court was an oft-overlooked but absolutely essential component of the Scott Walker–era attempt to throttle democracy in Wisconsin—just as the United States Supreme Court is at the rotten center of the attacks on democracy nationally today.

If we want to unrig this country—if we want everyone to have freedom and opportunity, if we want our government to work for the people instead of the plutocrats, if we want our democracy back—then we’re going to have to tackle the corruption of our highest courts.

Like so many struggles in this book, this one will take place at two levels: state and federal.

Twenty-four states hold elections for their state supreme court justices.3 Focusing energy on those is essential to our project and requires multiyear strategies that, as you’ll see in this chapter, can involve heartbreak and grueling work in obscurity on the road to glorious triumph. Winning the majority on the Wisconsin Supreme Court was the ultimate key to unlocking a democratic future for Wisconsin, and there is much to be learned from that fight.

Meanwhile, the United States Supreme Court looms above us all. Decisions by SCOTUS override all other federal and state court decisions. Recall, from your middle school civics class, the court’s motto, which is etched in stone above the imposing marble entryway known to attorneys as the Black Gate:


One court to rule them all,

One court to find them,

One court to bring them all and, in constantly shifting precedent, bind them,

In the District of Columbia, where the shadow docket lies.



(If you’re thinking “Wait, that’s not it,” you’re right: On the court’s gate, it’s written in Latin. Or maybe it’s the Black Speech of Mordor.)

There’s no way to win an election to the US Supreme Court, no matter how hard you work, because its members aren’t elected. But if we’re serious about getting out of this national mess, we’re going to need a Congress and a president that are serious about US Supreme Court reform on Day One. We’ll get to that later.

Let’s begin with the moment that the significance of Wisconsin’s state supreme court to American democracy writ large became most visceral for me.

10:50 a.m. on December 14, 2020.

The ten Democratic appointees to the Electoral College for the state of Wisconsin were sitting in Governor Tony Evers’s office. And I was one of them.

That’s right. The Electoral College. I’ve been a member of the very Electoral College that I hope to render irrelevant. Go ahead. Call me a hypocrite. But as an Electoral College insider, I can assure you that, even though it was an honor to be an elector myself, the Electoral College totally sucks.

Anyway—back to Evers’s office in 2020.

Concerned that Trumpist dead-enders might try to obstruct the Electoral College process, we electors had been escorted by security guards through an underground tunnel to enter the state capitol.

Fortunately for us, the democracy saboteurs—the fake electors, who had gathered, unbeknownst to us, in another room down the hall—were carrying ballpoint pens instead of Confederate flags and zip ties. The insurrection at the US Capitol was still twenty-three days away.

But on that day in December, we real electors were growing restless. Because we weren’t allowed to do any electoring yet. We had to wait until the state supreme court decided whether to do its duty to the Constitution or, effectively, nullify the will of the people. Tough call, apparently. Wisconsin came closer than any other state to overturning the verdict of the voters—and wound up rejecting Trump’s lawsuit by the narrowest possible margin, 4–3, just an hour before the Electoral College votes were due to be officially cast.

If the candidate backed by Wisconsin Democrats hadn’t won the state supreme court election eight months earlier, the decision would have gone the other way.

If Trump’s lawsuit in Wisconsin had succeeded, then the Badger State would have been the first domino to fall. Other battleground states could easily have fallen in turn. At a minimum, the country would have entered an even worse crisis than the one that actually happened. At worst, Trump’s plot to prevent the transfer of power might have actually succeeded, ending America’s 250-year relationship, rocky though it may have been, with the idea of democratic self-government.

A narrow but important victory. Though far from final.

Wisconsin’s 2020 supreme court race wasn’t the only one with far-reaching national consequences. In North Carolina, a race went the other way, by a hair—and set the stage for today’s national crisis.

Going into the 2020 election, Democrats held a 6–1 majority on North Carolina’s supreme court. In that state, the chief justice is chosen directly by voters rather than being selected by fellow justices or by seniority.

That year, Democratic chief justice Cheri Beasley faced an electoral challenge from Associate Justice Paul Newby, a Republican.

The result was closer than close.

Beasley drew 2,695,576 votes. Newby pulled 2,695,982 votes.

If you’re checking those numbers against each other to figure out which is higher, you’re not alone: Beasley requested a machine recount, followed by a hand recount in a random sample of precincts just to make absolutely sure. The numbers wobbled a little, but Newby held on to an edge. In the final certified count, Newby won by 401 votes, out of 5.4 million cast. Less than one-hundredth of one percent.

Republicans had also netted another seat in the 2020 election, making the partisan split four Democrats to three Republicans. Two years later, the GOP grabbed two more—giving them 5–2 control of North Carolina’s highest court. As soon as the latest two judges were sworn in, Chief Justice Newby broke with decades of precedent to ram a vote through the court, without debate, to accept an eyebrow-raising petition to rehear a case that had outlawed partisan gerrymandering the previous year.4

Under the previous Democratic court majority, North Carolina had adopted fair maps. A roughly fifty-fifty state, North Carolina had sent seven Democrats and seven Republicans to the US House. But under the new GOP court, North Carolina adopted ultra-GOP maps—and sent ten Republicans and four Democrats in 2024.5

In the 2024 election, Republicans wound up with 220 US House seats to Democrats’ 215. If North Carolina’s new maps hadn’t shifted those seats, the outcome would have been 217 Republicans to 218 Democrats. Hakeem Jeffries, not Mike Johnson, would be speaker right now.

That’s right. The Big Horrible Bill and its massive health care cuts, the total impunity and lack of oversight for Trump (including on issues of war and peace), the “rescissions” on foreign aid funding that have led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of children around the world, many of them starving to death as already-purchased food rotted in US warehouses, and every other abuse by Speaker Mike Johnson’s GOP House majority—all of that could have been averted but for those 401 votes in a state supreme court race in North Carolina in 2020.6

Yep: 401 votes. In a race that most Americans had no idea was taking place.

The rule of law is like oxygen. In the sense that you barely think about it unless it’s not there.

But the ideal of having one set of comprehensible and predictable rules that govern everybody—an ideal we’ve never actually achieved, to be clear, but that we’ve sometimes shambled in the general vicinity of—is fundamental to liberty.

When the government can arbitrarily destroy your life and you have no legal recourse, you are not free.

There’s a great quote about how the rule of law functions in practice when conservatives hold power: “Conservatism consists of exactly one proposition, to wit: There must be in-groups whom the law protects but does not bind, alongside out-groups whom the law binds but does not protect.”7

The author of that quote is one Frank Wilhoit, a composer of classical music from Ohio who wrote it in the comment section of a blog.

But it’s the kind of quote that could have been written by a totally different person who, by coincidence, was also named Frank Wilhoit: the late political scientist who wrote The Politics of Massive Resistance, which chronicled one of the biggest sustained periods of the breakdown of the rule of law, the Southern refusal to desegregate public schools as required by the 1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education.

So, it’s not like the Trump era is uniquely lawless. But while the rule of law has never protected every group in America, this is—as with oxygen—definitely a situation where “some” is better than “none,” and we should keep adding more until there is enough for everyone.

For much of US history, the Supreme Court has more or less rubber-stamped whatever abuses of power the powerful were inclined to commit. But during an extraordinary period starting in 1954, under Chief Justice Earl Warren and then (to a somewhat lesser extent) under Chief Justice Warren Burger, the court became a force for good, bringing the Constitution’s basic principles to bear on topics from segregation and civil rights to “one person, one vote” democracy to privacy, sexuality, and abortion.

But the shift from nothingburger to Warren-Burger infuriated the right. Forward, then backlash. A network of far-right zillionaires decided to do more than get angry—they’d get even.

John Olin, heir to an ammunition and chemical empire; Richard Mellon Scaife, heir to the Mellon banking and oil mega-fortune; and the brothers Lynde and Harry Bradley, Wisconsin-based defense contractors and industrialists, all poured money into right-wing foundations. Those right-wing foundations poured money into right-wing think tanks, right-wing legal programs at law schools, and a little club called the Federalist Society. Which, I should note, was right-wing.

These institutions, in turn, created a career path for right-wing aspiring judges that closely resembled a high-speed ski lift. If they could get into law school and learn the right magic words (“originalism,” “public choice theory,” “unitary executive,” and “Leonard Leo, it is such an honor to meet you”), they could float up above the plebes and ascend to legal Olympus.

Whenever Republican presidents took office, the judge-nominating machinery cranked into gear. Whenever Republican majorities took the Senate, the judge-confirming assembly line went into turbo mode. And whenever Democrats held one or both levers of power, Republican politicians started pouring sand in the gears. That’s how we wound up with Citizens United v. FEC, Shelby County v. Holder, and Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization—to choose just three recent lowlights from the SCOTUS Worst Hits collection.

Due to a combination of the right’s laser focus on the courts and a series of bad decisions by justices related to whether or when to retire, Republicans have dominated the United States Supreme Court for my entire life. Justices nominated by Republican presidents have made up the majority on the US Supreme Court since 1970.8

That’s right. Republican presidents have appointed the majority of Supreme Court justices ever since the Beatles broke up (although the two phenomena are likely unrelated).

Now, granted, courts with Republican-appointed majorities weren’t only issuing conservative judgments—Roe v. Wade arrived in 1973, for example. But back then, Republicans weren’t always ideologically conservative either. More recently, though, just as the Republican Party has become extremely right-wing, so too has the extremely Republican Supreme Court of the United States.

Many state supreme courts have experienced their own rightward shifts. But because each state has both its own political trajectory and its own system for choosing justices, each state’s story is unique.

I wonder what state I should use to illustrate the importance of state supreme courts. Let’s let fate decide. I’m going to write down the fifty states’ names and put them in a hat.

Huh, what do you know? Wisconsin!*

There was a time when Wisconsin’s supreme court had a national reputation as a hotbed of radicalism.

Why? Because, in the face of an unjust law, it decided that the rule of law could go to hell—and did what it thought was right.

Sometime around May 15, 1852, a man named Joshua escaped slavery in St. Louis, Missouri.9 Headed for freedom in Canada, he traveled first through Illinois and then to a center of abolitionist activity: Racine, Wisconsin. Enslaved people weren’t allowed to keep their own families’ names, and he wasn’t going to go by the last name of the guy he’d just escaped from, which was Garland. So he chose his own last name: Glover.

Garland himself, though, had federal law on his side. That was thanks to the Fugitive Slave Act, passed in 1850, which made it a crime to assist someone escaping slavery and put the federal government in charge of finding, re-enslaving, and returning people who had fled bondage, even if they were in a free state. After a couple of years of searching, Garland tracked Glover to Racine. Accompanied by federal marshals, he stormed into Glover’s cabin. The marshals beat Glover up, shackled him, and put him under arrest.10

But Garland and the marshals were worried that putting Joshua Glover in jail locally might lead Racine abolitionists to revolt. So they took him to a Milwaukee courthouse jail instead.

Rookie move. Milwaukee was a nest of abolitionism as well.

Sherman Booth, proprietor and editor of the furiously antislavery Milwaukee Free Democrat, got wind of what was happening. Booth printed up handbills asking, “Shall a man be dragged back to Slavery from our Free Soil, without an open trial of his right to Liberty?” and started riding around town yelling, “A man’s liberty is at stake!”11

The call to action drew a crowd of thousands of Milwaukeeans, Black and white alike, workers and clergy and journalists and elected leaders, outside the courthouse. Milwaukee’s population back in 1854 was around thirty thousand, so (depending on your faith in nineteenth-century crowd estimates) as many as one in six Milwaukeeans were there.†

As the crowd swelled, tensions rose. Booth and others gave fiery speeches. The crowd demanded that the jailer hand them the keys so they could free Glover. The jailer refused. That’s when James Angove, a blacksmith who had recently emigrated from Cornwall, England, picked up a wooden beam from a pile of lumber and yelled an immortal line: “Here’s a good enough key.”12

Many hands plus a battering ram make light work, as the saying goes. The crowd smashed open the jailhouse doors and helped Glover escape in a buggy.

Federal authorities arrested and imprisoned Sherman Booth under the Fugitive Slave Act. His lawyers asked the Wisconsin Supreme Court to order him released. In an act of spectacular courage and brazen defiance, the state’s court agreed, declaring the Fugitive Slave Act unconstitutional.

The American system of jurisprudence doesn’t work that way. The United States Supreme Court, led by Chief Justice Roger Taney (now infamous for the later Dred Scott decision, which ruled that Black people could not be citizens of the United States) unanimously overruled the state court and nailed down the principle that federal law overrides state law.

But the overruling took a very long time—four years—because the Wisconsin Supreme Court, in an act of glorious obstinacy, refused to transmit the record of its own case to Washington, DC.

Justice deferred is justice denied. But injustice deferred was justice affirmed. While all this was happening, Glover made it to Canada, where he lived on for more than three decades as a free man.

Nine days after Glover’s liberation, a radical, brand-new political party dedicated to the fight against the “Slave Power” held its first official meeting in Ripon, Wisconsin.

The name of the new party? The Republican Party. The party that would soon be known as the party of Lincoln. The party that I wish with all my heart would one day return to its pro-freedom roots.

I first learned this story while I was running for state chair of the party that has picked up the old Republican Party’s mantle in the fight for liberty and justice for all—the Democratic Party. It was the spring of 2019, and I was crisscrossing Wisconsin to attend campaign events while listening to the audiobook of Finding Freedom: The Untold Story of Joshua Glover, Freedom Seeker, a great read by two Wisconsinites, Ruby West Jackson and Walter T. McDonald.

By that point, the Republican Party had long since switched sides—and taken over Wisconsin’s supreme court.

The modern era of big-money partisanized state supreme court fights dates back to 2000, when the biggest national corporate lobby, the Republican-aligned US Chamber of Commerce, raised millions of dollars from corporate executives to go after state justices who were insufficiently corporate-friendly. In the years that followed, with their help, conservatives won majorities on the state courts of Illinois, Michigan, Mississippi, Ohio, and West Virginia.

This red wave reached Wisconsin’s technically nonpartisan state supreme court in 2007. That year, Wisconsin’s dark-money affiliate of the US Chamber, called Wisconsin Manufacturers & Commerce (WMC), poured $2.2 million into boosting the campaign of pro-business right-winger Annette Ziegler. That was more money from a single group than the total spending by both sides, candidates and outside groups combined, in any previous Wisconsin court race.13

National corporate groups, right-wing legal activists, and the WMC were all royally cheesed off at the Wisconsin court because of decisions like one about lead poisoning in which it ruled that a Milwaukee teenager could sue the manufacturers of lead paint, even though he didn’t know the specific brand of lead paint chips he’d eaten as a kid. He didn’t wind up winning the case when it went to trial or getting any damages. But WMC was mad at the fact that the case had been allowed to go forward in the first place.14

For some reason, WMC didn’t run ads attacking Ziegler’s opponent, Linda Clifford, on the basis that she might rule against big corporations poisoning the brains of children. Instead, in a strategy that established a pattern, their biggest theme was fearmongering about crime and immigration.15

The Wisconsin Supreme Court’s primary job is dealing with major or new legal questions, not adjudicating day-to-day criminal cases. And the mission of business lobbies like WMC has approximately zero overlap with issues around crime and public safety. But preying on voters’ fear of crime—often with a heavy dose of race-baiting and xenophobia stirred in—became Wisconsin Manufacturers & Commerce’s signature move. Ziegler won big.

WMC doubled down on its approach the next year when it threw nearly $1.8 million against incumbent justice Louis Butler, who had made history as the first (and still only) African American to serve on the Wisconsin Supreme Court.16

Butler’s challenger, Michael Gableman, went full Willie Horton, running a profoundly cynical and dishonest ad about a decades-old case with a Black defendant named Reuben Lee Mitchell, who had been convicted of raping a minor. The ad showed Justice Butler and the defendant—both of whom wore glasses—side by side in an out-of-focus split screen.

“Butler found a loophole,” the narrator intoned. “Mitchell went on to molest another child.” But Butler hadn’t been the judge on the case; he’d been a state-assigned public defender. And Butler hadn’t gotten him out of jail. Mitchell committed the second crime years after serving his full sentence for the first one.17

The ad made its own kind of history: As a headline thirteen years later recalled, “Michael Gableman ran the most racist ad in the history of Wisconsin politics.”18

Butler, vastly outspent, lost a close race. Gableman’s dishonest campaign prompted an ethics complaint from the Wisconsin Judicial Commission. But guess who adjudicated the complaint? The Wisconsin Supreme Court. Gableman recused himself, but Ziegler’s presence ensured that the court deadlocked 3–3. The commission dropped the complaint, and Gableman donned his robes without facing disciplinary action.

That race tipped Wisconsin’s state supreme court over to conservatives. Gableman was now free and clear to cast the deciding vote on pro-business, anti-worker, anti-democracy decisions for years to come.

The new majority decided to adopt new ethics rules. They’d been petitioned by two different groups trying to amend the Wisconsin Code of Judicial Conduct. One petition, by the League of Women Voters of Wisconsin, said the court should require recusal when one of the parties in a case or their lawyer had contributed one thousand dollars or more to a judge’s election campaign. The court rejected that idea 4–3. The other petition made it explicit that any amount of campaign contribution or independent expenditure should not force a recusal. To the four conservative justices, that sounded just dandy.19

Oh, and who helped write that second proposal? One guess. Bingo! Wisconsin Manufacturers & Commerce.20

In the same twenty-four hours, the far-right majority on the United States Supreme Court handed down its decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, striking down any limits on corporate election spending as unconstitutional.

That fall, surfing on a flood of corporate political money unleashed by Citizens United, Scott Walker and the Tea Party surged into control of Wisconsin, flipping the state from blue trifecta to red trifecta.

The following March, Walker signed Act 10, his union-busting bill, using a quill from a slaughtered baby bald eagle, dipped in the blood of a public-school teacher. And then the voter suppression bill. And the gerrymandered maps. And so much more.

In the years to come, conservative court candidates, with help from their allies like WMC, outspent progressives and held on to their majority. Scott Walker’s power-grab laws were, one after another, challenged in court. But time after time, the court sided with Scott Walker, the GOP legislature, and the billionaires and corporate special interests who funded all of them.

The court’s deliberations about Act 10—which, with its attack on freedom of association (in unions), represented the “textbook definition of an unconstitutional condition,” as liberal justice Ann Walsh Bradley wrote in a 2014 dissent—were particularly bitter.21

In April of 2011, a notoriously volatile conservative judge named David Prosser had won an intense contest for reelection by less than half a percentage point, preserving the 4–3 right-wing majority on the court. But he’d grown increasingly angry and menacing toward two of his female colleagues: Chief Justice Shirley Abrahamson and Ann Walsh Bradley. As Justice Bradley later wrote in judicial filings (and, much later, recounted to me directly), the two women had—on police advice—begun locking their office doors when working on nights and weekends in order to protect themselves from Prosser’s rage.

In March, a county judge put a hold on the implementation of Act 10. When the ruling was appealed to the state supreme court, the conservative majority voted to overrule the county court and reinstate the law. In a tense meeting before that opinion was issued, Prosser got physical. He grabbed Justice Bradley by the neck with both hands.22

The Wisconsin Judicial Commission filed a misconduct complaint against Prosser, but enough conservative justices recused themselves to prevent the court from reaching a quorum, so no investigation was made public and nothing was ever resolved. Act 10 also escaped unscathed.23

Telling me the story as I wrote this book, Bradley—who served on the court with distinction for another thirteen years—was still shaken by the memory.

By 2017, when Annette Ziegler was up for reelection after her ten-year term, nobody even ran against her. Why? Right-wing legal funders and business lobbies would have crushed any progressive challenger. As one professor and former legislator put it bluntly: “Money makes the world go around. Republicans have it. Democrats don’t.”24

And why was that? In part, Act 10.

In the old days, unions could pull together money from their millions of dues-paying members—nurses, teachers, stonemasons, pipe fitters, carpenters—and use those funds to support candidates who would keep working people in mind. That went at least part of the way toward balancing out the financial might of the corporate interests behind groups like WMC.

But Act 10 crushed union membership, and with it, slowed the flow of union money into political campaigns. Which, of course, had been a goal all along—and has, at every step, been a central motivation of the right in targeting the labor movement. They don’t want a worker-accountable check on their power.

So, to review: Citizens United unleashes a massive flow of corporate special interest money into politics. That money supercharges the backlash to Obama in the 2010 midterms, leading to total Republican control of the state government in Wisconsin and many other states.

Republicans, now in charge at the state level, use laws like Act 10 to smash the unions that could balance out that corporate money, all while rigging the maps and suppressing votes. And then conservative judicial candidates, benefiting from Republican-driven changes to campaign finance law, rubber-stamp Act 10 and the other GOP attacks on democracy.

Just like the ouroboros serpent of voter suppression, gerrymandering, and GOP-dominated courts that you met in chapter 3, this was a closed loop of accumulating power for the right wing. Great for the likes of David Prosser, Annette Ziegler, and lead paint manufacturers. Not so great for the nurses, teachers, pipe fitters, stonemasons, carpenters, kids, retirees, and, well, just about everyone who doesn’t control a huge company, sit on an inherited fortune, or seek office with plutocratic support.

And this vicious circle didn’t just benefit supreme court candidates and their corporate sponsors.

It ensured that, when Scott Walker was investigated for campaign finance lawbreaking in the ill-fated recall election of 2012, the state supreme court killed the investigation and then, in effect, retroactively legalized his misdeeds, locking in a new era of permissive campaign laws that matched the GOP’s campaign strategy.25

It helped put Donald Trump in the White House in 2016, when Wisconsin was the tipping-point presidential state.

It helped put Ron Johnson in the US Senate, when he defeated Russ Feingold—ironically, painfully, the coauthor with John McCain of the campaign finance reform law that was gutted by Citizens United—in both 2010 and 2016.

It helped ensure that Republicans held the majority of Wisconsin’s house seats even in years when Democrats won the majority of the votes.

It was a doom loop. A self-reinforcing structure to lock in minority rule.

Wisconsin’s Republicans held every major lever of power in the state. They’d broken laws and then legalized their lawbreaking. They’d crushed their opponents, frightening them away from even contesting a major election. Former Madison mayor Dave Cieslewicz observed that 2017’s uncontested supreme court race portended “a conservative majority that now seems secure for a generation.”26

They’d turned Wisconsin into a red state.

Wisconsin, in that moment, looked a little bit like the entire United States of America would look circa 2026.

My friend Dan Kaufman, whose mom, Judy, had, long before, been my bar mitzvah tutor and Hebrew teacher, published a book in 2018 whose title sums up that era: The Fall of Wisconsin: The Conservative Conquest of a Progressive Bastion and the Future of American Politics.

A good book. But there are no permanent victories or losses in politics. “The Future of American Politics” is yet unwritten.

Forward, backlash, backward, forlash—progressive power in the state was, it would transpire, only mostly dead.

And, dear reader, when you learn what happened next, you will be ready to help write a very different future for American politics.

The first sign of Wisconsin’s political resurrection appeared on April 3, 2018.

That was the day that Rebecca Dallet, a Milwaukee County circuit court judge, former prosecutor, and political spitfire, crushed the conservative supreme court candidate Michael Screnock, 56 percent to 44 percent.

Screnock, who had made a name for himself defending Act 10 and the gerrymandered maps, had been arrested twice in the late eighties while participating in protests that physically blocked women from entering an abortion clinic. He was running for the seat left open by Michael “Most Racist Ad” Gableman’s retirement, with the backing of the business lobby and the right.27

But Dallet had what Nancy Pelosi calls the three M’s of politics: message, money, and mobilization.

Dallet’s message was electrifying: She vowed to defend Wisconsinites’ rights, which were under attack, from extremists like Screnock and Trump.

Her campaign had the money to get that message out. Even though Screnock received, via the Scott Walker loophole, far more from the Republican Party of Wisconsin than Dallet did from the Democrats, she wound up out-raising his campaign, bolstered by superior air cover from allied groups.28

And when it came to mobilization (that is, turning out people who are on your side), she had the brand-new statewide network of neighborhood action teams built by the Democratic Party of Wisconsin, knocking on doors in their first-ever statewide election.

When Dallet beat Screnock, she shattered the conventional wisdom about the GOP’s hammerlock on court seats. It was enough to freak out Scott Walker himself, whose potential reelection was just seven months away. He took to Twitter with a statement that he thought of as a warning but that wound up driving Democratic jubilance even higher: “Tonight’s results show we are at risk of a #BlueWave in WI.”29

That election narrowed the margin on Wisconsin’s highest court from 5–2 to a 4–3 conservative majority.

But the next year, it snapped back to 5–2, in a race where judge Lisa Neubauer lost to Scott Walker’s former chief legal counsel, Brian Hagedorn, by an achingly close margin of 5,981 votes—just half a percentage point.

That loss, which took place while I was running for Democratic Party of Wisconsin chair, sent a shock wave through Wisconsin’s Democratic ecosystem. In particular because, a week before the election, internal polling on both sides showed Neubauer up by eight percentage points. But a last-minute flood of far-right money—fueling online ads, text messages, and mail—helped surge conservative turnout by more than 35 percent relative to the previous year and tipped the race. I took office as state party chair two months later, determined to do everything in my power to avoid any more such losses.30

The first statewide contest of my time as WisDems chair was set for April 7, 2020.

Democrats would be backing Dane County judge Jill Karofsky, a tough-as-nails ultramarathoner and former prosecutor who had run the Office of Crime Victim Services at the state’s Department of Justice.

She would be facing off against incumbent Dan Kelly, a former head of the Milwaukee chapter of the Federalist Society who had, in private practice, defended the GOP’s gerrymander in federal court, telling reporters it was “a good map.” In 2016, he’d been appointed by Scott Walker to fill a vacancy on the state supreme court; in his application essay for that role, he’d likened affirmative action to slavery.31

After Karofsky emerged from a three-way primary on February 18, 2020, she held a victory celebration at the Laurel Tavern, a bar not far from her house. Conveniently, it was also not far from my house. By this time, my wife and I had bought my childhood home from my mom and stepdad (they moved four blocks away). So I walked down to the Laurel Tavern—where my mom and I used to go for Reubens and onion rings when I was a kid and also a few weeks ago—to congratulate our nominee and inform her that she now had the endorsement of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin. We high-fived. The game was afoot.

We had our money-message-mobilization game plan ready.

First, when it came to money, we were going to turn the other side’s own secret weapon, the Scott Walker loophole, against them. We’d make the case to donors across Wisconsin and the country that this election was critical to democracy, and we’d transfer funds to the nominee’s campaign to ensure she wasn’t outspent. We didn’t like the GOP’s campaign finance laws. But to change anything, we’d need to win. And we wouldn’t get there through unilateral disarmament.

Second, to help our candidate get the message out, we were going to make the most of the Democratic presidential primary, which was set for the same day as the judicial election. Surely, with eight Democrats still running for president, we’d see a string of high-profile rallies across the state as candidates stumped for votes. We’d ask all the candidates to endorse Jill Karofsky and urge their supporters not to skip her name on the ballot. Bingo: a huge surge of free publicity and voter turnout.

Karofsky, for her part, had a great message about why she was running: to stop corruption. It was the opening salvo in her first ad. She said she would always decide cases based on the law and its impact on people—not corporate donors. And that she believed in “protecting the environment from corporate polluters, protecting women’s health care, and holding corrupt politicians accountable.”

Third, mobilization: the armies of door knockers in our now battle-hardened neighborhood action teams. They were, back in the innocent days of February 2020, all set to gather in living rooms and coffee shops and county party offices across the state, shaking hands or embracing in warm hugs, and then going out and talking, face-to-face, just a couple of feet apart, to hundreds of thousands of voters, who would no doubt be glad to see them and breathe in their presence, inhaling and exhaling and inhaling again.

We were going to use it as a dress rehearsal for the November presidential election. To that end, we had hired dozens of organizers to the state party staff so that they’d have a full election under their belts before the showdown that autumn.

The first part of our plan went off without a hitch. We made our first transfer of campaign funds to Karofsky’s campaign the morning after the Laurel Tavern high-five.

The second part of the plan was canceled on March 2, the day before Super Tuesday, by which point most Democratic presidential candidates had dropped out of the primary and endorsed Joe Biden. Although Bernie Sanders officially stayed in the race until after our supreme court race, the fight was already over. There were zero Get Out The Vote rallies held by the Democrats in Wisconsin that spring.

There was another reason nobody held any GOTV events: COVID. Which upended our plan to knock on a bazillion doors. And, as we’d soon see, would upend just about everything else as well.

Suddenly, our whole organizing model (gather teams in living rooms and coffee shops, go to talk to voters face-to-face) wasn’t going to work. We’d have to try something else.

WisDems’ executive director, the brilliant Nellie Sires, wisely oversaw our team’s scenario planning for the pandemic. We signed up for a heavy-duty Zoom account and offered it to all our county parties and teams. Now it was break-glass time: switch to an all-virtual organizing drive to help Democrats cast mail-in ballots.

But we had a problem. Just as the Walker-era Wisconsin voter ID law made it hard to register to vote, it also made it tough to vote by mail.

To request a mail-in ballot, presuming you were already a registered voter, you had to snap a photo of your photo ID and upload it to the website of the Wisconsin Election Commission and fill out a digital form. If uploading digital photos wasn’t your thing, your backup option was to photocopy your ID, then mail the photocopy—and the physical form—to your county clerk’s office. Starting about forty-seven days from the election, Wisconsin’s municipal clerks (recall from chapter 2 that there were more than 1,800 of them) would mail out the absentee ballots to voters who’d requested them.

When your ballot came, you had to find yourself a witness. Then you filled out your ballot, sealed it in the envelope, and signed and addressed the envelope. Then your trusty witness signed the envelope. Oh, and you made sure your witness had added their address to the envelope too. Then you delivered it to your clerk’s office or dropped it in a drop box (they’d been in use for decades, but by then many more were being set up) or popped it in the mail—and if it arrived before the polls closed on Election Day, your vote counted.

Voilà! It was easy as 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and depending on how you counted your steps, 9. Or maybe 10.

Fortunately, a member of our team happened to be, to my knowledge, the only Democratic operative in the state who had previously overseen an absentee ballot campaign.

Devin Remiker—then a senior adviser—had grown up in small-town northeastern Wisconsin and then worked for Steve “Mr. Bipartisan” Doyle and Congressman Ron Kind. And, as it happened, Devin had designed an absentee ballot campaign for Kind a few years before.

Devin had mapped out, step by painstaking step, a grassroots organizing system for a campaign to train volunteers to teach voters to vote by mail and to keep track of which voters were at which stage of the process. In March 2020, he sketched it out on a piece of scrap paper at a table in my office. Anna Surrey, our statewide organizing director, worked with him to turn his system into a battle plan.

Our “armies of volunteers knocking on doors” plan transmogrified into a “COVID-locked-down volunteers meeting on Zoom to get trained and then calling voters from home” plan. It wasn’t the approach we’d originally envisioned. But it worked—because we’d already built our community of thousands of volunteers, supported by hundreds of neighborhood action teams that, in turn, were served by the dozens of full-time organizers we’d already hired.

Good organizing builds not only muscle but also resilience. When you’ve created a network of people with real relationships and channels for communication, you can tackle unexpected problems and seize new opportunities.

As the election drew closer, we could see from internal polling that the messaging was working. Kelly, bolstered by Trump’s endorsement (the first time, as far as I can tell, that a presidential candidate has endorsed in a Wisconsin state supreme court race), was consolidating Republican support. Karofsky had a lock on Democrats. And, critically, she was gaining an edge with independents in internal polls.

But this left a question that was very hard to answer: Who was actually going to turn out?

When the COVID pandemic was declared a national emergency in mid-March and the lockdowns began, Republicans sensed an opening.

As days passed, several states with upcoming presidential primaries delayed their elections to give administrators time to prepare for the unprecedented complexity of voting during a pandemic.

In Wisconsin, particularly in Milwaukee and Green Bay, poll workers—a group largely composed of retirees—began dropping out due to fear of contracting COVID. Grassroots organizations in Milwaukee and around the state started calling for Wisconsin’s elections to be delayed as well.

In late March, Governor Evers proposed mailing ballots to all registered Wisconsin voters. The Republican legislature refused.

On the verge of the election, so many poll workers had dropped out that Milwaukee—a city of more than half a million people—announced that it would have to close all but five of its 180 polling places. Green Bay could staff only two, when it was supposed to have thirty-one. This was untenable.32

On Saturday, April 4, Governor Evers called a special session of the state legislature to delay the election. As required, the legislature convened. But the GOP-run state assembly adjourned after just seventeen seconds. In the senate, the session lasted only five. As you can guess, neither chamber passed any bills that day.33

Why was the GOP in Wisconsin so insistent that the election go forward?

Maybe because they saw the same polling we did, showing that Republicans were far less likely to be worried about the pandemic than Democrats.

Maybe because far fewer poll workers had dropped out in the redder parts of the state, which were more sparsely populated. Milwaukee, in contrast, was deep blue. It was home to more than half of the state’s Black population and to large Latino, Hmong, and Native American communities—all of which usually voted Democratic.

It was hard not to conclude that the GOP had the most cynical possible motive: that they believed COVID fears would suppress Democratic votes but not Republican ones.

The day before the election, Evers used his final option: an executive order delaying the election to June. Republicans in the legislature immediately sued, asking the state supreme court to overturn the order. Dan Kelly, who was on the ballot, recused himself. But his four right-wing colleagues knew what to do. On a 4–2 vote along ideological lines, they overruled the governor and insisted that the election go forward.34

Just hours later, conservatives on the US Supreme Court got in on the action, clawing back a previous federal court decision that would have allowed Wisconsinites six extra days to send in their absentee ballots. Mail-in voting had exploded, and clerks were behind. On the eve of the election, more than eleven thousand people were still waiting for their clerks to mail them the ballots that they’d already requested. (Remember, this was the year after a state supreme court race was decided by fewer than six thousand votes.)35

Now, the US Supreme Court ruled that ballots had to be turned in or postmarked by Election Day. If voters’ filled-out ballots had a postmark before the deadline, they’d still have a six-day grace period to arrive in the mail. But if you had requested your ballot and it didn’t reach you until after Election Day, you wouldn’t be able to use it.

Those two decisions by the state and federal supreme courts, coming in quick succession, felt like hammerblows. This whole situation was unthinkable. And yet the nightmare was real. Thanks to decisions driven by what appeared to be darkly partisan motivations, the first statewide in-person pandemic election was set to proceed.

The GOP was jubilant.

Wisconsin’s Republican Party chair tweeted, “It’s too bad that @GovEvers thought @JusticeDanKelly had such a good chance tomorrow that he had to give his party two more months to steal the election.”36

The next morning dawned in drear.

In Milwaukee and Green Bay, voters stood in line—often for hours, in rain and hail. They wore whatever masks or protective gear they had. Some were in wheelchairs or lugging their oxygen tanks. Many were terrified. Many were furious. One voter carried a sign that summed up the day, a photo of which went viral: THIS IS RIDICULOUS.37

Over in Burlington, Wisconsin, Republican assembly speaker Robin Vos wore the ridiculousness on his sleeve. Draped in full-body personal protective gear, Vos appeared in a Facebook Live stream assuring voters that “you are incredibly safe to go out” and vote and that they would face “very minimal exposure.” Behind his surgical mask, Vos presumably grinned a happy grin as he noted that “I am glad that we are able to have the election.”38

In the middle of his COVID press conference that day, Trump crowed, referring to Dan Kelly, “As soon as I endorsed him, the Wisconsin Democrats say, ‘Oh, let’s move the election to two months later.’ They didn’t mind having the election until I endorsed him, which is very interesting.”39 To Trump, everything was about Trump. Also, wasn’t he supposed to be telling the country how to not get COVID?

That night, when polls closed, the window to postmark a ballot slammed shut.

The grim project of contact-tracing reported Election-Day exposures began. As many had predicted, a study later suggested that the election fueled the pandemic, finding that “a 10% increase in in-person voters per polling location is associated with an 18.4% increase in the COVID-19 positive test rate 2–3 weeks later.”40

And then we hunkered down. Before we would find out the outcome of the election itself, we had to endure a six-day limbo as we waited through the grace period for absentee ballots to arrive.

I was a wreck. The ballots had been cast, and there were a lot of them—about a million and a half, which was hundreds of thousands more than in the previous year’s supreme court election. Of those, about 1.1 million were cast via absentee ballot. Only about a quarter were cast in-person on Election Day. This was totally unlike any previous election. What did it mean?

Turnout hadn’t shot up just in blue areas. More people were casting ballots in red counties as well. We just didn’t know which side had the edge.

Slowly, interminably, the days ticked by. Finally, the day arrived. The federal judicial decision had said that ballot counts could be released starting at 4:00 p.m. Central Time on April 13. We knew it might be a long night if the race was close.

But by 6:30 p.m., the results were clear: Jill Karofsky was winning. And it was an avalanche.41

It turned out that Wisconsinites didn’t like pandemics being weaponized as tools of voter suppression. It pissed them off. The GOP’s malevolent shenanigans had backfired, Judge Karofsky’s message had resonated, and the thousands of volunteers who’d made call after call to voters had made a difference. Jill Karofsky defeated Dan Kelly by ten points.

COVID-conscious, we all celebrated in our homes. My family burst into cheers. My phone melted from incoming calls. I did an off-the-cuff interview with The New Yorker’s Isaac Chotiner, which is normally a terrible idea because of his deserved reputation for shredding his interview subjects, but I survived intact. Everything was golden. Around the corner, Jill Karofsky’s front yard turned into an impromptu outdoor socially distanced election night party.

Democracy, against the odds, had won in Wisconsin.

That election did indeed turn out to be the dress rehearsal for the fall’s presidential election. Wisconsin’s strategy of organizing volunteers virtually to help people request absentee ballots became the blueprint for the field strategy of Joe Biden’s presidential campaign.42

And even more important, late in the year, Jill Karofsky went on to cast a decisive vote to reject Trump’s attempt to overturn Biden’s victory in Wisconsin.

Karofsky was joined in that vote, to the state’s surprise, by one of the court’s conservatives, Brian Hagedorn—the guy who’d won the narrow upset victory the year before. During his campaign, he’d insisted that he would separate his personal beliefs as a conservative from his rulings on the bench and that he’d follow the law as he understood it. That wasn’t unusual; lots of conservative candidates say as much. The unusual thing was that, as it turned out, he actually meant it. That earned him a flood of death threats from the MAGA fringes. But he can sleep with a clear conscience. Respect.

As I write this, we don’t know everything that Trump and MAGA will do to hold on to power. They’re already using half of the dictatorial playbook. In the years to come, they might be writing new plays in the margin. But no matter how grim it looks, we have to keep going. Just like we did, even when it seemed like everything had gone irrecoverably wrong, in that spring election in 2020.

Then the battle continued.

Remember how, in chapter 3, there was eventually just “one way out” of the crisis of gerrymandering in Wisconsin? That way required winning a majority on the Wisconsin Supreme Court. And Karofsky’s win in 2020 meant that, in the fight for an open supreme court seat in 2023, the majority would be on the line.

Dan Kelly decided to run again. Up against him was Democratic-endorsed judge Janet Protasiewicz (her first ads explained repeatedly how to pronounce her name: PRO-tuh-SAY-witz). It was a battle royale that became the most expensive judicial election in American history (until Elon Musk showed up in 2025, that is). Kelly was backed by nearly $17 million in support from right-wing groups like WMC and a super PAC funded by Richard Uihlein. Protasiewicz was backed by nearly $12 million in spending by a pro-democracy coalition of allies—including the group A Better Wisconsin Together, which received significant state and national union backing. But even though she was outspent on the independent side, she trounced Kelly in direct expenditures by her campaign—thanks to ten million dollars from the Democratic Party of Wisconsin, delivered via the Scott Walker loophole. A proverbial shoe designed to benefit the GOP was now firmly laced up on the other foot.43

Protasiewicz trounced Kelly, just as Karofsky had, by double digits. Turns out you can’t spell Kelly without two L’s.

Justice Protasiewicz’s victory, on top of Jill Karofsky’s and Rebecca Dallet’s, ended the fifteen-year reign of the far-right majority on Wisconsin’s state supreme court.

After Protasiewicz was sworn in, voting rights organizations representing a group of nineteen voters filed a lawsuit alleging that Wisconsin’s state legislative maps were unconstitutional.44 At last, the GOP’s most insidious power grab would be subject to genuine judicial scrutiny.

But Robin Vos, the Republican assembly speaker, wasn’t about to go down that easy. He announced a new strategy: If Protasiewicz didn’t volunteer to recuse herself from any case looking at the legislative districts, he and his Republican majority would impeach her. Before she even ruled on her first case.

Vos’s justification was laughable. He claimed that the recusal-or-impeachment extortion scheme was warranted because Democrats would benefit from de-gerrymandered maps and because the Democratic Party of Wisconsin had so actively supported her.45

Did Vos also point out that the Democratic Party of Wisconsin wasn’t a party to the case? No.

Did he call on the Republican-backed justices on the court to also recuse themselves because they had received campaign support from the Republican Party? Also no.

Did he explain the history of Wisconsin’s recusal laws, which, as you might recall from several pages ago, were co-written by the right-wing justices’ biggest donor and adopted on ideological lines by the court’s conservatives, and which explicitly said that the justices didn’t have to recuse even in cases when donors were parties to a case?

Actually, yes. Just kidding! No.

The impeachment drive was a power grab, just like the lame-duck extraordinary session after Governor Evers and Attorney General Kaul were elected in 2018. But this one was even more brazen. If the legislature decided it could simply remove state supreme court justices in order to get whatever rulings it wanted, the rule of law would be nullified.

All of us at WisDems, including volunteers with our neighborhood action teams all over Wisconsin, joined with the Democrats in the state legislature and allied groups like A Better Wisconsin Together to launch an emergency campaign called “Defend Justice.” Our goal: make their unconstitutional push backfire.

Our result: success. They backed off.

And then Justice Protasiewicz joined her three colleagues in the court’s new majority and struck down the legislative maps that had put Wisconsin in a right-wing stranglehold since 2011. As you may recall from chapter 3, we got fair maps in time for the 2024 elections.

That’s how we—the big, pro-democracy, Democrats-and-allies we—unrigged Wisconsin.

The state supreme court, as it turned out, was a good enough key to unlock the biggest, thickest, most rusted-shut shackle on Wisconsin’s democracy.

There’s still a ton to do here in Wisconsin, both on democracy specifically and on a million policies that affect people’s everyday lives. We’re just at the start. But now, with the maps unrigged—with the gerrymandering dragon slain—change is finally possible.

We did it here. We can do it everywhere.

In every place, the path will be different. We don’t need a fifty-state strategy—we need fifty state strategies, one for each state, based on the different laws and obstacles in that particular place. Part of the plan of This Is the Plan is to urge you, and the whole “big we” in your state, to build a plan for your neck of the woods.

Plans don’t guarantee success. But when you have one, if you have determination and the patience to work for it year after year, big things become possible.

Let’s go back to North Carolina, where 401 votes in 2020 sent the state into a tailspin, eventually, and the US House into GOP control.

Pro-democracy Tar Heels didn’t give up.

In 2023, a charismatic twenty-five-year-old rural organizer named Anderson Clayton ran for North Carolina Democratic Party chair. After she won, becoming the youngest state party chair in the country, she launched a year-round grassroots organizing program to reenergize that state’s bruised and battered Democrats.46

In 2024, the North Carolina Dems helped incumbent justice Allison Riggs win her state supreme court race. It was another excruciatingly close election—a 734-vote margin, just one-hundredth of one percent, but firmly confirmed by two recounts. The court’s right-wing majority blocked the certification of her election. But Riggs, backed by a huge legal push, support from volunteers and donors big and small across the state and the country, and a deep partnership with Clayton and the state party, won her battle in federal court and, after six intense months, overcame the GOP’s attempt to undo her election.47

Now another Democratic justice, Anita Earls, is up for reelection in 2026. And if she wins, Democrats will have a clear path to retaking the court majority in 2028 and ending the curse of gerrymandering in North Carolina.

Trump’s relentless drive to re-gerrymander every possible red state to maximize the GOP’s House advantage puts the stakes in state judicial contests—and in fights for governorships and state legislative majorities—on an even higher level of urgency. If, by the time you read this, the US Supreme Court has fully gutted the Voting Rights Act in Louisiana v. Callais (more on this in chapter 8), the urgency level will have ticked up even further. Courts interpret the rules that shape every other kind of political fight. In years to come, we’ll have one battle after another to achieve, defend, or expand justice in state after state. We need your shoulder at the wheel.

It’s easy, in most states, to be unaware of what’s happening on the state supreme court. Where fewer people are paying attention, as I’ve argued throughout this book, you have even more power to shape outcomes.

But it’s hard not to be aware of the one court that touches everyone and everything: the US Supreme Court. And, unfortunately, the corruption of the US Supreme Court has no direct solution. Its members are not elected. Justices are appointed to lifetime terms by presidents, with the advice and consent of the US Senate. Thanks to Mitch McConnell, this only happens when the Senate majority and the president are of the same party.

Winning pro-democracy majorities in every state supreme court in America wouldn’t reform the United States Supreme Court.

At least not directly. At best, it would make it easier to elect people to federal office who would then be ready to do what the country needs. US Supreme Court reform is an urgent national crisis—and can be achieved only indirectly, by passing a federal law.

It’s the inverse of the situation that prevailed in Wisconsin, where, for years, the state legislature was so completely rigged through gerrymandering that it couldn’t be unrigged directly. The only way to unrig it was by winning a pro-democracy majority in the state supreme court.

For years now, the US Supreme Court has been both right-wing in its rulings—siding with huge corporations and the wealthy over working people, knocking out democracy protections, undercutting protections for minority groups, and blasting off any guardrails on the dominance of big money in politics—and also narrowly partisan, with a thumb on the scale for Republicans.48

At the same time, the court has allowed, or even accelerated, an ever-worsening spiral of corruption and unaccountability.

If the Supreme Court continues on its present path, then public servants passing laws and taking executive actions in the public interest will see those laws and actions struck down by the court, even when they align with the Constitution, based on the thinnest of pretexts. Or, in shadow docket cases, no pretexts at all.

To unrig the country, we’ve got to unrig the court.

Our goal should not be to engineer a partisan Democratic court to replace today’s partisan Republican one—it should be to depoliticize the court, address its corruption, and wrest it away from control by partisan special interests of all kinds. Everyone, no matter their politics or their wealth, should get a fair shake from the Supreme Court.

Fortunately, there’s a bill for that.

In fact, there are a bunch of bills.

There’s the Judicial Ethics and Anti-Corruption Act (JEACA) and the Supreme Court Ethics, Recusal and Transparency (SCERT) Act, both of which would work wonders despite their unimpressive acronyms.

There’s the No Kings Act, which would attempt to counteract the Supreme Court’s decision in Trump v. United States. That was the case in which the MAGA majority ruled that a president was essentially immune from prosecution for violations of the law while acting in an official capacity.

Then there’s the Supreme Court Tenure Establishment and Retirement Modernization (TERM) Act in the House (great name!) and its companion Senate bill, the Supreme Court Biennial Appointments and Term Limits Act. Those bills would create term limits for justices.

If you’re saying “Wait a minute: I thought the Constitution says that Supreme Court justices serve lifetime terms,” you’re right—but that’s not a problem. The Constitution doesn’t require them to be actively serving. They can (and sometimes do) retire to “senior status,” keeping the office and the sweet perks (great parking spot!) but not voting on cases.

These two bills, sponsored by Sheldon Whitehouse in the Senate, Hank Johnson in the House, and a bunch of cosponsors in each chamber,‡ propose a great idea: Give each justice eighteen years on the active bench, followed by mandatory senior status.

Every president would automatically get to appoint two justices per term, in years one and three, with the longest-serving justice going senior each time a new justice reaches the court. If a justice dies in office, the vacancy is filled by a randomly selected senior-status judge until the next regularly scheduled appointment.

That way, instead of the timing and distribution of appointments to the court depending on strategically timed retirements (ahem, Anthony Kennedy) and the Grim Reaper, there is a regular, impersonal, nonpartisan process.

If Supreme Court term limits were to pass—say, in the spring of 2029—it would mean that the longest-serving justice, which might still be Clarence Thomas, would take senior status that year, and our next president (maybe it’ll be you!), would get to nominate a new justice to replace him. (Or maybe that would be you, if you’re not president!) Then the Supreme Court would be 5–4 MAGA instead of 6–3.

And then, in 2031, the second-longest-serving justice, who is currently John Roberts, would move to senior status. President Possibly You would get to nominate a second justice, who would become the majority-determining voter in the court.

Or you could reform the court the old-fashioned way: passing a bill to change the number of justices.

The court didn’t always have nine members. The court’s expansions and contractions were, for a time, not unlike the shrinking and stretching of an accordion being used to play a polka. Originally, the court had six members; then a law passed in 1801 changing it to five; then that law was repealed the next year, sending the court back to six; then the number was bumped up to seven, then nine, then ten, then back to seven—and finally, with the Judiciary Act of 1869, it stabilized at nine.

I think we can all agree: Our country could use a little more polka.

One interesting way to do this is the “Balanced Bench” model, proposed by law professors Daniel Epps and Ganesh Sitaraman in 2019 and popularized by Pete Buttigieg in his 2020 presidential campaign. In this model, the Supreme Court would start with ten justices—five affiliated with Democrats and five with Republicans. These justices would then, unanimously or by supermajority vote, choose five additional federal judges to serve one-year terms on the Supreme Court.49

Another proposal, the Judiciary Act of 2023, would add four seats to create a thirteen-member court. As Representative Hank Johnson explained when co-introducing the bill, “Thirteen justices would mean one justice per circuit court of appeals, consistent with how the number of justices was originally determined, so each justice can oversee one circuit.”50

I’m open to arguments about the best way to proceed. Each of these ideas, and others, raise constitutional questions and have their pros and cons. That’s a debate that the country should have.

But what our country shouldn’t do is let the judicial hijackings by Mitch McConnell and his friends—from refusing to consider Obama’s last Supreme Court nominee to ramming through Amy Coney Barrett’s confirmation vote eight days before the 2020 election—destroy the integrity and legitimacy of the country’s most powerful judicial body.

All of which leads us to what you can do.

You can help elect pro-democracy state supreme court justices in states where they’re elected, like Wisconsin and North Carolina.

You can work to elect senators, members of Congress, and presidents who are committed to reforming the United States Supreme Court (and while they’re at it, there’s a bunch of more obscure improvements that are overdue for the rest of the federal judiciary).

And—and this is critical—you can start advocating now for your senators and representatives to commit to prioritizing and passing court reform the next time they have the power to pass a law. I can’t underscore this one enough.

As we’ll talk about later in this book, an increasing number of Democratic senators are finally coming around to the idea that reforming or repealing the filibuster is a necessity to save democracy. That’s essential, as I’ll lay out. But as of this writing, we’re still far from reaching a consensus among Democrats and independents in either chamber of Congress that reforming the US Supreme Court is an absolute top priority. If that doesn’t change, then reform simply won’t happen.

So here’s what you can do: Take out your phone. (Let’s say it’s an iPhone.) Hold your thumb on the power button for a moment. Now say, “Siri, remind me every Tuesday at 9:00 a.m. to call 202-224-3121 and leave a message for my senators and my representative to support US Supreme Court reform.”

Congratulations! You just reminded yourself to call the Capitol switchboard and use your power as a constituent to slice through one of the knottiest knots in our system of government.

And there’s one other thing you can do, if you don’t like what the courts are doing: You can work to change the constitution of your state. That’s our next chapter.



	* FACT CHECKER, looking at the other forty-nine slips of paper, with Wisconsin written on all of them: Hey!

	† If, today, you ride around in Milwaukee, or any American city, yelling “A man’s liberty is at stake,” good luck pulling 17 percent of the population. Although you’ll probably draw some looks for riding a horse.

	‡ The rest of the Senate list: Cory Booker, Richard Blumenthal, Mazie Hirono, Jeff Merkley, Alex Padilla, Brian Schatz, Peter Welch, Kirsten Gillibrand, and Patty Murray. Representative Johnson’s companion bill in the House had sixty-seven cosponsors, whose names should be held in great regard but are too numerous for a footnote. I’m not David Foster Wallace.










Chapter 6 How to Save Republicanism

“America is a republic, not a democracy,” extolled a Heritage Foundation report.1

“Of course we’re not a democracy,” opined Utah senator Mike Lee.2

“Learn actual history. We are are [sic] Constitutional Republic. Not a dEmOcRaCy,” wrote an anonymous Amazon reviewer under the nom de plume “Brittany” in a one-star review of historian Heather Cox Richardson’s book Democracy Awakening, which I suspect Brittany hadn’t read.

Thirteen people found that review “helpful,” but, honestly, I wasn’t one of them.

I fear that Brittany may offer a similar review of this very book, due to the “Save Democracy” part of the subtitle. So I want to get ahead of any potential misunderstanding.

Brittany, this is for you.

Back when the Founding Fathers were founding/fathering the Constitution, all the Latin-knowing, Greek history–educated fancy-pants types knew that in ancient Athens, democracy (from demos, people, and kratos, power—literally, people power) involved enfranchised citizens gathering in person to directly make the city’s decisions.

Today we call that sort of thing direct democracy.

In a republic, an idea hearkening back to Rome, the citizens elected representatives who made the decisions on their behalf. Also potentially democratic, in the people-power sense. But in its representative, rather than direct, form, it was more Rome-y than Greece-y. They’re not opposing concepts. That’s why one of the earliest political parties in America was sometimes called the Democratic-Republicans. Our country has, at our best, aspired to combine both.3

The common usage of words changes over time.

In the late eighteenth century, democracy specifically meant “rule by the people via direct democracy,” so republic was the handier word to use as a contrast to tyranny, governance by absolute rule, by either one person or an elite noble class. Really, republicanism stood in contrast to any form of government in which a minority of the citizens could overrule the majority.

James Madison, who is constantly misrepresented by right-wingers today trying to defend minority rule (more on that in our Senate chapter), was emphatic that a republican government must be defined as a government chosen by, and acting on behalf of, the majority—the “great body of the people.” Here he is in Federalist No. 39:


We may define a republic to be, or at least may bestow that name on, a government which derives all its powers directly or indirectly from the great body of the people; and is administered by persons holding their offices during pleasure, for a limited period, or during good behaviour.



This raises an interesting question. What if people in those offices changed the rules—say, through gerrymandering—to ensure that they’d never lose office even if the majority voted them out? They’d still technically be representatives. Would you still have a republic? James Madison probably didn’t think about that. What a shortsighted knave. Right?

Moving on. Let’s read his next sentence:


It is essential to such a government, that it be derived from the great body of the society, not from an inconsiderable proportion, or a favored class of it; otherwise a handful of tyrannical nobles, exercising their oppressions by a delegation of their powers, might aspire to the rank of republicans, and claim for their government the honorable title of republic.



So, back then, the idea of majority rule was inherent in the term republic. Nowadays the handy term for that is democracy.

For example, on January 6, 2021, when Donald Trump addressed his superfans on the Ellipse before they headed down Pennsylvania Avenue, that’s the sense he was invoking when he said, “We’re gathered together in the heart of our nation’s capital for one very, very basic and simple reason: To save our democracy.”4 See?

Unfortunately, he was trying at the time to end our democracy, just as he continues to do today, from within the White House. Or at least the part of the White House that he hasn’t torn down. In any event, my linguistic argument stands.

But, dear reader, I hope you didn’t conclude from this little discussion that we don’t in fact have any old-school direct democracy in the United States of America.

Because the truth is that, in fact, there is a direct-democracy mechanism to change the laws and even the constitutions of the states that, united, constitute the United States of America. And that’s what this little chapter is about.

Per the US Constitution’s Article IV, Section 4, “The United States shall guarantee to every State in this Union a Republican Form of Government.”

But just as there are many types of Democrats and many types of Republicans (or there were, before MAGA forced the other ones out of the party), there are, when it comes to direct democracy, many types of republican state governments.

In twenty-six states, per their constitutions, citizens can put measures on the ballot and vote directly to, variously, create a law, veto a law, and/or amend the state’s constitution.*

Let’s zero in on one of those twenty-six states: Michigan.

One core thesis of this book is that Wisconsin offers a template for the national road map out of billionaire-backed antidemocratic GOP takeover. But some might argue that Michigan offers an even better template because the recovery happened even faster there.

Michigan also had a period where it demonstrated the possibility of multiracial working-class prosperity and progress but then fell under the sway of union-busting plutocratic billionaires and their puppet politicians, then launched a program of year-round organizing and fought its way out.

In fact, Michigan is already further along than Wisconsin.

Michigan not only beat their extreme far-right gerrymander (two years before Wisconsin)—Michigan’s small-d democrats have also already restored and expanded voting rights and engraved the right to reproductive freedom into their state constitution.

Not only that, but in 2022, they won a Democratic trifecta and passed a string of great bills, including, perhaps most significantly of all, a bill repealing their “right-to-work” union-busting law.5

That’s all stuff on Wisconsin’s to-do list—and, I would argue, its horizon. But they’re not things that Wisconsin has already achieved. We’ve only done the fix-the-maps part.

So why isn’t this book about Michigan?

Or why are you reading this book rather than a book such as This Is the Even Better Plan Than My Friend Ben Wikler’s Dumbass Plan, by former Michigan Democratic Party chair Lavora Barnes?

The answer is that Michigan has citizen ballot initiatives and Wisconsin does not. And neither does the United States, at the federal level. When it comes to citizen ballot initiatives, I’ve got serious Michigan envy.

In Michigan, citizens organized to ban gerrymandering statewide via a citizen-initiated constitutional amendment back in 2018.

That pivotal triumph was the result of a voter avalanche that began with a frustrated citizen who started the snowball rolling downhill with a single Facebook post: Michigander Katie Fahey, who, on November 11, 2016, posted, “I’d like to take on gerrymandering in Michigan, if you’re interested in doing this as well, please let me know :).”6

The enthusiastic response to Fahey’s post led to the formation of a group, Voters Not Politicians. Their grassroots campaign mobilized thousands of volunteers to collect more than 425,000 signatures, got their proposed amendment on the ballot, and then passed it, 61 percent to 39 percent—creating an independent redistricting commission to draw the state’s next set of maps. This, in turn, meant that—unlike in Wisconsin—Republicans couldn’t re-gerrymander their state after the 2020 census. The amendment opened the door to the adoption of fair maps in 2021, leading to Democrats winning a trifecta in 2022 and pro-workers’ rights legislation in 2023.

Fahey’s inspiring story—and the broader story of the movement for fair maps and a democracy worthy of, as James Madison put it, the honorable title of republic—is told in the documentary Slay the Dragon.

If a mechanism to unrig America via direct democracy existed at the federal level, this would be a much shorter book. It does not. This isn’t Switzerland. (Although Wisconsin Swiss cheese is arguably better than the original.) To end America’s meltdown and save democracy, we’ll have to do it the hard way—the Wisconsin way.

Wisconsin is one of the twenty-three states that lack citizen-initiated ballot measures but where state legislatures can put constitutional amendments up for a statewide vote.

The process for these amendments varies by state. To amend the Wisconsin Constitution, the legislature must pass the same proposed amendment by a simple majority in two successive legislative sessions. It then goes to a statewide yes-or-no vote. The governor plays no role; constitutional amendments are not subject to a veto.

When the constitutional amendment process can be initiated only by the legislature, and the legislature is rigged through gerrymandering, the constitution becomes a ratchet that can only ever move in the direction pushed by the dominant party. The state’s republican form of government suffers accordingly. That’s how it’s been in Wisconsin since 2010.

You might be relieved to hear, then, that, not too long ago, a powerful Wisconsin (large-R) Republican politician seemed to want to change this sorry state of affairs. Briefly.

In the summer of 2022, as you might recall, the Supreme Court of the United States overturned Roe v. Wade, effectively reviving Wisconsin’s 1849 abortion ban. The ban was hideously unpopular. In polls, roughly two-thirds of Wisconsinites supported legal access to abortion. Protests erupted immediately.7

This posed a serious political problem for Senator Ron Johnson, who had cosponsored legislation imposing a national abortion ban no less than seven times and was up for reelection that November.8

But Johnson, no doubt advised by his campaign strategist Chris LaCivita (who would soon lead strategy, with Susie Wiles, for Trump’s 2024 campaign), had a bright idea about how to dodge accountability for his politically toxic record on abortion. Instead of answering questions about exactly what kind of abortion ban he still supported, he would propose settling the issue in a different way—by letting the voters decide for themselves.

“My recommendation would be a referendum,” Johnson told the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, adding, “We really ought to poll the citizens. And I’d rather do it through a direct referendum.”9

A great idea. Except for the little problem that, as he well knew, citizen-initiated referenda in Wisconsin didn’t actually exist.

If you want to have a referendum on abortion in Wisconsin, step one is to amend the constitution to allow citizen referenda.

That’s exactly what Governor Evers proposed. On September 21, he held a press conference and called for a special session of the state legislature to pass a constitutional amendment allowing for citizen ballot initiatives. In a moment of bipartisan comity, Evers approvingly cited Ron Johnson: “He said let’s let the people take care of this. And we agree with him.”10

But then, in a moment of highly partisan comedy, Ron Johnson immediately flop-flipped away from his original flip-flop.

“Because of the profound nature of this decision,” as his spokesperson explained his position, “the debate should not be rushed or used as a political instrument, but instead allow enough time for a thorough discussion.”11

The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel dryly noted, “It is unclear when or how Johnson wants the question to be posed to Wisconsin voters.”12 Presumably sometime in the twenty-third century.

Johnson’s evasion on abortion—a trial run of the dodge-the-issue approach that Trump successfully took on abortion in 2024—worked out for him. He won in a squeaker. More on that in chapter 8.

But in places where direct democracy exists—such as the sixteen red, blue, and purple states that have considered ballot initiatives on abortion since the Supreme Court’s decision in Dobbs—the vast majority of voters have used their freedom to choose more freedom.13

Kansas, which Trump won by fifteen points in 2020, came first, voting no on an antiabortion amendment a mere thirty-nine days after Dobbs.

That fall, voters in Kentucky and Montana rejected antiabortion measures, and California, Vermont, and Michigan voters amended their constitutions to protect abortion rights—in Michigan, ending a ban dating back to 1931.

The next year, Ohioans voted for the “Right to Reproductive Freedom with Protections for Health and Safety,” 57–43.

Then, in 2024, voters organized to put abortion measures on the ballot in ten more states. Initiatives protecting reproductive freedom passed in seven states: Arizona, Colorado, Maryland, Missouri, Montana (again!), Nevada, and New York. In Florida, a pro-freedom amendment got 57 percent of the vote, but because Florida requires 60 percent for an amendment to pass, it failed. Antiabortion amendments passed in only two states: Nebraska and South Dakota.

If you’re in a state with a citizen ballot initiative process, then, like Katie Fahey in Michigan, you’ve got an extraordinarily powerful tool at your disposal.

You can also lend a hand in other states where your time, energy, and maybe hard-earned cheddar can expand democracy, freedom, and economic opportunity—even in states where pro-democracy/freedom/opportunity politicians keep losing in landslides. The Ballot Initiative Strategy Center’s Ballot Measure Hub is a good place to start looking for fights that fit the bill. The center’s website is easy to remember: ballot.org.

If you’re in a state like Wisconsin, then you should put a longer-term, multistep plan on your to-do list.

Step one: Win a pro-democracy trifecta (which could mean pro-democracy Democrats or, as in Alaska, a multiparty coalition).

Step two: Advocate to your state legislature to put a constitutional amendment on the ballot that would create a citizen ballot initiative process.

Step three: Organize for that amendment and actually get it passed.

There you go! If Republicans in Wisconsin and elsewhere have perfected a “use power to do more power grabs” strategy, you now have a recipe for a “use democracy to create more democracy” counter. If Democrats win a trifecta in Wisconsin in 2026 and again in 2028, they could create a ballot initiative process before 2030.

Don’t think that this is a panacea. Citizen ballot initiatives can be used by everyone, including people with whom you disagree vehemently. Republicans, infamously, used ballot initiatives to ban same-sex marriage in state after state in the 2000s, as a cynical strategy to drive up voter turnout by religious conservatives in order to improve Republicans’ electoral chances.

Democracy doesn’t mean you get what you want. It means the public is more likely to get what it wants. So once you’ve got a ballot initiative process, the onus is on you to try to convince the public to support the things you think will make your state a better place. After a string of losses, the marriage equality movement did exactly that. It’s worth reading about, once you finish this book. (Key insight: Messages like “Love is love” and “freedom to marry,” which tap into fundamental human values, work better than dry, lawyerly messages like “Marriage confers 1,138 legal rights and benefits to straight couples that are currently denied to same-sex couples.”)14

Bear in mind that there are some important differences between direct democracy as practiced in the twenty-first century and direct democracy as practiced in ancient Athens. The lack of in-person deliberation is just the start. In Athens, unlike, say, California, most people couldn’t vote. Many were slaves. And there weren’t professional signature-collection firms.

As many Californians are quick to point out, it’s possible to get logjammed with a zillion ballot initiatives, often written in intentionally obscure language and financed by deep-pocketed sponsors who have a direct stake in the outcome, resulting in a thicket of hard-to-reconcile, hard-to-change constitutional provisions. Political scientists have a bunch of ideas for how to improve California’s system, such as, presumably, the wearing of togas. Or adopting Oregon’s Citizens’ Initiative Review model, in which a panel of randomly selected citizens hear pro/con arguments over each measure and write up statements for voters to review.†

And there’s another danger to keep in mind as well.

As you embark on your dragon-slayer warrior journey to amend state constitutions in the direction of progress, bear in mind that, as with the dreaded Hydra, removing one head can lead to encounters with yet more venomous monster noggins. That’s because the democracy saboteurs who rig their maps will often stop at nothing to prevent those maps from being unrigged, ballot initiatives be damned.

If ballot initiatives are your only hope, you might find that your only hope is obviated.

Only Hope Is Obviated. That makes an acronym: OHIO.

Ohio. There be dragons.

Ohio used to be a swing state, just like Wisconsin and Michigan. In fact, even more so. Ohio voted for fourteen presidential election winners in a row: Johnson, Nixon, Nixon, Carter, Reagan, Reagan, Bush, Clinton, Clinton, Bush, Bush, Obama, Obama, and Trump. Ohio’s vote for Trump in 2020—by which time Trump-era shifts had cemented Ohio’s new status as a red state—was the first time it had plumped for a losing presidential candidate in more than a half century.

Back in 2006, I went to work for then-congressman Sherrod Brown on his US Senate campaign after hearing his argument that he could, through his campaign that year, show how someone with his politics could win in a state like Ohio—and thereby blaze a trail for Democrats nationwide in 2008. Ohio, in other words, was supposed to be the model.

But Ohio was already a leader in another respect—and not a good one. No, I’m not talking about its habit of producing forgettable presidents.‡ I’m talking about the state’s notoriously riggable system for drawing state legislative maps. Whichever party controlled the statewide offices in census years was able to dominate the map-drawing process. Republicans had gerrymandered Ohio to the hilt in both 2001 and 2011.

Public outrage eventually grew so intense that, in 2014, a bipartisan group of Ohio legislators launched a ballot initiative for a new map-drawing process and a requirement that maps reflect statewide voting preferences and not unduly favor one political party. Sounded great. In 2015, voters approved it 71–29.

Gerrymandering was over! The dragon had been slain!

Then along came the 2020 census, and the once-a-decade process of drawing new maps. Things went sideways pretty quickly. The map-drawing commission—dominated 5–2 by Republicans—introduced yet another set of hyper-gerrymandered maps. A group of voters and voting and civil rights groups filed suit. Success: The Ohio Supreme Court struck down the maps.15

Back to the commission, to draw up new maps that actually passed muster under the new laws. At least that was the idea. But instead of acceding to the court and drawing fair maps, they decided to just pass another round of ultra-Republican gerrymanders.

Again the court struck down the maps.

And then a third time.

And a fourth.

And then a fifth time.16

Finally, the clock had run out. In the 2022 midterms, Ohio’s voters cast ballots yet again in hyper-gerrymandered districts drawn in defiance of the state’s highest court and its voters alike.

This wasn’t working.

But the voters, inspired by their friends in Michigan, knew they had a recourse: yet another ballot initiative. They formed a committee, Citizens Not Politicians, to replace their now not-so-new redistricting commission with an actually new one that would remove politicians from the process entirely.

To get their measure on the ballot, they’d need a lot of signatures from a lot of places. Per Ohio’s rules, they needed signatures equal to at least 5 percent of the votes cast for the governor’s race in at least forty-four of Ohio’s eighty-eight counties—and a total number of signatures equal to at least 10 percent of the last gubernatorial turnout.

Just over four million voters meant they needed just over four hundred thousand signatures. They got 731,306. They’d done it.

But, as sometimes happens in modern-day simulations of the ancient world, a funny thing happened on the way to the forum of direct democracy.

Ohio’s ballot initiative process allows citizens to write proposed constitutional amendments but also empowers a board to write a summary of the amendment. Voters see the summary before they vote. The Ohio ballot board in question is called the Ohio Ballot Board. Great name, right? Clearly a body dedicated to plain language.

But the Ohio Ballot Board was then (and is now) controlled by, you guessed it, Republicans. And these particular board members decided to adopt language to put on the ballot that would totally confuse the voters of Ohio.

A ballot proposal to ban partisan gerrymandering was summarized thusly to Ohio’s voters: The proposal would “establish a new taxpayer-funded commission of appointees required to gerrymander the boundaries of state legislative and congressional districts.”17

Voters rejected the proposal, 54–46.

Had they rejected the ban on gerrymandering? Or had they tried to reject gerrymandering but gotten confused? It didn’t matter. The old system stayed in place. Ohio’s maps remain rigged, even as I write this sentence. The dragons had obviated what voters might have thought was Ohio’s only hope.

The flickering candle of democracy in Ohio, Birthplace of Presidents, had been blown nearly all the way out—and was now reduced to the mocking glow of a fading ember.

But as long as any spark was yet visible, the hope for a republican form of government in the state of Ohio—the dream of democracy itself—would not die.

Because there was, and is, still a hope for Ohio, and for all the Ohios of this great nation. There may not have been a way to unrig the maps and rescue democracy through the powers afforded Ohioans by their state constitution. But state laws are superseded by federal laws. And it might still be possible to pass a nationwide ban on partisan gerrymandering that would apply to every single state—state legislative and congressional districts alike.

There is still one way out. The hardest of hard ways.

Passing a federal law.

Doing it will require, as the first step, winning the House.



	* In one of these states, Mississippi, the process exists in the constitution but is currently impossible to implement. The Mississippi Constitution explicitly requires signatures from five congressional districts in order for ballot initiatives to qualify. But the state dropped to four districts after the 2000 census. The state supreme court ruled in 2021 that this means the state has “a ballot initiative process that cannot work” until the constitution is amended. As of this writing, a proposal to amend the constitution to resolve this preposterous quandary is under consideration in the legislature. In re Initiative Measure No. 65, 2020-IA-01199-SCT (Miss. 2021).

	† Oregon’s CIR system is a cousin of the modern “citizens’ assembly,” which carries forward the deliberative spirit of direct democracy. Versions of this approach have been used to great effect around the United States and the world. Healthy Democracy, the group that pioneered Oregon’s model, is one of a bunch of groups working to expand this approach, which, thanks to modern technology, is increasingly scalable. Lots to love here for democracy nerds!

	‡ I’m referring here to the likes of Rutherford B. Hayes, Benjamin Harrison, and Warren Harding. In fairness, Ohio also produced some memorable ones, like Ulysses S. Grant, and one, James Garfield, who was long forgotten but has come back into vogue recently thanks to an excellent Netflix miniseries.










Chapter 7 House of Pain

Does politics ever make you angry?

Ever looked at what was going on in the US Capitol and wanted to storm in there and just scream? Not as part of an insurrection, but just on a random day?

Maybe you’ve dreamed of yelling, “Wake the fuck up, you little shits! What the fuck are you all doing? Get the fuck out of here. You’re defiling the place!”

I understand the sentiment. Relatable. But what if I told you that, in fact, someone has screamed those exact phrases, right there in the Capitol rotunda—and it was a member of Congress?

Don’t you want to vote for him already? He’s as mad as you!

There’s a problem.

This incensed representative wasn’t screaming at his fellow members of Congress as they failed to put any check on the emerging Trumpian dictatorship. No, this incident took place before Trump’s reelection, and the congressman was screaming, possibly drunk,* at a group of high school students from the Senate Page Program, who were participating in a cherished page tradition, lying on the floor of the rotunda and, looking straight up, snapping photos of its beautifully painted dome.1

Meet Derrick Van Orden, Republican congressman from Wisconsin’s Third Congressional District, January 6 attendee, enthusiastic cutter of health care, enricher (via tax cuts) of far-right billionaire political donors, and a human distillation of so much of what’s wrong with the MAGA mob now running the People’s House and what was once the party of Lincoln.

Derrick Van Orden, in my view, has no business representing any part of Wisconsin in the House. But he is, sadly, a GOP representative who is representative of today’s GOP. So let’s get to know him.

Van Orden spends an astonishing amount of time on Twitter, typically trolling Democrats with puerile nicknames and quote-tweeting fellow Republican politicians and right-wing talk radio hosts with one-word posts like “Correct” and “Math.”

His obscene tirade against the Senate’s teenage pages earned him rare bipartisan denunciations on the Senate floor from both Chuck Schumer (“I was shocked when I heard about it, and I am further shocked at his refusal to apologize to these young people”) and Mitch McConnell (“Everybody on this side of the aisle feels exactly the same way” as Schumer).2 But it didn’t lead him to resign in disgrace. Or even apologize. Maybe because the screaming fit was entirely in character for Van Orden. A few months later, he exploded in curses at officials presenting a classified briefing about Israel, tossing in an f-bomb at a fellow member of Congress for good measure. The following year, Van Orden interrupted President Biden’s State of the Union address by yelling “Lies!” (in response to something factually correct).3

Van Orden didn’t suddenly become a screamer once he arrived in Congress. He also screamed on the campaign trail. In the summer of 2021, he visited a library in the town where he lives, Prairie du Chien. He began “shouting” at a staff member and “aggressively shoving the books around,” demanding to know who had set up an LGBTQ book display in the children’s section (this was during Pride Month) so he could “teach them a lesson.” The staffer was a seventeen-year-old library page, who later told reporters that she had been “terrified.” 4

That day, he checked out every single book from the display, presumably so that young people couldn’t read them, although we can’t definitively rule out a sincere interest in broadening his own horizons.

That particular story does have a happy ending, at least in its immediate aftermath: Reports of the incident went viral, and the library was flooded with donations of LGBTQ-themed books from around the country.5 But Van Orden was elected to his first stint in Congress the following year.

Van Orden’s rage issues are far from the only causes for concern about him. There’s also the sexual harassment incident he bragged about in his 2015 memoir, Book of Man: A Navy SEAL’s Guide to the Lost Art of Manhood; his probation for bringing a loaded 9mm handgun to the security checkpoint at an Iowa airport; and the photo that appears to place him not only on the grounds of the Capitol during the insurrection but, per a recreation of the photo by the Daily Beast, inside a restricted area there. (He told the court that the gun incident was inadvertent and claimed of January 6, “I did not step foot on the Capitol grounds.”)6

Still, none of those things is the biggest problem with Derrick Van Orden.

The biggest problem with Derrick Van Orden is that he voted to take away health care, school meals, and food assistance from millions of Americans. All to fund tax cuts for people who never need to worry about paying for a doctor visit, a kid’s lunch, or filling a grocery cart. In other words, he voted, along with nearly every other Republican in both chambers of Congress, for the perversely named One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA, a pathetic acronym).7

After the House passed the bill, an anonymous Twitter user posted a quick recap of the damage that apparently caught Derrick Van Orden’s eye. The post read:


17 million people just lost health care.

18 million kids just lost school meals.

3 million Americans just lost food assistance. . . .



And Derrick Van Orden, in his trademark one-word quote-tweet style, reposted that anguished litany with an enthusiastic, exclamation-point enhanced:


YES!



Then, perhaps realizing that his post might not represent perfect optics, he quickly deleted the tweet.8

Politicians who yell at kids? Not great, obviously. But the real issue here is that Congress has an enormous amount of power. Power that can directly affect the lives of everyone in our country and, indeed, people all over the world. And Derrick Van Orden wields that power for the benefit of right-wing billionaires and against ordinary people. That’s what makes him wrong for Wisconsin.

Hospitals were already closing in his congressional district before Derrick Van Orden voted to slash $1 trillion from Medicaid, leaving his constituents to drive hours for treatments.†9

Electricity bills were already likely to rise before Derrick Van Orden voted to kill $500 billion for clean energy, including thirty projects in his own district that would have increased supply and brought down costs.10

Oh, but taxes on rich people were going to rise when Trump’s first-term tax credits expired.

And Derrick Van Orden simply couldn’t abide by that.

Which, again, puts him in exactly the same category as nearly every other GOP member of the House and Senate, even if many of them might frown at his anger management issues. People like Tom Tiffany, now running for Wisconsin governor, and Representative Bryan Steil, whom you’ll meet later in this chapter. If you live in a red district, it almost certainly includes your own Republican member of Congress.

Other chapters in this book detail the complex interlocking nature of American political power. Often, to make progress in one area, you have to make change through another. To win your legislature, you may need to win your state supreme court. To make state ballot initiatives possible, you may need to win your legislature. To reform the US Supreme Court, as we’ll discuss in the next chapter, you need to change the rules of the Senate.

But the House is, in a sense, a little more straightforward: Right now, the most urgent priority is simply to win a few more districts by beating guys like Derrick Van Orden.

Can it really be that simple?

Look: I can understand where you’re coming from if you look at the House and conclude that it’s broken.

And, indeed, there are all kinds of interesting ideas out there for reforming the House to make it more small-d democratic, less extreme, and more effective. I won’t argue with you if you and your fellow members of a small group of thoughtful, committed individuals decide to try to change the world by advocating to your member of Congress to support House reform.

Some reform ideas have come from Republicans like Mike Gallagher, a conservative former congressman from Wisconsin who, a few times, bucked Trump—such as when, a week after January 6, he said, “Trump has lost my support—permanently” even as he explained why he had voted against Trump’s impeachment.11 A few years later, after someone called a SWAT team to his house on false pretenses while he was home with his wife and young children—a hideous, dangerous, and increasingly common form of harassment, often of public figures, known as swatting—he decided to leave politics. He resigned his House seat and went to work for the defense contractor Palantir. But well before all that, he wrote an essay in The Atlantic titled “How to Salvage Congress,” in which he argued for adopting a more bottom-up system for choosing the leadership of House committees, streamlining the committee structure to match the structure of the executive branch, and changing the congressional calendar.12

Would those ideas, as Gallagher argued, break gridlock and make the House more efficient? Maybe. But not nearly as much as simply changing who is in charge.

Other proposals come from political scientists, like Lee Drutman, author of Breaking the Two-Party Doom Loop: The Case for Multiparty Democracy in America. He thinks we should create multimember House districts with ranked-choice voting. That way, in a three-member district where, for example, 33 percent of the voters are on one side and 67 percent are on the other, all the voters could send someone to Congress who represents them instead of only one member who represents two-thirds of them. Members of smaller political parties might have a better shot at winning seats. Liberals in conservative areas, and vice versa, wouldn’t be so voiceless. Multimember districts would also make it easier for voters to, if they wished, choose representation across race and ethnicity, even if (as presaged in chapter 5 and discussed in more detail later) the US Supreme Court rips out section 2 of the Voting Rights Act in Louisiana v. Callais.13

Another idea backed by Drutman and many other reformers across the political spectrum, which works well in combination with the multimember district concept, is to simply change the size of the House.

This argument was laid out in the report “The Case for Enlarging the House of Representatives,” published by the nonpartisan American Academy of Arts and Sciences, where Nobel Prize laureates rub shoulders with Supreme Court justices and toast their institution’s founders and early members, such as John Adams and Ben Franklin.

As in the Supreme Court and the Senate (though for very different reasons), changes in the size of the House used to be commonplace. In fact, James Madison’s original proposal was for the House to grow proportionately with the growing population of the country, so that representatives could stay well attuned to those they represented. But the constitutional amendment that would have created that system fell one state short of ratification.

Nonetheless, the House steadily expanded itself after each census all the way until 1910, when it hit 435 members, each representing, on average, 210,583 people. But then, in 1929, after a decade of wrangling about the next expansion, Congress passed a bill freezing the number in place. At the time, each House member represented about 280,000 people. Today, each represents, on average, a district of more than 750,000 people, which is far greater than the district size in any other developed country. With a bigger House and smaller districts, advocates argue, you’d get better representation (across ideology, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, and much else), fewer barriers to entry to Congress, and less raw partisanship dictating what happens and what doesn’t.14

There are yet more ideas, many of them already in effect in different parts of the country. Fusion voting, where multiple parties can nominate the same candidate, as in New York and Connecticut. Nonpartisan primaries, as in California, Washington, and Alaska. Fascinating stuff. Bring on the reforms. This is the time to be bold.

But a focus on these kinds of reforms ignores something central to our political quandary, something kinda impolite to say in the hallowed halls of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Which is: The biggest issue these days is House Republicans.

It’s not that the House is so broken that it never tackles the country’s many problems. It’s that, legislatively, one of the two major parties focuses on just one single thing: tax cuts for the rich.

Giant tax cuts for the rich are never, ever, ever promised by Republican campaign ads. But they’re always, always, always the number one priority for Republicans when they take control of Congress. The One Big Beautiful Bi—no, I can’t keep writing that phrase with a straight face. The One Bloated Billionaire Boondoggle Act was the only major bill passed by the Republican Congress in the year 2025.

Similarly, in Trump’s first term, the one truly major legislative accomplishment (until the COVID pandemic) was the so-called Tax Cuts and Jobs Act—another giant tax giveaway to the ultra-wealthy and big corporations.

In fairness, Trump would have had the full Republican alley-oop—tax cuts for the rich (the pass) paid for by program cuts for the middle class and the poor (the dunk)—if he’d been able to force through his repeal of the Affordable Care Act. But a nationwide public uprising stopped ACA repeal from passing the Senate, by a single vote. So Trump would have to wait for his second term to really slam that cut-your-health-care ball into the basket.

The previous Republican trifecta came under George W. Bush. For W., it’s not fair to say that tax cuts for the rich were his only priority. Particularly after 9/11, he developed a range of other interests, including the war in Iraq that led to hundreds of thousands of Iraqi deaths and cost the lives of thousands of US servicemembers. On the other side of the ledger, his President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, which has saved at least twenty-six million lives worldwide, is one of the most significant and positive achievements by any president in my lifetime.15

But what was George W. Bush’s first big legislative win? Tax cuts for the rich. And what was the one major legislative area that he visited not once, but twice? Bingo: tax cuts for the rich.16

And while you’re on a roll, see if you can guess: What, by far, is the biggest driver of our country’s structural budget deficits? What’s responsible for more than $10 trillion in public debt since 2001, a number still rising rapidly—debt constantly cited by the right as a pretext for cutting programs that benefit the poor, the middle class, and the public at large? What type of policy has repeatedly been sold as economic stimulus for working people, only to, in a vast array of careful economic studies, be shown to fail miserably at stimulating much of anything other than the private island industry?17

You guessed it. Republican tax cut bills. Primarily benefiting the rich.

You could think of Republican members of Congress as little rollers moving a conveyer belt of money from you and your middle-class friends and neighbors toward the people who own mega-yachts and vacation ranches in Montana, like the asshole newcomers in Yellowstone. Federal policy touches many aspects of our lives. But from an economic perspective, the twenty-first-century Republican legislative record is a multi-trillion-dollar heap of regressive tax cuts in the foreground and then some minor details in the background.

Why do they do this? You might be tempted to think of it as a crass, corrupt, money-for-campaign-donations transaction, something they know is wrong but do anyway in order to gain power. But I don’t think that’s it. It’s a bedrock belief for tons of conservatives that the real engine of prosperity and progress is the genius and hard work of the ultra-talented ultra-rich, and that taxing those at the top—especially to fund programs that they believe don’t work—is morally wrong, wasteful, and counterproductive. They see taxing the wealthy as theft that leaves everyone poorer.

Some reached this point of view by immersing themselves in the writings of Ayn Rand. Some reached those conclusions on their own. But however they came to think this way, they went through a filter: If you don’t find a way to get pumped about enriching the rich, you simply have no future in Republican politics. Your career will bump into a subbasement ceiling.

The only politicians in the GOP’s penthouses are the ones who don’t piss off the people who own the building.

Meanwhile, the basics of life have gotten infuriatingly expensive for regular folks, worker protections have crumpled, and rising generations have concluded that the American dream so vaunted by boomers is receding into history.

All of which makes it a little rich that Derrick Van Orden campaigned on a cost-of-living agenda that he summarized as “gas, groceries, and grandchildren.”18

In summary: Other than tax cuts, not a lot happens policy-wise when Republicans control the House.

Which makes for a remarkably clear contrast with the periods in recent memory when the House majority was in the hands of Democrats.

Under Democrats, the House works.

Democrats have held House majorities twice in the twenty-first century: from 2007 to 2011 and from 2019 to 2023. Both times, under Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s sure hand, they passed an extraordinary array of bills that, if they had been passed by the Senate and signed into law, would have addressed many of the profound concerns of regular Americans across the country.

The widespread public perception that the government is mired in gridlock and can’t pass anything—and the related widespread impression that Democratic politicians talk a big game but don’t have the guts to actually do anything—is not entirely wrong. But when you look at the record, it’s instantly clear that it doesn’t accurately describe Democratic majorities in the House.

Let’s take a stroll down memory lane, which is located in downtown Congressional Record City.

You might be aware of the breakthrough series of bills that passed into law under President Biden. The American Rescue Plan of 2021, the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act of 2021 (the biggest investment in infrastructure since Eisenhower’s interstate highway system), the Inflation Reduction Act of 2022, which empowered Medicare to negotiate lower drug prices with pharma, brought down Affordable Care Act health insurance premiums, imposed a corporate minimum tax, and funded a huge set of clean-energy projects (which had the potential not only to slow global warming but also to reduce your electricity bill—until Trump came in and canceled them all). The CHIPS and Science Act, a quarter-trillion-dollar investment in building semiconductor chips in the US that feels awfully timely in this emerging era of artificial intelligence. The PACT Act, to expand Veterans Administration health care. Oh, and the Respect for Marriage Act (led by Wisconsin’s own Tammy Baldwin!), to prevent the rogue Supreme Court from threatening marriage equality, and the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act, the most significant gun safety law in nearly thirty years.

All in all, it made Biden, as presidential historian Mark K. Updegrove wrote in Time magazine in the twilight of Biden’s term, “the most important legislative President since Lyndon B. Johnson.”19

But none of those things would have reached the Resolute Desk without first passing the Democratic-led House.

(By the way: If you’re reading all of this and thinking, “Yeah, a lot of good any of that did—prices rose, people got mad, Trump won, and now everything’s a flaming mess,” well, bear with me. We’ll get to that.)

All of that stuff passed into law. A big deal! And yet it pales in comparison with the FDR-scale flood of major legislative initiatives that passed with majority votes through the House and then died.

Democracy is a topic that may be of interest to readers of this book. And you might wonder, “Democrats in Congress yammer on and on about democracy, but do they actually do anything to bolster it?” OK, challenge accepted. The first bill passed by the House of Representatives in 2021 was in fact also the first bill passed by the House in 2019: H.R. 1, the For the People Act.

This law would have gone a hell of a long way toward saving democracy. (Or republicanism. Whatever.) If it passes into law in the future, it still could.

The For the People Act would ban partisan gerrymandering nationwide and require independent redistricting committees in every state. It would require disclosure of who’s financing dark-money campaign ads. It would defang voter suppression by requiring automatic and same-day voter registration nationwide, expanding early voting, and make casting of mail ballots easier so that more people can vote from home. And it would tighten ethics rules on federal officials to prevent corruption (although the bill wouldn’t have banned Trump from accepting a luxury jumbo jet from Qatar, maybe because that was already banned by the Constitution).

It passed the Democratic House. Twice.

The problem is that it then died in the Senate. Both times.

And there’s the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act of 2021, which would have dramatically restored and strengthened protections against the kind of voter suppression—especially targeting Black people—that has become a mainstay of Republican state governments around the country. The United States Supreme Court has been steadily disemboweling the 1965 Voting Rights Act that John Lewis, Martin Luther King Jr., Bayard Rustin, and so many other heroes nonviolently fought, and in some cases died, to pass. The Lewis bill would have erected a fortress of democracy strong enough to withstand the high court’s siege.

It passed the Democratic House.

Unfortunately, and I wish this were just a minor detail, it then died in the Senate.

Then there’s the Protecting the Right to Organize Act of 2021, which strengthens union organizing rights, bans union-busting “right-to-work” laws nationwide, and penalizes employers who retaliate against workers trying to form a union. Why is it, in a country where two-thirds of the public approves of unions, and about half of nonunion workers say they’d join a union if given the chance, that only about 11 percent of workers are represented by a union?20 The answers include anti-union laws, anti-union strategies by corporations, and weakened enforcement of labor law violations by the government. The PRO Act addresses all three, and helps more of the spectacular, historic wealth generated in our amazing country flow to the people doing the work, not just the people who own or run the companies.

Great law. Passed the Democratic House. Died in the Senate.

That’s just the start. There’s also the Women’s Health Protection Act, which would end the lethal state abortion bans around the country and put women, families, and doctors back in charge of health care decisions. The Bipartisan Background Checks Act, closing the “gun show loophole” on gun sales, something 93 percent of Americans support in an era when gun violence is the leading cause of children’s deaths. The Build Back Better Act, which would bring down the cost to families of child care, ensure universal prekindergarten, address the housing crisis, give every American paid parental and medical leave (something workers in the rest of the developed world already have and are stunned to hear that Americans aren’t guaranteed), and expand health care coverage, all paid for by taxes on multimillionaires, billionaires, and corporations. Another law giving DC statehood, at very long last. More laws extending Civil Rights Act protections to LGBTQ people, giving Dreamers a path to citizenship, reforming policies to combat police misconduct and racial bias in law enforcement, strengthening equal pay protections, conserving one thousand miles of rivers, and expanding youth apprenticeships so that kids can get on track for great careers in the trades.

All of those bills passed the Democratic House! Just in the last few years!

All of them died in the Senate.

There’s a similar pile of legislative corpses from the previous Democratic House, from 2007 to 2011. And another one from the brief Democratic majority during Clinton’s presidency, 1993 to 1995.

You may not agree with all of those bills. Maybe you think they would have been a disaster. Maybe you’re irked about what’s missing from the list (more stuff to bring down prices and a comprehensive border security/immigration reform bill would have been good, for example). And if you watch the House closely, or have ever worked there, you can dream up lots of ways to improve its functioning. Fine.

But you can’t look at that list of bills and conclude that the central problem in the House is Democratic timidity and inaction. You can’t sustain an argument that some structural barrier stops House Democrats from passing bills addressing the issues they think are most urgent. Democratic lawmakers do their job: make laws.

Congress is also responsible for oversight. Both parties are always enthusiastic about providing oversight when the president is from the opposite party and much less critical, at least in public, when the president is of their own party. But that doesn’t mean the parties are the same when it comes to oversight. They’re not, by a long shot.

Witness the January 6th Committee—a masterpiece of serious oversight run by Democrats, plus a few Republicans who put country over party. The GOP has never overseen a similarly serious investigation of the Biden or Obama administrations, but, in fairness, neither Biden nor Obama ever attempted to overturn a presidential election.

Moreover, at times, Democrats in Congress (and here I’m talking about both chambers) also conduct oversight of Democratic presidents, not just Republican ones. The Democratic-led House launched an investigation into the Biden administration’s handling of the Afghanistan withdrawal. They investigated the Biden administration’s lapses that exacerbated a baby formula shortage. They held hearings to evaluate progress on the implementation of the CHIPS and infrastructure laws. These weren’t “gotcha” hearings—they sought to figure out what was happening and how it could go better. But that’s an important part of responsible oversight, in keeping with a goal widely pursued (if not always achieved) by Democrats: making government work.

Such an approach draws from a great tradition exemplified by then-senator Harry Truman, who led a bipartisan committee to investigate war profiteering and waste in defense spending under the FDR administration during World War II. Later, Democratic senators led investigations into the LBJ administration’s lies about Vietnam.

It’s an almost surreal contrast with what you see from Republican House majorities, which in recent decades have embarked on theatrical “hearings” and “investigations” that only ever target Democrats, where conclusions are drawn in advance, and where evidence is selectively filtered, or entirely invented, in order to serve political goals. Think Benghazi, Burisma, Solyndra, Uranium One, and the Biden impeachment inquiry.

As of this writing, Republican House majorities have shown zero interest in oversight of the Trump administration. Even when Trump’s in the White House, GOP oversight still consists of going after Democrats. For example, in 2025, the GOP-led House Oversight Committee looking into the Epstein files deemed the scandal a “hoax” and proudly announced that its chair had “destroyed Democrats’ latest anti-Trump narrative.”21

In sum: If you want action in the House as it’s currently configured, give a Democrat the speaker’s gavel.

For decades, when Democrats have run the House, it has worked, and when Republicans have run the House, it’s been a train wreck. A House of horrors. A House of ill repute. A House of cards. A House of blues, except not cool and full of music like the real House of Blues. A House of pain.‡

This isn’t just me saying this. It’s also Norm Ornstein, a self-identified moderate who has worked with leaders of both parties to improve the functioning of political processes for decades. He serves as a senior fellow emeritus at the conservative American Enterprise Institute, is (at least as of 2017) a registered Democrat, and has supported both Democrats and Republicans.22 He’s also probably the most frequently quoted living observer of Congress.§

Ornstein has been raising the alarm about this situation for years. The successive titles of some recent books he’s written with his fellow über-wonk Thomas E. Mann of the Brookings Institution give you a sense of the pair’s mounting concern: Their 2006 book was called The Broken Branch: How Congress Is Failing America and How to Get It Back on Track. In 2012, they came out with It’s Even Worse Than It Looks: How the American Constitutional System Collided with the New Politics of Extremism. And then 2016 brought a reissue whose cover was marked up to create the title It’s Even Worse Than It Was. You might notice that all of these books were published during Republican House majorities, not Democratic ones.

I’ve known Norm since I booked him on The Al Franken Show when I was a baby radio producer fresh out of college, back in the golden era before any of those books came out. So, I called him and asked about the argument I laid out above. Here’s his response:


It’s been true for decades that Republicans don’t have any kind of a platform. They don’t have policy goals except nihilistic ones. When they run the House, if there’s a Democratic president, they will do ridiculous faux oversight but not pass any legislation. When Republicans have the House and the presidency, they do no oversight and pass nothing other than what’s been ordered by their president—and that’s generally focused on tax cuts for the rich.



And, I asked, when Democrats run the House?


Democrats always have, at the top of their agenda, policy goals. Their main focus is passing policy. And what’s also true is that, even when there’s a Democratic president, they’ll actually do oversight as well. Democrats do policy and oversight.



The consequences for the nation of this enormous gulf between the parties are dire. Unfortunately, though, those consequences are rarely electoral. The GOP pays little price at the ballot box for its fecklessness, and Democrats get few benefits for acting responsibly.

Neither the occasional voters nor the swing voters who can give the majority-winning party its margin of victory are given to tracking congressional productivity statistics. If you’re thinking a lot about policy, you already know that you’re going to vote and which party you’re going to vote for.

In the long term, there are indeed political consequences for this asymmetric dysfunction—but they’re not the kind of consequences that make you feel that life is fair.

The impact of legislation on people’s day-to-day lives generally takes years to play out. By the time GOP legislation takes effect and people notice that their health care benefits have been cut, control of Congress and the White House may have swung back to Democrats—who then take the blame. And when Democrats pursue sound policies, it’s often Republicans who reap the rewards.

It sucks. But that’s life.

In my view, the most important reason to pass good laws isn’t to get a political benefit—it’s to help people. Getting a chance to make life better for people is the reward for winning elections. The fates neither justly reward nor justly punish behavior while in office. You can do everything right and still lose.

Which brings us back to the question of how to win, and how you can help.

The huge difference between the parties makes it extra painful to think about the tiny number of votes in the handful of districts that determine House control, here in this country of more than 340 million people.

You might remember from chapter 1 (if so, I’m impressed!) that, in 2024, the House majority came down to 7,309 total votes across just three districts.

If you lived in Iowa’s First Congressional District, Colorado’s Eighth, or Pennsylvania’s Seventh and, instead of voting that year, you organized a few hundred friends and acquaintances to go on a Disney cruise, then you would be personally responsible for Congress’s defunding of PBS. In that scenario, Oscar the Grouch would be rightfully (for once) furious with you. But Disney would win both ways: cruise ticket sales and kneecapping the competition.

In 2022, Democrats would have held the House majority if they’d been able to turn out 6,675 more votes across five districts—or flip 3,342 voters from Republican to Democratic.23

In 2020, Democrats held a House majority—but if Republicans had flipped 15,880 votes in five districts, there would have been no Democratic trifecta, and that big list of Democratic bills from 2021 that you just endured would have been zero items long.

There were some ludicrously close races in 2020. In Iowa’s Second Congressional District, Democrat Rita Hart lost by just six votes. Democrats could have won five more races by flipping just 2,871 votes. If they’d done that, and then held those seats the next cycle (likely, given that incumbents typically do a couple of points better than nonincumbents24—although, of course, the situation was scrambled by redistricting), Democrats might have kept their House majority in 2022.

It hasn’t always been this way. Back before all the conservatives moved over to the GOP in the long wake of the Civil Rights Act, party control of Congress used to be stable for long periods of time. But with today’s ideologically sorted parties and razor-thin election margins, the speaker’s gavel keeps getting passed back and forth over the aisle like mononucleosis in a middle school.¶

The bad news is that, unless something major changes (see chapter 10), we’re likely to stay in a period of congressional instability for years to come.

The good news is that Republican congressional majorities, like memos in Mission: Impossible, eventually self-destruct. Over and over, Republican House speakers (and almost-speakers) step down amid clouds of caucus corruption, overreach, and intra-GOP civil war, and House majorities collapse in paroxysms of scandal. Ask Newt Gingrich, Bob Livingston, Dennis Hastert, John Boehner, Paul Ryan, Kevin McCarthy, and, sometime soon, surely, Mike Johnson.

Today’s House Republican caucus is a coalition of what you might call “very right-wing and terrified of being blown up by Trump” Republicans and “even more extremely right-wing and slavering at the opportunity to help Trump blow up their colleagues” Republicans. It’s eating itself alive.

But the dynamics of the Republican caucus are a less significant predictor of impending Republican electoral loss than a force so strong that it’s almost an ironclad law of American politics: In midterms, there’s a backlash against the party of the president.

This happens nearly every time. From the end of World War II through 2018, the average midterm election meant a twenty-seat loss in the House for the president’s party.25

The only exceptions were in 1998, when there was a backlash in the other direction against the impeachment of Bill Clinton, and in 2002, after 9/11. The rest of the time, it’s as predictable as night and day. Democratic president? Republicans gain seats in the midterms. Republican president? Democrats gain seats.

Why does this happen? Political scientists have been debating it for decades. A leading current theory is called the thermostatic model. The idea is that when your house gets too hot, your thermostat automatically signals the air-conditioning to kick in and cool things down. And when your house gets too cold, your thermostat clicks on the heat. Similarly, when a president makes things too Republican-y, thermostatic opinion moves people in the opposite direction and sends Democrats to the House. And vice versa.

The thermostat metaphor works OK, although I don’t love how it makes voters sound robotic. Also, I don’t think it’s intuitive for everyone. Lots of people, such as my kids, don’t really have a mental model for how thermostats work. So they crank the thermostat to 80° on cold mornings out of a misbegotten belief that the house will warm up more quickly that way.

I use a different metaphor to illustrate the effect: Suppose you’re doing the dishes, and you’ve filled a tub with water. If you swing the tub to the left, the water sloshes out to the right. If you swing the tub to the right, the water sloshes out to the left. And somehow, the water always gets on my shirt and pants, right in a spot my kids think is hilarious. It’s not funny, kids. It’s physics.

Either way you look at it, 2022 was an unusual year in modern America. The slosh was very small. The GOP netted only nine more seats.

This happened for two reasons. First, the Democratic majority from 2020 was already extremely narrow, so the GOP already had many of the purplish seats. There wasn’t a lot of low-hanging fruit to grab.

And second, thermostatic opinion wasn’t just reacting to Biden—it was also still reacting to Trump and January 6, and also (and even more) to the Dobbs decision, overturning Roe v. Wade. In other words, there was a Democratic president, but things still felt very Republican-y. Especially in purple states where the threat of abortion bans and election subversion was alarmingly real, Democrats were both organized and enraged enough to curb the red tide.26

Nonetheless, the usual backlash hit the rest of the country. Overall, the shift to the right in the national House vote in 2022 was about five percentage points.

Unfortunately for the library pages of Prairie du Chien and the residents of western Wisconsin, the red swing that year was enough to carry Derrick Van Orden over the line and into the House.

Back in 2020, Van Orden had run against incumbent Democrat Ron Kind and lost. In 2022, Kind retired, Van Orden ran again, and he beat Democratic state senator Brad Pfaff—by less than four points.

In 2024, he rode Trump’s coattails to an even narrower victory: less than three points. His opponent, a political dynamo named Rebecca Cooke who had grown up on a dairy farm and works as a waitress, vowed to defeat him in a rematch the next cycle.

If the dirty washtub of American politics sloshes back in 2026 by at least as much as it sloshed in 2022, then Derrick Van Orden will be an ex-congressman in time for the paperback edition of this book. Maybe I’ll have a chance to add in a little section about his post-defeat screaming fit.

Like Soylent Green, thermostatic backlashes are made of people. You might be part of one right now.

A huge number of people vote in presidential elections. Many fewer vote in midterms. By the time the midterms arrive, the side that lost the previous presidential election has spent two years watching a president they voted to defeat carry out a program they had tried, in vain, to prevent, and is often boiling with righteous fury and indignation. They’re motivated to vote, to bring their friends to the polls, and maybe even to read books about politics that inspire them to devote countless hours to organizing and volunteering.

The party whose turnout drops by less from the presidential election is the one that wins the midterms. And that’s the party whose voters are more enraged, alarmed, and mobilized.

So: Are you alarmed? Enraged? Mobilized?

Then you’re part of the solution.

If you’re a Democrat reading this before the 2026 midterms, the wind is at your back. If you’re reading this in any future cycle, conditions may vary. But, until the threat of Trumpism—not just Trump himself—has receded from view, the bigger question is whether masked ICE agents with guns are at your front door. The Trump administration is going to do everything in its power to smash the thermostat before the temperature hits the blue zone.

MAGA’s sprint to re-gerrymander the nation is one part of this project. The weaponization of the Department of Justice to go after political enemies is an ominous second part. Trump’s enthusiasm for sending troops into American cities appears to be a third. Will all of that be enough to prevent the midterm elections from accurately reflecting the public’s desires? Our job is to ensure that the answer is absolutely not.

Think of it as scrambling uphill during a landslide. An activity that, by the way, I normally discourage. But now our country is at stake. So double-knot those hiking boots, strap on some crampons, and head up that hill.

Consider adopting a congressional district.

Every cycle, the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee makes a “Red to Blue” list of House seats it’s aiming to flip. The National Republican Congressional Committee makes a version of blue seats it’s trying to enredden. Those lists are a starting point for seats to try to topple or protect. Lots of smart number crunchers and Internet analysts (Cook Political Report, Split Ticket, Larry Sabato’s Crystal Ball, Decision Desk HQ, and so many more—don’t get mad at me if you’re someone I didn’t just mention) make lists of their own, and you can pass a pleasant evening cross-referencing them with a bottle of bourbon and a spreadsheet, ideally in front of a roaring fire.

There might well be a swing House district geographically closer to you than a whole swing state. If so, consider clearing out some time on your calendar to travel there, ideally with a bunch of extroverts, to go talk to voters. Or maybe volunteer remotely, particularly if there’s a strong coordinated campaign, state or county party organization, or allied group like Swing Left making sure that far-flung volunteers are put to productive use.

If you’ve got the extra dough, chip in to help your candidate. If you know other people who can donate, ask them to help out too. And bear in mind that a ton of attention is devoted to the districts that everyone agrees will be toss-ups—so, often, the impact of your extra hour or extra dollar is bigger for the races that didn’t quite make it to the top tier.

For example, in 2022, Wisconsin’s Third Congressional District was deemed “Likely Republican” by six different congressional race raters, “Lean Republican” by two, and “Solid Republican” by one. National Dems barely pitched in to help Brad Pfaff. But once the returns came in and showed it was one of the closer congressional races in the country—much closer than races that had been the target of greater spending—a lot of folks wished they’d focused on it more.#

A similar dynamic played out the next cycle, when Van Orden was challenged by Rebecca Cooke. This time, the race got some attention, but it still wasn’t top-tier.

But in 2026, at last, race raters consider Wisconsin’s Third to be one of the most toss-uppy, flippable GOP House seats in the country. Even though it’s now the center of attention, adopt that district anyway. Derrick Van Orden shouldn’t be in the People’s House. He’s defiling the place.

US representatives serve two-year terms. The winners from 2026 will be back on the ballot in 2028. But the fight for the House majority is a very different beast when it coincides with a presidential race.

As I’ve mentioned, way more people vote in presidential elections, on both sides. But they usually vote for a congressional candidate whose party matches their presidential candidate. So if you want to win the House in 2028, the best way to do it is to kick ass in that year’s presidential race.

Ticket splitting was far more common in the recent past. Until recently, dozens of members of Congress won their districts even as their voters chose a presidential candidate of the opposing party. In 2000, for example, eighty-six districts were “crossover” seats. But in both 2020 and 2024, the total number of crossover districts was just sixteen.

This decline has many causes. The collapse of local news (more on that in the next chapter). The “big sort,” in which people increasingly live near others who share their politics. Also, politics—especially negative partisanship—has become such an all-encompassing identity for so many that the idea of voting for someone of the opposing party, at any level, has started to feel amoral.27

But even though sixteen crossover House seats might not sound like many (it’s less than 4 percent of the House!), it’s still far more than the number of seats determining the last few House majorities.

So, it’s worth volunteering in key House districts in a presidential cycle.

Even better: Find a winnable House district in a battleground state. Turning out a voter there can affect two key races.

Or better yet, adopt a toss-up state legislative seat . . . in a toss-up congressional seat . . . in a presidential battleground state. Maybe even with a toss-up senator, governor, attorney general, secretary of state, or state supreme court race happening at the same time!

Turn out or persuade one straight-ticket voter and, holy smokes, can that person change the world.

Derrick Van Orden’s district is in one of the swingiest parts of Wisconsin. In 2026, Wisconsin will have races for governor and attorney general; in 2028, it will be a presidential battleground and a chance to flip the US Senate seat currently occupied by Ron Johnson. And contained within Van Orden’s district are some key state legislative districts like Assembly District 94 (home of Steve “Mr. Bipartisan” Doyle, whom you may remember from chapter 3) and State Senate District 17, a 2026 red-to-blue flip opportunity for Dems.

Or take a look at Wisconsin’s First Congressional District, home to Republican congressman Bryan Steil. He is not known for screaming at teenagers. He’s not really known for much of anything, which seems to suit him fine. But his voting record—lots of tax cuts for the rich, zero defense of health care or accountability for Trumpian corruption—has been every bit as destructive as Derrick Van Orden’s.

Steil represents a reddish-purple district and has been hoarding cash in preparation for, insiders widely expect, a statewide campaign for some office or other. And his district includes much of Senate District 21, a pickup that is essential as Democrats shoot for a state senate majority, as well as parts of two vital assembly districts.

The voters in those districts in Wisconsin get to cast super-ballots, whose power to shape the future across many levels of government is far greater than that of most Americans. If you adopt either of those districts and manage to persuade anyone to vote or to switch parties, you’re a super-volunteer. And my personal hero.

Mobilization, message, money: Nancy Pelosi’s three M’s of politics grew the Democratic waves that took the House majority in 2006, and in 2018. When you adopt a House district, you and your team can help with all three.

If we’re talking about 2026, then, as I’ve argued in this chapter, that strategy may prove sufficient.

But Trump and his MAGA minions in state legislatures and the US Supreme Court alike are trying to rig the House so that the GOP will never lose the majority, in a way that could turn into a full-blown emergency for 2028.

Their most dangerous strategy: state-level gerrymandering facilitated by the MAGA US Supreme Court.

If the US Supreme Court does disembowel the Voting Rights Act in the Louisiana v. Callais case, a bunch of states with Republican trifectas will be free and clear to re-gerrymander districts in order to rip apart majority-Black and other majority-minority districts, with the goal of crushing Democratic representation.

According to this Supreme Court, as long as you don’t literally say something like “We’re doing this to prevent Black people from being represented,” it doesn’t count as an illegal racial gerrymander, so it’s fine. Instead, gerrymanderers can just say “We’re going to break apart the districts where Black people live in order to hurt Democrats.” As you might remember from earlier in this book, the MAGA court has already ruled, in Rucho v. Common Cause (2019), that it won’t do anything about partisan gerrymandering.

By the time this book hits the shelves, the state-by-state mid-cycle gerrymandering battles ignited by Trump’s pressure on Texas—and countered by moves like Governor Gavin Newsom’s ballot initiative in California—will have wrapped up. But if Callais does what I fear, then Republican-trifecta states will gear up for another round of redistricting before 2028, aiming to create at least two dozen safe Republican seats while wiping out, according to an analysis by Fair Fight Action and Black Voters Matter, up to 30 percent of the Congressional Black Caucus and 11 percent of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus. And there’s no way to cancel out most of that through retaliatory gerrymandering in blue-trifecta states.28

That means that state legislative and governor’s races in 2026, especially in the South, are vital—not just to win Democratic trifectas that can pass the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact but also to break, or at least shrink, Republican trifectas that might otherwise try to wipe out Black and brown representation in Congress as a means to cementing an unbeatable GOP congressional majority. It’s a ghastly plot. But in each state, you can defeat it by flipping a legislative chamber or by winning a governorship.

And there’s a second threat on the horizon: 2030.

If you and your friends and millions of other Americans rise to this moment of challenge, heroically fight through whatever barriers to free and fair elections Trump manages to put in place, and end this period of MAGA misrule, then we’ll win a Democratic House, Senate, and White House in 2028.

Because you and your friends will have read and reread this book, I know that you won’t simply declare victory at that point and then leave politics altogether.

No—by then, you’ll have made so many great new friends through your Democratic county party or phone-banking team or giving circle that the idea of going apolitical would be almost unthinkable.

In fact, now that a pro-democracy House and Senate can send bills to a new pro-democracy president, you’re seizing the moment—contacting Congress about all the things they need to do, not just on democracy but on a whole suite of issues. Such as preventing newly minted AI trillionaires from being able to buy entire US states, evict their residents, and turn their homes into data centers and robot storage facilities.

So, propelled by an engaged citizenry, the Democratic federal trifecta of 2028 will be passing all kinds of laws, making the country better for everyone and restoring democracy.

And so . . . the washtub will slosh. Thermostatic public opinion will do its thing. People who thought Trump kicked ass will be pissed off.

2030, in other words, could bring the next red wave.

And that’s a very big deal indeed—because, just like 2010, when Republicans rode the Tea Party backlash against Obama to sweeping victories in state governments in Wisconsin and so many other states, 2030 is the election cycle preceding a nationwide round of post-census redistricting.

As I argued in chapter 3, 2010 birthed the modern political era. The GOP swept the House and the states, then gerrymandered maps, suppressed votes, and smashed unions—laying the groundwork for Trump’s victory and so much else.

But 2030 doesn’t have to trigger a new political dark age—if, in 2029, we pass laws to save American democracy.

Remember the For the People Act and the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act? If we pass those in 2029, then even if the GOP wins power in a 2030 backlash, they won’t be able to gerrymander the country and block minority representation for the following decade.

They won’t be able to pass state-level voter suppression laws either. Democracy will be protected by federal law.

If, in 2029, we reform the US Supreme Court, we can avoid a locked-in partisan court majority finding excuses to strike down any pro-democracy law that Republicans find inconvenient.

We have one shot to get this right. And to take it, we won’t need to just win a majority in both chambers of Congress—we’ll also need to reform the United States Senate.



	* A reporter posted a photo of the congressman’s office that night showing, as the tweet noted, “Alcohol on the table. Beer in the trash bins.” The congressman responded that the alcohol was from a gathering “with constituents.” He failed to explain whether he himself had partaken alongside those presumably thirsty constituents, however. Derrick Van Orden (@derrickvanorden), reply to Jake Sherman, Twitter (now X), July 27, 2023.

	† Van Orden’s apparent fears about his political vulnerability vis-à-vis health care cuts go beyond deleting his worst tweets. In December 2025, he put out a press release celebrating health funding for Wisconsin passed as part of the OBBBA, while carefully avoiding any reference to the far greater health cuts contained in the same bill. On January 9, 2026, he cast (and publicized) a largely symbolic vote to restore ACA subsidies that he had previously voted to eliminate. Reporters pointed out that his campaign website, at the time of that vote, still looked forward to a future where “Obamacare is fully repealed.” Rich Kremer, “Van Orden Sides with Democrats on ACA Subsidy Extension Vote,” Wisconsin Public Radio, January 9, 2026.

	‡ At every Badgers football game, the PA system blares House of Pain’s “Jump Around” at the end of the third quarter. It’s a great tradition. It has, for the record, nothing to do with the GOP-run House.

	§ Ornstein was dubbed the “King of Quotes” in a profile four decades ago and has shown no interest in abdicating the crown. (Steven Waldman, “The King of Quotes,” Washington Monthly, December 1, 1986.)

	¶ The only other time in the history of the Republic that Congress was this unstable—flipping four times in twenty-five years—was in the period of hyper-industrialization after the Civil War, from Reconstruction into the Gilded Age. That was a time of advancing racial justice and bitter backlash, rapid economy-transforming technological change, enormous overweening oligarchic fortunes in the hands of titans who bought and sold politicians to advance their wealth and power, and a media landscape reshaped by new technologies in which partisan venom reigned in place of fairness and objectivity. Thanks in part to leaders from Wisconsin, as chronicled in chapter 3, that period gave way to the Progressive Era, trust busting, union protections, government in the public interest, and reforms that spread prosperity more widely. Unfortunately, it was such a different time that there’s nothing that we can learn today from that period.

	# An even more excruciating race for your “missed opportunities” file is the 2022 House race against theater enthusiast Lauren Boebert. Her red seat was considered, by national political quants, more or less secure—either Likely Republican or Solid Republican in major ratings. But Democrat Adam Frisch ran a killer campaign, crisscrossing the state; Boebert alienated her more moderate constituents—and she wound up winning by just 546 votes. Just a little more help might’ve ended her star turn on one of the nation’s biggest stages and returned her to the audience, a place where she nonetheless finds ways to attract attention.










Chapter 8 Is Integrity Worth a Sandwich?

The summer after my junior year of college, I had the honor of serving as a Capitol Hill intern for one of my childhood political heroes: Russ Feingold.

On my and the other interns’ first day in the summer of 2002, Feingold called us all into his office, greeted us, and gave us a lecture. If anyone tried to give us anything because we worked here in the Senate—even so much as a free sandwich at a briefing—we had a choice. We could say no. Or we could donate the cost of the sandwich to help pay down the national debt.

“Nothing,” he said, “is worth more than your integrity.”

In 2002, the national debt hadn’t yet been supersized by George W. Bush’s wars of choice or the GOP’s 2003, 2017, and 2025 tax cuts for the rich. Nonetheless, it would have taken a lot of intern sandwiches to pay down the national debt. But Feingold had made his point.

And you know what? Even though I’m the kind of guy who finds free sandwiches extremely appealing, he was right.

All of us unpaid interns felt a certain sense of pride working in that office, a quiet pride that perfectly seasoned the rice and beans that made up most of my meals that summer. (Some days, I’d also add some cheese. Because, you know, Wisconsin.) I spent my days researching innocent death row inmates who had been exonerated—fuel for Feingold’s arguments to end capital punishment—and nights reading Robert Caro’s Master of the Senate. There was plenty wrong in the world, but it really did seem like the Senate could help make things better.

The high ethical standard wasn’t just something Feingold inflicted on his interns. He had, just recently, inflicted it on all of American politics. A few months earlier, after years of battling special interests in both parties, Feingold and his friend John McCain had faced down those special interests and guided the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act, curbing the role of big money in politics, into law. We were proud of that too.

Pride. You know what pride goeth before?

The fall.

The fall came in the dead of winter—January 21, 2010, to be exact—when the right-wing majority on the United States Supreme Court issued their decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, striking down key parts of the McCain-Feingold campaign finance law and opening the door to floods of money into politics from undisclosed sources.

In the 2006 midterm elections, nonparty independent groups had spent $58 million. With the super PACs unleashed by Citizens United and subsequent rulings, that number soared more than fivefold in the 2010 midterms, to nearly $294 million, with a nearly two-to-one advantage for GOP-allied groups. (Spending has continued to rocket up ever since, on both sides.)1

That November, amid the dark-money deluge and the Tea Party red wave, one Ronald Harold Johnson, a Minnesota transplant who had married into a wealthy Wisconsin family, defeated Russ Feingold and took his US Senate seat.

Johnson had enlisted the support of right-wing Wisconsin billionaire Diane Hendricks (as she later told reporters) over brunch.2 He also benefited from a super PAC funded by another GOP mega-donor power couple based just across the border in Illinois: Dick and Liz Uihlein. Their support was, for them, modest—no more than a couple hundred thousand dollars—but enough to matter.3

Feingold had tried to erect a dam against money in politics. But the right dropped some explosive far-right Supreme Court justices on the dam, blowing it up, and Feingold was swept out to sea.

In 2016, Feingold ran again—a rematch against Ron Johnson, and a chance to avenge his earlier defeat.

“People tell me all the time that our politics in Washington are broken and that multimillionaires, billionaires and big corporations are calling all the shots,” he declaimed in his campaign launch video. “Let’s fight together for change.”4

But in the intervening six years, presumably over an unknown number of brunches and possibly even linners, Johnson’s partnership with Diane Hendricks and Dick and Liz Uihlein had deepened. And you know what? Like many far-right billionaires who own big corporations, they just loved calling the shots. To them, change sounded bad.

So Hendricks and the Uihleins supersized their support, plowing $20 million into super PACs and dark-money groups to help Johnson beat Feingold a second time.5

Fascinating coincidence: The next year, Ron Johnson refused to vote yes for Trump’s gigantic tax cut measure—until a provision was added to the bill that stood to benefit Diane Hendricks and Mr. and Mrs. Uihlein to the tune of half a billion dollars over the eight years before the tax cuts were set to expire.6

Five hundred million bucks. Or, to put it another way, sixty-eight million sandwiches.

Feingold fought a noble struggle, only to be dashed by the very forces he sought to contain. Meanwhile, four key citizens united by Citizens United—Ron Johnson, Diane Hendricks, and Dick and Liz Uihlein—came to personify our era of oligarchy.

Oligarchs want to rule forever. But we can break their hold on power. We did it in Wisconsin in the early 1900s. In Wisconsin in 2022, we came very, very close to doing it again in the Senate race.

For the 2022 election cycle, Ron Johnson broke his previous pledge to seek only two terms in office. Why? Because, as he put it, “Our nation hangs in the balance.”7

WisDems, outside allies, and his eventual Democratic challenger, then–lieutenant governor Mandela Barnes, criticized Johnson for taking all that money from those billionaires and then, by all appearances, rewarding their largesse with a huge tax giveaway. By the time Barnes won the Democratic nomination in August, he was seven points ahead of Johnson in Wisconsin’s gold-standard Marquette Law School poll. But the same poll also showed that a ton of voters hadn’t made up their minds. And, coming out of the primary election, Barnes’s campaign war chest was close to empty.

Hendricks and the Uihleins weren’t about to let their investments in their favorite tax-break vending machine (donations in, tax breaks out) go to waste. They poured $22.7 million into the Orwellianly named Wisconsin Truth PAC, a super PAC hammering Barnes and supporting Johnson, providing the lion’s share of funding for what became the biggest single-candidate super PAC supporting a GOP candidate in the entire country that year. And they pressed their case with roughly $2 million in additional ads from three more super PACs.8

What did their super PAC ads say? Did they defend the half-billion-dollar tax giveaway? No. Instead, they employed the oligarch’s classic electoral strategy: racism.

Attempting to break the most-racist-ad record set in Michael Gableman’s state supreme court campaign years earlier, Johnson’s allies tagged Barnes, who would have become Wisconsin’s first African American senator, as “Different. Dangerous.” A Wisconsin Truth PAC ad jump-cut between different violent crime scenes and falsely accused Barnes of wanting to defund the police and release “ten thousand criminals right into our neighborhoods.”9 Meanwhile, a GOP mailer darkened Barnes’s skin tone.10

The ads were hideous. But they were not some kind of all-powerful evil sorcery. There are proven, time-tested strategies to fight back against racist fusillades and divide-and-conquer sprees of all kinds. We’ve had to learn them, because far-right kleptocrats constantly turn to dog-whistle (and whistle-whistle) attacks, in Wisconsin and nationally, to divide people in order to pick their pockets.

In recent years, we’ve seen the right engage in divisive fearmongering based on race, gender identity, and immigration, among other themes. No doubt they’ll come up with new targets in the future. The GOP’s strategy isn’t about policy. It’s about shifting the conversation to topics where they think Democrats and independents are divided and Republicans are united. And it’s about shifting the conversation away from kitchen table issues like health care—where GOP strategists know that Republican voters are divided but Democrats and independents are united.

How to fight back?

I think Napoleon Bonaparte said it best, if you substitute politics for war in this quote: “The whole art of war consists of a well-reasoned and extremely circumspect defensive, followed by a rapid and audacious attack.”

In other words, strategically defuse the attack and then punch back on your own terms.

There are lots of ways to do this. I’ve often used the “race class narrative” framework, developed by Heather McGhee (author of The Sum of Us), Ian Haney López (author of Dog Whistle Politics), and Anat Shenker-Osorio (host of the podcast Words to Win By). The idea is to explicitly point out that, across our lines of difference, we (you, me, everyone in our winning coalition) share a set of values—and then point out that the right is trying to distract and divide us in order to rip us off.

Whatever strategy you choose, the important thing is to both address the incoming attack and also to counterattack. If you don’t defend effectively, you take on water. If you don’t go on offense, your opponent gets to define the race.

Barnes and his campaign knew what to do. The problem was that, in the critical weeks after the Senate primary, they didn’t have the resources to run ads both defending and attacking. Moreover, this was a federal race rather than a state race—so the Scott Walker loophole didn’t apply, and the state party couldn’t make up the gap.

So, for an excruciating month, voters saw Team Johnson’s attacks, Barnes’s defense, and no counterattack. If not for Wisconsin Truth PAC, overall spending in the race would have been roughly equal. With it, Barnes was outspent by $27 million. By early October, after a massive, scorched-earth ad campaign that Team Barnes didn’t have the resources to answer with an offensive of their own, Johnson was ahead by six points among likely voters in the Marquette poll.11

At that juncture, many national observers tuned out, concluding that Barnes was going to lose. But Barnes and allies found the money to match the Johnson air assault in the home stretch. An array of allies—unions, grassroots groups, and Democratic super PACs—joined the fray, going on offense with TV and digital ads. The WisDems neighborhood teams and many others surged energy into field organizing.

In internal polls, Barnes started gaining a point a week. On Election Day, Barnes finished a single percentage point short.

Painful. But also remarkable. It was the closest any Democrat came to defeating an incumbent Republican senator in the country in 2022, and, at the time, the closest US Senate race in Wisconsin in a century.

Another ten days with that kind of momentum (or the resources to mount that fight-back ten days earlier), and the data tell me that Barnes would have won. In that world, this chapter would be jubilant.

Unfortunately, we don’t live in that world. We live in this one. And in this one, Ron Johnson got reelected for a third term.

So why had the Uihleins and Hendricks put so much money in, yet again, and, in my view, tipped the race? Gratitude for past services rendered? No—these are smart businesspeople. It was another investment that would generate future returns.

Remember how Johnson insisted on that special tax break that particularly helped his biggest benefactors in 2017? Well, it was set to expire in 2025. But the One Bloated Billionaire Boondoggle Act of 2025 made it permanent. And so, Ron Johnson cast his affirmative vote, teeing up the 50–50 tie that allowed J.D. Vance’s tie-breaking vote to move the bill out of the Senate.12

Between 2017 and 2025, Diane Hendricks and Dick and Liz Uihlein have become radically wealthier. Per Forbes, the Uihleins’ combined net worth has jumped from under $4 billion up to $12 billion. Hendricks’s has jumped from $3.9 billion to $21.9 billion.13

Part of this is because business has boomed. The Uihleins own Uline, distributors of cardboard boxes and other shipping supplies that became wildly popular when everyone was binge-shopping on Amazon during COVID. Hendricks presides over ABC Supply, which has bought out rivals and built an empire out of wholesale distribution of roofing, siding, and windows right as the price of those home building materials shot up—also thanks in part to the pandemic.

But it’s also thanks to Ron Johnson. Because of him, vastly more of their wealth stayed in their vaults rather than going, in the form of taxes, to fund the government expenditures that helped make their soaring wealth possible: to pave the roads over which their boxes were delivered, to provide the income support that Americans relied upon to keep buying stuff during COVID, and to offer tax deductions on mortgage interest to people refinancing their houses to upgrade their roofs and siding and windows.

I don’t hold a grudge against the wealthy. Entrepreneurship is an engine of economic growth. You make something people want, you build a successful company, great! Enjoy your bag. America needs roofing and windows and cardboard boxes.

My beef is with those who build fortunes by making the public pay their costs—and, most of all, those who use their money and power to rig the system against everyone who doesn’t already have it. Those who benefit from laws and public investments but change the rules so that those investments are paid for by everyone but them. And then seek to build a monopoly on political power and break democracy so that if the public doesn’t like it, they have no recourse.

Once upon a time, Teddy Roosevelt called such people “malefactors of great wealth.”14

Later, his fifth cousin Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who railed against the pull-the-ladder-up-and-rig-the-system crowd in the world of high finance, explained:


When I refer to high finance I am not talking about all great bankers, or all great corporation executives, or all multimillionaires—any more than Theodore Roosevelt, in using the term “malefactors of great wealth,” implied that all men of great wealth were “malefactors.” I do not even imply that the majority of them are bad citizens. The opposite is true.



So who were these Roosevelts talking about? FDR went on to say:


I am speaking about a minority which includes . . . the type of individual who says that popular government cannot be trusted and, therefore, that the control of business of all kinds and, indeed, of Government itself should be vested in the hands of one hundred or two hundred all-wise individuals controlling the purse strings of the Nation.15



Nowadays, nobody knows what a “malefactor” is. But those Roosevelts were, in my view, right on the money.

And these days, the malefactors are once again calling the shots in the United States Senate.

Unlike in the House, though, it’s not enough to simply remove control from the bought-and-paid-for pawns of the malefactors. Unless we change how the Senate functions, they’re going to just keep right on malefacting.

Here we come to the central challenge. The toughest lock to pick in American politics. Unrigging the Senate so we can unrig everything else.

The House and White House may be doing bad things now, sure—but if they’re led by leaders who seek to serve the public, they can start doing good things instead.

Meanwhile, as we’ve seen, the corrupted US Supreme Court is unlikely to change course without the passing of new federal legislation. But until the Senate’s rules change—that is, until you and millions of us do all we can to make sure the Senate does change its rules—it will remain the place where legislation goes to die.

The problem isn’t just who has the majority. The problem is the filibuster.

Right now, just about any Senate bill that changes anything important requires sixty votes. Not to pass the bill—that’s just a simple majority vote. No, it takes sixty votes to agree to vote. Thanks to Rule 22 of the Rules of the Senate, you have to hold a special voting-to-vote vote called cloture (rhymes with poacher; it means closure, but adding that tch sound in there really gives it more punch).

Technically, cloture votes are votes to “close the debate.” As in, close the debate and open the vote on the damn bill already. But the reality is that, in practice, nobody’s debating anything.

Filibustering in the twenty-first century doesn’t involve Jimmy Stewart, or even Strom Thurmond, delivering endless speeches. It involves sending an email. The way the Senate works now, if even one senator indicates—say, via electronic message sent by a staff member—that they intend to filibuster a bill if it reaches the floor, it’s effectively dead—unless and until sixty senators agree to vote for cloture on it. If you’ve ever read a news account of a bill that is held in limbo because an anonymous senator put a “hold” on it, this is what they’re likely referencing.

And this is why so many things that so many senators (and their voters) really want to happen . . . don’t. Even if they have majority support.

The For the People Act. Remember it from last chapter? The first bill passed by the Democratic House in 2021. The bill that would have banned partisan gerrymandering, cleaned up campaign finance, blocked voter suppression, nationalized automatic and same-day voter registration, and a ton more stuff. A version of that genuinely big and beautiful bill was introduced in the Senate as the Freedom to Vote Act and garnered enough supporters in the Senate to get passed: fifty cosponsoring senators, plus Vice President Harris’s tiebreaking vote.*

But the Freedom to Vote Act never got to a vote. Because it didn’t have sixty votes for cloture. Because of the filibuster.

The bill to save democracy was thwarted by the rule banning majority-rule democracy in the Senate.

That is—the rule banning majority-rule democracy for most things.

There are, these days, two big exceptions: budget bills and confirmation votes. And they happen to line up with the two biggest priorities of the modern Republican Party: passing tax cuts for the rich and confirming right-wing judges, up to and including Supreme Court justices.

If a bill is about the budget, it can be passed via a simple majority of senators under special rules for “reconciliation.” And if a confirmation is on the line, it can be passed by fifty votes and a VP tiebreaker.

Now, it’s certainly the case that Democrats like to pass budgets and confirm judges too; that’s how the Inflation Reduction Act became law and Ketanji Brown Jackson reached the bench.

But Democrats also want to do other things. Like banning state abortion bans. Or restoring workers’ rights to organize unions. Due to the filibuster, they can’t. Even when they win elections.

Our country is so evenly split and so hyperpolarized that neither party is likely to win sixty Senate seats again, barring a profound shift that nobody sees on the horizon. So unless we reform the filibuster, no major non-budgetary bills that are opposed by one of the political parties will ever pass.

No bills to restore American democracy and dictator-proof the country. Other than budget tweaks, no major health care reforms. No bills on workers’ rights, or Supreme Court reform, or reproductive freedom, or any other controversial issue you might care about. Nada. Budget aside, if one party seriously opposes a bill, it will have the votes to filibuster it.

Maybe you’re really into the status quo and think all of our major laws are perfect the way they are. For you, the Senate’s current rules should be etched in stone. Nothing to worry about. Must be great to be you.

For most Americans, and certainly for me, flash freezing the present simply isn’t good enough.

So you—all of us, the big we—need a three-step Senate strategy.

First, win a Senate majority that believes in democracy (almost certainly involving both Democrats and independents). In a moment, we’ll go over the Senate map and make a battle plan that could serve you well for decades to come.

Second, make sure that the new majority gets rid of democracy’s kryptonite, the filibuster. I’m going to equip you with the history and arguments that you’ll need to prevail in every Thanksgiving family debate. You’ll just need to persuade a senator to join you for Thanksgiving.

And third, advocate to pass our national agenda.

OK—let’s start with that first part. Let’s win a Senate majority.

As I write this, the GOP has fifty-three Senate seats. So to win a majority, Democrats and independents have to win four—or three (tying the Senate) plus the White House.

One easy way to think about opportunities to win Senate seats is by looking at states where Trump lost in 2024 but where there’s a Republican in the Senate.

The problem is, there’s only one of those: Maine, represented by Susan Collins. She’s up in 2026. So, let’s flip that seat.

The next set of opportunities comes in places with Republican senators where Trump won, but only narrowly. Let’s use a very generous definition of “narrowly”: states where Trump won by less than 10 percent. Let’s consider those to be the purple states, the states where the majority in the Senate is most likely to be decided.

That list is three states and four Republican-held seats long. North Carolina’s open seat in 2026 (Roy Cooper, get it!) and then Ted Budd’s seat in 2028; Wisconsin’s Ron Johnson’s seat in 2028; and Pennsylvania’s Dave McCormick’s seat in 2030.

And, uh, that’s it.

Every other Republican senator currently represents a state that Trump won by ten percentage points or more.

At the same time, there are ten Democratic senators representing states Trump won in the last presidential race (all in battlegrounds with under 5 percent margins of victory)—so we have a lot of tough territory to defend.

If we don’t figure out how to run a lot more effectively than we’ve been running, the best-case scenario is a low single-digit Senate majority, or a zero-digit majority with the vice president breaking ties.

It didn’t used to be this way. It used to be that, as we discussed with the House, there were a ton of voters who cast ballots for a presidential candidate of one party and a Senate candidate of another.

What changed? So much. But here’s one big thing: the collapse of local news.

Suppose, in 1964, you were a soda jerk at the Woolworth’s on Chestnut Street in Philadelphia. After an afternoon serving up phosphates, malteds, and cherry lime rickeys, you picked up your Philadelphia Bulletin and read about how your moderate Republican senator, civil rights supporter Hugh Scott, was backing your moderate Republican governor, William Scranton, for the presidential nomination—and was warning that the front-runner in the GOP primaries, Arizona’s Barry Goldwater, would be a disaster.

A few months later, you marched to your polling place and pulled the lever for Scott, who won, and also for LBJ and against Goldwater, who lost Pennsylvania by thirty points.

Today, Woolworth’s is a distant memory, Goldwater’s wing of the Republican Party took over the GOP and is busily eviscerating the Civil Rights Act, and the Philadelphia Bulletin has long since shuttered.

Nobody drinks lime rickeys anymore. And you, the former soda jerk, now retired, are voting a straight ticket.

In fact, you don’t have to go back to 1964. This is a relatively recent shift.

Until the Internet gobbled up the advertising revenue that used to keep local media outlets afloat, if a senator attended a ribbon cutting for a local bridge, voters in the state found out about it, even if the bridge opening wasn’t covered on Fox News or MSNBC. Senators could develop an in-state reputation, independent of their national party.

At the same time, politicians were way less likely to be pulled into ideological categories that matched their national party. You’d get moderate Republican Jim Jeffords of Vermont (until he left his party in 2001 to become an independent and caucus with Democrats, giving them the Senate majority for eighteen months) and conservative Southern Democrat Zell Miller of Georgia, who endorsed George W. Bush in 2004 at the Republican National Convention.

In North Dakota in 2004, more than half the voters chose both Bush and Democratic-Nonpartisan League† senator Byron Dorgan. And in my beloved Wisconsin, Democratic senator Herb Kohl won every single county in the state in 2006—winning by thirty-eight points just two years after Wisconsin was the closest state in 2004’s presidential election.

Look at presidential years from 2000 to 2012, and you’ll find on average that 61 percent of the winning Senate candidates (usually incumbents getting reelected) ran at least ten percentage points ahead of the presidential candidate from their own party in their own state.

But in the sixty-seven Senate races that took place across 2020 and 2024, in only 12 percent did the Senate candidate run ten points ahead of their party’s presidential nominee.16

Lately, the big over-performances generally haven’t happened in the places where they could change the outcome. They’ve been in places like Montana or Maryland: so deep red or deep blue that even a powerhouse Senate candidate running way ahead of their party—but against the partisan grain of the state—is still likely to come up short. Of all the Senate races across both 2020 and 2024, the only one where a double-digit over-performance changed the outcome was the 2020 race of Susan “I think Trump’s learned his lesson” Collins.

Even former Democrat turned independent Joe Manchin, who pissed off just about every liberal in the country not long after he racked up the biggest over-performances of any senator from either party in both 2012 and 2018, was widely expected to lose if he were to run again in ruby-red West Virginia in 2024.‡

Which is not to say that ticket splitting doesn’t matter. Because so many elections are so damn close.

In 2024, Democrats won in four states carried by Trump: Arizona (Ruben Gallego), Michigan (Elissa Slotkin), Nevada (Jacky Rosen), and one other one. What was it called? You know, the Dairy State? The state with almost three times as many bars as grocery stores, the world’s largest cranberry festival, and the country’s largest water park?17

Oh, man. Tip of my tongue. This is embarrassing. Reader, if you can figure this one out, send a postcard to me here in Wisconsin.

In each of those states, a Democratic Senate candidate ran ahead of Kamala Harris by single digits—and won the seat, even as Trump grabbed the Electoral College votes. In an era of razor-thin election margins, putting forward a fantastic candidate, running a great campaign, and organizing your heart out does still matter.

But the best candidate in the world—and the best campaign, grassroots army, and armada of allies—almost never overcomes landslide conditions.

If you’re in a very red state, it’s still worth trying, though. For two reasons.

One is named Roy Moore. He was the fire-breathing far-right judge who lost to Democratic former prosecutor Doug Jones in ultraconservative Alabama in a special election in 2017 after news broke that, as a man in his thirties, he’d made a habit of allegedly lurking around shopping malls to hit on and sexually harass teenage girls. Jones won by 1.7 percent. It’s always great to have a dynamite candidate on the ballot in case your opponent implodes.

The second reason is that waves do happen, coalitions do shift, and there just aren’t enough Senate targets if we don’t fight for the improbable ones.

Let’s turn to the states where Trump won by more than 10 percent in 2024. There are twenty-four such states. As of this writing, all forty-eight of their senators are Republican.

If we just look at Trump’s margin in the last election, the best pickup opportunity in these long-shot states is in Ohio, where Trump won by eleven points.

Trump, of course, brought an Ohio senator, J.D. Vance, with him to the White House to serve as his Oval Office doormat. Former senator Sherrod Brown lost his seat narrowly in 2024, but he is now running again in 2026 to finish Vance’s term. If Brown wins, he’ll have to run again in 2028 for a full six-year term. And then Ohio’s other Senate seat comes up in 2030. We’ll need a different candidate that year. Sherrod Brown needs a break at some point. And besides, he can only occupy one Senate seat at a time.

Based on Trump’s 2024 margin of victory, the next best Democratic opportunity in 2026 is in Alaska, where Trump won by thirteen points. Mary Peltola is fantastic—she beat Sarah Palin for Alaska’s lone House seat in 2022. Alaska is getting more and more purple. Not coincidentally, it also has a ranked-choice voting system and nonpartisan “top four” primaries. This helps Alaskan voters dodge the trap, found in so many other states, where extreme and/or obnoxious candidates win partisan primaries and leave voters with unsatisfactory choices in the general election. Alaska’s 2026 Senate race is a big opportunity, although I understand if you’re reticent about door knocking there in November unless you own warm long underwear.§

Iowa, which Trump also won by thirteen points, has an open Senate seat up in 2026. As I write this, it looks like we have a real shot to grab it. Let’s do it! And then incumbent senator Chuck Grassley is up for reelection in 2028—at which time he’ll be ninety-five years old. He’s already filed for reelection. Let’s take a run at that seat too.

Texas (which Trump won by fourteen points) is next on our list for 2026. The Lone Star State has been a Democratic heartbreaker. But if we turn Texas blue, everything changes. It’s a goal absolutely worth pursuing, especially because it’s about to gain a bunch of Electoral College votes after the 2030 census. My suspicion is that the moment Texas shifts to the Democratic column, Republicans are going to get very enthusiastic about Electoral College reform. How great would it be for James Talarico to win that US Senate seat in 2026? After that, there won’t be another Senate race in Texas until 2030.

Oh, and we should talk about Nebraska (Trump by twenty). There, independent candidate Dan Osborn lost a race in 2024 but overperformed the Democratic presidential ticket by fourteen points. Now, he’s running again. Break the two-party duopoly, I say.

In fact, independent candidates might have a better shot than Democrats in a bunch of deep-red states, like Montana. Even if they disagree with you and me on a ton of important stuff, I’d rather see independents beat MAGA Republicans and join a pro-democracy coalition.

Something like that happened in Australia in 2022, when a group of “teal independents” flipped a series of conservative districts and helped topple a right-wing prime minister.¶

Those five states are, as things stand, probably the sites of our best long shots. And in 2026, if we can win in Maine, North Carolina, and any two of those—while defending every Democrat seat—we can get a fifty-one-seat Senate majority. Let’s go for it.

Is there any other path? Well, I’d be delighted if some other super-red state came into play. But there’s no secret reservoir of easier-to-win states where Democrats can flip Senate seats and rack up enough Senate votes to break a filibuster under the current rules.

And because Democrats did so well with ticket splitters in purple states in 2024, by the time we get to 2030, we’ll have a ton of purple-state Democratic senators to defend.

Should we try, even in tougher states than that? Yes. Let’s contest every race. Let’s try groundbreaking new strategies and support very different types of candidates in different places. If you’re in one of those states, by all means, do your damnedest to defy America’s hyperpolarization. I hope you’ll win, and then show the rest of the country how you did it.

But when you’re looking at the national map and thinking about how to spend your time and money, focus.

Every election cycle, a few ultra-long-shot candidates capture the national Democratic imagination, raise huge amounts of money, draw floods of volunteers, and then crash and burn by double digits. In a country where so many elections are decided by such minuscule margins, let’s make sure the main thing is the main thing. In other words, let’s make absolutely sure we win those seats in purple states.

Suppose we flip the seats in Maine and North Carolina in 2026 and hold the currently blue seats (places like Georgia and Michigan), but come up short in all the places where Trump won by double digits. I don’t love it, but it’s a realistic possibility.

In that case, defeating Ron Johnson in Wisconsin in 2028—while winning the White House and the House—could be the race that clinches the Senate majority for Democrats and opens the path for the entire post-2028 plan of This Is the Plan.

Which wouldn’t be as good as winning a majority in 2026. But, in its way, would be extremely satisfying.

Now—let’s say we do it. We win a majority.

Looking at those lists above, do you predict Democrats will ever have sixty Senate votes again? No, you do not.

And do you expect Republican senators like Ted Cruz or Lindsey Graham to join with Democrats to break a filibuster and advance the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act through the Senate, charging the Department of Justice with ensuring that their own states stop engaging in wholesale voter suppression? No, you also do not.

Which means that, if we want change, we must address the filibuster.

People treat the filibuster as though it’s some hallowed tradition. But here’s the infuriating thing: It’s the exact opposite of what the founders intended.

Federalist Society lawyers love prancing around in rhetorical powdered wigs, claiming to be originalists. You want originalism? OK, pal, let’s do originalism. Put on your big boy breeches and join me for a buggy ride back to the late eighteenth century.

The filibuster is a mechanism of minority rule: a veto exercised by a minority of senators over the decisions of the majority.

Minority rule (via supermajority requirement) was the approach employed by the Continental Congress, which, under the Articles of Confederation, required nine votes out of thirteen colonies to get much of anything done. To summarize the historiography on this era, it was a pain in the ass. The framers were determined to correct the error.

James Madison, the father of the Constitution, believed that (as you recall from chapter 6) the fundamental “republican principle” was majority rule.

Now, you might say to yourself, “Hey, if the majority is supposed to rule, put aside the filibuster—the Senate itself is un-republican! The states get two votes each, no matter what size they are. Voters in Delaware have thirty times as many senators per voter as voters in Texas. Voters in Wyoming have sixty-seven times the Senate representation as Californians. How is that republican?”

To which Madison would have said, “You’re so right!”

At the Constitutional Convention, Madison argued against equal representation for each state on exactly that basis. He even argued that the big states should form a union based on proportional representation and tell the small states to join up or pound sand.

Madison saw the choice as “either departing from justice in order to conciliate the smaller states, and the minority of the people” or “justly gratifying the larger States and the majority of the people”—and argued that “the Convention with justice and the majority of the people on their side, had nothing to fear.”18

Madison half lost that fight. The delegates at the convention struck a “Great Compromise” in which the House had proportional representation but the Senate, with two senators per state, did not.

That—the two-senators-per-state structure of the Senate in a bicameral Congress—was the extent of the compromise between republican principle and the fears of small states that they’d get run over by big ones. Not a filibuster.

The idea of requiring supermajorities to pass bills within the already-unrepresentative Senate came up—and got knocked down. It was the exact opposite of Chumbawamba, who, in “Tubthumping,” gets knocked down but then gets up again. Against the objections of various delegates from slave states, the Constitutional Convention was firm that the majority, not a supermajority, should decide the fate of normal business. Supermajority votes were reserved for a handful of grave matters: treaties, impeachment, and constitutional amendments.19

The Federalist Papers, which we’ve quoted briefly earlier, were public letters written by James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay to convince the states to ratify the Constitution. The authors argued explicitly against filibuster-y supermajority rules.

In Federalist 58, for example, Madison generously considered the arguments of proponents before knocking them aside, in the style of someone playing Wiffle ball.

“It has been said that more than a majority ought to have been required for a quorum; and in particular cases, if not in all, more than a majority of a quorum for a decision,” he offered, putting the Wiffle ball on the tee.

“That some advantages might have resulted from such a precaution, cannot be denied. It might have been an additional shield to some particular interests, and another obstacle generally to hasty and partial measures,” he graciously conceded.

And then—WHAM!—came the constitutional Wiffle ball bat:


But these considerations are outweighed by the inconveniences in the opposite scale. In all cases where justice or the general good might require new laws to be passed, or active measures to be pursued, the fundamental principle of free government would be reversed. It would be no longer the majority that would rule: the power would be transferred to the minority.



In that case (here, the Wiffle ball sails over the heads of the spectating parents and smashes through the stained-glass windows of one of their carriages):#


an interested minority might take advantage of it to screen themselves from equitable sacrifices to the general weal, or in particular emergencies to extort unreasonable indulgences.



Home run. Good work, James Madison. Proud my hometown is named after you.

Alexander Hamilton, for his part, shredded the arguments of those who would give the minority a veto via a supermajority requirement in Federalist No. 22. The idea of a more-than-majority requirement might sound nice, he wrote, but in practice, you can expect such a system . . .


to embarrass the administration, to destroy the energy of the government, and to substitute the pleasure, caprice, or artifices of an insignificant, turbulent or corrupt junto, to the regular deliberations and decisions of a respectable majority.



What would that look like?

“If a pertinacious minority can control the opinion of a majority,” you can expect “tedious delays—continual negotiation and intrigue—contemptible compromises of the public good.”

Blech. Sounds terrible!

This was all, remember, an argument for the filibuster-free, majority-rule United States Constitution, as an improvement on the supermajority-requiring Continental Congress.

It was, obviously, a little inconvenient to all these high-minded arguments about majority rule that the majority in question didn’t represent the majority of the country. Depending on the state, the list of people who could not vote included women, men who did not own property, eighteen-to-twenty-year-olds, enslaved people, and Native Americans. (After a while, the requirements got tighter. In 1807, after women and free Black people had voted in several elections, New Jersey restricted voting explicitly to “free, white, male citizen[s] of this state.”)20

But the roughly 6 percent of the American population with the right to vote must have absolutely loved that the US senators whom their state legislatures chose to send to the capital (New York, then Philadelphia, and then DC) operated on a majority-rule basis.21

That part was the right principle then, and it’s the right principle right now.

As political journalist Osita Nwanevu argues in The Right of the People: Democracy and the Case for a New American Founding, we should build a new era of democracy not because the founding era was some kind of democratic golden age, or even because the founders intended to create one (they certainly didn’t!), but because the underlying principles of democracy—majority rule, responsive government, proportional representation—are intrinsically worth fighting for.22

So where did the filibuster come from?

A mistake. It’s not in the Constitution. It was exactly contrary to the avowed founding principles of the country. The way it works now is the result of a series of blunders and compromises over parliamentary procedure being weaponized by a series of Shohei Ohtani–level players of procedural hardball.

Here’s how it went down. The Constitutional Convention happened, Ben Franklin told Elizabeth Willing Powel that we have “A republic, if you can keep it,”23 the Federalist Papers convinced everyone, the states ratified the Constitution, the United States government got set up, and the Senate convened for the first time, in 1789.

What does a parliamentary body do when it gets started? It adopts a set of rules. What did the Senate go with? Pretty standard stuff; basically the same as the House.24

Every parliamentary body needs a system for wrapping up debate so it can move ahead with its business. This is a solved problem. The Senate did the usual thing and instituted a rule familiar to anyone who has spent quality time with Robert’s Rules of Order: a “previous question” motion.

When a motion is on the floor (say, a bill to name a post office after Aloysius Snuffleupagus) and someone feels like ending the debate and voting on it, they can make a motion for the “previous question.” If there are enough yes votes, no more debating: It’s time for a vote on the original motion. No more endless back-and-forths over amendments switching it to the Mr. Snuffleupagus Post Office or the Snuffy Post Office.

Previous question motions are, to me, like an old friend. That’s because, in the spring of my freshman year at Madison West High School, I was elected student council parliamentarian. I was a political newcomer at the time. But I won the room with my campaign speech, in which I pledged to “wield my gavel like a flaming sword of justice.” I then immersed myself in parliamentary procedure, which, I learned in time, is a life skill. Like folding a fitted sheet. Which I can also do. Not to brag.

The first set of US House rules dictated that a simple majority vote could call the previous question, and the US Senate followed suit.** So: In the original Senate, anyone could give a stem-winder of a speech. But if someone else then made a motion to call the previous question, the majority could vote to wrap things up and move on. I call that the “founders’ filibuster.” My view is, let’s go back to it. I’m an old-school conservative that way. Let’s make like Scalia and honor the intent of the founders.

That was how it all started. Then, very slowly, things went sideways.

In the early days, the previous question motion was hardly ever used at all. When the motion was used, it wasn’t used to cut off debate—it was used to delay debate. That’s because, in that original rule book (which, by the way, was first written down by Thomas Jefferson), if the Senate voted no on a previous question motion, then the debate on the motion was delayed for a day. So if the majority wanted to kick a debate from today to tomorrow, it would call a previous question motion and vote it down. This was annoying. It was also redundant. There was a different motion—“indefinite postponement”—that you could also use to postpone a motion.

And so it was that, in his farewell speech to the Senate in 1805, Vice President Aaron Burr recommended cleaning up the rules of the Senate to get rid of redundancies and singled out the previous question motion, which, he said, “had in the four years been only once taken, and that was upon an amendment. This was a proof that it could not be necessary.” That’s what John Quincy Adams wrote in his memoirs. He added that “all its purposes were certainly much better answered by the question of indefinite postponement.” The Senate followed Burr’s recommendation and removed the previous question motion from its rule book.25

Burr is remembered today for shooting Alexander Hamilton. But I’d argue that his even more important victim was majority rule in the United States Senate. Even though in that case the slaughter was unintentional, went undetected at the time, and, as I’ll argue, remains reversible. This whole story will, no doubt, be recounted in the Hamilton sequel, Burr, which will focus on the details of Burr’s proposed revisions to the Senate’s rule book.

After the Senate’s ill-advised round of housekeeping, nothing happened. From what we can tell, nobody realized, for decades, that the death of the previous question rule meant that someone could try to kill a bill simply by debating it forever. The first filibuster (which failed—take that, Whigs!) wouldn’t take place for more than thirty years, in 1837.26

After that, filibusters became a thing. But they were rare, and usually unsuccessful. They only succeeded in killing bills when they were used to defend white supremacy. I use the term “white supremacy” here, by the way, in deference to the white supremacists themselves, who were unapologetic about it. As Georgia senator Richard Russell, the Jim Crow South’s chief Senate strategist a century later, put it, “any Southern white man worth a pinch of salt would give his all to maintain white supremacy.”27

“In the eighty-seven years between the end of Reconstruction and 1964,” former Senate staffer Adam Jentleson writes in Kill Switch: The Rise of the Modern Senate and the Crippling of American Democracy, “the only bills that were stopped by filibusters were civil rights bills. On the rare occasion a non–civil rights bill ran into a filibuster, it eventually passed.”28

The first successful Southern filibuster of a civil rights bill took place in 1891. The previous year, Congressman Henry Cabot Lodge had launched a push to pass legislation to give federal judges the power to monitor local elections for voter intimidation tactics like poll taxes, much as the Voting Rights Act would do more than seventy years later. The bill passed the House, but when it reached the Senate, in watered-down form, Southern Democrats filibustered it for thirty-three days. Lodge’s Senate ally Nelson Aldrich proposed a bill to restore the previous question rule, which would allow the senators to break the filibuster—and, it briefly appeared, lined up the votes to pass it. But after days of furious maneuvering, Aldrich’s opponents defeated the previous question bill by a single vote. The civil rights bill, and the rule change that could have opened the door to its passage, died.29

It wasn’t until 1917 that the Senate adopted a rule allowing its members to vote to limit debate. A former Wisconsin governor turned United States senator was trying to keep America out of World War I. His name? Fighting Bob La Follette. More like Peaceful Bob La Follette, amirite? Anyway, he and his friends organized a filibuster, President Woodrow Wilson went ballistic and demanded a change in Senate rules to give senators a way to end debate, war-hungry senators voted to change their rules and adopt Rule 22, and, the next month, the United States joined the side of France in World War I. Maybe that’s why we went with the term cloture, from the French clôture, rather than the German Schlussantrag.30

A majority of the bipartisan committee that wrote Rule 22 wanted cloture votes to require a simple majority. But some members objected, and so, seeking a compromise, the committee agreed to require a two-thirds supermajority in order to invoke cloture. And that’s how the supermajority requirement entered into the rules of the United States Senate.31 Hamilton and Madison rolled over in their graves.

But that still wasn’t the end of the story. Until 1970, filibusters were exceedingly rare. That’s because they still required giving endless speeches that stopped everything else happening in the Senate. Do that—force your colleagues to pull together two-thirds of the Senate votes to invoke cloture—and you piss off your fellow senators. Until 1970, there were many years with only one, or even zero, cloture motions.††32

Then, in 1970, the Senate adopted new rules that ended the requirement for filibusterers to actually filibust. No more talking required; no freezing of the action on the Senate floor; no reading the phone book. Then, in 1975, the Senate reduced the requirement for cloture to three-fifths, or sixty votes out of a hundred, rather than two-thirds. As the use of filibusters became less of a pain, use of filibusters shot up, hitting double digits per year.

But it was not until Mitch McConnell became Senate Republican leader, and made it his top priority to prevent Democrats from doing anything, that the block-everything filibuster we know today appeared on the scene. During his first term as Senate Minority Leader, 2007–2008, filibusters forced the filing of more than one hundred cloture motions. From then on, such motions never fell below triple digits per year. Suddenly, the minority was calling the shots.

The republican principle was broken. Because of the Senate’s top Republican.

Exactly as predicted by the founders, various interested minorities have taken control—starting with a corrupt junto of segregationists from the Old South, and now typically involving whichever party doesn’t have the majority in the Senate at any particular moment, but especially the furthest-right members of the Senate Republican caucus who are, in Hamilton’s phrasing, quite explicit about their goal to “destroy the energy of the government.”

The paralysis of the Senate is a crisis for democracy. And it’s a crisis for anyone who wants a government that works better, one capable of actually responding to the day-to-day crises faced by American families.

But it’s an entirely fixable problem. It just takes a majority in the Senate willing to change its own rules.

That happened as recently as 2017. Until that time, invoking cloture on confirmations to the Supreme Court required sixty votes. But Mitch McConnell and the GOP voted to change the rules in order to seat Neil Gorsuch on the court with a simple majority despite Democratic opposition.

McConnell’s rule change extended a shift made by the Senate in 2013. Until that time, all confirmations had to clear a sixty-vote cloture threshold. But Majority Leader Harry Reid led his fellow Democrats to change the Senate rules on lower court and executive branch nominees, in order to overcome the McConnell-led wall of filibusters against President Obama’s nominees to his own cabinet, the National Labor Relations Board, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, and federal courts.

Ending the tyranny of the Senate minority just takes fifty-one senators deciding to take action on the filibuster. This abomination must be banished to the nineteenth-century hell whence it came and replaced by the republican spirit of the eighteenth century. The Senate should replace Rule 22’s supermajority requirement with a simple majority rule as soon as senatorially possible.

Like, right now.

Wait a second!

Huh?

Ben, this is your reader. I’m interrupting you. This is ridiculous. Get your head out of the eighteenth century. Trump and the GOP control the Senate—and you’re saying they should have MORE power?

Listen. I really appreciate that you’re reading this. But please just bear with me here. I’m about to take you on a delightful romp through the history of the budget reconciliation process, by way of the Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974. Did you know that the term “Byrd bath” is a pun on the name of late West Virginia senator Robert Byrd? I have a bunch of ornithological puns teed up. You’ll love them.

BEN. The country is on fire. We don’t need bird puns. We need a plan. You promised one. That’s why I’m reading this. “End America’s meltdown and save democracy.” And your plan is . . . to undo the filibuster? Now? While Trump holds all the cards? What are we even doing here?

[Deep breath]

OK. Trump is an absolute nightmare of a president. But he’s been calling for the filibuster to end for years. And on this one thing, he’s right.

Wha—?

Hear me out.

Remember. Trump has already jammed his tax cuts through, and, in the same bill, massively inflated ICE funding in order to create a de facto personal domestic military force. He’s been collecting Supreme Court justices like NFTs. The filibuster has already been abolished for his top Senate priorities. And more broadly, the powers of his would-be dictatorship come from the total deference of Congress, a largely inert US Supreme Court, and the most expansive interpretation of executive power since Louis XIV supposedly said “L’État, c’est moi,” which is French for “unitary executive theory.”‡‡

In other words, Stephen Miller and Russ Vought aren’t sitting around fuming because Democratic filibusters keep blocking their legislative priorities. Legislative priorities just aren’t MAGA’s thing. Stephen Miller isn’t waiting for a bill to authorize his long-dreamt-of ethnic cleansing campaign; he’s just getting on with things. And Vought’s Project 2025 focused far more on executive action than on passing bills.

But if the Republicans did want to pass a bill, I agree with the framers of the Constitution. They should try to put the votes together and then, if they pass a bill, be judged on its consequences.

You’re seriously saying you’d be fine with Republicans passing more bills.

Who are you, Isaac Chotiner?

Look. The public should organize to stop destructive legislation. We beat ACA repeal that way. But whatever party has the votes should be able to pass its agenda without a senseless procedural brick wall in the road. That’s how democracy is supposed to work. It’s the republican principle.

And we’re in this mess in no small part because that’s not how it’s worked for a long time.

But what if the GOP abolishes the filibuster . . . and then passes laws to break democracy and rig the country even further? You know, the way they did in Wisconsin?

That . . . is a good point, reader. Attacking democracy is pretty much Trump’s explicit plan. Just last year, he laid it all out on Truth Social:


Pass Voter Reform, Voter ID, No Mail-In Ballots. Save our Supreme Court from “Packing,” No Two State addition, etc. TERMINATE THE FILIBUSTER!!!33



But you have to ask yourself: What’s holding the GOP back? Are they preserving the filibuster out of high-minded concern for the voices of Democrats in the Senate minority?

No: they’re playing the long game.

Democracy’s foes know that, as much as some of them might enjoy passing this or that dastardly, democracy-destroying piece of national legislation, there’s no legislative agenda that would block progress and short-circuit democracy as effectively as the supermajority architecture of Rule 22.

If you’ve got an oligarchy-subservient Supreme Court, right-wing trifectas run amok in the states, a president with the powers of a monarch, and a supermajority requirement to prevent Congress from doing anything about any of those problems, you’ve got things pretty much the way you want them.

Which means, on the flip side, that electing a pro-democracy Senate majority (and a pro-democracy federal trifecta) and reforming Rule 22 is a “good enough key” to unlock every shackle that currently has our democracy in chains.§§

If we had majority rule in this country, laws might change more often. In both directions. And that’s OK. We’d also have something else: accountability.

People vote the way they do for a ton of different reasons. But there’s some fraction of the electorate that is simply fed up and voting for change. When they don’t get it, they change the channel. They vote for someone else. Or they simply don’t vote. They’re not paying attention to the details of Senate procedure, or even which party controls Congress. They just know things aren’t working for them.

When it comes to so many of the afflictions of modern life—at this moment, the affordability of basic needs chief among them—it feels to millions of Americans like the government is broken.

When you ask swing voters and nonvoters alike what they think of Democrats, one word you often hear to describe Democrats is “weak.” One reason for that: Democrats talk about a bunch of stuff, but they don’t do it. Even when they have majorities. But that’s not because they don’t want to. They pass bills through the House, as we saw in the previous chapter. They get tons of cosponsors in the Senate. They’re serious about trying everything in their power. It’s that, with the filibuster in place, good bills die. And the result is that, when voters glance in the direction of Congress, they see “tedious delays—continual negotiation and intrigue—contemptible compromises of the public good.”

But with a reformed or eliminated filibuster, a Senate, House, and president could reform the Supreme Court. They could reform American democracy. They could enact DC statehood and welcome a decision by the people of Puerto Rico on the same question. And, more to the point for the voters who don’t put politics at the center of their lives, they could pass laws to deliver for working people. Even if forty-one malefactor-sponsored senators objected.

Thermostatic public opinion would still exist. Tubs would slosh. Especially if Democrats passed things that people didn’t like, they’d lose. If that kept happening, they’d have to change tack and figure out what kind of change people actually wanted. But they wouldn’t be punished by voters for inaction. Voters would, at last, get what they were voting for, and judge each party by the results. The point of politics isn’t to win. It’s to improve people’s lives. It’s not to have an office. It’s to have the power to actually do something, and then to do it.

Voters might be less likely to change the channel if they actually liked the show.

We’ve come so close to changing the filibuster rules—just recently.

In 2022, forty-eight members of the Senate’s Democratic caucus were ready to change the Senate rules to allow voting rights bills to pass with a simple majority. Joe Manchin and Kyrsten Sinema were the only two Democratic holdouts.34 But those two are no longer in the Senate.

If we get the chance again, though, some Democrats might get nervous that supporting the elimination of the filibuster might generate blowback from voters. To them, I say: Fear not. Want evidence? Meet Tammy Baldwin.

Back in the 1990s, when she was a state legislator, my high school friends and I all thought Tammy was the greatest. Along with a horde of UW–Madison students, we volunteered for her when she ran for Congress in 1998. On September 8, she won a four-way Democratic primary on the back of an explosive surge in youth turnout. A Capital Times headline described it as a “youthquake.”35 She went on to change the country for the better in a ton of different ways, including by writing the Affordable Care Act provision that lets kids stay on their parents’ insurance plan until they’re twenty-six.

Two and a half decades later, in 2024, Baldwin defeated a bank CEO named Eric Hovde in one of the most expensive and closest Senate elections in the country. The right went after her with dog-whistle anti-gay ads and whistle-whistle anti-trans ads, but she fought back ferociously and won by 0.8 percent, even while Harris lost Wisconsin by nearly the same margin.

If there was a price to pay for pledging to eliminate the filibuster, she would have paid it. If Republicans thought they could run on the issue, they would have put it in their ads. They didn’t. They know something Democrats sometimes forget: that the voters paying the least attention to politics find arguments about process and procedure to be mind-numbingly boring. The side spending its time arguing about procedural questions is the side losing the argument.

Do not be afraid of blowback for ending the filibuster.

When a future Senate changes its rules to shift Rule 22 to a simple majority requirement, restoring the founders’ filibuster and reifying the republican principle championed by James Madison, cable news hosts will do their best to make it sound exciting. They’ll hyperventilate about the “nuclear option.”

But very quickly, the dust cloud of kvetching will dissipate, because events of the kind that actually transfix the press and the public will transpire. Sex, violence, scandal, humiliation, blood, guts, affairs, cover-ups, crimes, billions of dollars changing hands, the glint of a streetlight reflecting off the butt of a gun. See? You’ve already forgotten what the previous paragraph was about.

So, reader: Remember the recurring reminder you set on your phone to call your members of Congress and ask them to support Supreme Court reform? It’s time to give it a little sibling.

Ask Siri, or Alexa, or Google Assistant, or Claude Cowork, or whatever, to remind you every Tuesday to call the Capitol switchboard at 202-224-3121 and ask both of your senators, of whatever party, to end the tyranny of the filibuster ASAP. And then text three friends and ask them to do the same thing.

The Senate can change the Senate rules all by itself, no law required, no negotiations with the House or the president. It is the position of This Is the Plan that the Senate should eliminate the filibuster today, even if you’re reading this on a Saturday. Get it done. So we can do other stuff.

But when it comes to other stuff, we’re probably going to need some help. Because even if a bill benefits from a successful cloture motion and passes the Senate, and also passes the House, and possibly passes through a conference committee and then another round of votes in both chambers of Congress, it only becomes a law if—if!—it gets signed by the president of the United States.

Which means it’s time to meet the final boss in our long march through the institutions of American politics. It’s time to visit the newly be-ballroomed house at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.



	* Those fifty senators represented 56.5 percent of the voters of the United States of America, by the way; the fifty Republicans who didn’t cosponsor it represented only 43.5 percent. Al From, “The Challenge to Democracy—Overcoming the Small State Bias,” Brookings, July 6, 2022.

	† Yep, that’s what they call the Democratic Party in North Dakota! If only calling it the “nonpartisan league” solved its branding problems.

	‡ In 2012, amazingly, Manchin won by twenty-four points while Obama lost by 27 percent. But in 2018, Manchin’s victory margin narrowed to 3 percent. Which is still nothing to sneeze at given Trump’s dominance in the state in 2016, 2020, and 2024. But the trend line was clearly sloping down.

	§ I feel a special connection to Mary Peltola. When Ada Deer expanded federal recognition of Alaska Native tribal governments in 1993 without consulting the state’s congressional delegation, Peltola’s tribal entity—the Orutsararmiut Native Council—was one of them. Don Young, the Republican congressman at the time, was furious. But after he died in office in 2022, as the longest-serving Republican in House history, Peltola won the race to succeed him. When I met Peltola in early 2025 during my DNC chair campaign, we instantly bonded over our shared love for Ada.

	¶ Why teal? In Australia, the conservative color is blue and the liberal color is red. But the teal independents were fiscally conservative blue mixed with green, for climate. Meanwhile, the liberal party is called Labor, and the conservative party members are called Liberals.

	# If you read that sentence and reacted, “Hey! They didn’t put stained-glass windows on carriages!” then let me ask you: Did they have Wiffle balls back then? Could a Wiffle ball really travel that far and still be moving quickly enough to smash a window? Do your own research.

	** Robert’s Rules of Order sets the default threshold at two-thirds. But I never had a student council meeting in which a minority abused that rule by trying to make a student council meeting last forever in order to kill a proposal. Probably because we didn’t have the power to get ourselves excused from class if our meetings ran long.

	†† We don’t know how many senators threaten a filibuster in any particular year. Nobody writes that down. But to break a filibuster, you start by filing a cloture motion. Only some of those motions come to a vote, and only some of the votes lead to “invoking cloture” and breaking the filibuster. The Senate, lucky for us, keeps a running tally of this sort of thing on its website, so I’m using its figures.

	‡‡ Reader, are you surprised that this too is an apocryphal quote? All the best ones are.

	§§ This is a good time for me to recommend the book Democracy in Chains: The Deep History of the Radical Right’s Stealth Plan for America, by Nancy MacLean (Viking, 2017).










Chapter 9 How Trump and I Both Got Flagged for Spreading Election Misinformation on Twitter

November 4, 2020.

The time is 6:21 a.m. Central Time. Madison, Wisconsin. Sunrise is sixteen minutes away.

I’m at home, sprawled out on the upstairs hallway carpet outside my kids’ bedrooms. The family will wake up soon; my head hasn’t touched a pillow. I’m tuned in to a Zoom call that has been running for the last ten and a half hours. This is the COVID-compliant virtual boiler room with the Biden campaign’s in-state team and the senior leadership of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin.

Nobody knows who has won the presidential election in any of the most critical battleground states. The world is holding its breath.

I’m holding my breath for a different reason: I’m about to call Wisconsin for Biden.

I know that we hit all our marks. Marshaling thirty thousand volunteers, we made thirty million phone calls to Wisconsin voters. The Biden campaign, WisDems, and DNC analytics teams have perfectly modeled our electorate; Biden’s vote count is on track to come within three-tenths of one percent of what we’d predicted.

But a flood of Trump voters has come out of the woodwork. Just as he did in 2016, Trump is overshooting the voter models and the polls—both the public polls and the far more fine-grained internal polls conducted by the Biden campaign. The question nobody in the country yet knows is whether Trump’s over-performance will be enough to win.

But we know.

The Wisconsin Biden team has been crunching the numbers on the absentee ballots yet to be tallied. We’re 99.99 percent sure we’ve got it. Biden’s margin of victory might be tiny, but any margin is enough.

Meanwhile, we’re terrified that Trump is going to jump the gun. That he’ll declare victory via tweet—and try to steal the election.

Our vote model isn’t the kind of thing that you can share with a media outlet. They’d assume that our analysis is just spin. But we know we’re there. So our virtual boiler room team has decided that, as the state party chair, I personally should call the state.

Via my own Twitter account. Fight fire with fire; fight tweets with tweets. Strike first, on truth’s side.

My heart is pounding. Are we—am I—really doing this? Yep. Really doing this. I hit Post. Up it goes.


Green Bay and Kenosha results are in. Biden is now up in Wisconsin by roughly 20,600 votes. That number could wobble a bit, but there’s no realistic path for Trump to pull ahead.

Biden has won more votes any prez candidate in WI history.

Folks: Joe Biden just won Wisconsin.



The first credible-ish source to call any of the blue wall states. Instant virality. International news.*

And, almost instantly, a Twitter anti-misinformation label appears on the post, generating another wave of news stories: “Some or all of the content shared in this Tweet is disputed and might be misleading about an election or other civic process.”

Which means that Donald Trump and I have something in common: We’ve both been censured by Twitter. Except I got dinged for a post that turned out to be true. Two months later, Trump used Twitter to incite January 6 and got banned. Then Elon Musk bought the damn website, reinstated Trump, renamed it X (a name I will never start using), and, apparently still pissed off that Biden hadn’t invited him to an electric vehicle summit, turned it into a propaganda machine that helped Trump reclaim the presidency, leading to this book.

Cut to: 11:00 p.m. on Tuesday, November 5, 2024. Darkness has fallen. We may not see the sun for a very long time.

I’ve folded myself into a little chair in a little room at the Harris campaign’s Wisconsin headquarters in Milwaukee, stress-gnawing on late-night nachos. The room is packed with chairs, colleagues, and boxes of undistributed camouflage Harris-Walz trucker hats. We’re watching numbers roll in from across the state, and we’re getting nervous.

Once again, we’ve hit all our marks. In fact, we’ve exceeded them. In county after county in Wisconsin, Democratic turnout is up—even relative to high-turnout 2020. We’re on track to improve our vote share in the conservative but crucial suburban “WOW” counties (Waukesha, Ozaukee, and Washington). In fact, we’re holding our own everywhere; there’s no part of the state where the Trump margin has exploded.

But there’s also no part of the state where the Democratic edge has shot up. And in county after county, city after city, and precinct after precinct, things are just a shade worse than we’d hoped.

It’s either gonna be “death by a thousand cuts” or “we survived, despite a thousand cuts.”

This is what I feared. In my heart, though, it’s not what I expected.

In the previous two and a half weeks, I visited thirty-two counties. Crisscrossed the state. Kicked off volunteer-jammed canvasses and knocked on doors myself. Welcomed an all-star array of surrogates visiting Wisconsin, as well as multiple visits by Harris and Walz. The energy was electric. In every county I visited, I asked if folks felt like they were seeing more people coming over from Trump to Harris or more Biden voters heading over to Trump. In every single county, the answer was the same: Our volunteers were seeing more people, often unexpected people, coming over to us.

This time, unlike 2020, all the polls have been saying it will be a nail-biter.

I’ve secretly dared to hope that it won’t be—that we’ll win by a surprise landslide. But I also know that the polls could be wrong this time in the exact same Trump-helping way they were before.

When reporters asked me, “What are you most worried about?” my answer was always that Trump supporters whom we didn’t know, people not in our model, people who hadn’t voted for four years or eight years or ever, would surprise us, even though we tried to anticipate them in our models already.

And now it’s happening. It’s bringing back my 2016/2020 heebie-jeebies. Nail-biter. Stress-eating more nachos. I’m texting reporters, saying we’re still feeling pretty good. Still in the game. Still have a shot. Still have . . . oh no.

Ack.

God.

God no.

Trump has won Wisconsin. And Michigan. And Pennsylvania. Blue wall down. He’s going to be president again.

A few hours before dawn, I went to bed wondering if everything we’d done had made any difference at all.

Lying in bed doomscrolling, I saw the first note of hope—that Tammy Baldwin had eked out a victory—and let myself pass out.

The next morning, I started compiling spreadsheets. That’s my form of political self-care. For some people, it’s tea and yoga. For others, it’s forest bathing. For me, it’s =AVG(B2:B51). I was already falling into a black hole of despair, but I willed myself to adopt, instead, an attitude of curiosity. What had actually happened? What did the numbers have to tell me? And how could I square the numbers with what people had told me?

Sure enough, the healing powers of rows and columns did exactly what I’d dared to hope. They made vivid for me that the work we’d done had mattered a great deal indeed.

To understand why, you have to compare what happened in Wisconsin to what happened in most of the country.

First, the bad news. Trump had improved his margins, relative to 2020, in every single state in the country. In fact, he’d done better in almost every single county in every state, big and small alike. This wasn’t a “the red got redder and the blue got bluer” situation. This was a full-country Trumpward lurch. Across race, across ethnicity, across geography.1

Wisconsin was no exception. Trump did better in sixty-eight of Wisconsin’s seventy-two counties.2

In most of the country, Trump had gotten more votes in 2024 than in 2020—and Harris had gotten fewer than Biden four years before. That combination meant that the national popular vote swung to the right by six percentage points.

But Wisconsin’s math was different. Harris’s turnout went up.

As in the rest of the country, Trump’s vote total went up in Wisconsin, by even more than Harris’s. That’s how Trump won. But because Harris turnout went up rather than down in the Badger State, Wisconsin registered an overall swing toward Trump of just 1.5 percent: the smallest shift of any battleground state.

Wisconsin wound up being the tightest state in the country in 2024. And because turnout rose for both candidates, Wisconsin was the state with the highest overall turnout: 76.6 percent of the eligible population. “Did not vote,” which accounted for more people than either Trump or Harris nationally, actually came in third in Wisconsin.3

Our permanent-campaign strategy in Wisconsin—out-organize and out-communicate the other side everywhere, all the time—hadn’t been enough to overcome the national trend. But the numbers illustrated vividly that it had come close.

Nationally, urban counties had moved 8 percent toward Trump. But because of rising Democratic turnout in Milwaukee County—which canceled out most of the rising Republican turnout in the county—Wisconsin’s most populous county moved right by only 1 percent.

In the city of Milwaukee, the blight of voter suppression meant that voter registration levels had never recovered from the Walker era.† But the combined efforts of the campaign, the party, and an alliance of indefatigable grassroots groups, unions, faith groups, and other allies had driven turnout among registered voters in Milwaukee to the highest level in any of the country’s fifty biggest cities: 85 percent.4

Nationally, counties with major suburbs moved 5.5 percent toward Trump. But in Wisconsin, they moved 0.1 percent . . . toward Harris.

Nationally, counties with mid-size cities moved 4.8 percent toward Trump. In Wisconsin? Just 1 percent.

And nationally, counties with small cities and rural areas moved toward Trump by nearly 4 percent. In Wisconsin, it was half that—just 2 percent. Wisconsin’s population is about 50 percent more rural than the nation as a whole; nearly a third of Wisconsinites live in rural areas, and more than half live in communities of fifteen thousand people or fewer. And Wisconsin’s rural areas, which are overwhelmingly white, are more heavily Republican than the state as a whole—like nearly all predominantly white rural areas in America. But alongside the intensive work in cities and suburbs, Wisconsin’s rural Democrats have made year-round local organizing a huge focus. In Wisconsin, Harris did better in rural areas than national trends would lead you to expect. In fact, Harris racked up more raw votes than Biden in thirty-five of Wisconsin’s fifty-seven rural/small-city counties (even though Trump added even more).‡

The one hundred thousand Wisconsinites who volunteered in some way to help Harris and other Democrats win in 2024 didn’t get Harris all the way to victory. But they turned out voters who powered Senator Baldwin’s victory. And they helped flip fourteen state legislative seats blue—the best Democratic result in the nation. And they inspired this book. Without them, I wouldn’t be writing this very sentence. You’d probably be $29.99 richer. But other than that, the present disastrous situation would be even worse.

That spreadsheet made me feel better about missing so many of my kids’ bedtimes and eating so many Kwik Trip crispy chicken sandwiches over the previous four years as I raced around Wisconsin.

It wasn’t that I, or any of us, had gotten everything right—very far from it. But what we’d done had, from everything we could tell, genuinely made a difference. Above all, it made me grateful to the immense team of patriots who had worked their butts off for years.

And my deep dive into the data illustrated something else that a few national pundits also pointed out at the time: Systematically, Harris had done better across all the battleground states than she’d done in the country as a whole.

In non-battleground states where neither candidate focused their campaign, where ad buys were few, and where voters hadn’t been bombarded with door knocks, calls, and texts, the electorate had shifted toward Trump by 6.7 percent. But in the seven battleground states, where both candidates had spent the most time, the shift toward Trump was only half as big. (And in Wisconsin, as referenced above, the shift was smaller still: less than half the average shift in the other battlegrounds.)5

All of which created something of a mystery: Why?

Why was it that Trump, who is terrible, had won?

Was it that he’d run a great campaign, while Harris and the Dems had run a bad one? If so, why had the states where both sides campaigned done better for Harris than the ones they’d both ignored?

Or was there some underlying factor, or set of factors, that moved the entire country’s vote toward Trump—such that the Harris campaign was swimming against the current?

Was there, in fact, some giant factor at work not only in the United States—but around the globe?

After Harris lost, John Burn-Murdoch of the Financial Times noticed that the Democrats weren’t the only ruling party to lose ground. So had the ruling party in every one of the eleven other “developed western countries” (as he put it) that held national elections that year: the UK, Iceland, Ireland, Austria, Portugal, France, Japan, Belgium, Croatia, Bulgaria, and Lithuania. Including the US, the average swing against the incumbent party was 6.9 percentage points—an all-time record, and a bit more than the shift against Democrats in the US.6 Meanwhile, Narendra Modi’s ruling party had lost ground in India, the world’s biggest democracy.§

Why did that happen? Why had voters simultaneously pushed back against conservative ruling parties in the UK, Japan, Croatia, Lithuania, and India; left-of-center governments in Portugal and the United States; and centrist governments in France, Belgium, Austria, and Bulgaria—all at the same time?

Was this a normal state of affairs?

Burn-Murdoch and his Financial Times colleagues turned to ParlGov, a database compiling EU and OECD election results back to 1900, and created a data set of every year with elections in five or more developed countries. What they found was remarkable. Quite simply, this had never happened before. There were no other years in their data set when the incumbent parties in the developed democracies had all lost ground. Until 2024.

Right-wing governments. Left-wing governments. Centrist governments. All kinds of governments. Female incumbents. Male incumbents. In 2024, all these incumbents took it on the chin.7

Why? Why? WHY?!

I’m going to tell you. I think the data make it pretty clear that one giant factor, more than any other, pushed the political pendulum in our entire country and the world away from incumbent parties and toward challengers in 2024.

But first let me offer a caveat. I’m not saying that this underlying explanation lets anyone off the hook. The whole job in politics is figuring out how to win even when conditions are unfavorable.

There are a million things, very big and very small, that Team Not Trump could have done differently or better, and given how close Trump’s margin was—remember, flipping just 114,885 votes in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania would have changed the result—I don’t think it’s credible to say that the election was unwinnable.

But I’m not going to spend this chapter ticking through the mistakes, misfires, or missed opportunities. Democrats have spent enormous amounts of time doing that already. Entire books have been written on that subject. My goal with this book is not to reignite factional battles within the Democratic coalition or to point fingers about what’s past. It’s to point the way forward for what you can do to ensure that the catastrophe of 2024 never happens again, regardless of what strategic missteps others may commit.

Understanding the biggest issue that shaped the 2024 election shines a giant klieg light on what we have to do next.

What was the mystery mega-factor?

In a word, prices.

Or as we say today, affordability.

As Burn-Murdoch wrote, “The economic and geopolitical conditions of the past year or two have created arguably the most hostile environment in history for incumbent parties and politicians across the developed world.”

And the number one factor in those conditions? Burn-Murdoch laid it out: “Voters don’t like high prices.” In other words, the high cost of living. Which was, post-pandemic, a worldwide problem.¶8

The global explanation is also, by far, the most powerful explanation for what happened in the United States.

In heaps of polling, prices—sometimes termed the cost of living, sometimes affordability, sometimes inflation (which economists see as different but voters lump together)—was, every single time, the biggest issue motivating voters in 2024.

Who told pollsters that they’d been hit hardest by rising prices? Exactly the people who are least likely to put politics at the center of their lives and thus are most likely to be swing voters. The people you met in chapter 1—the people who, with your organizing superpower, you want to reach and persuade to vote with you in elections to come.

Statistically, these voters are also more likely to be young,# more likely to be lower-income, and more likely to be people who say they “let the news come to them” rather than actively seeking out the news. They’re more likely to spend time on social media and group chats than on cable news. They’re less likely to identify with either political party or say politics is an important part of their lives.

And here’s the biggest thing: While many of them voted for Trump in 2024, it’s not because they’d all converted to MAGA-ism. They’re people who were pissed off about the way things were going—most of all because the basic building blocks of a good life felt increasingly unaffordable—and they wanted something different.

Trump won the “This sucks; vote for change” vote.

But now Trump is the “this” that sucks. And if you want change, you’ve got to vote against Team Trump.

These are voters Democrats should fight to win back. Can win back. And are already winning back, in just about every election held since 2024 and in every poll.

There’s an understandable freak-out on the losing side of any major election. There’s a panic that the change on display in the election that just occurred is a predictor of things to come—perhaps a first step in a generational political realignment. An honest reckoning is a healthy thing: There are a million ways that any campaign or party can get better. (It would be good if winning campaigns led to more self-reflection—it’s not like winning means you did everything perfectly.) But postmortems of failed elections can veer, particularly for Democrats, into defeatism, panic, and despair. To the losing of nerve.

It’s good to question your strategies, tactics, message, language, structure, and the specific policy solutions you’re proposing. Maybe you’re thinking about problems all wrong, or missing critical problems entirely, or suggesting things that cause more political problems than they solve. Maybe you’re not communicating enough in the language that voters use in their personal lives or on the platforms where they actually spend their time. Maybe you’re spending your campaign money in ineffective ways, all while driving your donors to button-mash STOP in response to your incessant fundraising text messages.

Take a step back. Look at the data. Listen to everyone. Use your common sense. Decide to win. Get better at it.

But Democrats, don’t lose your soul.

Don’t look at a lost election during perhaps the worst year for incumbent parties in the history of modern democracy, an election that hinged most of all on prices in a global inflationary environment, and throw away your fundamental values.

Don’t lose your belief that we’re all in this together. That, along with taking responsibility for ourselves, we’re responsible to one another. That this country should work for everyone, not just the few, and that the government should work for the people, not the malefactors.

Don’t lose your commitment to the idea that every person is precious and deserves dignity, respect, and freedom. No matter what they look like, whom they love, what language they speak, how they identify, or how or whether they worship. No matter where they live, where their parents grew up, or what’s in their bank account—if they have one.

Don’t lose your sense of solidarity. Don’t lose your resolve. Don’t lose your conviction that change for the better is possible and worth fighting for.

Remember why you’re doing this work, acknowledge that you’re not going to win every time, learn everything you can, and get back to work.

All of which brings us to the present moment.

There are a million things beyond your control that will shape the next presidential election.

What’s under your control? You.

What you can do between now and the selection of the next Democratic presidential nominee is the thing that we strove to do in Wisconsin in the years leading up to 2020, and again in the years before 2024, and that we are doing even now: build the on-the-ground general election organizing machine that can become the next Democratic nominee’s general election campaign.

This is the Wisconsin model.

When I was elected chair of the Democratic Party of Wisconsin in 2019, I made this our party’s goal. We kept building the network of neighborhood action teams that had been launched under my predecessor chair. Our volunteers talked to voters—at their doors, via phone banks, through friend-to-friend relational organizing, and then, suddenly, in pandemic virtual mode. We cleaned up our data, we built our lists of supporters and surrogates, we trained yet more volunteers, we practiced and tested our tactics on smaller elections so we’d be ready for the biggest one. And, all along the way, my team and I constantly briefed both the presidential primary campaigns and the DNC about our work, so that it would be integrated into the eventual general election campaign instead of being swept aside and replaced.

In early 2020, on a fundraising Zoom call with my friend Lavora Barnes, the Michigan Democratic Party chair who was running a similar strategy, I said that we were building a “nominee-neutral presidential campaign” in Wisconsin. She laughed and responded that her goal was to build a campaign that was nominee-proof.

It worked. We later heard from the presidential team that Wisconsin and Michigan were the only two states where the Biden campaign kept the campaign infrastructure we’d already built—our neighborhood action teams, our organizing staff—for the general election, rather than replacing it with something assembled in the final stretch.

And then, while the organizing programs in other battleground states disbanded after Election Day, we kept right on going. We kept on organizing, and building up our county party infrastructure, and developing networks of social media amplifiers and local media surrogates and barn sign putter-uppers—and so much more.

For 2024, we did the same thing. The staff team and the volunteers that had been building the party, that had defeated the GOP’s drive to win supermajorities in the state legislature, that had flipped the state supreme court, and that had reelected Governor Evers—the fights you’ve learned about in this book—became the core of the staff and volunteers that made up the Wisconsin presidential operation. We kept growing and welcoming new talent. We didn’t have to start from scratch.

Sometimes the campaign infrastructure that we’d been building was literally brick and mortar. For years, the Democratic Party of Wisconsin has been supporting county parties to set up year-round storefront offices on Main Streets and in high-traffic neighborhoods around the state, from Platteville to Ashland to Milwaukee, where party members could hold meetings, distribute yard signs and door-knocking packets, and sign up walk-in volunteers. When the presidential campaign set up shop in 2024, these became its local front doors. That April, the Biden campaign told reporters about its one hundred campaign offices in battleground states—leading to headlines like “Biden is building a behemoth of a campaign.” Forty-four of those one hundred offices were in Wisconsin. And fully forty-three of those forty-four offices had been previously opened by WisDems county parties, funded in part by the party’s monthly office grant program.9

Why did we have all of those offices? And why did we have all of the other infrastructure—the hundreds of powerhouse neighborhood action teams, the amazing operatives on our staff and alumni running allied organizations, up-to-date voter data, lists of key supporters who could host campaign events on their farms or in their restaurants or at their barbershops, local elected officials and other community leaders who could vouch for the impact of Democratic policies in press interviews and campaign ads, and so much more?

It wasn’t because we’d started fundraising for presidential campaign offices four years in advance. It was because we’d been organizing and fighting for every level of government at every step along the way, and we’d never shut down. It was because we’d built a permanent campaign.

We don’t yet know who the perfect presidential nominee will be. Candidate recruiting can be like casting for a movie: You want the perfect person to play the part, someone who clicks with the cultural zeitgeist and, by drawing on their own story, their experience and record, or their own resonant ideas, can credibly communicate a message that will unite and inspire the country. But we can’t yet predict where the cultural winds will blow. We don’t know what the moment will be, so we don’t know the perfect person to meet the moment. What’s more, we can’t set the bar so high that we give up hope if we think the actual nominee isn’t perfect. No nominee is.

But we don’t have to wait until 2028 to start doing the things that will get us ready to win.

When you’re organizing, in fact, that’s exactly what you’re doing.

This takes us back to chapter 1: your superpower.

In Lincoln’s words, make sure that the “doubtful voters” are “talked to by those in whom they have the most confidence.”10

In words likely wrongfully attributed to Margaret Mead, build a “small group of thoughtful, committed individuals.”

And, as the civil rights activist Flo Kennedy used to say, in words often quoted by Nancy Pelosi, “Don’t agonize. Organize.”

Getting politically involved is a step-by-step process. Organizers use a metaphor that will be evocative to anyone familiar with ladders. The metaphor: “the ladder of engagement.”

The idea is that, if someone’s at one rung of the ladder, your goal is to move them up to the next one. It’s hard to go from “have never voted” to “am volunteering for the voter protection hotline to help people figure out how to find a witness to sign the envelope of their absentee ballot.” But good organizing involves meeting people where they are, building a relationship, and then—based on your shared values—working with people to move up the ladder one rung at a time.

You yourself are on this ladder.

I’m certainly hoping this book inspires you to take a step up to the next rung, and the one after that. But even more, I’m hoping it inspires you to talk to a whole lot of other people about climbing onto that ladder as well.

By the time you reach the endgame of a presidential campaign, the die is already cast. The vast majority of voters are already in their corners. The final group of undecided folks might well prove decisive—but only if the groups of decided voters are roughly equally matched.

What you do in the four years between elections helps determine how many people are, by the time you reach those critical final days, already in the “decided” column.

Voting is habit-forming. It’s identity-forming. If you recruit someone who has never voted before to vote in an off-year mayor’s race, they’ve just taken a huge step up the ladder. They’re more likely to vote for the rest of their life. If you persuade someone to vote in the midterm elections, they become more likely to vote in the next presidential race.

Once someone has taken action in politics (as in any endeavor), they become more interested in what happens next. Vote for or against someone, and you’re more likely to watch the next video about that person that pops into your feed. Pretty soon, you’re actually seeking out news. And then something pisses you off or inspires you, and you’re the one sharing the news you discovered with your fellow Elks in the group chat.

US presidential elections are the biggest, hardest, most consequential political battles in the world. But the momentum and the movements that often decide them are built out of the actions and decisions of millions upon millions of people every day of every year. Decide, today, to do the work to win. Make the same decision tomorrow.

Step by step. Friend by friend, conversation by conversation, vote by vote, rung by rung.

I’m not saying organizing, movement building, and infrastructure building are a shortcut, a panacea, or a silver bullet. I’m not saying organizing is the only thing you can do—far from it.

I’m saying it’s the thing that all of us can do.

I’m saying you’re not powerless. And that you can find power in numbers. And that to win an election in which you need one more vote than the other side in order to win, the most fundamental task is to make the number grow.

And I’m saying something more.

My argument, my offering to you, is that when you engage with people, when you listen to them, when you search earnestly for common ground and find a basis for common action, you’re doing something more than finding one more voter to add to a list. You’re engaging in the fundamental act of politics—of building a polity. A society. A community.

Organizing builds connections between people. In an era where the world’s biggest corporations and the most powerful politicians profit and dominate by pulling us apart, connecting with one another is an act of defiance. Building community—building solidarity—can seem unimportant and insignificant. But it’s a force that topples dictators.

It’s an act of belief backed up by millennia of human experience and the greatest traditions of our own country.

In 1972, Richard Nixon’s cutthroat conservative aide Patrick Buchanan mapped out a scorched-earth strategy for Nixon’s reelection campaign: Fan racial divisions amongst the Democratic base in order to cut the party and the country in half—arguing that they’d wind up with the larger half.11 Versions of that strategy, used to hammer a wedge into any new crack or division, have been fundamental to the GOP’s playbook for more than a half century.

It’s not just that this kind of politics is destructive and reprehensible—it’s also that it simply won’t work for our side. The fear, distrust, and resentment that feed grievance politics actually sap the energy from ours. At a fundamental level, they win when they make people feel bad about other people. We win when we help people feel good about one another and about themselves. The way to counter the politics of fear isn’t to make people even more afraid of the other side. Fear makes people shrink. The way to beat the politics of fear is by helping people realize they are powerful. And they’re more powerful together.

Organizing is hard. When you’re part of a group of people that has come together for a larger purpose, working through your differences in order to build on your commonalities, things can get messy.

But then things get glorious. There’s a surge of energy that can flow through the bonds we build when we take action together. You unleash something primal. Your anxiety melts away. You feel the power. You turn “I” into “we.” It feels great.

And then, in the best of times, you win.

And then the work doesn’t stop. Because this isn’t just about beating Trump or ending Trumpism. This is about unrigging the American system of government and then, through the democratic process, making life better for everyone.

Which means you need a plan even bigger than a plan to win the White House.



	* Unfortunately, my tweet contained two errors, though neither caused the Twitter flag. The first: I left out than in the sentence “Biden has won more votes [than] any prez candidate in WI history.” The second error was that Biden hadn’t, in fact, won more votes than any presidential candidate in Wisconsin history. That honor belonged to Barack Obama in 2008. Although, as I noted in my sheepish correction tweet a moment later, Biden was on the ticket that year too. Never tweet after an all-nighter.

	† One little-discussed effect of the Walker-era laws was, as one analysis put it, “to, effectively, ban voter registration drives” by creating nearly insurmountable logistical requirements. Scot Schraufnagel et al., “Cost of Voting in the American States: 2022*,” Election Law Journal: Rules, Politics, and Policy 21, no. 3, 223.

	‡ All of the Wisconsin-specific numbers here come from the spreadsheet that I compiled the day after the election using Wisconsin Election Commission data. The county-by-county national data cited here come from Kevin Schaul and Kati Perry, “How Counties Are Shifting in the 2024 Presidential Election,” Washington Post, November 6, 2024.

	§ It was a year with an unusual volume of elections. Worldwide, including middle- and low-income countries, not every incumbent government lost ground. Interestingly, the two most notable exceptions to the rule, Mexico and Indonesia, both involved nonincumbent candidates improving on the margins of predecessors from the same party, rather than incumbent leaders running for reelection.

	¶ The second biggest issue Burn-Murdoch identified was immigration. This, too, was a worldwide issue, in an era of political, climatic, and economic instability. And it came up as the second biggest issue in many US polls, particularly among those who wound up voting for Trump. In terms of the way forward in the US, Democrats should think long and hard about the right policies and winning message on immigration—but shouldn’t lurch into embracing Trump’s approach. First, because it’s profoundly vile. And second, because public opinion has radically shifted in thermostatic response to Trump’s anti-immigrant horribleness.

	# Which means they’re also more likely than older Americans to be people of color. In 2024, half of eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-old Americans were non-Hispanic white (compared with three out of four seniors), a quarter were Hispanic, and an eighth were Black.










Chapter 10 This Is the Plan

This is it. Time, finally, to deliver on the promise made by the title of this book.

You started chapter 1 knowing that your journey of a thousand miles would begin with a single step. Then you walked with me through the levels of politics and government in America, how they connect to the overall struggle for the future of our country, and what you can do to fight and make a difference. I hope it’s been at least as much fun as the Tao Te Ching.

Now it’s time to bring it all together—with the capital-P Plan.

As you read the plan, keep some fundamentals in mind.

You’ve got your superpower: not just your vote, but your power to organize, to persuade, and above all to join or bring together a group of like-minded people to make grassroots engagement a part of your lives, week after week, year after year, election after election. As long as freedom survives, you’re free to use your freedom to fight for freedom’s survival.

You’ve got your modus operandi: organize and advocate where you are, affecting elections in which you’re a constituent and seeking to affect the decisions of your own elected officials—and, at the same time, lend a long-distance hand to those on the front lines of the fight, in the tipping-point states, districts, and battles across the country where a little change can make a huge difference.

You’ve got your focus: You know that the potential voters whose votes are most pivotal are often the people who are thinking about politics the least and for whom arguments about “saving democracy” are generally the least persuasive. So you’re going to listen to them about what they care about, find out where it intersects with what you care about, and then find a basis for common action.

Now to the plan itself. Here’s how you—alongside millions of other people doing similar things and a vast array of allies and partners doing their bit—are going to end America’s meltdown and save democracy.


This Week

Just about every Tuesday, there’s a local election happening somewhere—and you and your friends can help. The saying “all politics is local” is particularly apt in the field of local politics. But, these days, local politics can also be national. Find upcoming local elections across the country by looking online at Ballotpedia, or Bolts magazine, or The Downballot, or by checking in with your local political party. Remember that local officials are often the people in charge of preventing dictators or their paramilitaries from stealing ballot boxes or manipulating vote counts. You want good people on the ground.

For true democracy gourmands, local politics is a smorgasbord. An all-you-can-volunteer buffet. A Golden Corral of golden opportunities to translate your commitment to a thriving democracy into tangible action. Don’t fill up on breadsticks.

Meanwhile, prepare for the big elections to come—and for the big changes that have to happen quickly after newly elected officeholders take their oaths.



2026

If you’re reading this before the 2026 midterms, first, thanks for buying the hardcover. (Note to self: Edit that line out of the audiobook and ebook editions. Find something else nice to say to those cheapskates.) Second, you’ve got a lot to do.

For democracy to survive, the single most important priority is likely to be found in state governments. Your goal: to achieve governing trifectas in the states whose Electoral College votes are likeliest to tip the presidency one way or the other in 2028. Reach that goal and we can make it very hard indeed for Trump and his allies to nullify the result of the next presidential election.

Help turn out and persuade voters in the closest state legislative districts in the most likely 2028 battleground states—in a way that can simultaneously help win House seats and statewide contests. Where there’s a high-stakes statewide fight, organize everywhere—not just to swing purple areas but also to lose by less in deep-red areas and to drive up margins and turnout in blue ones.

Even as we lock down state trifectas, we should be aiming to win the US House and, if we can align the stars, the US Senate majority as well. The more House and Senate seats we win, the more we can stem the damage of the Trump presidency.

Here’s what’s on the ballot, state by state, in the battlegrounds, starting with 2024’s closest Trump-won state and getting to the less close states. Work where you are, plus help with these:


	•Wisconsin: We need two state senate seats and five state assembly seats to win majorities. And there’s at least one close house race—the disastrous Derrick Van Orden. Maybe more, such as WI-01. And this is a big one: an open race for governor. Keep that office blue, and don’t let Tom Tiffany get anywhere near the governor’s residence. Support Attorney General Josh Kaul’s reelection. And more. Make my heart sing. Help in Wisconsin.

	•Michigan: It will be a battle royale to tip state assembly seats here—four for a majority—and to hold state senate seats. Plus there are multiple toss-up US House fights and open races for governor, attorney general, secretary of state, and US Senate. All that, and two state supreme court seats! And, potentially, several citizen ballot initiatives to amend the state constitution. Honestly, Michigan, your buffet tray is looking a little overloaded.

	•Pennsylvania: Just flip three state senate seats, hold the state house, and reelect Governor Shapiro, and you’ve got a trifecta. The state also offers more than enough flippable US House seats (starting with PA-01, PA-07, PA-08, PA-10) to move the speaker’s gavel from Mike Johnson to Hakeem Jeffries.

	•Georgia’s too gerrymandered for Dems to realistically aim for a trifecta in 2026 (or any obvious US House flips), but wouldn’t it be great to elect a Democratic governor, attorney general, and secretary of state there while shrinking the GOP’s legislative edge? Dem gov = no GOP trifecta = no post-Callais redistricting. Good thing to aim for while we reelect Senator Jon Ossoff.

	•In Nevada, we need to add one legislator in each chamber to win supermajorities—but why not flip the governorship blue while we’re at it?

	•North Carolina, like Georgia, is gerrymandered all to hell, but you can help make sure Republicans don’t reclaim state legislative supermajorities while you help US Representative Don Davis hold his seat, send former governor Roy Cooper to the US Senate, and reelect Supreme Court Justice Anita Earls.

	•Arizona went pretty red in 2024—but you can help it snap back to blue. Four state assembly seats, three state senate seats, and the reelection of Governor Katie Hobbs would bring the first Democratic trifecta in Arizona since the mid-1960s. Plus reelects for secretary of state and attorney general, two toss-up House races (AZ-01 and AZ-06), and a shot in a third (AZ-02). Get ready for some fun in the sun.



Those were the battleground states from the last three presidential elections—2024, 2020, and 2016. So, if it’s close, they’re the likeliest battlegrounds in 2028 as well. The GOP’s path to holding the presidency, in the short term, runs through those states. If you, if we, ensure that people who believe in democracy triumph in those states in 2026, then we’ll know that—if we win the presidential election in 2028—it won’t be overturned.

But let’s shoot bigger than that.

Let’s open up every possible path to passing the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact.

That means aiming to win a trifecta in New Hampshire too. Which would also be good from a 2028 perspective, because that was the state that Trump lost but came closest to winning in 2024 (Harris won by 2.8 percent). And there’s an open US Senate seat there, so let’s keep that one in blue hands.

Let’s pitch in to help the multi-partisan pro-democracy alliance in Alaska—which could yield a US House seat, a US Senate seat for Mary Peltola, and—if we win the governorship—a NPVIC-friendly state trifecta in a state where Trump won by 13 percent.

To shoot for a US Senate majority, we’ll have to expand the map still further.

If we’ve defended Michigan and Georgia and flipped North Carolina and Alaska, we just need two more.

Let’s ease Susan Collins into a long-overdue retirement in Maine.

And let’s go for broke in Iowa, where we could win three US House seats (IA-01, IA-02, IA-03), the governorship, and the US Senate race. (Really! Not like the heartbreaker Selzer poll that inflated our Iowa expectations in 2024, but really truly!)

And in Ohio, let’s lend a hand to Sherrod Brown. And let’s put James Talarico into the US Senate seat in Texas, which, man, how great would that be. And don’t sleep on Dan Osborn in Nebraska.

Want to adopt a House district? Want to travel to it to knock on some doors—but all of the states above sound inconveniently far away? Good news: There are also swing House districts that could benefit from your support—to defend Dems or defeat MAGA Republicans—all over the nation, very much including giant blue states like California and New York.

And there are winnable state legislative districts in every state. Winning more of them is critical to Callais-proof red states, especially in the South, that might try to re-gerrymander after 2026 to eliminate districts currently protected by the Voting Rights Act.

Remember: Your goal is to work to rebuild democracy where you are, plus in a place where a few extra votes could make all the difference in the world. Maybe you’ve done this, or will do this, by helping out with candidates’ campaigns. Or maybe by volunteering with state political parties—in your own state and in the toss-up states. Well-run parties run coordinated campaigns across all the races on the ballot at once, so they’re a great place to direct your dollars and your time. Or maybe you’ve gotten involved with independent groups, which also play a critical role.

Feeling overwhelmed by so many urgent options? Remember that you’re not doing this alone. Pick one or two places to focus on, and you’re doing your part.

OK. Huge push for the 2026 midterm elections. Check.

And then: Do you stop? No. Can’t stop. Won’t stop. We’re building a permanentcampaign.



2027

In 2027, we’ll advocate for our various state elected officials to pass policies that will upgrade the democratic processes in our states and make them dictator-proof. We’ll also push them to pass the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact. And we’ll build grassroots support as they pass legislation that makes a direct, positive difference in the lives of regular people. Make this legislative session historic. Write your values into the law.

In some states, you might also want to think about starting to collect signatures for some ballot initiatives. And in states like Wisconsin, where the state legislature, not the people, launches the process of amending the state constitution, remember to keep that on the advocacy to-do list as well.

At the same time, you can advocate for the new Democratic majorities in the US House and the US Senate to conduct aggressive oversight and prepare bills and coalitions around historic legislation for the next Democratic trifecta. You may recall the phone number for the Capitol switchboard from the previous two times I’ve mentioned it. But just in case, here it is again: 202-224-3121. Maybe get a wrist tattoo so you can see it while holding your phone.

And if Democrats and independents do win a majority in the US Senate in 2026, it is the viewpoint of This Is the Plan that they should, immediately in 2027, amend the Senate’s rules to restore the vision of our country’s founders and make their legislative body a majority-rule institution. Bust the filibuster. Get it over with. Bring closure to sixty-vote cloture.

Meanwhile, throughout 2027, you’re helping with state and local races. That April, Wisconsin will have yet another state supreme court race and a chance to flip an open currently-conservative seat. That fall, you can lend a hand in governor’s races in Kentucky, Louisiana, and Mississippi—tough states, but the electoral records of Kentucky governor Andy Beshear, former Louisiana governor John Bel Edwards, and a ton of great Mississippi Democrats all illustrate that it’s worth going all-in to win in them. Plus there are key state legislative races in New Jersey and Virginia.



2028

Big year.

We don’t know who our presidential nominee will be or what crises and issues will be dominating the news. But we know what the nominee will need to win: votes, in the right places. And an intact democracy where winning the most votes leads to an electoral victory.

So, for a no-regrets plan on how to spend your time until the final stretch in 2028, build the general-election presidential operation in advance. Build state and local Democratic Party organizations. Elect democracy defenders to key offices in local and special elections and engage more and more voters and volunteers over time. Use the snowflake model to help build so many snowflakes that it turns into a snowball, growing as it rolls, and then becomes an avalanche.

By the time the two parties nominate their candidates in 2028, you will have had tons of time to contribute to the organizing and communicating juggernaut that will become your nominee’s campaign apparatus. You will have met new friends. Maybe, just maybe, you’ll have fallen in love. You and a special someone reached out to press the button on the Ring doorbell on the same door at the same time, and your fingers touched. Just for an instant. But something flashed between you that changed both your lives forever. And then, together, you persuaded the person who answered the door to register to vote and make a plan to bring three friends to the polls.

In 2028, your goal isn’t just to win the presidential election. It’s also to win as many seats as possible in the US House, US Senate, and state legislatures; to win the state supreme court race in Wisconsin (in April) and flip the state supreme court in North Carolina (in the fall); and to win all possible state executive offices, as well as local ones.

If it’s a 2016/2020/2024-style nail-biter, you’ll be glad you worked so damn hard. If it’s a 2008-style blowout, you’ll have a chance to win in places that seem impossible from the viewpoint of 2026.

You’re doing all this for two reasons. First, you want to generate as much positive change as possible. And second, you know that the next election is likely to be tough, because of the pattern of midterm backlash against incumbent presidents’ parties—and 2030 matters enormously because it leads to the redistricting fights after the 2030 census. Tons of officials elected to four-year terms in 2028, from governors to state senators, will have a say in setting fair district lines that will last until 2042.

On election night in 2028, you’ll see the fruits of so many labors turn into electoral triumphs. You’ll cheer as your presidential candidate starts rolling up swing states. You’ll pump a fist in the air as Ron Johnson’s US Senate seat goes blue while Wisconsin Democrats hold on to their state legislative majorities. You’ll start wondering if you should take your new flame to the inauguration. Maybe with a ring—not a Ring doorbell, the other kind of ring—secretly stashed in your winter jacket pocket. You’ll experience the rush of having helped change the world.

And you’ll recommit, even as you dance in the streets that night, to keep going. Because you know the fight isn’t over.



2029

Suppose we win in 2028. The first giant question of 2029 comes in January: Do we have a peaceful transfer of power, or not?

This will be the acid test.

The answer to that question depends on everything you, and the giant movement that you’re now part of, has achieved its work up to this point. Has it transcended partisan and factional lines to build a mandate-generating landslide for change? Has it ensured that the local officials in charge of election administration and certification hold their ground against the next election-stealing effort mounted by Team MAGA, whoever the nominee might be? Has someone who believes in a country that works for everyone . . . actually won the election?

If the Electoral College is tied or subverted such that no candidate gets 270 Electoral College votes, then the job of determining who won the election will go to the House. Under the Constitution, each House delegation will get one vote. So our goal is not just to have a pro-democracy House majority—it’s to have, after the 121st Congress is sworn in at noon on Wednesday, January 3, 2029, pro-democracy majorities in a majority of House delegations. Right now, the GOP controls thirty out of fifty delegations. We’ve got two election cycles to change that. If this scenario happens, you’ll be very glad that you’ve leaned into House races in states like Iowa and Alaska.

Knock on wood: On Saturday, January 20, 2029, the next president and vice president of the United States will take their oaths of office. Not President Vance and Vice President Trump. Two entirely different people with entirely different names who belong to an entirely different party.

The nation, and the world, will finally exhale.

And then, after a killer party and a greasy breakfast, it’s time for the real work. Because 2029 has to be a year of action.

States with pro-democracy trifectas will have a great deal of work to continue from the 2027–2028 legislative sessions. But now they’ll be joined by a federal government that can actually pass good-for-America bills into law, signed by a good-for-America, good-for-the-world president, and can then implement them in good faith.

Presidents Obama and Biden both inherited total disasters from their Republican predecessors and had to immediately pass massive emergency legislation to try to curb ongoing economic calamities. I hope history won’t repeat itself here, but don’t be shocked if we’re in a similar situation in 2029. But along with whatever emergency bills are necessary in order to address whatever acute disaster Trump has left America as a parting gift, the federal trifecta of 2029 has to pass democracy reform right away.

The time will have come to pass the updated-for-2029 versions of the Freedom to Vote Act and the John R. Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act—with voting rights protections, a national gerrymandering ban, donor disclosure requirements, and other anti-corruption measures. But that’s just the start. US Supreme Court reform. Statehood for DC and, if Puerto Ricans so wish, Puerto Rico. House reform. Laws to ensure that the majority rules.

And then so much more. Economic policies that level the playing field and reward work instead of entrenching wealth. Laws that build prosperity and ensure that all of us, not just the few, benefit from it. The Protecting the Right to Organize Act, the Public Service Freedom to Negotiate Act, and the Protect America’s Workforce Act. Comprehensive immigration reform. Maybe it’s time for a reorganization of the executive branch, to make it more effective and less susceptible to corruption and authoritarianism. Laws to protect the rights and freedoms of every American, especially the most vulnerable—rights and freedoms we’re seeing shredded in real time. Measures to make life affordable, build opportunity, keep us safe, catch us when we fall, help us build the lives and families we choose, protect the earth, and lift up the dignity of all.

It’s not just that the executive and legislative branch will be in new hands. In 2029, with new eighteen-year term limits on active service in the US Supreme Court, the next president will be able to appoint a Supreme Court justice as the longest-serving justice, likely Clarence Thomas, moves to senior status, allowing him to spend even more time island hopping on Harlan Crow’s superyacht. And we can hope that the court, knowing that its composition will mechanically shift over time, will stop ruling as though it will have a permanent MAGA-supporting majority. Which means executive branch actions and new laws, if constitutional and well considered, won’t be arbitrarily struck down by the Supreme Court simply because they didn’t comport with the far right’s fever dreams.

Oh, and we shouldn’t forget a total recasting of America’s role in the world so that our foreign policy reflects both our values and our interests, in place of Trump’s approach, in which it reflects only his.

This will be the time for boldness. The year 2029 is shaping up to be one of those rare moments, like the period after the Civil War, the Great Depression, or World War II, when we have to rethink everything. When, in the wake of Trump, so much is broken, our goal must not be to simply repair what used to exist. Let’s build what we actually want. We’ll need visionary leaders. And we’ll need an engaged public pushing for a future that works for everyone.

For members of that public that have gotten engaged in the to-be-married sense, such as, perhaps, you and the person you met while pushing on that same doorbell in 2026, maybe you’ll write a commitment to civic engagement into your vows. Your fellow neighborhood action team members, all sitting together and dressed to the nines, will wipe away happy tears. They’ll cry even more at the reception, when they see the footage recorded by the Ring camera of the moment you fell in love, provided by the voter—now a dear friend—who opened the door shortly afterward.

Also, there will be elections. Free and fair ones. Wisconsin will have a supreme court race, and local elections, in April. That fall, Virginia and New Jersey will vote to reelect Governors Abigail Spanberger and Mikie Sherrill. They, and Mayor Zohran Mamdani of New York, and other local officials from coast to coast will face the first contests that tell us whether (or how much) the tub of political momentum is sloshing in the opposite direction under the next Democratic president.

In 2021, Republican Glenn Youngkin’s victory in the Virginia governor’s race early in the Biden era was the first breadcrumb on the trail to Trump’s return in 2024. But this time, because of the national permanent campaign you’ve helped to build, during the next Democratic presidency, we’ll win in the off years.



2030

You recall that, in 2010, after Obama’s 2008 landslide, thermostatic public opinion—turbocharged by Citizens United—led to a Tea Party/GOP wave. Which led to a raft of GOP state trifectas, from Wisconsin on out. Which, in turn, led to a plague of gerrymandering and other horrors before the 2012 elections that have sickened our politics ever since.

In 2030, our collective job is to prevent that from happening again.

If you ask artificial intelligence’s boosters, they’ll tell you that we’ll be several years into a world-historic economic boom by 2030. So maybe everyone will be so excited about the economy that the president’s party will soar to a historic victory. On the other hand, many of the same people will tell you that AI will also cause an unprecedented wave of unemployment, in which case maybe voters won’t be thrilled that America’s average incomes are shooting up because their personal income has fallen off a cliff.

We can’t know the future. So let’s just agree now to keep on organizing right through the 2030 elections—while also passing laws in 2029 that will reduce the risk to democratic self-governance if things do go badly. In particular: If we’ve banned gerrymandering in 2029, then a 2030 red wave won’t lead to the GOP rigging maps in state after state in 2031.

So, from the spring Wisconsin Supreme Court election of 2030 (yes, another one!) to the mega midterms that November, keep getting out there and doing your best. You owe it to your new, growing family to keep fighting for a better world.



2031

This will be an important year, since the census, which will have been responsibly overseen by the government of the forty-eighth president of the United States, will deliver its results. The likeliest finding: that the population—and, hence, House seats and Electoral College votes—will have shifted south and, to a lesser extent, west.

Specifically, as noted in chapter 2, analysts predict that the head counts in California and New York, where the most populated areas have become increasingly unaffordable, will have plateaued or shrunk as people with dreams of, say, buying a home have moved to states like Texas (which might gain four House seats and Electoral College votes) and Florida (also poised to add four). Wisconsin, Illinois, Pennsylvania, and Minnesota each lose one; Idaho, Utah, Arizona, and North Carolina each gain one.

Meaning that, if the Electoral College is still functioning as it does now, Democrats will not only have to keep winning the states where they’ve been doing well—they’ll also have to turn purple states blue and start winning states that are currently long shots if they want to have a chance of holding on to the presidency in 2032.

For that reason, you’ll be very glad by this point that so many readers of This Is the Plan, whose dog-eared copies you see sticking out of tote bags in many a high-speed rail terminal and flying-car port, as well as during drop-off at publicly funded day care, have spent the previous five years organizing locally in states that were, as recently as 2026, very red.

Or better yet, you’ll be thrilled that you helped pass the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact in enough states for it to come into effect before the 2032 presidential elections.

And you’ll also be awash with gratitude that the Supreme Court reform bill of 2029 has meant that Chief Justice John Roberts has also just taken senior status, alongside Clarence Thomas—and that the Supreme Court’s majority has flipped from 6–3 MAGA to a 5–4 majority not hopelessly in hock to far-right billionaires.



2032 and Beyond

In a NPVIC world, the 2032 US presidential election would be the first one ever that is genuinely small-d democratic. Whoever gets the most votes wins. The years of patient long-term local organizing everywhere—not just in swing states, but in every state (all fifty-one or fifty-two of them!)—now matter a great deal. Every voter counts the same in choosing the most powerful person in the world, no matter their zip code. And every superpowered organizer can multiply their own impact by turning out their neighbors to vote.

And if we’ve done our job right, in every state, the congressional and state legislative races will be conducted on post-census map lines that are drawn fairly. We can’t now know who has the best shot at winning. But we’ll have secured democracy for posterity. We’ll have rebuilt our republic. We’ll have gone from American meltdown to glorious glow-up.

And then, in 2033, the robot uprising will begin. But, because of all the work we did along the way, we’ll be ready for it.

As I was writing this book, I talked to a friend who works with pro-democracy activists and opposition parties in countries around the world that are slipping, or have slipped, into authoritarianism. He told me how, in Russia, people call Election Day “the voting”—because who you vote for has nothing to do with who gets elected. He told me how so many activists, journalists, and opposition leaders describe the mounting panic they’ve felt as the links are severed, one by one, between what the public does in an election and who holds power afterward. Think of a hot-air balloon where the ropes connecting the basket to the balloon are being snipped.

Watching Trump try to sever those connections in the United States—to trample the free press and academia, to corrupt science and medicine, to intimidate lawyers and judges, to shatter the independent power of Congress, the courts, federal agencies, and state and local governments—has sent shudders through friends of and fighters for democracy the world over. What they’ve seen play out in their own countries is now happening in the United States.

Once the link between what the public wants and who holds power has been fully severed, it is very, very hard to restore. When a government is fully unaccountable to its people, you can plummet into unfathomable darkness. There is nothing inevitable about democracy’s survival in the United States. It is tenuous even now.

But we have a plan. There is a way out. There is a path to making the United States a better democracy than it has ever been.

In a democracy, sometimes you win and sometimes you lose. When democracy’s foes win, they can use their power to undermine democracy for the long term. But when its champions win, they can expand it, improve it, and armor it against future saboteurs—in ways that can send ripples out through time and space.

Past battles in Wisconsin tell this story. Alongside the bright strain of progress I’ve celebrated in this book, Wisconsin has always had a darker thread—and it didn’t begin with Scott Walker. The state was built through the massacre, violent displacement, and cultural erasure of Native nations. For long years after the state’s founding, Black Wisconsinites, women, and Native Americans were excluded from the right to vote. Robber barons captured state government; state militia gunned down striking workers. Some of the very Progressives who reformed the state’s civil service were racists and eugenicists. Red-scare demagogue Joe McCarthy hailed from Wisconsin; the John Birch Society flourished in Appleton. And the billion-dollar Bradley Foundation—key backer of voter suppression, the Big Lie, Project 2025, and a national campaign to defeat NPVIC called Save Our States—has funded the far right for decades from its headquarters in Milwaukee.1

By the time Scott Walker and the GOP turned Wisconsin into a laboratory of autocracy after 2011, they could draw on a deep legacy of far-right ideas, antidemocratic political machinations, and smoldering hatreds.

But Wisconsin’s better legacy has also shaped America. From the antislavery early Republican Party to the Nineteenth Amendment, which was ratified first in the Badger State; from the progressive income tax and unemployment insurance to worker’s compensation and workplace safety; from being the first state to extend equal civil rights to women, in 1921, to passing the first statewide ban on job discrimination based on disability (1965) and sexual orientation (1982), to Wisconsinites’ central roles in creating Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid—and so much more, all fueled by Wisconsin’s best traditions of innovation, humanism, and good government—Wisconsin moved the entire country forward.2

And the same is true of the United States in the world.

The United States, going back to the founding, to the colonial era that preceded it, and in every era since, has been riddled with searing injustices. But America’s steps toward progress and justice have also echoed around the globe.

We had the first modern written constitution, with an enumerated bill of rights. We had the first peaceful transfer of executive power following an election. We pioneered universal high school; we led the way with a broadly adopted forty-hour work week (thanks, unions); we launched the first modern mass vaccination campaign against polio. And we made public investments that birthed the Internet, put humanity on the moon, and helped curb the scourge of HIV/AIDS around the globe—and so much more, many books’ worth.

There are a million wrongs in our past and present, and no doubt a million more await in our future. There is so much darkness. But there is also so much light. For a quarter of a millennium, people working to expand the circle of human freedom and opportunity have drawn inspiration from what’s best in America, even as they’ve fought against or mourned what’s worst. Today, our steps forward are in danger of being reversed. If democracy fails here, its prospects globally grow dim. But we have many more steps forward yet to take—steps that will benefit not only ourselves but also the world.

In Wisconsin, we’ve been fueled by the urgency of knowing that what we did here would affect the whole country. Across the United States, we can feel the same urgency with respect to all of humankind—the billions of human beings whose lives will be affected by what we Americans choose to do. The many people who will never vote here but who will live in a world that our votes help shape.

As we’ve so often joked to each other in Wisconsin: “No pressure.”

But let’s be honest. It does create some pressure.

Think of it as, instead, a gift. We have the gift of helping choose what kind of world we want to live in and what kind of people we want to be.

My godmother, Ada Deer, was born in 1935, in the depths of the Great Depression. As a young person, she saw the hopes of her people—her Menominee tribe—snuffed out by the federal government’s policy of termination. But when she saw a federal law in her way, she decided to change it. She built a group—at first, a small group of thoughtful, committed individuals; then, eventually, a group so large and powerful that it included Congress and the president, who signed recognition of the Menominee tribe into law. She devoted herself to political change, and change the world she did, over a lifetime. She saw Scott Walker rise and fall; she nominated me to lead the Democratic Party of Wisconsin; and she passed away, at peace, eighty-eight years old, two weeks after her state’s supreme court majority shifted away from its assault on democracy, the sovereignty of the Menominee Nation an established fact, and democracy in her state renewed.

Ada’s long life spanned World War II, the Cold War, the civil rights movement, and the rise of television and the Internet. An American life of the same length, ending in the year Ada was born, would have begun before the Civil War and extended through the invention of flight and automobiles, electrification, the telephone, radio, recorded music, World War I, and women’s suffrage. A lifetime before that would have encompassed the American Revolution, the birth of modern democracy, and the Industrial Revolution.

When I was elected chair of WisDems, my kids were one, four, and seven years old. When this book hits the shelves, they will be eight, eleven, and fourteen. They loved Ada. She carried a supply of lollipops so that, every time they saw her, they’d get a sugar fix. They wrapped their arms around her as she lay on her deathbed and learned for the first time what it means to grieve. Soon, it will be their generation’s turn to shape the future. By the time my eldest child reaches age eighty-eight, in the year 2100, we will surely have seen change at least as vast and unpredictable as the changes Ada, and each previous generation of Americans, witnessed. In this moment, our charge is to keep the torch lit. To ensure that generations to come will have the same gift we do, and that Ada did: to use our powers to decide the direction of our communities, of our states, and of our country.

Democracy is alchemical. It can turn our beliefs and our wishes into power, leaders, and laws.

In The Princess Bride, when the hero says “As you wish,” he’s really saying “I love you.” If we want to write our values into the law—if we want to make a country that works for everyone—we need a democracy that listens when the people speak.

A democracy that responds: “As you wish.”
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Chapter 8, the Senate, touches on the stories of two heroes and friends of mine, Tammy Baldwin and Russ Feingold. Thanks so much to both of them and their teams. I also want to honor the memory and legacy of Senator Herb Kohl (not least because his Kohl Scholarship helped send me to college!) and thank JoAnne Anton, who keeps his work going today. Thanks to Leader Chuck Schumer for his relentlessness and support for me, to Mike Lynch, and to the DSCC. Huge thanks to all the senators who’ve pitched in for Wisconsin in recent years or were allies at MoveOn or on my DNC race, including Dick Durbin, Amy Klobuchar, Cory Booker, Elizabeth Warren, Bernie Sanders, Brian Schatz, Catherine Cortez Masto, Chris Murphy, Michael Bennett, Tammy Duckworth, Ruben Gallego, Kirsten Gillibrand, Tim Kaine, Mark Kelly, Andy Kim, Jeff Merkley, Patty Murray, Adam Schiff, Elissa Slotkin, Tina Smith, Raphael Warnock, and Sheldon Whitehouse.

Chapter 9, the White House: Thanks to Bill and Hillary Clinton, Barack and Michelle Obama, Joe and Jill Biden, and Kamala Harris and Doug Emhoff—for taking on the biggest and (I can only imagine), hardest and heaviest jobs in the world. And for transferring power peacefully when it was over. And to the folks on your teams who’ve made Wisconsin a priority.

Chapter 10, the conclusion, is about the plan for what to do going forward. On that front, the person I really want to thank is you.

I can tell, from your dedication in slogging through all these acknowledgments, that you’re the kind of person who simply doesn’t give up. That’s exactly what we need in the great battle for this great country. I’m proud to count you among my readers.

Did you receive this book as a gift? Thanks to whichever kind soul gave you the copy. It really does make a great gift, doesn’t it?

I’ll close by acknowledging those I appreciate most of all: my extraordinary family. I’ve thanked my parents. Thanks also to my stepmom, Sarah; my sister, Ruth; her kids, Julian and Nadine; and my half brother, Sam. I love you all so, so much.

Thanks to Pumpkin, the best dog.

My kids. Mac, you’re one of a kind, in the best possible way, and I love helping you feed your hungry brain squirrels, with Terry Pratchett and just about anything else. Suzy, you’re bold and brilliant and hilarious, and, even if you say that my dad jokes are only embarrassing myself, I’ll always love you with all my heart. Jack, all time with you is as special as you are. Which is more special than a ruby. I’ll never tell Mom that we reinstalled Plants vs Zombies 2.

Beth, don’t read the previous sentence. But do take this to heart: you’re my best friend. I’m so proud of you, so in love with you, and I’m so bowled over by the ways you’ve helped me grow and the ways you’ve grown. I know I can get carried away—sometimes far away—in projects and battles. But I will do my damnedest to keep my feet on the ground, and I will always walk back toward you. You are—as I knew you would be when I first started falling in love with you, putting up posters for that protest—the greatest partner in the fight for a better world, the greatest partner in creating the life and family of my dreams, and the world’s best date. I can’t thank you enough for everything, but I’ll be trying for the rest of my life.
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