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This is to the memories of my wonderful aunt Mary Leonard and her daughter, Barbara Ann Jenkins, my beloved cousin. —Michael


This is for Owen and Emmett, all grown up but still my buddy boys. —Marc
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The ultimate end of all freedom is the enjoyment of a right of free suffrage.1


—“A WATCHMAN,” Maryland Gazette, 1776








[image: image]









We are not helpless. The fire is still burning. Please go out and vote this November. So many people have died and sacrificed so much for us to have our voice, we have to use it. Use our voices to do something great for our children.


—Beyoncé, 2016








1 Suffrage, noun— the right to vote. Oxford English Dictionary
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A NOTE TO READERS



YOUR FREEDOM IS IN DANGER.


Wait—did you read that correctly?


You bet you did.


It’s in danger because some people—very powerful people—are trying to make sure that we Americans don’t vote. Others are working overtime to make sure that when we do vote, it won’t matter anyway. It’s all part of a plan.


And it’s just the latest chapter in the long story of American democracy, which is the story of a struggle between those who want the people to have power and those who don’t.


In the last few years, that contest has come to a head. An American president tried to overturn the results of an election and block the peaceful transfer of power. The US Capitol was attacked by a violent mob. And then many powerful people did their best to deny that any of this ever happened. Except it’s the stone-cold truth.


All of a sudden, the survival of our democracy may well depend on the difference between truth and lies. How we define some of the oldest words in the American political vocabulary—democracy, voting, equality—matters more than ever.


Democracy is easy: It means “people power.”


Democracy is supposed to be as American as apple pie. The truth is, democracy is not a word that rolled off the tongues of the Founding Fathers, and that’s because many of them feared what might happen if all kinds of people could vote. It has been up to the people—people like us—to claim that voting power for ourselves.


Voting is a centuries-old term. A vote is a wish or a vow.


What are your wishes, your desires? What kind of society do you wish to live in? How do you make your wishes real? There are many different ways for you to express your wishes and desires. But in a democracy, there is no way more powerful than voting.


Equality comes from a root meaning “level” or “even.”


In our democracy, voting is how we achieve equality, because it puts all people on the same level footing. Our freedom depends on each of us, equally, having access to this simple tool.


For 250 years, people just like you stepped forward to tell their truths and to fight for their wishes and desires for a different world. The heroes of this story are not the usual suspects from your history class. They include a fugitive slave, a Chinese American teenager, a Lakota Sioux activist, a poor sharecropper, a Mexican American student, and others. All of them put everything on the line for their right to vote.


Represent tells a story about the fight for people power in America: the fight for all Americans to be counted equally as citizens, and to make their voices heard.


Of the true stories that make up our common history, the quest for representation is the most electrifying, the most passionate, and the least understood. The real story of voting in America is about an epic quest, by some of the most interesting (and often little-known) heroes our country has produced, to build the democracy that was sketched out in the Constitution but remains unfinished in the twenty-first century.


It’s a story that belongs to all of us.




Michael Eric Dyson and Marc Favreau


October 2023
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A ballot box from Deptford Township, New Jersey, 1811, with an inscription meaning “voice of the people.”
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Prologue



WHOSE REVOLUTION?


FIFTY-FIVE MEN, HUNKERED DOWN BEHIND CLOSED DOORS, had to pull off something in four months that had not been attempted in any other country in all human history. In 1787, representatives from the thirteen American states gathered in Philadelphia to draft the United States Constitution, a blueprint of laws for a new nation. They had few examples to guide them. They disagreed more than they agreed. An entire nation, many of whose citizens had risked their lives to make this day possible, was breathing down their necks.


These men knew they had to get the job done.


Week in, week out, the debates raged, and at times disagreement threatened to scuttle their efforts.


They were certain of one thing, however: They could not establish a true democracy. The US Constitution could not give all the people power.


Why not?


Nearly half of the fifty-five men who met to draft the Constitution owned other human beings. While they toiled in Philadelphia, these Founding Fathers utterly depended on the forced labor of other people for their own livelihoods. They had no intention of freeing the more than 700,000 men, women, and children (about one-fifth of the entire population!) who remained in bondage in the United States.


African American people, both enslaved and free, perfectly understood what was at stake. During the American Revolution, thousands of them had run away from their enslavers—taking the promises of the Declaration of Independence at face value. Thousands more had fought in the war for freedom from Great Britain and returned home on equal footing with all patriots. Their liberty was infectious.


“We are endowed with the same Faculties [as] our masters,” two enslaved men petitioned the Connecticut state legislature, “and the more we Consider of this matter, the more we are Convinced of our Right… to be free.”


The Constitution dashed these hopes. The new nation would be a place where slavery thrived, instead of disappeared.


With the question of slavery out of the way, the framers still had to figure out what to do about the rest of the population.


Who would have power in this brand-new country? Who would get to decide?


And rather than settle this issue once and for all, the framers did something unexpected with that burning question of representation, the very thing that had sparked the epic fight to gain independence from Great Britain in the first place. Instead of insisting on the last word, they let the states decide who could vote and who could not. There would be no single rule written into the Constitution. For most of the next century, each state made a different call on this all-important question—a fact with dire consequences for the American majority.


The framers might have believed they had performed a kind of magic trick in Philadelphia by making the problem of inequality disappear. But the truth is that they made sure that the Revolution had not really ended and that Americans would be fighting for representation for the next 237 years and more.


The irony of our history is that the original United States Constitution, the blueprint of our democracy, did not actually give Americans the right to vote—the very thing that defines democracy in the first place.
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In the beginning, with independence, a new constitution, and thirteen states, here’s where things stood:



◆ Only a small handful of women could vote—and only in one single state. The New Jersey Constitution, passed in 1776, specifically referred to voters as “they,” which meant men and women. Fourteen years later, state legislators went even further, referring to legal voters as “he or she.” No other state in the young nation had singled out women as having the right to vote.


◆ Most states kept property requirements (especially ownership of land or real estate) for voting, which meant that even the majority of men—sailors, carpenters, dockworkers, blacksmiths, and even soldiers—remained unrepresented in the new government.


◆ All states treated Native Americans like outsiders or foreigners—to be negotiated with or invaded and defeated.


◆ Some states allowed free Black people to vote, but others prohibited them from casting ballots.




In all, approximately one-third of the population could vote. Who could call that a democracy?


None of this was a secret to any person living in the new United States. Those people left out felt the sting of exclusion—and those people on the inside feared what might happen if the majority was let in.


The American majority—women, African Americans, Native Americans—would have no say in their country’s future, or their own lives. Their own country denied them representation as equals.
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The first generation of Americans quickly learned just how precarious, how uncertain, their access to voting could be.


In 1807, without warning, men shut the door on women voters in New Jersey. “Be it enacted,” a new law said, that “no person shall vote in any state or county election for officers in the government of the United States, or of this state, unless such person be a free, white, male citizen of this state.” In the next year’s elections, not a single woman could cast her vote. Women could not vote again in New Jersey for more than one hundred years.


Women in New Jersey learned a bitter truth about America’s shaky experiment in representation: No one could take it for granted. Ever.


(In the years following, the women of New Jersey—far from giving up—laid the foundation for a new generation, establishing schools and other educational institutions for girls. Many of these same girls grew up to become suffragists, carrying the fight to vote forward in a new era.)


The experience of the Revolutionary era, of hopes and disappointments, taught the majority of Americans that nothing came for free and that no one would simply hand them a seat at democracy’s table. They already knew in their bones what it meant to be on the outside.


As the new century dawned, the long fight for people power was on.















Part One



PROMISES






THE FOUNDING FATHERS HAD DECIDED WHO WAS in, and who was out. With so few people allowed to vote, the big questions posed by the Revolution—about equality, freedom, and democracy—retreated to the sidelines.


After a brief but bloody war with Great Britain in 1812, many Americans seemed to put aside their differences and to celebrate the simple fact of being “American.” The years that followed, sometimes called the Era of Good Feelings, confirmed for them that the nation was on the right track.


But beneath a calm surface, bad feelings began to bubble up among people on the outside. That’s because the Founders hadn’t counted on the power of their own words, which had a way of echoing far beyond their authors’ original intentions. Overheard in speeches, passed down from parents to children, studied in pamphlets, posters, and books, ideas about equality and democracy kept freedom dreams alive.
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The County Election by the painter George Caleb Bingham is one of the most famous attempts to depict the excitement of white male suffrage in the Jacksonian era.
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Chapter One



EQUALITY?


IN THE FALL OF 1831, A FRENCH WRITER NAMED ALEXIS de Tocqueville returned home from a nine-month journey to the United States. He explored the young nation, making observations and jotting down notes about the political habits of American citizens. He published his writings as a book, Democracy in America, which quickly became a hit in France—a much older nation, which was struggling with its own shaky experiment in political equality.


America, he discovered, was a place where the ideal of equality ran deep, even when the reality of inequality, between rich and poor, enslaved and free, and women and men, was everywhere to see.


According to de Tocqueville, ordinary, hardworking men prized their status as equal members of American society (only men could claim this prize) even when they had no money or property. They had self-respect and tended to make fun of the pretensions of the rich and famous—or anyone, really, who tried to act superior to them. The simple act of shaking hands told de Tocqueville everything he needed to know about American values, because it symbolized a desire to be acknowledged, and to acknowledge others, as free and equal citizens.


But what it meant to be free and equal in America in the 1830s was changing, fast.


By the time de Tocqueville arrived on its shores, the America of the American Revolution—a place of farms, small craftsmen, and plantations—had been shaken to its core by a market revolution. Instead of producing crops and goods for themselves or their local communities, more people now bought what they needed and sold what they produced, taking advantage of new forms of transportation, such as railroads and the Erie Canal. Many of them now worked for wages at factories, where they toiled for long days under the watchful eyes of strict foremen and managers. The gap between rich and poor was getting wider. The independence that came with owning your own farm, or your own shop, was fading into memory.


While many people welcomed these changes, others found them terrifying. Markets brought America into contact with a much wider, unfamiliar world. Money opened doors to this world, but it also closed them to people with empty pockets.


A new kind of power, economic power, entered the scene. Men with money built lavish homes and made decisions that could affect the lives of thousands of workers. To some, they seemed to dominate the government and to lord over the cities and towns springing up all over the young nation.


How could ordinary people hope to achieve their dreams in such a country?


In this society, de Tocqueville saw, the ultimate equalizer was the right to vote. Having a vote meant that your ability to influence the government was no more, or no less, than your neighbor’s. It meant that political leaders had to listen to your opinions and take heed of your wants. It meant that your share of political power was exactly the same as that of every other citizen.


Given all this, property requirements were more than a nuisance or a simple financial hurdle. For millions of Americans, the power of money reeked of despotism—the same smell that had driven their parents to fight a war for liberty against Great Britain. Their fathers and grandfathers had fought and died in the Revolution. They themselves had defended the United States against British invasion during the War of 1812. Their numbers were growing and their collective voice was getting louder: From four million people in 1790, the American population had more than doubled, to ten million, by 1820. It was time, they demanded, for all free men to be counted.


One by one, states began to cave in to the pressure.


Delaware (1792) and Maryland (1802)—both states that allowed slavery—swept away voting property requirements for all free men. Twenty years later, Massachusetts finally dropped its property requirements. During those debates, aging revolutionaries such as the former president John Adams fought tooth and nail to limit the vote to men who owned property, arguing that common men could not be trusted to choose their leaders responsibly. Only the rich, Adams and his allies believed, were smart enough to make decisions. With access to the vote, poor men might use it to check the power of the wealthy elite.


New York (1822) was next, but only after furious debates.


Rich men’s fears left them in a bind. How could they oppose voting in a new nation that had trumpeted “no taxation without representation” and that “all men are created equal”? It was a problem that shadowed the ruling class throughout American history—but for the moment, at least, they could not hold back the tide of popular outrage.


Every new state admitted into the Union after 1815 followed the principle of “universal manhood suffrage”—which meant different things in different places. Some states, like Massachusetts, allowed all men to vote, regardless of how much money or property they had. Others, like Illinois, limited the vote to white men only. Racism played a powerful role in American society at this time, and racial equality in any form was on the agenda of few white people.


The end of property qualifications shook the nation like an earthquake—and established a principle that still exists today. Voting, from that moment onward, became a source of power for fighting back against economic inequality in America.


Having been denied the right to vote for so many years, new voters stampeded into politics. By some estimates, over 80 percent of eligible voters cast ballots in presidential elections during those years (compared with only around 65 percent today).


Their hero was a man named Andrew Jackson—a Tennessean who, ironically, was no believer in human equality. Jackson was an enslaver, a sworn enemy of Native Americans, and a racist. He believed in low taxes and cheap land (much of it taken by force from Native tribes). A hero of the War of 1812 against Great Britain, Jackson had a reputation as a fighter who boasted no formal education; his nickname, Old Hickory, spoke to his common touch at a time when most politicians came from the upper class. He touted himself as the champion of the common (white) man and rode a huge wave of popular support in the early 1820s.


When he ran for president in 1824, Andrew Jackson received more votes than any candidate in American history up to that point. Presidential elections at that time had been quiet affairs; Jackson’s was a rowdy celebration of the power of ordinary men who believed that, at last, America had made good on the promises of its Revolution.


Four presidential candidates were on the ballot that year. Jackson was the overwhelming favorite, winning 99 electoral votes out of a total of 261. But the US Constitution required that the winner get a majority of electoral votes, or 131—and with the votes split four ways, no candidate could claim that prize. So, according to the rules, the election was thrown to the House of Representatives to decide who would become the next president.


The rules gave each state one vote, and each state delegation (the elected representatives from that state) could vote however they wanted to. In the end, John Quincy Adams, the son of the same former president who publicly opposed giving voting rights to all men, emerged as the victor.


How could this have happened? For the first time, one of the mechanisms specifically designed to hold back the power of the people had done its job.


The framers of the Constitution did not believe in the ability of ordinary people to make responsible political choices. So they created a system in which “electors” appointed by state governments would cast votes for the president and vice president directly, to insulate their decisions from the whims of popular opinion. In the United States, at least in the beginning, voters could not choose the leader of their own country.


Over time, some states changed their own laws so that electors had to follow the popular vote, while others kept the old system of giving electors the ability to make their own choice. We’ve had a patchwork system ever since. Each state’s rules were, and still are, different.


Our system for electing the US president still makes it possible for someone to win the presidency without winning the majority of the votes—and this has happened twice in the past twenty-five years! Is that a flaw in our democracy? A way of holding back people power? Like Andrew Jackson’s supporters in 1824, many critics today would say yes.
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Newspapers dubbed the election of John Quincy Adams a sham, in what was supposed to be a democratic system of government. The people had spoken, and their voices were ignored. Widely perceived as aloof—hardly a “man of the people”—Adams went on to devote much of his presidency to funding roads, shipping ports, and canals to spur economic development, exactly the kind of market-friendly policies that appeared to support the rich at the expense of working people.


Jackson was furious and famously called the election of Adams “a corrupt bargain,” alluding to backroom deals in the House of Representatives that may have swayed the vote in Adams’s favor. Instead of giving up, Andrew Jackson doubled down and spent the next four years campaigning for president.


In 1828, the people fought back. In the election that year, the number of voters almost doubled, and Andrew Jackson became president in a landslide victory.


For white men, at least, the era of Andrew Jackson felt like a new celebration of their freedom. And they believed that voting was the purest measure of what it meant to be an American because it put them all on an equal footing.


If voting in America felt like a party, however, it wasn’t a party everyone was invited to. In the 1830s and 1840s, as more and more white men made a rush for the polls, they locked the doors behind them. Millions of other Americans learned the hard way that history sometimes flows in two directions at once. While white men rode on a powerful wave of new voting rights, a riptide carried African Americans farther and farther from the shore.


Andrew Jackson’s democracy was democracy for white men—which is another way of saying that it wasn’t genuine democracy at all. The United States still honors Andrew Jackson—a man who enslaved other human beings and forced thousands of Native Americans from their homes—on the twenty-dollar bill. Is it possible that like many Americans in de Tocqueville’s time, we still have our own blind spots about democracy in America?
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