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To my chosen country

I believe in you






INTRODUCTION [image: ]



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

—Harriet Beecher Stowe



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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







AMERICA 101: THE US GOVERNMENT

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

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

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

Welcome to America 101.



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

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

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



THE CONSTITUTION

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



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

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

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

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

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



The US Government

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

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


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

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

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



THE LEGISLATIVE BRANCH

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE EXECUTIVE BRANCH

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

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

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

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





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






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





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






THE JUDICIAL BRANCH

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

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

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

LAWS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ELECTIONS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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