
CHAPTER 1
How Democracies Die:  

The Authoritarian Playbook 
Inside Government

“The accumulation of all powers, legislative, 
executive, and judiciary, in the same 
hands . . .  may justly be pronounced 

the very de!nition of tyranny.”

— JAMES MADISON, “Federalist No. 47” (1788)

Introduction: When the Shift Begins Inside

The American constitutional system was designed precisely to prevent this 
concentration of power through separation of powers, federalism, and 
enforceable rights. This chapter examines where those guardrails are under 
strain, not to abandon the structure, but to understand how to reinforce it.

Authoritarianism rarely begins with tanks in the streets or generals bark-
ing orders from balconies. More often, it begins with signals that are easy 
to overlook and hard to dismiss once noticed: a respected civil servant 
suddenly reassigned or !red without explanation, a department head 
encouraged to “prioritize loyalty,” an oversight o"ce slow-walked into 
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irrelevance. The public doesn’t feel these tremors right away; they unfold 
in conference rooms, back channels, and bureaucratic memos long before 
they become visible to the rest of us.

Democratic erosion is rarely loud at !rst. Instead, it hums beneath the sur-
face, masked by routine, obscured by complexity, and cushioned by the idea 
that America’s institutions are too strong to falter. But democracies don’t 
collapse because one institution fails; they erode when many small internal 
guardrails begin to weaken at the same time.

This is not a chapter about panic. It is a chapter about recognition. Democ-
racies are not defended only by institutions; they are defended by citizens 
who notice when strain becomes pattern.

Authoritarianism is not a partisan phenomenon. It can take root in right-
wing movements, left-wing movements, or in leaders who simply believe 
rules are for others. Authoritarian drift is de!ned less by ideology than 
by power unbound by restraint. Around the world, leaders from radically 
di#erent political traditions, such as Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil and Kim Jong 
Un in North Korea, follow surprisingly similar patterns, bending institutions 
slowly until they serve the leader more than the people they were elected 
or appointed to serve.

In the twentieth century, autocrats telegraphed their ambition with spec-
tacle: choreographed parades, militarized aesthetics, booming speeches. 
Today, many rise smiling in tailored suits with media-trained ease, their 
faces $ooding our feeds in a perfectly calibrated stream, and the only shot 
delivered is an espresso. The look is modern, e"cient, and charismatic. But 
beneath the sleek exterior sits the same old hunger for power.

To understand how this plays out in the United States, you need a clear 
view of the playbook—because the tactics tend to repeat themselves. And 
once you can recognize the moves, the next question becomes unavoid-
able: How well are our institutions holding up?
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That question does not belong only to lawyers, scholars, or elected o"-
cials. It belongs to anyone who expects power to remain bounded by law.

The Authoritarian Playbook

Authoritarianism doesn’t require a master plan. It requires a pattern. A 
handful of moves appear again and again, no matter the country, decade, 
or ideology. The speci!cs shift, but the choreography is familiar. Recognizing 
the pattern is not partisan. It is civic literacy.

The !rst move is to fracture trust—in government, in experts, in estab-
lished processes, in the notion that public servants are there to serve. If 
institutions can be discredited, then the leader can claim those institutions 
are obstacles rather than safeguards. Once doubt takes hold, it becomes 
easier to justify extraordinary measures.

Democratic systems do not depend on blind trust; they depend on earned 
trust. Civil rights movements, anti-war protests, labor organizing, and 
evidence- based challenges to prevailing expertise strengthened democracy 
precisely because they questioned assumptions and demanded account-
ability. The danger is not distrust itself, but manufactured distrust that is 
asymmetric and unbounded, aimed selectively at institutions that constrain 
power while exempting leaders or movements from scrutiny. Construc-
tive democratic skepticism operates within shared standards; authoritarian 
distrust seeks to dissolve those standards altogether.

The second move is to blame the system for the problems the leader 
helped create. Bureaucracy becomes the villain. Judges become “corrupt.” 
Journalists morph into “enemies.” Civil servants who act independently are 
painted as conspirators. Courts, regulators, journalists, and experts are 
recast not as imperfect safeguards, but as enemies of popular will. The goal 
is simple: Convince people that the system cannot be trusted.

Institutions fail. Experts are wrong. Bureaucracies can entrench groupthink 
or protect incumbency. Democracies assume this—and build mechanisms 
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for contestation, reform, and replacement. What distinguishes democratic 
accountability from authoritarian erosion is not the presence of critique, 
but whether critique is evidence-based, procedurally bounded, and subject 
to independent review, rather than personalized, absolutist, or insulated 
from contradiction.

Finally comes the decisive step: Seize the authority to “!x” the very damage 
that was self-in$icted. In a democracy, exercising authority is not itself sus-
pect; it is the purpose of elected o"ce. The democratic risk emerges when 
authority is exercised without constraint, without reversibility, and without 
respect for independent oversight—when reform becomes consolidation 
and correction becomes permanence.

Calls for “e"ciency” or “restoring order” often mask the concentration 
of power. Safeguards are labeled as outdated. Experts are replaced with 
loyalists. Legal constraints are recast as sabotage. In Hungary, Viktor Orbán 
framed democratic institutions as elitist obstacles. In recent years, leaders 
as far a!eld as Tunisia, El Salvador, and India have invoked similar rhetoric 
to justify sweeping changes to judicial rules, civil service protections, and 
information systems. This playbook transcends borders. 

It works because the tactics feel incremental rather than revolutionary. 
People tell themselves, “It’s just one appointment,” “one emergency order,” 
or “one department reorganization.” It works because no single change 
seems decisive. But taken together, these adjustments function as gradual 
recon!guration of governance itself—quietly redirecting authority until the 
system no longer serves as a check on power but an instrument of it.

In the U.S., many of these shifts align with Project 2025, a preelection pol-
icy plan drafted by the Heritage Foundation, a conservative organization. Its 
proposals—greater presidential control, weakened civil service protections, 
and sweeping agency realignment—have become the framework for much 
of the administration’s internal restructuring. Understanding this blueprint 
helps explain why the shifts inside government appear so coordinated and 
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far-reaching. Structural analysis requires evaluating such proposals through 
constitutional standards rather than partisan alignment.

Whatever one’s policy preferences, the question is not whether reform 
occurs. It is whether reform preserves constitutional constraint.

While these policies are often packaged as “upgrades” to democracy, lead-
ing independent watchdogs have moved the U.S. from a “full” to a “$awed” 
democracy—underscoring the rise of illiberal democracies and the growing 
threats they pose at home and abroad.

An Audit of American Democracy: 
How It Works

Which brings us to our next question. Have these 
patterns of authoritarian drift begun to reshape 

the internal machinery of the U.S. government and the quality of our 
lives? To answer honestly, we need to audit the current state of American 
democracy. This audit isn’t just an evaluation of institutions; it’s a way to 
understand how democracy works from the inside out and to establish a 
clear baseline for where we stand today. 

Because intentions are contested and outcomes are complex, democratic 
erosion cannot be evaluated by motive alone. This book uses structural 
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metrics rather than ideological claims to assess risk. These standards apply 
across parties and administrations. Democracy weakens when power 
shifts in several directions at the same time—across institutions, rules, and 
norms—no matter who claims credit or why.

These standards apply regardless of party, ideology, or personality. The 
concern is not which policies prevail, but whether power remains bounded 
by constitutional structure and lawful process.

To answer, we examine six key indicators identi!ed by political scientists 
and global watchdogs: centralization of power, weakening of checks and bal-
ances, politicization of institutions, manipulation of elections, restricted access 
to information, and erosion of civil liberties. Together, these measures reveal 
whether America remains a functioning democracy, has drifted into a 
hybrid regime, or is sliding toward something far more troubling.

Ethical integrity does not function as a discrete indicator. Its erosion can 
permeate all six core metrics—and extend beyond them—shaping how 
institutions operate in practice. When ethical boundaries weaken—when 
personal pro!t, private loyalty, or grievance becomes routinely intertwined 
with public authority—democratic safeguards deteriorate even if laws 
remain formally intact. Corruption need not be illegal to be corrosive. The 
normalization of con$icts of interest, self-dealing, retaliatory governance, 
and blurred public-private roles teaches citizens that restraint is naïve and 
extraction is rational, accelerating erosion across every other democratic 
safeguard.

This audit unfolds in two parts:

In this chapter, Part 1 looks inward: into the machinery of government 
itself. It examines how power is concentrated, how institutions respond 
under pressure and whether the system still protects the public when no 
one is watching.
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In the next chapter, Part 2 looks outward: at how those internal changes 
shape daily life. It focuses on what people experience through voting, access 
to information, and the security of their civil liberties.

Considered together, these assessments establish a coherent baseline for 
American democracy—how it operates administratively and how it is 
experienced socially.

Inside the Government —  How Power Is Used

1. Centralization of Power

The Deliberate Expansion of Executive Power
Over the past year, executive power has expanded in more sweeping 
ways. Emergency authorities, once reserved for wars or natural disasters, 
have become tools of convenience. National emergencies are declared to 
rewrite regulations, redirect funds, or bypass Congress altogether. What 
used to be out of the ordinary is now routine.

Constitutional scholar Harold Hongju Koh has long warned that executive 
power does not expand primarily through open constitutional amendment, 
but through practice—crisis response, congressional delegation, and judi-
cial deference. Over time, temporary measures become normalized, and 
authority accumulates not by rupture but by routine. The danger, he argues, 
is not dramatic illegality, but structural imbalance.

That same impulse shows up in domestic security. The Trump adminis-
tration has not formally invoked the Insurrection Act, but the president 
has repeatedly threatened to do so. National Guard deployments to 
major cities blur the line between public safety and military presence. 
President Trump’s suggestions to use American streets as “urban combat 
training grounds” directly challenge long-standing limits, such as the Posse 
Comitatus Act, which exists to prevent the military from being used as a 
domestic police force.
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A Justice System Bent Toward Retribution
Inside the Justice Department, hundreds of career prosecutors have been 
replaced by political loyalists. A new “weaponization task force” claims to 
restore integrity, but watchdogs note its cases focus overwhelmingly on crit-
ics of the administration, while allies receive leniency or outright pardons. 
Independence has been recast as de!ance. Deference and zeal as virtues.

What is often described as “weaponization” is, in practice, a politicization 
of prosecutorial discretion itself. Inside the Justice Department, charging 
decisions, investigative priorities, and the allocation of resources increas-
ingly re$ect political alignment rather than neutral enforcement. When 
prosecutors are rewarded for zeal and punished for independence, the rule 
of law is not abolished—but selectively applied, blurring the line between 
accountability and retribution.

Public O!ce for Private Gain
Ethical boundaries have thinned in ways once unthinkable. A tangle of 
foreign investments, private ventures, and decisions bene!ting Trump busi-
nesses has created an informal shadow system in which public authority 
and personal enrichment blur. Scholars across the ideological spectrum 
warn that this emerging model raises serious concerns about con$icts of 
interest and the blurring of public and private authority—one that oper-
ates not outside democracy, but within it, using its legitimacy as cover.

“We’ve moved from presidents occasionally testing limits to a system where 
limits barely exist,” as one conservative legal scholar, Jack Goldsmith, puts 
it. The trend mirrors global patterns seen in Turkey, Georgia, and other 
countries where executive power steadily eclipses institutional restraint.

2. Weakening of Checks and Balances

Congress: The Guardrail Losing Grip
Congress was designed to be democracy’s strongest bulwark against over-
reach. But its ability to act as a check has weakened. Why?
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Partisanship has made compromise risky and oversight weak. Committees 
operate with shrinking resources. Subpoenas are ignored with few conse-
quences. As party participation narrows, smaller and more ideologically 
intense factions gain disproportionate in$uence, leading many lawmakers 
to fear primary challenges more than they honor their constitutional duty. 
Congress’s reluctance to use its core powers—control of the purse, taxa-
tion, and the authority to declare war—has steadily eroded its will to act.

When Congress hesitates to challenge executive overreach, the imbalance 
widens. Power $ows toward whichever branch is least constrained—and in 
recent years, that has increasingly been the executive.

Courts Under Strain —  But Still Standing
The judiciary remains one of democracy’s strongest guardrails, but pres-
sure on the courts is more intense—and more personal than at any time 
in recent memory. Judges who rule against government interests now face 
coordinated harassment, public attacks, and at times credible threats sim-
ply for interpreting the law. The message is clear: Independence is tolerated 
only when it aligns with those in power.

Even so, courts continue to push back in critical areas: from immigration 
and voting-rights disputes to decisions a"rming protest rights and checking 
government overreach. Their consistency remains a vital line of defense. 
But independence has limits. When judges are intimidated, when dockets 
over$ow or when emergency “shadow docket” orders bypass full hearings, 
the system bends. It does not break—but it strains.

This strain is intensi!ed by a growing divide between the lower courts 
and the Supreme Court. Trump won a smaller percentage of his Supreme 
Court cases than past presidents, yet because he brought so many more 
of them, he ultimately secured more total victories, giving executive power 
more chances to stretch its reach. The judiciary still functions, but the 
!rmest pushback now comes from the lower courts under the heaviest 
pressure, while the greatest deference sits at the top.
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Federalism adds an additional layer of protection—and risk. States can 
serve as counterweights to federal overreach through litigation, regulatory 
divergence, and electoral experimentation. At the same time, they can 
become sites of democratic erosion when power is insulated from voters 
or minority rights are curtailed. Federalism is not inherently democratic. Its 
democratic value depends on how it is used.

3. Politicization of Institutions: Loyalty Over Competence

One early sign of authoritarian drift is when expertise gives way to loyalty. 
Leaders of government agencies are selected less for skill or experience 
than for alignment and personal allegiance. Supporters frame this as 
accountability, a break from entrenched bureaucracy, or a way to dismantle 
the so-called deep state. Critics warn that it pushes government toward 
kakistocracy—rule by the least quali!ed—where competence becomes 
secondary to obedience.

This shift deepens with the introduction of Schedule F, which would reclas-
sify thousands of civil service roles as at-will positions, making it easier 
to replace career experts with political loyalists. As allegiance overtakes 
competence, professionals who once debated evidence now calculate risk. 
The question is no longer what is accurate or lawful, but whether speaking 
plainly might cost them their jobs.

A similar loyalty test has begun to surface within the national security 
establishment. Senior military leaders have been publicly criticized, side-
lined, or dismissed not for operational failure, but for perceived ideological 
or personal misalignment. When command authority becomes contingent 
on loyalty rather than professional judgment, the military’s apolitical tradi-
tion erodes—along with one of democracy’s most important safeguards 
against the personalization of force.

The same logic appears in the expanded and increasingly strategic use of 
the presidential pardon power—a constitutional authority repurposed to 
protect allies and agents acting in the president’s interest. In 2025, broad 
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clemency was granted to roughly 1,500 individuals involved in the January 6, 
2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol, dismissing criminal convictions and signal-
ing that actions taken in service of the president’s cause would not carry 
lasting consequences.

That signal has been reinforced through public claims of “immunity” for 
federal immigration agents, articulated by senior administration advisers 
amid aggressive enforcement actions that have drawn public outrage and 
legal scrutiny. Even where such protections are not legally absolute, the 
message is clear: Loyalty and zeal in pursuit of executive priorities will be 
defended. Accountability becomes conditional. Restraint becomes optional. 
Constitutional authority remains formally intact, but its function shifts—
from constraining power to insulating it.

Then comes the loss of institutional memory. The people who know 
how to keep critical systems running—whether in public safety, health, or 
national security—leave or are pushed out. Errors multiply. Programs slow. 
Problems that once remained contained begin to spill into public view.

It does not matter which party applies the pressure. When expertise 
becomes optional, trust becomes fragile. Government stops serving the 
public and begins serving those who hold power.

Disengaging from Global Accountability
Another trend re$ects a broader global pattern: disengagement from inter-
national agreements and oversight bodies, including the WHO, UNESCO, 
the Paris Climate Agreement, and institutions designed to coordinate 
accountability across borders. These withdrawals do more than reduce 
American participation abroad—they remove external benchmarks and 
independent scrutiny that once constrained national policy, and they relin-
quish in$uence in the forums where shared rules are negotiated.

This retreat from multilateralism has been accompanied by a sharper 
turn toward unilateral force. The reassertion of a modernized Monroe 
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Doctrine—less a framework for regional stability than a claim of hemi-
spheric dominance—signals a shift from partnership to control. Within 
that logic, Venezuela is cast not as a diplomatic challenge but as a target 
of coercive intervention, culminating in the unilateral capture of its widely 
regarded illegitimate president under the pretext of law enforcement, in 
de!ance of established international legal norms.

The same posture extends beyond the Western Hemisphere. Norms that 
once governed alliance relationships have been weakened by the willingness 
to invade or threaten the sovereign territory of a NATO partner, reframing 
alliance commitments as conditional rather than mutual. Strategic state-
ments increasingly describe Europe as weak, assume that Russia and China 
may act without restraint, and conclude that power must therefore be 
asserted rather than coordinated.

Taken together, these moves re$ect a realignment away from rule-based 
cooperation toward a worldview in which force and threat set the terms. 
Each action may be defended as exceptional, strategic, or necessary. But 
in the aggregate, they signal a shift from shared accountability to unilateral 
authority—a framework in which legitimacy $ows from power rather than 
from law. No single decision overturns democratic norms. Yet layer by layer, 
insulation deepens, and insulation is where unrestrained power takes hold.

What This Adds Up To: A System Under Pressure

So, where does this Audit Part 1 leave us? Not in collapse or crisis, but 
under measurable strain.

  America’s institutions still function. Judges continue to rule independently, 
and civil servants uphold their oaths. Congress retains its constitutional 
authority but exercises it inconsistently—often constrained by partisan 
control, procedural vetoes, and external pressure. On paper, the system 
works; in practice, each pillar now operates under growing political strain. 
Strain is not collapse. But it is a signal. Democracies remain stable when 
citizens respond to signals before they become fractures.
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Power is becoming more centralized. Expertise is being sidelined. Oversight 
is growing weaker. Public trust continues to thin. None of these trends 
alone de!nes authoritarianism. Taken together, they create structural strain 
that merits attention.

Democracy doesn’t disappear in one dramatic moment. It frays. And the 
fraying almost always starts inside government, long before people feel it in 
their daily lives. This leads us to Part 2 of the audit, which moves beyond 
institutions and into lived experience.

Why the Internal Shift Matters to You

It’s tempting to think these internal dynamics are abstract or distant from 
everyday life. In fact, they shape nearly everything—from voting rules and 
school curricula to library access, public broadcasting, environmental pro-
tections, tax fairness, immigration procedures, emergency response, legal 
oversight, economic opportunity, foreign policy, and even military action.

The internal determines the external. That relationship is not abstract. It 
shapes the conditions under which each of us votes, speaks, works, and 
raises families.

A government that concentrates power inwardly will project that power 
outwardly.

A government that distrusts expertise will deliver services inconsistently.

A government that weakens oversight will face fewer consequences for 
overreach.

A government that politicizes institutions will increasingly politicize public life.

Democratic erosion rarely begins with citizens immediately losing rights. It 
starts with institutions losing integrity. By the time those shifts reach peo-
ple directly, our foundation of democracy is already weakened.
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The Bridge to Chapter 2

This chapter examined the hidden architecture of democratic erosion, 
the internal rewiring that shapes how government operates behind closed 
doors. It traced the quiet expansion of power, the strain on checks and bal-
ances and the growing politicization of expertise and institutional memory.

But that’s only half the story.

Audit Part 2—covered in Chapter 2—shifts the focus outward, moving 
from the inner workings of government to the everyday realities citizens 
experience. It traces how internal shifts ripple into schools, libraries, media, 
elections, public services, and the basic relationship between people and 
their government. And it asks what these changes feel like—not to policy-
makers, but to the millions who rely on these institutions every day.

You are not reading this as a spectator. Understanding the architecture of 
erosion is the !rst step in refusing to normalize it. This chapter establishes 
the framework for evaluating democratic health and introduces the !rst 
elements of the audit. The remaining metrics—electoral processes, access 
to information, and civil liberties—are examined in depth in the next chap-
ter, where the framework is applied to everyday democratic experience. 
The next chapter moves from the machinery of government to the lived 
experience of democracy. If internal strain continues, you will feel it there. 



CHAPTER 2
In!ltration: How Authoritarianism 

Shows Up in Everyday Life

“The legitimate object of government is to do for a 
community of people whatever they need to have 

done, but cannot do at all, or cannot so well do, for 
themselves—in their separate and individual capacities.”

— ABRAHAM LINCOLN, fragment on government (1854)

Introduction: When Internal Shifts Surface  
in Public Life

Chapter 1 showed how authoritarian drift takes root internally—through 
concentrated power, politicized enforcement, weakened guardrails, and the 
replacement of expertise with loyalty. Those shifts start deep inside gov-
ernment machinery, but their e#ects never stay contained. Sooner or later, 
they reach the public. Recognizing these patterns is not an act of partisan-
ship. It is an act of civic attentiveness.

Audit Part 2 looks outward—to where internal shifts surface in public 
life. It traces how institutional weakening becomes something people feel 
directly—how systems that once seemed open begin to narrow, how 
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processes designed to be accessible start to tilt and how rights that remain 
on paper grow less secure in practice.

This outward drift shows up most clearly in three places: the manipulation 
of electoral rules, the shrinking of access to trustworthy information, and 
the gradual erosion of civil liberties. Each moves di#erently, but all follow 
the same underlying pattern. That pattern is not inevitable. It persists only 
when citizens grow accustomed to it.

Many of the developments described in this chapter re$ect not only institu-
tional change, but the ethical erosion identi!ed in the audit—where personal 
loyalty, retaliation, and private interest increasingly shape public power.

1. Manipulating the Electoral Processes

Gerrymandering and Mid-Cycle Redistricting

Democracy rests on a simple premise: Voters choose their representatives, 
not the other way around. When the rules governing elections begin to 
bend, that principle weakens long before results do.

Redistricting by elected legislatures is not inherently antidemocratic. In 
the United States, responsibility for drawing electoral boundaries has long 
rested with political actors accountable to voters, and many democracies 
vest similar authority in elected bodies rather than independent commis-
sions. The democratic risk does not arise simply from who draws the lines, 
but from how those lines function—whether they preserve accountability 
or systematically insulate power from voter correction.

Shortly after returning to o"ce, President Trump urged Republican-led 
states to pursue an unprecedented round of mid-decade redistricting—
normally reserved for the once-a-decade census, with the next not due 
until 2030. The objective was explicit: Redraw lines quickly enough to lock 
in partisan advantage ahead of the 2026 midterms. In several states, legis-
latures moved within weeks.
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Texas became the clearest contemporary example. Congressional districts 
were redrawn to create !ve new Republican-leaning seats. In districts such 
as TX-22 and TX-35, Black and Latino neighborhoods were split apart 
while white areas remained intact, signi!cantly diluting minority voting 
power. These maps are now facing legal challenges on the grounds of racial 
gerrymandering; however, the Supreme Court of the United States issued 
an emergency order allowing the new districts to remain in e#ect for the 
upcoming midterm elections, pending !nal adjudication.

Democratic-led states pushed boundaries as well. In California, Proposition 
50 suspended the independent redistricting commission, likely creating up 
to !ve new safe Democratic seats. Illinois, Maryland, and New York signaled 
a similar willingness to redraw lines aggressively. The partisan bene!ciaries 
di#ered, but the underlying logic was the same.

In both Texas and California, congressional maps were engineered primarily 
to secure advantage rather than re$ect communities. Elections still occur, 
and votes are counted, but with less genuine competition and reduced voter 
in$uence over outcomes. Power becomes harder to dislodge through ordi-
nary electoral means. Competition is not a partisan value. It is a democratic 
one. When voters lose the ability to correct course, accountability narrows.

Mid-cycle redistricting, like redistricting itself, is not inherently illegitimate. 
The democratic concern arises when timing, design, and enforcement com-
bine to entrench asymmetrical advantage, especially when those changes 
cannot be corrected through ordinary elections or are allowed to stand 
before courts fully rule on their legality.

What often stands out to observers in other democracies is not that polit-
ical actors seek advantage, but that the United States permits those same 
actors to design the electoral boundaries that determine their own sur-
vival. In countries such as the United Kingdom, boundary setting is handled 
by independent commissions with judicial oversight, guided by geography 
and civic coherence rather than partisan outcomes. That approach re$ects 
a di#erent institutional choice, not an inherently superior one.



34 COMMIT TOGETHER

How to Distinguish Reform from Democratic Risk

Democracies evolve over time. Not every change to election rules 
is a threat. The challenge is knowing when reform strengthens 
accountability—and when it weakens it.

These !ve questions help clarify risk:

• Symmetry: Does it apply evenly, or favor one side?

• Reversibility: Can voters undo it through elections?

• Participation: Does it widen access—or narrow it?

• Constitutional Limits: Does it respect established rules?

• Accountability: Does it increase oversight—or reduce it?

These questions are not meant to settle debate. They are meant to 
keep it honest. 

No single answer is decisive. But when several safeguards weaken at 
once, democratic risk rises—regardless of intent.

Independent commissions are not automatically more democratic than 
legislative control. They trade political accountability for insulation from 
partisan interest. Democracies vary  
widely in how they strike that balance.  
The democratic risk emerges  
when any system— 
commission-based or  
legislative—produces  
districts that weaken  
competition, entrench  
incumbency, and limit  
voters’ ability to correct  
course.



In!ltration: How Authoritarianism Shows Up in Everyday Life 35

Procedural Barriers to Voting

Debates over the Voting Rights Act illustrate how electoral integrity can 
be contested in good faith. Some view recent judicial decisions as constitu-
tional recalibration; others see them as restricting participation in ways that 
disproportionately a#ect minority voters. What matters for democratic 
health is whether changes measurably expand or restrict access—and 
whether those e#ects are acknowledged and addressed transparently.

While voting remains legal, new rules make it far harder to use that right. 
Recent “election integrity” laws introduce obstacles that fall heaviest on 
people with fewer resources. Strict ID and name-matching rules make it 
more likely that ballots will be rejected for minor or technical discrepan-
cies, increasing the risk that eligible voters are disenfranchised.

Other changes compound the strain: Helping a relative return a ballot can 
trigger legal risk, early voting windows shrink, polling places disappear from 
dense urban counties, mail-in voting faces targeted doubt, and in some 
states, voters are improperly removed from the rolls without notice. 

All these are not outright prohibitions; they are friction points—small 
obstacles that add up. Democracy rarely closes with a locked door. More 
often, it narrows through inconvenience. People with time, transportation, 
and documentation navigate them. Those without fall away, election by 
election.

In most other established democracies, voter registration and access are 
treated as an administrative responsibility of the state rather than a test of 
individual persistence, which is why these questions rarely generate con-
troversy elsewhere.

Normalizing Third-Term Talk

A cultural shift is emerging around the two-term limit. Discussions of a 
third term for a sitting president are now treated as plausible rather than 
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unthinkable. Today, it is described as “negotiable.” Commentators $oat trial 
balloons. Supporters sell Trump 2028 merchandise, not as satire but as 
aspiration.

Extended leadership tenure alone is not evidence of democratic erosion. 
Many democracies have sustained long-serving leaders without institutional 
breakdown. The concern here is not duration in o"ce, but the growing 
willingness to treat explicit constitutional limits as negotiable—signaling 
that foundational rules apply only until they become inconvenient.

No law has changed. But the taboo has. When foundational rules become con-
versational rather than settled, institutional gravity weakens. Authoritarian 
ambition begins with imagining the exception—and then searching for the 
mechanism.

Pressuring Election Administrators

Election administration—once a quiet professional domain—is now polit-
icized terrain. Local o"cials report coordinated records requests meant 
to overwhelm their o"ces. Others face investigations, harassment, threats 
against their families, or targeted doxing. Some even endure swatting 
attempts intended to intimidate.

Experienced administrators resign. Those who remain feel watched and 
constrained. They know that pushing back could draw retaliation. As 
responsibility shifts from neutral administrators to prolonged, partisan pro-
cesses—recounts, certi!cations, rati!cations—the space for interference, 
delay, and manufactured doubt expands. As expertise exists and loyalty !lls 
the gaps, the system still stands but functions with reduced stability.

Undermining Con!dence in the System

The !nal tool is psychological erosion. Claims of stolen elections— disproven 
in courts, audits, and by o"cials of both parties—nonetheless weaken 
trust. The objective is not legal victory—it is public doubt.
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A democracy becomes fragile long before ballots are blocked. It becomes 
fragile when citizens stop believing that their votes count. Some disengage. 
Others turn to leaders who promise to “restore order.” Both reactions 
weaken institutions.

2. Limiting Access to Information

A Shrinking Public Media Landscape

Public broadcasters such as NPR and PBS—long-standing pillars of inde-
pendent journalism—have been weakened by sweeping funding cuts and 
sustained political pressure. When federal support for the Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting was eliminated, the CPB announced plans to wind 
down operations, placing hundreds of local stations—especially in rural and 
underserved communities—into an existential !nancial crisis. 

The result has been a sharp contraction of local public media, particularly 
in areas where public radio and television serve as primary sources of local 
news, emergency weather alerts, $ood warnings, and other public safety 
information. Some stations are already preparing to close or signi!cantly 
reduce services.

Political pressure extended abroad. Voice of America, Radio Free Europe / 
Radio Liberty, and other federally funded outlets faced sharp funding reduc-
tions and credibility attacks. Bureaus shut down, veteran journalists left, and 
operations that took decades to build contracted at a breakneck speed.

The result is a dramatically reduced public media footprint—at home and 
globally—leaving millions without independent, fact-based reporting. This 
is not formal censorship; it is attrition.

Selective Access

Major outlets such as CNN, Reuters, and The Wall Street Journal now 
operate under steady pressure from the Trump administration, which 
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has repeatedly questioned their legitimacy. White House brie!ngs—once 
wide-ranging, journalist-directed, and open to probing questions—have 
become tightly managed events that reward compliance and sideline dissent.

The shift accelerated in 2025, when the administration took control of 
the press pool from the White House Correspondents’ Association, end-
ing a century of journalist-led access. Reporters are now handpicked for 
Oval O"ce events and Air Force One travel. Independent outlets like the 
Associated Press and Bloomberg are routinely excluded.

Over time, contradiction itself becomes normalized—statements are 
revised, denied, or replaced without consequence, and the sheer volume of 
competing claims makes it harder to tell what deserves attention, let alone 
trust. This confusion is not an accident of modern media but a deliberate 
strategy by the White House, Pentagon, Homeland Security, and other 
governmental agencies to overwhelm the public with competing claims 
until trust itself erodes.

In that environment, loyalty begins to replace veri!cation. People gravitate 
toward sources that a"rm identity rather than accuracy. Truth becomes 
something inherited from a tribe, not tested against evidence. The result is 
not persuasion, but paralysis—a public less capable of collective judgment. 
And paralysis is where concentrated power thrives. What once served 
accountability now resembles stage-managed loyalty.

Pressure need not silence speech to shape it. 

Regulatory Pressure as Leverage

Regulation and antitrust enforcement can play a legitimate role in protecting 
competition, diversity of ownership, and pluralism in the media— particularly 
where consolidation threatens the range of viewpoints available to the 
public. The democratic concern arises when regulatory tools are deployed 
selectively or punitively, based on loyalty rather than public interest.
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Yet today, regulation has increasingly become a means of shaping the media 
environment itself. President Trump has repeatedly suggested challenging 
the broadcast licenses of networks that criticize him—ABC, NBC, and 
others—even though the FCC cannot revoke licenses based on content. 

Regulatory scrutiny ampli!es this pressure. The Department of Justice 
has slowed or challenged mergers perceived as unfriendly to the adminis-
tration, while signaling greater tolerance for consolidation among aligned 
outlets. Analysts warn that these tools, taken together, risk tightening con-
trol over adversarial voices not by censorship, but by attrition. Agencies 
meant to protect competition now loom over newsrooms, raising concern 
that political retaliation—rather than public trust or civic need—will deter-
mine which voices endure.

Litigation as Pressure

Trump has also used litigation as a personal weapon against the press. In 
2025, he !led a $15 billion defamation suit against The New York Times, a 
$10 billion suit against The Wall Street Journal, and another $10 billion suit 
against the UK’s BBC. All these cases face long legal odds, but courtroom 
victory is not the sole objective.

The scale of these lawsuits sends a message: Investigative or critical report-
ing carries a price. Large outlets can absorb the cost; smaller ones cannot. It 
re$ects a Trump tactic rather than formal administration policy— leveraging 
massive liability to intimidate critics.

Harassment and the Chilling of Inquiry

Journalists—especially those covering protests, immigration enforcement, 
or political extremism—report record levels of harassment. By late 2025, 
more than a hundred assaults and dozens of arrests had been docu-
mented. Some now attend rallies with security; others decline assignments 
entirely.
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These incidents arise in a climate shaped by presidential rhetoric portray-
ing the press as disloyal or dangerous; data from the U.S. Press Freedom 
Tracker and the Department of Homeland Security show that many threats 
and assaults originate with right-leaning individuals or groups, often in pro-
Trump spaces where phrases such as “fake news” or “enemy of the people” 
act as cues for confrontation, reinforcing the notion that mistreatment—or 
even violence—is acceptable.

The result is an environment in which independent reporting grows  riskier—
and intimidation becomes part of the job.

A Distorted Social Media Environment

  Digital platforms have expanded access to speech, lowered barriers to 
entry and diversi!ed the range of voices participating in public debate—
developments many view as deeply pro-democratic. At the same time, the 
scale, speed, and incentive structures of these platforms have made mis-
information harder to contain and collective judgment harder to sustain.

Over half of Americans now turn to social media for at least part of their 
news, a share that continues to grow. Major platforms have scaled back 
fact-checking and loosened moderation rules, reshaping what millions see 
each day. In that environment, misinformation spreads fast. And when 
content con!rms what people already believe, it often goes unquestioned. 
Truth increasingly competes with convenience.

The result is a fractured information landscape. Shared facts are harder 
to !nd. Competing realities thrive. And confusion, history shows, is fertile 
ground for authoritarianism.

Taken together, these shifts reveal how shrinking access to reliable 
 information—and the rise of misinformation—turn uncertainty into a 
political resource. You don’t need to outlaw the press to distort public 
understanding. You only need to weaken its reach, undermine its indepen-
dence, or erode trust until people no longer know what to believe.
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3. Erosion of Civil Liberties

Due Process Under Strain

Across multiple areas of government, due process is narrowing. Legal 
protections remain, but faster procedures mean they are applied less con-
sistently. Immigration shows this shift most clearly, and its e#ects ripple 
beyond it.

Under new Trump administration rules, anyone unable to prove two full 
years of continuous presence can be removed without seeing a judge. 
Safeguards still exist, but rapid processing and limited review mean they are 
not always applied.

Expedited removal now gives frontline ICE o"cers broad discretion. As a 
result, people who meet the two-year requirement, who should go before 
a judge, or who are even U.S. citizens, have at times been detained or 
removed unlawfully. In 2025, multiple people died while in immigration 
custody or during enforcement actions; while no con!rmed case links a 
death that year to a wrongfully detained U.S. citizen, expanded discretion 
and reduced judicial review increase the risk of severe harm—including 
death—before errors can be corrected.

That discretion also shapes how enforcement unfolds in everyday life. In 
one widely reported incident, immigration agents used a !ve-year-old child 
to compel his father to open the door to their home; both the child and 
the father were then detained. Such tactics are not formal policy, but they 
illustrate how expansive authority, exercised without judicial oversight, can 
blur ethical boundaries and expose families—including children—to coer-
cive state power.

Asylum procedures have tightened as well. New screening rules move 
cases faster and with less review, giving people $eeing violence little time to 
gather evidence or secure counsel. The right to request protection remains, 
but the ability to present a full claim is shrinking or on pause. 
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The administration has also reshaped the Board of Immigration Appeals, 
removing longtime judges, installing new ones, and issuing guidance that 
prioritizes speed. Cases now move with less oversight, and in detention 
facilities, limited access to counsel and shorter preparation timelines make 
mounting a defense even harder.

A similar pattern appears beyond immigration. The Department of Justice 
has scaled back civil rights enforcement by reducing investigations into 
police misconduct, limiting consent decrees, and deprioritizing discrimina-
tion cases, alongside a broader rollback of diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) policies.

These changes tilt the system toward faster removals and fewer safeguards. 
Once due process becomes uneven, the entire system grows fragile. Fragility 
does not announce itself loudly. It accumulates quietly.

Higher Education Under Pressure

Universities, traditionally sites of open debate and independent research, 
face new constraints. In 2025, the administration tied federal research fund-
ing and tax bene!ts to “patriotic education standards.” Major universities 
!led suit over curriculum, visas, and student protections. Others, such as 
Columbia, Brown, and Northwestern, chose to negotiate agreements with 
the government instead.

Tensions escalated when the administration proposed the Compact for 
Academic Excellence, which tied federal support to ideological “neutrality,” 
admissions standards, tuition levels, and hiring practices. Although framed 
as accountability measures, critics warned that increased audits and funding 
scrutiny risked blurring the line between legitimate oversight and political 
leverage.

The autonomy of higher education formally remains, but with less insula-
tion and more pressure than at any point in decades.
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Civil Society in the Crosshairs

Organizations that once operated as trusted participants in public life 
increasingly !nd themselves treated as objects of suspicion. Legal protec-
tions remain, but new directives and interpretations allow agencies to treat 
a wider range of advocacy as potential security risks.

In 2025, the White House issued a domestic-terrorism directive. It did not 
change the law; it broadened how agencies interpret it, expanding the de!-
nition of domestic threats to include a broad range of ideological positions 
and extremism related to migration, race, or gender.

Though framed around violent conduct, the directive’s breadth has raised 
concern that future enforcement could reach advocacy groups working on 
sensitive or contested issues. The result is a potential chilling e#ect on orga-
nizations focused on community engagement and democratic participation.

The directive also widens the application of the Foreign Agents Registration 
Act, increasing scrutiny of nonpro!ts with foreign donors or international 
programs. None has been labeled a foreign agent, but the prospect of 
expanded enforcement has already chilled the sector—a pattern familiar 
from authoritarian systems under leaders such as Vladimir Putin and Xi 
Jinping, and one that has helped drive sustained mass protests in Georgia.

As scrutiny grows, resources shrink. Nearly two-thirds of nonpro!ts 
report declining or unstable support as donors pull back or anonymize 
their giving. Federal assistance has contracted as well, with tens of billions in 
human-services, community, and international-aid funding frozen, delayed, 
or redirected. One in three nonpro!ts has lost or seen delays in federal 
support.

The administration has not formally banned dissent, but sustaining it is 
becoming harder. There is no formal censorship; instead, nonpro!ts face a 
steady constriction that limits their ability to operate, advocate, and serve 
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the communities that depend on them. This pressure extends beyond non-
pro!ts. Law !rms, for example, now have to consider not only the legal 
merits of a case, but also the potential repercussions for the !rm itself 
based on who it chooses to represent.

The Eroding Wall Separating Church and State

Political leaders, Christian nationalist groups, and key donors now promote 
a government aligned with a single traditional Christian religious identity.

Education moved !rst. In early 2025, Trump ordered the expansion of 
federal voucher and tax-credit programs for private and religious schools. 
Critics warn this diverts public dollars to institutions not bound by the 
same civil-rights rules, increasing the strain on public school budgets.

The reach widened. Additional executive actions eased limits on faith-based 
grantees, allowing religious organizations to join publicly funded programs 
with fewer conditions on hiring, service delivery, and separating religious 
activities from government-supported work.

Supreme Court rulings in 2025 broadened religious liberty exemptions and 
required governments to include religious providers when funding private 
alternatives. These steps soften long-standing Establishment Clause guard-
rails and open new public funding channels.

Senior leadership, including Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, reinforced 
this shift. At the same time, the White House Faith O"ce advances policies 
embedding Christian identity in education, social programs, and parts of 
federal hiring.

Christian symbols and prayer appear more often at government events, 
while secular, Jewish, Muslim, and nonreligious groups report reduced 
access to programs once widely open.
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Pushback has grown. Interfaith coalitions, educators’ unions, and civil lib-
erties groups challenge these changes, warning that narrowing religious 
pluralism weakens civic life.

Civil liberties in the United States have not disappeared. But education, 
civic life, and religious freedom have been narrowed incrementally and 
unevenly. They remain rights in principle, yet function less reliably in prac-
tice. Rights that function unevenly depend increasingly on who you are and 
where you live.

Audit Outcome: Democracy in Danger of Default

If the United States were a company, this audit would show an enterprise 
still operating but only with a quali!ed opinion: The books no longer rec-
oncile, key controls function inconsistently, and stability cannot be assured 
without corrective action.

Executive power is expanding. Legislative checks are weakening. Enforce-
ment is increasingly selective. Trusted information is shrinking. Civil liberties 
function less consistently.

The system is still open for business. But the warning lights are on, and 
con!dence in the underlying structure is no longer assured. Warning lights 
are not panic signals. They are invitations to maintenance.

Where the United States Stands Now —   
And What Happens If We Do Nothing

America stands at a pivotal juncture. Core democratic structures remain, 
but their independence and resilience show measurable erosion. In gover-
nance analysis, this trajectory mirrors early patterns seen in authoritarian- 
lite systems such as Hungary, where elections and institutions persist but 
with reduced autonomy and heightened political in$uence.
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The audit shows a system still operating, yet increasingly vulnerable. Material 
weaknesses have emerged in ethics, transparency, and accountability. 

Executive authority has grown relative to other branches. Agencies show 
greater political in$uence in personnel, enforcement, and rulemaking. 
Congressional and judicial oversight is less uniform, and enforcement varies 
widely across jurisdictions. Individuals and institutions report greater cau-
tion in expressing dissent, indicating tighter informal boundaries.

If unaddressed, this trajectory could move toward patterns seen in 
authoritarian- heavy systems like Russia: limited electoral competition, 
weaker media and civil society independence, stronger judicial deference 
to political actors, and higher perceived risk for protesting.

The democratic system has not failed, but it is under strain. Reinforcing 
safeguards, restoring checks and balances, and protecting civil rights 
will determine whether stability returns or deeper erosion continues. 
Understanding in!ltration is not about fear. It is about refusing normalization.

Reclaiming Democracy: Your Path Forward

You’re holding a practical guide for real action—a GPS for strengthening 
democracy in your community. Inside are clear steps, trusted tools, and 
organizations ready to help. You don’t have to navigate this alone.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. reminded us that the greatest danger is not the 
actions of the few, but the silence of the many. Democracy doesn’t need 
heroes—it needs ordinary people taking steady, meaningful steps where 
they live.

If you’re feeling unsure, anxious, or overwhelmed about where to start, 
Chapter 3 is for you. It steadies that uncertainty and turns it into a simple, 
workable plan.
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If you already know the issue that moves you—voting access, free expres-
sion, public safety, or another core freedom—go straight to Chapter 4 or 
any chapter aligned with your priorities. Each o#ers actionable steps and 
direct links to organizations ready to support you.

Whether you have !ve minutes or !ve hours, your contribution matters. 
You are not being asked to solve democracy. You are being invited to sus-
tain it. Begin where you are. Continue where you can. Stay engaged. Turn 
the page. Take the !rst step. The future we build begins with what we 
choose to do next.





CHAPTER 3
From Overwhelm to  

Empowerment: Turning  
Anxiety into Action

“If You Tolerate This Your Children Will Be Next” 

— Spanish Civil War anti-fascist poster (1936–1939)

The Cost of Complacency

The phrase appeared on posters in Civil War–era Spain, warning that free-
doms rarely vanish all at once; they erode bit by bit when people assume 
someone else will protect them. Democracy, like anything of value, requires 
attention and care. Most Americans do not wake up looking for ideological 
con$icts, but for reassurance that constructive participation is still possible. 
They wake up wanting stability, fairness, and a system they can trust. 

Today, subtle changes can signal deeper shifts: a polling place moved with-
out notice, a library pressured to remove books, or a public forum quietly 
shortened. These may not be isolated glitches. They can signal institutional 
strain that warrants attention.

Democratic strain is not con!ned to any one country—it has been docu-
mented globally, and the United States is not immune. In recent years, its 
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ranking has slipped from “full democracy” to “$awed democracy” in major 
international indices. 

So, feeling uneasy in moments like this is natural. Sustained misinforma-
tion can undermine con!dence and discourage participation. When people 
withdraw, it becomes easier for those in power to rewrite rules, weaken 
oversight, and normalize overreach.

Speaking up and showing up—consistently, even in small ways—are daily 
habits that keep democracy alive. This chapter is about how ordinary peo-
ple interrupt that drift—and turn anxiety into action before it becomes 
resignation. You do not need to be an activist to do this. You need only to 
remain engaged.

How Democratic Pressures A"ect Citizens

Democratic backsliding does not always rely on force. Their strength comes 
from shaping how you feel: nudging you toward doubt, discouragement, 
and apathy. If they can convince you that participation is pointless or that 
your community doesn’t matter, they gain a decisive advantage.

When abuses of power begin to feel routine, they spread more easily. 
Outrage becomes exhaustion; exhaustion becomes acceptance. Internal 
divisions can fracture movements, but disengagement is even more 
dangerous.

Concentrated power depends on citizens feeling alone. The truth is that 
most people around you value democratic stability more than they express 
publicly. Silence can disguise shared concern. Isolation can weaken collec-
tive con!dence and make coordinated action more di"cult. But connection 
and solidarity are among democracy’s strongest defenses. When people 
support one another, even in small ways, attempts to concentrate power 
lose momentum.
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Why It Feels So Hard to Respond

In a fast-moving news cycle !lled with disinformation campaigns, political 
power plays, and deepening polarization, it’s natural to feel overwhelmed. 
Algorithms amplify con$ict, courts and institutions face heightened pub-
lic scrutiny, and it can seem like your individual voice can’t make a dent. 
For many people, the problem is not indi#erence but disconnection—a 
growing sense that civic participation has become di"cult to navigate, emo-
tionally exhausting, or inaccessible to ordinary life. This feeling has a name. 
Historian Timothy Snyder calls it “anticipatory obedience”—the moment 
when people begin surrendering their agency before anyone forces them to.

The pattern is captured powerfully in Martin Niemöller’s well-known 
warning: 

First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out—

 Because I was not a Socialist.

Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out—

 Because I was not a Trade Unionist.

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out—

 Because I was not a Jew.

Then they came for me—

 and there was no one left to speak for me.

His words remind us that silence isn’t neutral. When people withdraw, 
democracy weakens from within. Your decision to stay engaged—however 
minimally—interrupts that slide toward silence.

Silence is not inevitable. It is often a response to uncertainty. And uncer-
tainty diminishes when people move together rather than stay alone.



52 COMMIT TOGETHER

Understanding the Stakes

Democratic change is not abstract; it carries practical consequences. It 
shapes daily life in ways that may seem incremental but are meaningful 
over time. You may encounter revised voting procedures—shorter early 
voting periods, more complex mail-in requirements, or new identi!cation 
standards that make participation more demanding. School board meetings 
can grow more contentious, with agendas narrowed or public comment 
more tightly managed. Libraries may face pressure over the materials they 
carry. Public services—from childcare to after-school programs—may be 
reduced, restructured, or redirected in ways that re$ect shifting priorities.

Trustworthy local news sources are disappearing. When public radio sta-
tions close and newspapers shrink, communities lose essential information 
about water quality, local corruption, zoning changes, and public spending. 
In that vacuum, misinformation spreads quickly.

Speaking up can feel riskier. Public sector employees may be warned about 
what they can say. Parents who raise concerns are labeled “disruptive.” 
Librarians and teachers face harassment. Peaceful demonstrations require 
more permits and attract heavier surveillance.

Such developments have appeared in multiple states and communities. 
Global democracy monitors now consider them warning signs of weak-
ening institutions. Recognizing them early—and responding—is one of the 
most e#ective ways to protect democratic values. Responding does not 
mean escalating. It means participating before participation feels urgent.

Pillars of Power

Every system of power relies on “pillars”—the groups and institutions 
that keep it standing. In a constitutional democracy, these pillars operate 
within legal limits and customary norms that reinforce accountability. These 
include businesses, workers, faith communities, educators, civil servants, 
the media, and, critically, everyday people.
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These pillars aren’t monolithic. Most people don’t think of themselves as 
a “pillar”—but simply showing up, complying, or refusing to comply places 
you inside one. Individuals within them have di#erent ethics, backgrounds, 
and thresholds for what they will accept. Most remain committed to consti-
tutional limits. But commitment becomes visible only when exercised. Any 
governing system depends on continued compliance. As Gene Sharp argued, 
political power ultimately depends on the obedience and cooperation of peo-
ple and institutions; when that cooperation is withdrawn, power weakens.

Change begins when individuals inside these pillars decide they’ve had 
enough. Sometimes resistance is collective and visible—a march, a strike, 
a protest. Other times it’s quiet: refusing an unjust order, delaying imple-
mentation, choosing not to enforce a harmful policy, or o#ering support 
to those targeted.

History shows that when individuals within these pillars withdraw sup-
port, even powerful leaders can be constrained. In South Korea in 2024, 
when President Yoon declared martial law, legislators convened despite 
military barriers, civil society mobilized rapidly, and labor unions organized 
coordinated responses. Constitutional guardrails held, the declaration was 
reversed within hours, and institutional processes ultimately determined 
accountability. Such moments illustrate how civic action and institutional 
checks can reinforce constitutional limits.
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As Abraham Lincoln declared in his iconic Gettysburg Address (1863), 
democracy depends on government remaining “of the people, by the peo-
ple, for the people.” When governments or political movements drift away 
from these inviolate principles, sustained collective civic action has often 
helped reverse authoritarian trends and restore democratic accountability. 

Prepare for Pushback: Turning Participation into  
Real Change

Real change doesn’t emerge from spontaneous outrage—it comes from 
preparation, planning, and persistence. Across movements and eras, people 
who believed things could be better built structures of support that helped 
them withstand criticism, setbacks, and attempts at intimidation.

Nonviolent collective action is one of the most e#ective tools communities 
have. Researcher Erica Chenoweth suggests that sustained participation by 
even a small percentage of a population can be consequential. The key isn’t 
massive numbers all at once; it’s steady, coordinated participation.

Successful movements are built on networks: neighbors, faith groups, 
student organizations, community centers, and workplaces. These relation-
ships create a foundation for rapid, clear communication. When airport 
protests erupted in response to the 2017 travel ban, existing networks 
helped mobilize thousands within hours.

Behind the scenes, legal support, trusted communication channels, and 
mutual aid resources matter. The peaceful protests of 2020 highlighted the 
importance of trained observers, bail funds, and community-led de- escalation. 
These quiet structures helped people stay safe and ampli!ed the contrast 
between nonviolent protestors and intense law-enforcement responses.

Change also requires a compelling vision of what’s possible. Resistance 
alone isn’t enough. A unifying message—whether a rallying cry, a shared 
demand, or a clearly articulated value—helps people stay oriented toward 
what they want to build, not just what they oppose.
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Democratic participation is often described as a constant obligation—some-
thing you are either doing fully or failing to do at all. In reality, responsible 
engagement changes across a lifetime.

Capacity is not static. Democracy is sustained across seasons of life. Some 
years you lead. Other years you support. Both matter. Time, health, fam-
ily responsibilities, work demands, and personal circumstances all shape 
how—and whether—people can show up. Recognizing those limits is not a 
weakness. It is part of sustaining democracy over the long term.

What matters is not how much you do, but that engagement remains pos-
sible when conditions allow.

The P.A.T.H. Framework:  
Turning Awareness into Impact

Understanding the challenges is only the !rst step. Strengthening democracy 
requires disciplined participation within constitutional boundaries. The real 
work lies in acting on that awareness. The P.A.T.H. framework—Problem, 
Answer, Take Action, Have Impact—provides a simple, $exible structure 
you can use no matter where you are or how much time you have.

Problem

Start by identifying the most urgent democratic issue in your community. 
It might be a barrier to voting, a weakened public institution, a threatened 
library program, a harmful local policy, or a shortage of reliable local news.

Answer

De!ne what success looks like. Clarity strengthens focus. Do you want to 
restore access to early voting? Secure funding for a community service? 
Support a fair court system? Protect the right to protest? A clear de!nition 
of success helps you stay grounded when the news feels chaotic.
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Take Action

Choose one or two steps that !t your 
time and abilities. Join a local organization, 
volunteer, attend a meeting, write a letter, 
help register new voters, or o#er your 
professional skills. Perfection isn’t the goal—
momentum is. Small, consistent actions build 
strength.

Have Impact

Share progress, no matter how small. A 
harmful bill stalled. A community meeting 
grew. A student-led e#ort gained attention. 
Celebrating wins builds con!dence and 
invites others to participate. Hope spreads 
through stories and examples.

Katie Fahey’s story in Michigan demonstrates 
this clearly. Without political experience, 
she posted a message inviting others to 
take on gerrymandering. Thousands joined 
her. The movement she sparked gathered 
over 425,000 signatures and created an independent redistricting 
commission—proof that clarity plus collective energy can reshape what 
seems unchangeable.

Across the world and throughout history, ordinary people taking pur-
poseful steps have helped bend democracy toward justice. Your actions, 
however small they may feel, become part of that essential, ongoing e#ort. 
Impact compounds when shared. One person’s visible action gives encour-
agement and permission to another.
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Quick Wins: Your First Steps Toward Action

When discouraging headlines pile up, it’s easy to wonder whether your 
actions matter. But meaningful momentum often begins with the smallest 
steps. Everyday people—people just like you—have always played a role in 
shaping the world through simple, intentional choices.

You don’t need dramatic gestures or hours of free time. Movements often 
start with something modest: posting a sign in your window, signing a peti-
tion, attending a short virtual meeting, or sharing accurate information with 
friends. These acts remind you—and others—that engagement is possible.

Here are a few accessible, high-impact steps:

Make Your Values Visible

Hang a welcoming sign, wear a button that re$ects what you stand for, or 
post a message that lifts others up. Visibility inspires connection and signals 
that people who care are not alone.

Vote with Your Wallet

What you choose to buy—or not buy—sends a message. Values-driven 
purchasing has shifted corporate behavior for decades. Supporting ethical 
businesses reinforces community standards and accountability.

Start Small, Connect Big

Conversations at kitchen tables or over co#ee have sparked national move-
ments. When you talk with friends about what matters, you create ripples 
that can grow into broader action.
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Share, Support, Amplify

Repost reliable resources on social media, donate to local e#orts, or spread 
the word about community needs. You might not see the full impact, but 
you help build the sca#olding others rely on.

Around the world, symbolic acts have strengthened movements: umbrellas 
in Hong Kong became shields and beacons of hope; in Warsaw, lights and 
messages on buildings signaled unity against fear. These moments show 
how creativity can counter intimidation.

Your !rst step may feel small, but it helps reduce isolation and builds a 
sense of possibility. Small actions, repeated across millions of people, are 
how democratic culture stabilizes. Change rarely starts at full volume. It 
begins with a quiet action, a simple conversation or a single choice that 
inspires another.

Visual Roadmap to Action

Use this simple guide to help turn intention into momentum:

The 15-Minute Action Ladder

 Step 1: Clarify your stake (3 minutes) 

Write down why you care. Keep it visible. This becomes your anchor.

 Step 2: Pick a lane (2 minutes) 

Choose one issue and one role—volunteer, donor, helper, storyteller, or 
connector.

 Step 3: Take one micro-action today (5–10 minutes) 

• Call one local o"cial about an upcoming vote. 
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• Register for election reminders. 

• Join a local democracy group’s newsletter. 

• Text three friends to con!rm they’re registered.

 Step 4: Put it on your calendar (2 minutes) 

Schedule a weekly “democracy block”—just 20 minutes.

 Step 5: Make it social (optional, high impact) 

Invite one friend to join your action. Accountability multiplies impact.
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Conclusion

Democracy is not a spectator sport; it depends on participation. The 
stories in this chapter are more than history; they’re blueprints showing 
how ordinary people have turned uncertainty into collective strength. 
Throughout the pages ahead, you’ll !nd practical steps—whether you have 
!ve minutes or !ve hours—to defend rights, strengthen communities, and 
build a future grounded in dignity and fairness.

Every movement begins with someone stepping o# the sidelines: neighbors, 
lunchtime organizers, and citizens who persist in strengthening institutions 
over time. Small choices—voting, speaking up, sharing accurate informa-
tion, checking in on a friend—are the seeds of change. When we connect 
and commit, we become far more powerful than we seem alone. That 
power does not belong to one ideology. It belongs to citizens who choose 
continuity over drift.

The future of democracy depends not only on activists and institutions, but 
on the millions of ordinary people who still believe democratic life is worth 
protecting, even if they have not always known where they !t within it.

This is not a call to join a faction. It is an invitation to stand with those 
millions who believe democratic rules should remain legitimate and 
accountable. Choose one issue. Take one step. Stay in it.



QUIZ: FIND YOUR ISSUE AREA

1. Which headline catches your attention most?

A) Record voter turnout "ips a close election 

B) Policies boost local businesses and job opportunities 

C) Students spark a revolution in public schools 

D) New laws protect clean water and safer streets 

E) Unlikely allies bridge long-standing divides 

F) Families !nd hope through immigration reform 

G) Science shapes solutions for a healthier future 

H) Judges overturn an unjust decision 

I) Small-town rallies defend free expression

2. If you could change one thing !rst, it would be: 

A) Make voting open and fair for all 

B) Create an economy that works for everyone 

C) Rebuild schools and empower students 

D) Slow climate change and protect neighborhoods 

E) Strengthen community ties 

F) Treat immigrants with dignity and respect 

G) Put science and facts at the center of decisions 

H) Ensure justice and accountability 

I) Protect freedom of speech and the press



3. Which action energizes you most?

A) Registering voters 

B) Supporting local businesses 

C) Mentoring or advocating for students 

D) Planting trees or cleaning up a community space 

E) Bringing diverse groups together 

F) Helping immigrant families 

G) Sharing science news or correcting misinformation 

H) Volunteering for legal aid or monitoring leaders 

I) Defending journalism or !ghting censorship

4. People say you’re most likely to . . .

A) Organize a get-out-the-vote e#ort 

B) Solve tough !nancial or structural problems 

C) Inspire kids and adults to learn 

D) Recycle, protest, or garden 

E) Build bridges across di#erences 

F) Stand up for newcomers and neighbors 

G) Seek out facts and share them 

H) Prioritize fairness and hold others accountable 

I) Never let anyone silence a necessary conversation



Tally your answers to !nd your focus:

Mostly A: Voting Rights 

Mostly B: Economy & Opportunity 

Mostly C: Education 

Mostly D: Climate & Safety 

Mostly E: Bridging Divides 

Mostly F: Immigration 

Mostly G: Science & Society 

Mostly H: Rule of Law 

Mostly I: Free Expression

Wherever you land, your energy matters. Your voice adds 
strength to the work ahead.





PART II

WHERE DEMOCRACY 
IS TESTED





CHAPTER 4
Voting Rights: A Foundation of 

Democratic Accountability

“The vote is the emblem of your equality, women 
of America, the guarantee of your liberty.”

— CARRIE CHAPMAN CATT, address to Congress (1917)

Why Voting Rights Matter

Voting rights have expanded over time through constitutional amendments, 
legislation, and sustained civic engagement. While often mentioned along 
with other democratic stalwarts, voting can be considered the most vital 
of all. It is not simply another issue competing for attention—it is the 
mechanism that determines whether any of the others can be addressed at 
all. When voting works—when it is accessible, trusted, and fair—societies 
have a peaceful way to change course. 

In the last decade, multiple states have revised voting procedures—some 
expanding access and others narrowing that access. Whether one supports 
or opposes speci!c reforms, the broader pattern is clear. The rules governing 
participation are becoming more contested and politically charged. When 
participation becomes harder to navigate or con!dence declines, turnout 
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drops. The health of a republic 
depends not on perfect agreement, 
but on broad participation.

Democratic backsliding in elec-
tions often follows a recognizable 
pattern. The process rarely begins 
with the outright cancellation of 
elections. Instead, they preserve 
the appearance of democracy 
while hollowing out its substance. 
Elections continue, but rules tilt, 
the media consolidates, voices 
diminish, and participation declines. 
Outcomes become predictable not 
because citizens agree, but because 
alternatives are restricted. In these 
systems, elections still happen—
but real competition narrows and 
meaningful choice weakens.

The United States is not immune 
to similar institutional pressures. 
When large numbers of eligible 
voters do not participate, elections 
still produce winners, but low par-
ticipation weakens the mandate 

behind those outcomes. Participation does not need to be unanimous to 
be meaningful. Most Americans—across political di#erences—share an 
interest in elections that are fair, accessible, and trusted. It needs to be 
broad enough to confer legitimacy.

Democratic legitimacy depends on broad acceptance of the process, 
including by those who lose. When people believe elections are fair, they 
are more willing to accept results they dislike and to continue participating. 

Why Voting Systems Face 
Pressure First

• Elections legitimize power.

• Participation limits unchecked 
authority.

• Low turnout makes 
manipulation easier.

When voting is weakened, all 
other rights become harder to 
defend.

If We Do Nothing: When 
participation declines steadily, 
elected o$cials increasingly 
respond to narrow segments of 
the electorate. Policy grows less 
representative. Trust erodes. 
Citizens disengage further. The 
cycle feeds itself.

Understanding voting rights 
is essential. But protection 
requires involvement. The 
question is not whether 
voting matters. The question 
is whether we will strengthen 
these rights where we live.
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Take Tom, a conservative in Georgia who volunteers as a nonpartisan poll 
worker. Or Elena, a progressive in Michigan who organizes rides to polling 
places. They both believe participation strengthens the legitimacy of the 
system. Neither is campaigning. Both are protecting the process.

Protecting voting rights, then, is not only about Election Day. It is about 
shared con!dence that disagreement can remain peaceful, power can 
remain accountable, and participation still matters—even when it does not 
deliver the result you hoped for.

The responsible majority does not demand speci!c outcomes. It recognizes 
how collective absence can reshape collective outcomes, and in return, 
irrespective of political leanings, expects a legitimate and trusted process. 
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P.A.T.H.: Your Roadmap to Defending Democracy

This section applies the P.A.T.H. framework to turn concern into clarity 
and action.

Problem: What is standing in the way of your vote—or the votes of 
others?

Answer: What approaches have been shown to protect, increase, or 
restore access?

Take Action: What role can you realistically play, given your time, skills, 
and capacity?

Have Impact: How do you know your e#ort made a di#erence?

You don’t need to master every step at once. The goal is orientation, 
not perfection. P.A.T.H. is designed to help you !nd your footing, not to 
demand expertise or constant engagement.

 PROBLEM  Structural Barriers to Voting

Institutional change rarely looks dramatic. It appears in rules, procedures, 
and administrative decisions that, on their own, seem technical but, cumu-
latively, shape who can realistically participate.

One set of barriers operates through rules or practices that make voting 
more di"cult. These include strict identi!cation requirements, frequent 
purges of voter rolls, reductions in early voting, and the closure of polling 
places in densely populated or underserved areas. 

Taken together, these changes increase the time, e#ort, and uncertainty 
people face in knowing whether they are eligible, properly registered, and 
able to cast a ballot.
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Another barrier is disenfranchisement—laws that formally exclude peo-
ple from voting. Millions of Americans encounter signi!cant obstacles to 
regaining voting rights even after completing felony sentences. The rules 
di#er by state and are frequently confusing, leaving many unsure whether 
they are eligible to vote.

Through No Votes Barred, a nonpartisan initiative of the Entertain Impact 
Advocacy Alliance, which I founded and now serve as president, we help 
returning citizens in Georgia, Arizona, and North Carolina understand 
their voting rights and register when eligible.

That fear is not abstract. In Tennessee, Pamela Moses believed she had 
ful!lled her probation requirements and registered to vote using o"cial 
paperwork. She was later prosecuted. Her case illustrates how legal ambi-
guity can create serious consequences for people attempting to participate.

Gerrymandering adds another layer of distortion. When district bound-
aries are drawn in ways that strongly favor one party, electoral outcomes 
can become more predictable and competitive balance narrows. In such 
cases, representatives can e#ectively choose their voters rather than the 
reverse. 

Both major political parties have 
engaged in this practice, at di#er-
ent times and in di#erent states, 
creating “safe” districts where com-
petition is limited and accountability 
weakens. In states such as Texas 
and California, recent redistricting 
debates have brought renewed 
attention to these concerns.

What unites these barriers is not 
ideology but design. They rely on 

 PROBLEM  Structural 
Barriers Add Up

• Strict ID requirements

• Polling place closures

• Confusing registration rules

• Felony disenfranchisement

• Partisan district maps

Individually survivable. 
Collectively exclusionary.
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complexity, friction, and exhaustion rather than force. Participation can 
decline not because people stop caring, but because participation becomes 
harder, riskier, and less rewarding. Withdrawal in such environments is 
 understandable—but not inevitable. In theory, the right to vote is equal. 
In practice, cumulative burdens determine who can realistically exercise 
that right.

Structural barriers are only part of the problem. Equally powerful are the 
psychological pressures that discourage participation long before a ballot 
is ever cast.

 PROBLEM  Psychological Barriers: Misinformation, 
Intimidation, and Withdrawal

Even when voting remains legally available, participation can decline if peo-
ple no longer trust the process or feel safe engaging in it. Psychological 
barriers—misinformation, intimidation, and social pressure—often rein-
force structural obstacles.

Misinformation can play a central role. Unveri!ed or misleading claims 
about voter fraud, eligibility, or election procedures spread quickly through 

social media and partisan out-
lets. Over time, this uncertainty 
changes behavior. 

When people expect scrutiny, 
con$ict, or backlash, they begin to 
withdraw on their own—stepping 
back from civic roles, public meet-
ings, or even everyday political 
conversations. 

This disengagement is rarely about 
apathy. It re$ects an environ-
ment that signals participation is 

 PROBLEM  Disengagement 
Is Not Indi"erence

• Confusion discourages 
participation.

• Fear raises personal risk.

• Repetition normalizes 
withdrawal.

• Silence becomes habit.

Awareness is the !rst 
interruption.
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exhausting, risky, or unlikely to matter. When fear and confusion reduce 
participation, institutional in$uence can shift without broad public aware-
ness. Recognizing these pressures as part of the problem—not personal 
failings—is an essential step toward addressing them.

When disengagement is reframed as environmental rather than personal, 
participation becomes recoverable.

Understanding the problem is necessary, but it is not the end of the story. 
This is: What has proven capable of protecting voting rights when they are 
under pressure?

 PROBLEM  Voter Apathy:  
When People Decide Their 
Vote Won’t Matter

Disengagement from voting is 
often described as apathy, but 
that framing misses what is actu-
ally happening. Most people who 
stop voting have not stopped 
caring. They have concluded that 
participation is unlikely to change 
outcomes that feel distant, prede-
termined, or unresponsive.

This withdrawal tends to develop 
gradually. When elections are 
dominated by national narratives, 
when local races receive little 
attention, or when ballots grow 
long and complex, participation 
narrows. Many voters cast a ballot 
at the top of the ticket but skip 
local o"ces or ballot measures, 

 PROBLEM  When 
Withdrawal Shows Up

Brexit Referendum (UK)

Voters aged 18–24 turned 
out in 2016 at far lower rates 
than older age groups, despite 
surveys showing strong opinions 
about the outcome. Many 
later expressed regret, citing 
complacency or the belief that 
their participation would not 
change the result.

Downballot Roll-O" (U.S.)

In many elections, a signi!cant 
share of voters cast ballots for 
president but leave local races 
blank—reducing participation 
where decisions most directly 
a#ect daily life.
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unsure how those decisions connect to daily life. Over time, this pattern, 
known as downballot roll-o#, concentrates power in smaller, more consis-
tent electorates.

Disengagement often develops gradually. It shows up as a skipped election, 
an un!nished ballot, or a decision to remain silent. Over time, these small 
choices reshape outcomes, quietly narrowing who participates and whose 
interests are represented. Understanding this pattern is about recognizing 
how collective absence reshapes collective outcomes—and how the per-
ception that participation has little impact, rather than a lack of concern, 
drives people away from the ballot box.

 ANSWER  Who Actually Runs Elections

One of the strongest—and least visible—protections for voting rights is 
the people. Elections are run by people—neighbors, retirees, teachers, vet-
erans, and volunteers—working under strict timelines and public scrutiny. 
Who administers elections matters, because these roles are both points of 
vulnerability and sources of resilience.

Most election decisions are made at the state and local level. Secretaries of 
state, county clerks, and election boards oversee voter registration, ballot 
design, polling locations, and vote counting. These positions are primarily 
administrative, designed to emphasize accuracy, consistency, and fairness 
rather than political outcomes.

In recent years, that structure has come under strain. Election o"cials have 
faced pressure to deliver preferred results instead of following established 
rules. In other cases, candidates who reject election results have sought 
control of the o"ces that oversee them. Even unfounded accusations, 
when repeated, can weaken public con!dence.

Intimidation compounds this pressure. Election workers and volun-
teers—ordinary citizens performing a civic duty—have increasingly faced 
harassment and threats. After the 2020 election, Georgia election workers 
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Ruby Freeman and Shaye Moss 
were falsely accused of fraud and 
subjected to months of racist 
threats. Similar tactics have been 
used against o"cials across the 
political spectrum who upheld 
lawful results.

This matters because elections 
depend on trust—not only in 
who wins, but in how decisions 
are made. And yet, local election 
o"cials remain one of democracy’s quiet strengths. Many have upheld 
the law under intense pressure, absorbing personal risk to keep the pro-
cess fair. 

Much of what protects elections is deliberately unremarkable: standardized 
procedures, bipartisan oversight, routine audits, and professional norms 
built over decades. Stability often looks ordinary. That is its strength. 
Protecting voting rights, then, also means protecting the people and prac-
tices that quietly make elections work.

 ANSWER  What Actually Protects Your Right to Vote

No single law or institution protects voting rights on its own. Democracy 
relies on overlapping safeguards—legal, civic, technological, and  cultural—
that reinforce one another. When one layer weakens, others can compen-
sate. When several weaken at once, institutional resilience declines.

Courts are one essential safeguard. In recent years, lower courts have 
sometimes taken a more interventionist approach in election-related 
cases, while the Supreme Court has at times emphasized judicial restraint, 
deferring more readily to state legislatures and executive authority. Yet an 
independent judiciary remains one of democracy’s most reliable backstops 
when electoral processes are under pressure.

 ANSWER  Elections Are 
Run Locally 

• County clerks

• Election boards

• Poll workers

• Volunteers

When these roles are 
protected, democracy holds.
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Legislative action provides another layer. States that reduce voting fric-
tion—through measures like same-day registration, multilingual ballots, or 
vote-by-mail—see higher participation without increased fraud. These pol-
icies do not favor a party. They favor participation.

Grassroots and community organizations play an equally critical role. In 
practice, this often means helping voters replace a missing ID, resolve a 
registration error, or understand a last-minute rule change before polls 
close. Because these e#orts are local and relational, they build trust where 
institutions alone cannot.

Technology increasingly supports these safeguards. Nonpartisan tools 
allow voters to check registration, track mail ballots, and !nd accurate poll-
ing information—reducing confusion and preventing small obstacles from 
becoming missed votes. Transparency tools also help expose gerryman-
dered maps and coordinated election disinformation.

These approaches succeed for 
practical reasons, not political 
ones. Each reduces confusion, low-
ers risk, and reinforces the basic 
promise that voting is a right—not 
a test of endurance. When these 
layers hold, disagreement remains 
procedural rather than personal. 
Democracy proves most resil-
ient when its protections overlap, 
reinforcing one another before 
damage becomes irreversible.

 TAKE ACTION  Why Small Steps Matter

It is easy to underestimate the impact of individual e#ort in a system as 
large as a national democracy. But outcomes often turn on accumulation 
rather than spectacle. 

 ANSWER  Resilience 
Comes from Layers

• Courts protect fairness.

• Laws expand access.

• Communities build trust.

• Technology increases 
transparency.

Democratic stability depends on 
these reinforcing one another.
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Universal participation isn’t re-
quired for participation to matter. 
What matters is that participation 
is broad. In close races, a relatively 
small number of additional voters 
can change who governs.

Impact also appears long before 
ballots are cast. When commu-
nities organize to register voters, 
clarify rules, or counter misinfor-
mation, they expand participation upstream. Problems are resolved before 
they harden into exclusion. Confusion is addressed before it becomes 
withdrawal.

Equally important are actions that prevent harm rather than generate head-
lines. When trained volunteers sta# hotlines, monitor polling places, or 
provide transportation, barriers are addressed before they prevent partici-
pation. When accurate information circulates early, false narratives struggle 
to take hold. These e#orts rarely make the news. They do something more 
durable: They stabilize the system.

Impact can also be cumulative in less visible ways. A !rst-time poll worker 
gains con!dence in the process. A conversation that replaces uncertainty 
with clarity reduces the chance of future disengagement.

Democracy is not strengthened by isolated moments of intensity. It is 
strengthened when participation becomes habitual across millions of cit-
izens. Small actions matter because they create conditions in which fair 
outcomes are more likely—and more widely accepted—regardless of who 
wins. Acceptance across di#erences is the foundation of peaceful transfer 
of power.

 ANSWER  Permission to 
Start Small

• You don’t need expertise.

• You don’t need to lead.

• You don’t need to do 
everything.

You only need to begin.
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 ANSWER  Tools and Strategies That Work

What can one person do? More than it often feels.

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens 
can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” 

— MARGARET MEAD (commonly attributed, 1970s)

 TAKE ACTION  How You Can Help Defend Democracy

Many paths. Many speeds. One shared purpose.

You don’t have to do everything. You don’t have to start big.

Most people begin by choosing one action that !ts their life—and 
letting con!dence grow from there.

Start Where You Are

 Share accurate information

Help counter misinformation by sharing veri!ed resources or clarifying vot-
ing rules when questions arise.

 Support the work !nancially

Donate to voter protection, legal advocacy, or election support e#orts that 
remove barriers behind the scenes.

 Join a group

Get involved with an organization aligned with your values—local or 
national, secular or faith-based.
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Get Involved with Others

 O"er your skills

Contribute what you already know—organizing, design, outreach, research, 
logistics.

 Write postcards or letters

Join or host a small gathering to send reminders or encouragement to vote.

 Talk with voters

Have conversations—by phone, text, or in person—that answer questions 
and reduce uncertainty.

Step into the Process

 Help people register and vote

Volunteer at registration events or help neighbors navigate voting rules.

 Support election operations

Serve as a poll worker, observer, or hotline volunteer. Legal professionals 
can o#er pro bono support.

 O"er rides or mentorship

Support !rst-time voters or help neighbors get to the polls.

 Report problems

If you encounter intimidation or barriers, call 1-866-OUR-VOTE.
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 TAKE ACTION  What Impact Really Looks Like

• A voter who makes it to the polls

• A rumor stopped early

• A volunteer who stays

• A close race decided fairly

Three Levels of Engagement

Level 1: Micro Action (10–15 minutes)

• Con!rm your voter registration status. 

• Sign up for election reminders. 

Level 2: Monthly Participation

• Volunteer once for voter registration. 

• Attend one local election board meeting (virtual or in person). 

Level 3: Community Leadership

• Host a voter information session.

• Partner with a nonpartisan organization to expand participation. 

Consistency matters more than intensity.

This Week’s Commitment

Before turning the page, choose one action from above and schedule it. 
Put it on your calendar. Democratic erosion thrives on delay. Participation 
thrives on discipline.



Voting Rights: A Foundation of Democratic Accountability 81

Try This During Election Week

Tripling: Turn one vote into three by checking in with two people you trust 
and making sure they have what they need to vote.

Stability is success. Stability depends on breadth of participation, not inten-
sity alone.

 HAVE IMPACT  Holding the Line —  Keeping Democracy 
Working

Democracy endures because people choose to participate—sometimes 
visibly, often quietly, and usually without certainty that their e#ort will be 
noticed.

Voting rights endure when they are treated not as abstract principles but 
as shared responsibilities. The right to vote expanded through decades of 
organizing, litigation, and persistence. Protecting that legacy today does 
not require recreating those moments. It requires noticing early signs of 
institutional pressure and responding before damage becomes permanent.

This chapter has focused on voting rights because they determine who gets 
to take part in every democratic decision. When voting is accessible and 
trusted, disagreement remains peaceful and power remains accountable. 
When that trust weakens, frustration hardens and legitimacy erodes.

There is no single correct way to participate. What matters is continuity—
the decision to stay engaged rather than withdraw when the process feels 
imperfect, slow, or discouraging.

In a country of more than 260 million adults, consistent participation com-
pounds. Impact is not measured by visibility, but by whether participation 
becomes easier, safer, and more durable over time.
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Voting rights are not the end of the democratic story, but they determine 
who gets to help write it. Protecting them means remaining committed to 
participation—even when outcomes are uncertain or imperfect.

Democratic stability grows when participation becomes a habit rather than 
a reaction. Democracy is not maintained by a few people doing everything. 
It is maintained when many people do something—each in their own place, 
in their own way.

Across millions of citizens, small acts of participation reinforce legitimacy 
and keep peaceful self-government intact.
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VOTING RIGHTS &  
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT ORGANIZATIONS

Illustrative examples across the pro-democracy spectrum

Icon Organization Orientation* Focus How They Contribute Link

No Votes Barred Nonpartisan Voting rights 
restoration

Helps returning citizens understand 
eligibility and regain voting access https://www.novotesbarred.com

American Bar Association’s 
Perfecting Democracy Nonpartisan Legal safeguards Mobilizes attorneys to protect voting 

rights and election integrity
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/
about/initiatives/perfecting-democracy

American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU) Center-left Civil liberties Litigates voting rights and challenges 

discriminatory laws https://www.aclu.org

Brennan Center for Justice Center-left Policy & research Researches voting laws, election security, 
and democratic reform https://www.brennancenter.org

My Faith Votes Center-right Faith & civic 
participation

Encourages voter participation through 
faith communities https://myfaithvotes.org

Cities Vote Nonpartisan Local elections Helps cities modernize voter engagement 
and turnout https://www.citiesvote.org

Black Voters Matter Center-left Community 
mobilization

Builds local capacity to increase voter 
participation https://blackvotersmatterfund.org

National Association of 
Evangelicals Center-right Faith & public life Encourages civic responsibility and voter 

participation https://www.nae.org

League of Women Voters Nonpartisan Voter education Provides nonpartisan voter guides and 
election information https://www.lwv.org

Election Protection Nonpartisan Voter assistance Operates voter hotlines and election-day 
support (866-OUR-VOTE) https://866ourvote.org

*Political orientation re"ects commonly understood positioning and is included to 
ensure representation across perspectives
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VICTORY JOURNAL:  
REFLECT ON YOUR CIVIC JOURNEY

This journal is a place to notice progress—especially the kind that 
doesn’t always feel dramatic in the moment. Defending democracy 
is rarely about a single win. It’s about small, steady actions that 
add up over time. Use this page to re$ect, adjust, and decide what 
comes next.

What I did this week

❏ Checked my voter registration

❏ Helped someone else register or make a voting plan

❏ Shared accurate voting information

❏ Volunteered time or skills

❏ Supported an organization

❏ Had a conversation that mattered

❏ Other: ___________________________

What I noticed
(What felt easier than expected? What felt harder?)



One thing that worked
(Big or small—both count)

One thing I’d do di"erently next time

My next small step
(Something realistic I can do in the next week or two)





CHAPTER 5
Protecting Democratic Institutions: 

Guardrails and the Rule of Law

“When the legislative and executive powers are 
united in the same person, or in the same body 

of magistrates, there can be no liberty . . .”

— BARON DE MONTESQUIEU, The Spirit of the Laws (1748)

Why Democratic Institutions Matter

Montesquieu’s observation captures a core truth about democratic design. 
The Constitution does not rely on restraint as a personal virtue. It relies on 
restraint as a structural requirement—built into the relationship between 
institutions and enforced through checks and balances.

Democracy endures not because power disappears but because it is 
divided, limited, and accountable.

Many people experience democracy through its most visible expressions—
elections, protests, free speech, and public debate. These moments are 
participatory and emotionally immediate. When they are threatened, the 
risk is clear and instinctively felt.
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But beneath those visible freedoms lies a less visible architecture. Modern 
democracy depends not only on rights, but on institutions—especially the 
three branches of government and the system of checks and balances that 
binds them together. 

In the United States, this means a legislature that writes laws, controls 
funding, and authorizes national action; an executive branch that directs 
policy and enforces the law; and an independent judiciary that interprets 
the Constitution and sets limits on power. Each branch holds substantial 
authority, but none is meant to operate alone.

Their durability depends on institutions willing to consistently apply the 
rule of law. Votes do not count automatically. Laws do not restrain power 
simply because they exist on paper. For democratic rights to function 
in practice, they must be interpreted, administered, and enforced by 
 institutions—many of them procedural, technical, and rarely the subject of 
public attention.

Courts that review government action . . .  legislatures that authorize pol-
icy, budgets, and oversight . . .  executives whose authority is bounded by 
law . . .  independent agencies that apply rules . . .  emergency powers that 
expire . . .  term limits that require leaders to step aside. These are norms 
of restraint that prevent every advantage from being used simply because 
it can be.

These are democracy’s guardrails—built to restrain power and preserve 
balance. Most Americans, across parties, expect these guardrails to hold. 
This chapter is written for that broad center—for people who value sta-
bility, lawful process, and institutional continuity even when they disagree 
on policy.

This chapter is not about political personalities or partisan disputes. It is 
about structure—the institutional design that distributes power, protects 
everyone, and determines what happens when that balance begins to shift.
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P.A.T.H.: Democratic Institutions

This section applies the P.A.T.H. framework, not as a checklist or a require-
ment, but as a means of orientation.

Problem: How democratic institutions erode through normalization, 
delay, and concentration of power

Answer: How institutions are designed to restrain authority and distrib-
ute power and why that design matters

Take Action: What you can realistically do to support institutional integ-
rity, starting where you are

Have Impact: How small, sustained expectations reinforce democratic 
guardrails over time

You are not expected to master consti-
tutional law or become a legal expert. 
The task is simpler: Pay attention to 
how power is used and whether lim-
its are respected. That awareness is 
where responsible citizenship begins.

Begin where you are. Use what you 
have. There is no requirement to move 
quickly or do everything at once. You 
can focus on one institution, read 
selectively, or return to this chapter 
when it’s useful.

What matters is not how much you 
do, but that you begin—and that you 
continue, in ways that !t your life. 
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Continuity matters more than intensity. Democratic guardrails hold when 
ordinary expectations are sustained over time.

This chapter focuses on institutional design and separation of powers. 
Questions of voter participation, turnout strategy, and election adminis-
tration are addressed in the chapters dedicated to voting rights and civic 
participation.

 PROBLEM  How Democratic Guardrails Actually Erode

If the introduction describes what democratic institutions are designed to 
do, this section shows how that design weakens in practice—not through 
collapse, but through misuse.

Democratic institutions rarely fail in a single dramatic rupture. They do not 
usually fall to sudden attacks or dramatic ruptures. Instead, they weaken 
through accumulation—through small adjustments that, taken individually, 
appear reasonable, technical, or temporary.

Oversight is delayed rather than eliminated. Exceptions are extended 
rather than revoked. Norms are systematically breached, explained away, 
and left unrepaired.

Because the system continues to operate formally, structural erosion can 
be di"cult to detect.

Congress and the courts still function. Executives still govern. Procedures 
still exist. From the outside, democracy appears intact. But internally, the 
balance of authority begins to shift. Power concentrates incrementally. 
Accountability becomes conditional. Process gives way to expediency.

What makes this kind of erosion dangerous is that it feels tolerable. Changes 
accumulate gradually, each framed as necessary or e"cient. No single step 
seems decisive. Over time, expectations recalibrate and what once raised 
concern begins to feel routine.
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Erosion also advances through nor-
malization. Temporary measures 
persist. Emergency authorities are 
renewed without review. Del-
egations of power are not revisited. 
What was justi!ed by urgency 
becomes absorbed into ordinary 
governance.

As these patterns accumulate, civic 
engagement changes. Attention 
narrows. Sustained oversight feels 
exhausting. Participation begins to 
feel symbolic rather than conse-
quential. When institutions appear 
distant or unresponsive, involve-
ment can seem futile—or even risky.

This is how democratic systems weaken without announcing their decline: 
not through the sudden loss of rights, but through gradual changes to the 
institutions meant to protect them. Institutions remain in place, yet their 
ability to check power steadily erodes. Recognizing the shift early allows 
correction before con$ict hardens.

 PROBLEM  The Executive Branch: Expansion by Design

Modern presidents wield extraordinary power. The Constitution grants 
some of this authority explicitly, while reserving much of it for Congress. 
Over time, however, the executive branch has accumulated broad discretion 
over policy direction, enforcement priorities, and emergency action—often 
by extending authority beyond its original scope.

This concentration of authority did not arise suddenly or under a sin-
gle administration. Over many decades, presidents of both parties have 
relied increasingly on executive orders, emergency declarations, and broad 

 PROBLEM  How Delay 
Rusts Guardrails

Democratic erosion is rarely 
sudden.

It advances through delay rather 
than repeal.

Through exceptions that are 
extended, not withdrawn.

Through norms that are bent 
once, then left unrepaired.

What feels manageable in 
isolation becomes dangerous in 
accumulation.
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statutory delegations to move policy forward when Congress proved slow 
or divided. Each instance may appear temporary or pragmatic in isolation, 
but collectively they have expanded the practical reach of the presidency.

This expansion is not always the result of deliberate overreach. It is fre-
quently driven by circumstance. Crises demand speed. Legislatures 
deliberate. Courts respond after the fact. In moments of urgency—real 
or perceived—executive action becomes the most readily available instru-
ment of governance.

In recent years, this dynamic has been visible across administrations of 
both parties. Executive orders, emergency declarations, and administrative 
directives have at times been used to bypass legislative resistance when 
consensus proved di"cult.

Over time, this strategy reshaped expectations about presidential power. 
The presidency was treated less as an o"ce charged with faithfully exe-
cuting the law and more as a vehicle for imposing policy by force of will. 
Authority became increasingly centralized. Accountability shifted away 
from structural checks and toward episodic political outrage—focused on 
individual decisions rather than on the imbalance that made those decisions 
possible.

What mattered was not only volume, but treatment. Emergency pow-
ers were used not as temporary tools, but as $exible instruments of 
 governance—tested repeatedly with the expectation that delay, deference, 
or institutional fatigue would blunt resistance.

This expansion has also been reinforced by a legal theory that has gained 
prominence over recent decades: the idea that all executive authority must 
ultimately reside in the president. Versions of this theory were advanced 
inside the executive branch long before they appeared in judicial doctrine. 
Arguments developed by government lawyers to strengthen presidential 
control later shaped how courts evaluate executive authority, blurring the 
line between constitutional interpretation and executive advocacy.
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Under what is often called a “unitary executive” view, presidential control 
over administrative agencies is interpreted broadly. The e#ect is to narrow 
internal checks within the executive branch and tilt the balance further 
toward centralized control, especially when combined with emergency 
powers and weak external oversight.

Although this pattern re$ects a broader trend of executive expansion, 
the Trump presidency accelerated it dramatically. Similar expansions have 
occurred at di#erent moments under presidents of both parties, often 
during wars, national emergencies, or periods of legislative gridlock. What 
distinguishes our current time is the scale and frequency with which those 
tools have been deployed, and the extent to which institutional resistance 
has been tested.

Each emergency executive order left uncontested and each usurping of 
authority from Congress that goes unchallenged widens the scope of uni-
lateral authority available not only to one administration, but to those that 
follow.

The problem is not that executives 
act. Democracies require leader-
ship, coordination, and decisiveness. 
But what is granted temporarily is 
often di"cult to take back.

Democratic systems are most 
vulnerable not when rules are 
openly discarded, but when tem-
porary arrangements persist long 
enough to become ordinary. 
Emergency authorities, provisional 
measures, and exceptional delega-
tions  quietly reshape expectations. 
Over time, what begins as a 
response to urgency hardens into 

 PROBLEM  Executive 
Power in Practice

Executive orders are lawful 
tools for directing enforcement.

Emergency powers are 
legitimate responses to 
extraordinary circumstances.

Both are designed to be limited 
in scope and duration.

Both expand when oversight 
recedes.

Temporary authority, once 
normalized, requires e#ort to 
be reclaimed.
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a new baseline, altering how power is exercised without any formal change 
to the law. Authority expands not through declaration, but through use.

The danger arises when executive action replaces legislative authority and 
extraordinary powers become routine. As restraint weakens, the system 
begins to rely on presidential self-limitation—a fragile safeguard. Restoration 
rarely begins inside institutions alone. It begins when public expectations 
return to balance.

 PROBLEM  Congress: Power Held, Power Unused

The Constitution grants Congress enormous authority. It writes laws. It 
controls funding. It authorizes war. It conducts oversight. In theory, it is the 
branch best positioned to check executive power.

In practice, Congress does not always fully exercise these powers.

This is not because its authority has disappeared. It is because exercising 
that authority is di"cult, slow, and politically risky. Deliberation brings dis-
agreement. Oversight brings con$ict—and both carry personal as well as 
political costs.

In highly polarized environments, oversight can also be portrayed as 
 retaliation rather than responsibility. When investigations or accountability 
e#orts are framed through partisan lenses—“your side did it to ours”—
institutional checks risk being dismissed as political theater rather than 
recognized as a core constitutional function.

Reasserting authority therefore requires sustained attention and institu-
tional commitment, not symbolic gestures.

As a result, Congress has steadily ceded ground—delegating broad discre-
tion, declining to revisit emergency authorities, and allowing oversight to 
devolve into partisan combat rather than treating it as a core institutional 



Protecting Democratic Institutions: Guardrails and the Rule of Law 97

responsibility. Powers remain on the books, but unused powers do not 
constrain.

Congress has also developed strong incentives to delegate rather than 
decide. Broad authorizations allow lawmakers to avoid di"cult trade-o#s, 
defer accountability, and shift responsibility for controversial outcomes to 
the executive branch. Delegation can feel pragmatic, especially in polarized 
environments, but it carries long-term consequences. When statutes grant 
wide discretion without clear limits or expiration, they invite executive 
interpretation to !ll the gaps. Oversight becomes episodic rather than rou-
tine, and responsibility for governance migrates away from the institution 
best designed to deliberate.

Once authority migrates, it rarely returns on its own. Exceptional pow-
ers exercised without reassertion tend to become embedded. The central 
question is not whether a transfer of authority was justi!ed in the moment, 
but whether any future Congress will realistically reclaim what it has allowed 
to slip away.

This matters because democratic imbalance is not caused by executive 
overreach alone. When legislative and legal institutions retreat, institutional 
balance does not maintain itself—it responds to pressure, priorities, and 
public expectations.

When Congress does not assert its role, executive action grows bolder. 
Courts are asked to resolve disputes that should have been settled legis-
latively. Accountability shifts from structure to spectacle—from durable 
limits to episodic outrage.

Public expectations adjust accordingly. When citizens come to see every 
investigation, court ruling, or oversight hearing as merely partisan maneu-
vering, trust in the institutions themselves begins to erode. Accountability 
then depends less on established structures and more on shifting political 
loyalties—an unstable foundation for democratic governance.
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As this perception spreads, governance becomes associated more with 
executive action than with legislative debate. The expectation that Congress 
should actively authorize, revise, and restrain policy gradually fades from view.

A legislature that does not exercise its powers weakens not only itself, but 
the entire system of checks and balances.

 PROBLEM  The Courts: Reactive Guardrails Under Strain

The judicial branch plays a vital role in democratic systems, but that role is 
often misunderstood. Courts do not initiate policy or set political agendas. 
They respond to disputes that arise within the system. Their authority is 
real—but it is fundamentally reactive.

That authority includes interpreting the law, invalidating unlawful action, 
and enforcing constitutional boundaries. It does not extend to compelling 
Congress to legislate, redesigning executive incentives, or repairing political 
norms that other branches have allowed to weaken. Courts are designed 
to apply limits, not to substitute for governance.

Much of the day-to-day defense of those limits occurs in the lower fed-
eral courts. Trial and appellate judges regularly scrutinize executive action, 
require justi!cation, and pause or block policies that exceed statutory 
authority. In many high-pro!le cases, these courts serve as an initial check 
on expansive assertions of power.

But those checks are often temporary. At the Supreme Court level, emer-
gency review has increasingly become decisive. Through expedited rulings 
that are formally provisional but frequently remain in e#ect for extended 
periods, contested executive actions are allowed to proceed while full review 
is deferred. Issued with limited explanation, these decisions can shape gover-
nance for months—or longer—without the clarity or !nality of a full ruling.

As imbalance grows between the political branches, pressure $ows upward 
through the judiciary. Courts are increasingly asked to resolve disputes 
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rooted less in legal uncertainty than in political avoidance—questions 
Congress has declined to settle and executives have chosen to address 
unilaterally. This dynamic stretches judicial capacity and places strain on 
legitimacy, as courts are drawn into con$icts they were never designed to 
resolve on their own.

The constitutional system assumes that limits on power will be enforced 
collectively. Courts are meant to apply boundaries, not to carry the burden 
of maintaining them in isolation. When legislatures retreat and executives 
advance, responsibility migrates upward in ways the system was never 
intended to absorb. A constitution built on limits depends on shared 
enforcement across branches.

The limits courts face are not only practical; they are doctrinal. Judicial 
authority operates within legal frameworks deliberately designed to 
restrict when and how courts may intervene. Rules that govern standing 
have, over time, reduced who may bring claims. Doctrines of deference 
constrain when judges may substitute their judgment for that of the execu-
tive. Remedial doctrines shape how broadly rulings apply, including whether 
injunctions extend beyond the immediate parties before the court. These 
constraints preserve restraint and legitimacy—but they also mean courts 
are structurally limited in their ability to correct systemic imbalance 
 created elsewhere.

At the highest level, the Supreme Court occupies a distinct institutional 
position. While it does draw !rm lines, the Court has also shown deference 
to executive authority in areas such as emergency powers, immigration 
enforcement, presidential immunity, and national security. That deference 
re$ects long-standing doctrines tied to urgency and expertise. But in 
periods of imbalance, restraint can have asymmetric e#ects—reinforcing 
executive latitude rather than constraining it.

Judicial authority ultimately depends on a shared expectation that rulings 
matter and will be followed—even when outcomes are unpopular. That 
expectation is cultural as much as legal. Reinforced—or weakened—by 
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how citizens respond. When com-
pliance becomes conditional, when 
decisions are openly challenged or 
selectively ignored, the judiciary 
shifts from neutral referee to con-
tested terrain.

Courts can slow erosion and block 
unlawful action. But they cannot, 
on their own, sustain constitutional 
balance. Sustaining democratic 
limits depends on whether other 
 institutions—and the public— 
continue to expect those limits 
to hold.

 PROBLEM  Independence 
Is Not Agreement

Judicial independence does 
not require approving every 
decision.

It requires accepting that 
disputes are resolved through 
process, not power.

Agreement is political. 

Independence is institutional.

Without this distinction, the 
rule of law cannot hold.
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 ANSWER  What Democratic Institutions Are Designed to Do

Democratic institutions were not designed to eliminate con$ict. They were 
designed to contain it—and to settle it through process rather than power.

Turnout policy and comparative election practices are examined separately 
in the voting access chapter.

The separation of powers assumes ambition, disagreement, and pressure. 
It distributes authority so that no single actor can dominate the system. 
Friction is not a $aw; it is a safeguard. When disagreement is processed 
rather than suppressed, democracy strengthens.

Legislatures debate and authorize. Executives act, but within limits. Courts 
interpret the law and enforce boundaries. Each branch protects its author-
ity not out of virtue, but out of self-interest. In doing so, they restrain one 
another.

When one branch pulls back, others strain to compensate. Executive 
power expands. Courts become overburdened. Norms weaken. The sys-
tem bends—and, without correction, eventually risks breaking.

Understanding this design can change how democratic frustration is 
experienced. Scholars and reform advocates have proposed structural 
changes—from adjustments to primary election systems to reforms in 
campaign !nance—in the hope of reducing polarization and strengthening 
institutional accountability. 

Whether or not these proposals succeed, they re$ect a growing recogni-
tion that democratic guardrails depend not only on written rules but also 
on the incentives that shape political behavior.
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 ANSWER  Norms: The Rules You Don’t See Until They’re Gone

Not everything that protects democracy is written down. Unwritten 
expectations shape how power is exercised when the law is silent—how 
authority is relinquished, how oversight is respected, and how restraint is 
practiced even when more is possible.

These expectations function only when they are widely accepted and 
 reinforced. Leaders must choose to honor them. Institutions must treat 
them as binding. And the public must continue to expect them—even 
when doing so is inconvenient or produces outcomes they dislike.

When those expectations are breached once, explained away, and then 
left unrepaired, they quietly reset the standard. Over time, what was once 
exceptional begins to feel ordinary. The new normal.

Norms are far easier to weaken than to restore. Their preservation 
depends less on spectacle than on steady reinforcement. Rebuilding them 
requires consistency, not spectacle—repeated acts of restraint, reinforced 
by shared expectations over time.

Without them, institutions weaken over time.

 TAKE ACTION  Start Where You Are

You are not responsible for !xing institutions alone.
You can notice when oversight is avoided rather than exercised.
You can pay attention to how emergency powers are renewed—or not.
You can support organizations that defend institutional integrity.
You can ask representatives how they are using the powers they already have.

Start where you are. Ask one institutional question. Follow one oversight 
issue. Support one organization that strengthens guardrails. Then repeat.
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 HAVE IMPACT  Why Expectations Matter

The separation of powers assumes ambition, disagreement, and pressure. 
It distributes authority so that no single actor can dominate the system. 
Friction is not a $aw in this design. It is one of its most important safeguards.

Legislatures debate and authorize. Executives act, but within limits. Courts 
interpret the law and enforce boundaries. Each branch protects its author-
ity not out of virtue, but out of self-interest. In doing so, they restrain one 
another—and keep power from concentrating in any single place.

When one branch pulls back, others strain to compensate. Executive 
power expands. Courts become overburdened. Norms weaken. The sys-
tem bends—and without correction, it can begin to fail.

Understanding this design changes how democratic frustration feels. Delay 
is not dysfunction. Disagreement is not failure. These are the visible costs of 
restraint in a system built to hold power in balance. That balance endures 
when institutions deliberate, explain, and restrain power—even when 
doing so is slow or contested. Holding that expectation is where partici-
pation begins. And participation at scale—measured, steady, and lawful—is 
what keeps ambition in balance.



ORGANIZATIONS PROTECTING DEMOCRATIC 
INSTITUTIONS & THE RULE OF LAW

The organizations listed below di#er in philosophy, but they share a com-
mitment to process over preference. You do not need to agree with every 
position they take to recognize the democratic function they serve.

Illustrative examples across the pro-democracy spectrum. Orientation labels are 
descriptive, not endorsements. The CommitTogether.org website maintains the 
most up-to-date list.

Democratic Institutions & Rule of Law

Icon Organization Orientation Focus How They Contribute Link

Brennan Center for Justice Nonpartisan/ 
Center

Courts & 
democratic 
guardrails

Research, litigation, and policy work 
strengthening judicial independence, 
checks and balances, and limits on 
emergency power

https://secure.brennancenter.org

Protect Democracy Nonpartisan/ 
Center

Rule of law & 
accountability

Legal advocacy and public education 
defending constitutional norms, oversight, 
and democratic guardrails

https://protectdemocracy.org

National Constitution 
Center

Nonpartisan/ 
Center

Constitutional 
literacy

Nonpartisan education on constitutional 
structure, democratic institutions, and 
civic norms

https://constitutioncenter.org

American Civil Liberties 
Union Leans Left Civil liberties & 

due process

Litigation and advocacy protecting 
constitutional rights, judicial review, and 
limits on government power

https://www.aclu.org

Campaign Legal Center Leans Left
Ethics & 

democratic 
accountability

Legal enforcement and reform e#orts 
promoting transparency, ethics, and 
institutional accountability

https://campaignlegal.org

Federalist Society Leans Right
Judicial philosophy 

& separation of 
powers

Debate and scholarship on constitutional 
interpretation, judicial restraint, and limits 
on executive authority

https://fedsoc.org

Ethics and Public Policy 
Center Leans Right

Constitutional 
governance & 

norms

Research and commentary emphasizing 
institutional integrity, rule of law, and 
moral restraint in governance

https://eppc.org
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VICTORY JOURNAL:  
REFLECT ON YOUR CIVIC JOURNEY

Why This Page Exists

Protecting democracy is rarely about a single dramatic moment. 
It’s about small, steady actions that accumulate over time—many 
of which don’t feel especially visible or heroic when they happen.

This journal is a place to notice progress, especially the kind that’s 
easy to overlook.

There is no right pace. There is no minimum contribution. This is 
simply a space to re$ect and continue.

Victory Journal

What I did recently

❏ Paid attention to how institutions were functioning

❏ Learned something new about courts, oversight, or  
 emergency authority

❏ Shared accurate information

❏ Supported an organization

❏ Asked a thoughtful question

❏ Had a clarifying conversation

❏ Took a small civic step

❏ Other: ___________________________________



What I noticed
(What felt clearer than before? What still feels confusing?)

One thing that worked
(Big or small—both count)

One thing I’d approach di"erently next time

My next small step
(Something realistic I can do in the next week or two)

Reminder:

Democratic progress is not measured by visibility.
It is measured by continuity.
Continuity across millions of citizens is what stabilizes institutions.


