Chapter 3
Elephant , Donkey and the D.C. Circus 

The circus comes together In the capital city of the United States, Washington D.C. The polity resides in this town , it is the crucible of all political machinations and also shenanigans. Coincidentally, it’s where laws get written and passed, albeit rarely in recent memory.

The scaffolding of this next part of our conversation begins with a basic recap of the four-legged stool called democracy. The four legs - the legislature, the executive, the judiciary and the media/ press. Each one is equally important to ensure steadiness and just basic usability. If any one of these is out of balance the stool becomes wobbly.

Another key component of any functioning democracy is the Opposition. A strong opposition is vital to the health of a democracy. You probably already know this, it takes a fair bit to keep a democracy together so naturally it is hard and often imperfect but always a work in progress. This is evident in most democracies including the United States and India. Progress is often slow because consensus building is hard. It is even harder in a nation that has over emphasized individualism, not to be confused with individuality. This brings us to the specific political landscape within the US, feel free to skip ahead if you already know. 
So, unlike India which has thousands of political parties, including the unrecognized ones, the US has only two. The Democratic party, symbol -donkey, and the Grand Old Party (GOP) also known as the Republican party, symbol- elephant. These two compete with each other in all elections.From time to time, but rarely, independent candidates join the race in both national and state elections, but when it comes to law-making they vote with one or the other party. The legislature is composed of the Senate (fifty members, two per state) and the House of Representatives (total of 435, varying number per state). The President and cabinet are the executive branch. Now that that's out of the way, I’ll give you the setup for what comes next.

The decline of American democracy is a vast topic and we couldn’t possibly discuss every aspect in detail. So, I’ve chosen a few ideas that I think are significant to understand the state of play. First, the Electoral College, Second,gerrymandering , third, voter suppression, and saving the best for last, role of the United States Supreme Court in dismantling democracy.

Electoral College
You may or may not know this but the US doesn’t count every single vote in deciding the outcome of an election. Said another way, one out of nine presidents of the US won fewer votes than their opponent and still went on to become the President, meaning they were elected by a minority of Americans. Another example of this is the composition of the US Senate and the constituents who vote for them. The US Senate is composed of members who don’t all represent the same number of constituents, not even close. Senate seats are not based on the number of constituents. States each have two senators, regardless of their  population size. As an example 4.4 million and 33 million people are both represented by two Senators each. How does this impact lawmaking? Well,a large number of voices are muted and others disproportionately amplified. If you’re thinking this isn’t democracy, well you’re not alone. Many thinking people argue it can scantily be called a democracy, but this was the system chosen by a free United States back when it became independent. We will discuss this history in the next section. For now we move onto the second beat, 

Gerrymandering. 

It is hard to find another democracy where candidates choose who votes for them. What now ?The United States has given unsupervised power to its elected representatives to draw district maps and in effect decide who votes for them. This is the friendly practice of ‘gerrymandering’. If you google gerrymandering you can see the ‘jalebi’/pretzel shaped districts. A particular virulent strain of this practice is called racial gerrymandering. Here’s an excerpt from a Vox article from 2018 on the issue. “The US House of Representatives elects only one member from each district. Such a system can potentially make it quite hard for minority groups to gain representation. For instance, if African Americans are spread out throughout a state, they might not have sufficient numbers in any one district to elect any representatives at all. In the past, many US states have brought about this outcome deliberately, drawing their maps to ensure whites would win every district.” 

While identifying with people who are similar to us is a human condition, to make laws based on inherent human biases creates societies in the image of our prejudices. The underlying assumption is that whites and blacks would never agree on who should represent them. The social dystopia that prompts this kind of over-engineering is fatal to the fabric of any society but especially to one that is racially diverse. It creates more divisions and problems than it solves, more importantly it belies faith in omnipresent human goodness and entrenches the worst human tendencies. It creates two sides with the most superficial of all distinctions – skin color; it divides people making them easy pickings for power-hungry politicians. If ‘Divide and Conquer’ comes to mind you’re spot on. Lastly, it betrays America’s tendency to devise schemes that codify racial inequality instead of atoning for it. This is the perfect segway to the third beat, voter suppression.

Voter Suppression
Unlike in India, election day is not a holiday in the United States.People have to take time off work to go vote. Often voting lines are long making it time consuming to cast one’s ballot. That said,the US tries to get around it through early voting by mail. Now, there are trip wires within this design, as an example places where the majority of the voting population is non-white there are fewer polling stations. In Red states (ruled by the GOP) the hurdles for non-white voters are many because majority non-white voters vote for the donkey, the Democrats. Instead of creating an inclusive policy platform that addresses problems faced by non-white voters, the GOP has chosen voter suppression as their strategy. In states where they have the majority, they are infamous for making laws that make it harder for non-whites to vote. Some of these laws may be considered absurd at best by any reasonable person. For example, in the state of Georgia, it is a crime to provide food and water to voters standing in line to vote. Furthermore, voter purge is carried out without adequate due-diligence, this is especially common in districts with non-white majority. If you’re thinking, a democracy should make it easier, not harder for people to vote, you’re not wrong. Alas! 	Comment by Jigyasa Chaturvedi: https://www.aclu.org/news/civil-liberties/block-the-vote-voter-suppression-in-2020

Many nations including India use voting rights as a means to deliver  justice. In other words,if you break the law you lose your right to vote in many instances. In the United States 5.2 million Americans lost their right to vote. In percentage terms 2% of the voting age population is ineligible to vote. At the state level, 11 states deny voting rights to people after they finish their full sentences, including parole and probation, which means these states do not restore the right to vote even after someone has paid their dues and done their time. The state of Florida has the highest number of disenfranchised citizens with more than 1.1 million.Most of these are dis-enfracnhised because they can’t afford to pay court ordered fines or fees. Notably, this disproportionately impacts non-white voters.	Comment by Jigyasa Chaturvedi: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3673242/

Supreme Court Of The United States 
This warrants a full chapter , but thus far our conversation has been a primer on the United States so we’ll keep this one brief too. The United States Supreme Court may have the unique distinction of consistently eroding democracy with impunity without consequences. This is a bold statement to make, so I will explain what I mean. Even as I write this a scandal has erupted. It involves a sitting Justice of the Supreme Court, Justice Clarence Thomas. He has been accused of accepting bribes from Republican donors over a sustained period of twenty years. While the story is still unraveling thanks to some excellent investigative reporting from Propublica, it is plausible that Justice Thomas broke the law. You may argue that justices are humans too and you won’t be wrong. What makes this uniquely problematic is that US Supreme Court Justices are subject to little to no oversight , until recently they had no ethics rules but the cherry on the cake, they are appointed to the court for life. Which means until they voluntarily retire, die or in the rare case get impeached, they remain on the bench impacting generations of American lives on all kinds of issues. Not to mention their rulings impact the world on issues of immigration and climate.	Comment by Jigyasa Chaturvedi: https://www.propublica.org/article/clarence-thomas-harlan-crow-real-estate-scotus

Legal scholars and observers of this court have argued it is the most undemocratic institution within American democracy. The one thing that becomes plainly evident in this saga is the wisdom of everyday Americans, why do I say this ? Well Americans are losing trust in this court, its public approval rating is in a free fall. You must bookmark this because courts care about public perception, it is what grants them legitimacy. Which means you should know enough about the goings on to have an opinion , because what you think matters a great deal to the court. It’s the only thing that serves as a check, although it may no longer be true.

Now, this is contemporaneous accounting, a telling of history as it’s being written. But I want to take you to history, history to  discuss key decisions that have had debilitating effects on democracy over several decades. This is notable in that- erosion of democracy doesn’t happen overnight, it is a long slow process which may be arrested and then reversed by an alert citizenry. 

By now you’re familiar with legalized corruption in the US Congress, we’re about to dive into how that came to be. In the year 2010, in Citizens United v Federal Election Commission the court ruled that corporations and other outside groups could spend unlimited amounts of money on elections. In so doing,it overturned election financing restrictions dating back more than a hundred years. Why is this important? American elections are expensive affairs for candidates,when they shouldn't be. In fact political parties require the candidates to fundraise while in office to fund any number of election related activities but mostly expensive marketing and advertising efforts. This decision allowed rich American corporations to spend unlimited funds to help candidates as long as they were not formally coordinating with one another. Once elected, these candidates are empowered to write laws that impact everyone including these corporations. I think you see the problem now. None of this is ok, but it may have been less bad if there were reporting requirements on who’s spending on which campaign and how much, but that wasn’t baked into the SCOTUS decision and lawmakers have no incentive to pass a law to regulate it because they are the beneficiaries of this bounty. Say it with me - WTH.

In case you’re wondering, what do Americans have to say about this? Well, majority Americans want to outlaw Citizens United with a constitutional amendment. The wisdom of everyday Americans shines through yet again. Now,let’s look at three other decisions that have impacted voting rights of minority voters.
· Shelby County v. Holder (2013): In this case, the Supreme Court struck down a key provision of the Voting Rights Act that required certain states with a history of racial discrimination to obtain federal approval before changing their election laws. This ruling made it much easier for these states to implement new voting restrictions that  disproportionately impacted minority voters.
· Husted v. Randolph Institute (2018): In this case, the Supreme Court upheld an Ohio law that required voters to show a photo ID at the polls. This law has been shown to disproportionately impact minority voters, who are less likely to have a driver's license or other government-issued photo ID.
· Brnovich v. Democratic National Committee (2021): In this case, the Supreme Court upheld an Arizona law that made it more difficult for people to register to vote by mail. This law has been shown to disproportionately impact minority voters, who are more likely to register to vote by mail. 

Election a Unique Spectator Sport
Minting Spectators from Voters 
Over the years the United States has systematically made spectators out of voters. What do I mean?  People are made to believe their vote is their voice. Polls constantly circulate in the American bloodstream to maintain the illusion “public opinion matters” when in reality the policies enacted are not at all what the people want. The executive branch of the government rules over people despite often not winning the popular vote and Congress makes laws favoring corporations. This deception makes segments of people confused and frustrated and large segments of people are thrown into delusion making them cynical, disenchanted and disengaged. The ‘beauty’ of this system is that it's self-sustaining. It perpetuates the cycle of voter disempowerment. 

Further,the US is set up like a corporation, where the US Congress is the board that protects the rights of preferred shareholders. Who are these preferred shareholders? I’m glad you asked. Corporations and the wealthy, the very ones who donate to politicians. All the rest have voting rights, they also make up the majority, but their interests are scarcely represented. Anytime it’s corporations v. people of the United States , in this set up the people lose, they must abide. Many investors believe that the best asset class in America is her polity and the machine that runs it. So, why is this set up dangerous in a democracy? Well, you have a vote, but it doesn’t matter. ‘For the people, by the people, of the people’ is reduced to a slogan, but on a deeper more profound level , when people’s voices are not heard, when their well-being comes last, when inequality gets entrenched and quality of life of the masses deteriorates over long periods of time with no reprieve, the demise of democracy is imminent. Why? It festers deep resentment and a sense of resignation which eventually gives way to a sense of ease with authoritarians and violence as a means of redressal. Neither of which are compatible with democracy.

Making Hay from  Voter Resentment
When the state of mind of democracy is one of resentment, the unprincipled make hay. What am I saying? Incompetent, self-serving politicians will embroil people in meaningless debates to distract them from real issues. It’s easier to rule , even win elections when people are divided. Just ask the British. More recently, we can find evidence of this in the election of President Trump. If we go further back in the 1960s  – the southern strategy comes to mind – the Republican party in response to the civil rights movement used racial divide to win elections in the south,historically a Democratic stronghold.
It is worth pointing out that none of this is illegal, it is subversion of democracy through the electoral process itself – disenfranchisement, gerrymandering and erosion of voting rights are all legal. This is especially true in Republican (red) states. There are scores of bills across these states to limit voting rights and are emblematic of a nihilistic pursuit of power, the very one that considers burning down the whole house as a perfectly viable option over losing power to the opposition. January 6th 2021 was the culmination.

