If We Are Serious About Protecting Voting Rights, Here's What We Should Do Immediately
By: Joe McDaniel, Jr.

On Jan. 6, 2021, millions watched, horrified, as agitators hellbent on overturning the election results and
disenfranchising Black and Brown voters staged an insurrection on the Capitol, fueled by demonstrably
false allegations of voter fraud. While there are clear problems with our democracy and voting systems
that must be fixed, these issues don’t arise from voter fraud. They are instead the legacy problems of
our republic: systematic efforts to erect voting barriers and discriminate against voters of color for
political gain. The Biden administration has a real opportunity to restore faith in our democracy and
move us closer to an electoral system representative of all Americans.

The Supreme Court’s 2013 Shelby v. Holder decision and the halting of preclearance requirements have
emboldened states and localities to enact discriminatory voting laws without the Department of
Justice’s oversight, resulting in an increase in racially discriminatory laws that suppress the vote. And
right now, after record voter turnout in 2020 and the electoral defeat of Donald Trump, states across
the country are generating a new wave of such legislation that can be passed without crucial federal
protections.

This latest assault on our democracy must be met with robust action and widespread vigilance, and the
Biden administration has tools at its disposal. The Biden administration must work with Congress to pass
the John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act to root out voting barriers built to discriminate against
voters of color. Congressional leaders named this legislation in honor of the late civil rights legend, but
the real honor to his memory would be the bill’s enactment.

More immediately, the U.S. Attorney General should designate an assistant U.S. attorney (AUSA) in each
of the 94 U.S. attorney offices across the country to help ensure compliance with federal voting laws.
This cadre of Justice Department lawyers would augment the force of the team of attorneys in the
Voting Section of the Civil Rights Division in Washington, D.C. The severity of the challenge demands a
major response. After the tragic events of Sept. 11, 2001, Attorney General Ashcroft required each U.S.
attorney to appoint an AUSA as a point person on anti-terrorism. Jan. 6 and the broader, ongoing anti-
voter actions are an attack on our democracy, and we must respond forcefully now too. These AUSA
designations would be a clear signal from the Biden administration that it takes the threat of voter
suppression as a serious, systematic issue for our democracy.

While tearing down barriers to the ballot, the Biden administration should also ensure all eligible
Americans in their custody are able to exercise their right to vote and provide voter-registration
information and services as part of release. The Department of Justice and Federal Bureau of Prisons
(BOP) should take affirmative steps to ensure eligible voters are not being stripped of their rights
because they are incarcerated. Stripping the right to vote from and limiting voting opportunities for



people in the criminal justice system is directly rooted in the suffocating racism of the Jim Crow era and
began as a direct blowback from the ratification of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to end slavery
and enfranchise Black men.

The 2020 election proved that racism-fueled voter suppression is alive and well. The deep racist,
historical roots of targeting voters of color have persisted and grown; indeed, even a deadly pandemic
provided no reprieve in the assault on voting rights. Instead, the opponents of voting rights have further
proved their unrelenting desire to discount the ability of people of color to choose their elected officials,
vying instead for a corrupted system in which politicians choose their voters. As John Lewis said in an
op-ed published after his death, “The vote is the most powerful nonviolent change agent you have in a
democratic society.” We must empower Americans to vote and, by doing so, restore faith in our
democracy.

The integrity of our elections requires that only citizens vote, and all citizens have equal access to vote.
America is strong enough to do both. When a politician tells you the only way to protect our elections is
to remove citizens from voter rolls, limit voting times after work, prevent churches from giving voters
water, and block local leaders from opening additional secure voting locations, that politician is NOT
trying to protect our democracy. As Christians, we have a responsibility to separate the wheat from the
chaff. We must understand which efforts make America stronger and which are meant to protect
politicians from the will of The People.



