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Heather Cox Richardson is a Harvard-trained historian who currently teaches at 

Boston College. She writes an almost-daily column on Substack titled “Letters from an 
American.” Over the past several days, she has made two basic observations about the 
current legislative squabbling on Capitol Hill — one having to do with Democrats and 
the other having to do with Republicans.  

As to the Democrats, she notes “the media’s breathless recounting of how the 
ongoing negotiations over the two infrastructure bills shows that the Democrats are in 
disarray and President Joe Biden’s agenda is crashing and burning.” To the contrary, 
Richardson says. She points out that “the Democrats are trying to pass an extremely 
complicated package, consisting of two major infrastructure bills, backed by different 
constituencies… Although there is no guarantee they will pass, the bills are currently still 
on track, and all the relevant parties are still at work discussing them, exactly as one 
would expect.”  

What about the Republicans? Richardson says, “What is the unusual piece in this 
process is that the other major American political party — the Republicans — is refusing 
to participate in the crafting of a major bill that is extremely popular.” Instead, she says, 
“Republican lawmakers are actively working to undermine our democracy.” 

How so? While Congress spends its time wrangling over the debt ceiling, which 
eventually will get lifted, and quarreling about the infrastructure bills, some version of 
which will eventually get passed, the most important thing that’s happening in 
Washington is what’s not happening, which concerns the Freedom to Vote Act. Finalized 
last month by a group of senators negotiating with the conservative Democrat Joe 
Manchin of West Virginia, the act creates a national standard for voting rules, curtails 
voter suppression, modernizes voter registration and voting machines, limits the flow of 
money into elections, ends partisan gerrymandering, and establishes rules for post-
election audits. 

Manchin says he can find 10 Republican senators to join the Democrats in 
passing the Freedom to Vote Act. But those votes have not yet appeared, and meanwhile 
the process of gerrymandering in the wake of the 2020 Census continues apace. If the 
Freedom to Vote Act isn’t passed before the new district lines get finalized, Richardson 
warns, “the Republicans will almost certainly regain control of Congress, and with new 
voter suppression and election-counting laws in place in 18 Republican-dominated 
states, they will likely command the Electoral College as well. Once installed in power,” 
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she wonders, “will this particular incarnation of the Republican Party ever again permit 
a Democratic victory?” 

Whether Richardson’s warning is an expression of partisan histrionics or a 
warning worth heeding remains to be seen. For my part, I’m inclined to take it seriously, 
in part because of the philosophical through line that runs from America’s founding to 
the Republican efforts to suppress votes today.  

In Kenneth Davis’s bestselling book Don't Know Much About History, he 
discusses the debates that led up to the approval of the U.S. Constitution in 1787. He 
notes the ongoing struggle between liberty and democracy, which led to countless 
disagreements on every aspect of governance. It took nearly 600 separate Congressional 
votes to settle all these disagreements. 

But there was one aspect of governance over which there was little disagreement, 
which had to do with who could vote in elections. While it was left to each state to 
establish its own criteria, Davis says, property ownership was the key qualification in 
almost every state. Women, Native Americans, and Blacks – whether free or slave – had 
no vote. The founders took as an article of faith that participation in a democracy 
required one to be educated and to own substantial property. Davis adds that the 
founders also did everything they could to make sure that women, Native Americans, 
Blacks, and poor whites would be excluded from obtaining an education and property. 

The heirs to this aspect of our founding heritage are still hard at work, doing 
everything they can to make sure that conservative white Christians control the majority 
share of the vote. The rest of us are hard at work as well – we need to redouble our 
efforts – to ensure that our nation fulfills not the founding presumption of the few but 
rather the founding promise to the many. 

The Pulitzer Prize-winning contemporary American poet Rita Dove ranks among 
our nation’s most accomplished and celebrated poets. Her latest volume of poems, titled 
Playlist for the Apocalypse, was published in August. It includes a cycle of 14 poems 
that collectively bear witness to the last half-century of American history. The poems 
provide texts for a new song cycle composed by Richard Danielpour. 

Dove describes these poems as “A Standing Witness.” Each poem bears witness to 
a different aspect of our nation’s recent history: the assassinations of 1968, the Summer 
of Love in 1969, Watergate, Roe v. Wade, the Iran hostage crisis, the AIDS crisis, the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, and 9/11, as well as the elections of Obama and Trump. In her poetic 
testimony about Obama, she exclaims, “The unimaginable is open for business!” 
Concerning Trump, she asks, “Oh, indolent friends, bitter patriots: what have you 
triggered that can’t be undone?” 

If you glance through these 14 poems, you quickly see that the titles derive from a 
common source: the poem “The New Colossus,” written in 1883 by Emma Lazarus to 
raise money for a pedestal to adorn the Statue of Liberty. Twenty years later, her words 
were inscribed on a bronze plaque and placed on the pedestal. She writes: 
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Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame, 
With conquering limbs astride from land to land; 
Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name 
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand 
Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command 
The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame. 
"Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she 
With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!" 

 
In Rita Dove’s poetic imagination, the Statue of Liberty is the standing witness — 

silently and prophetically bearing witness to both the tragedy and the triumph of our 
nation’s history. The epilogue to Dove’s poem cycle follows immediately after she asks 
the unanswerable question, “What have you triggered that can’t be undone?” Dove 
imagines the Statue of Liberty breaking her silence and speaking out for the first time 
since Emma Lazarus gave her voice more than a century ago. Liberty says: 

 
I didn’t ask to stand under a crown of spikes  
with my book and my torch, forgotten  
like a lamp left burning in the corner.  
 
My shoulder aches, my toes are throbbing.  
 
I’d rather be in a park fountain  
or cast benediction from the shadowy nest  
of a cathedral’s gilded ribs.  
 
Liberty’s pale green maiden, stranded.  
 
Come visit! Ascend to the crown and gaze out  
at the nation I’ve sworn to watch over.  
I stand ready to tell you what I have seen.  
Who among you is ready to listen? 
 

I stand ready to tell you what I have seen, Liberty says. Who among you is ready 
to listen?  
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The theological term for the spiritual discipline of waiting attentively and 
listening perceptively is bearing witness. It’s being fully present, even if silently, as life 
unfolds within us and around us, whether tragically or triumphantly. It’s being fully 
attuned to the yearning of those who are struggling. It’s being able to see the light even 
in the darkest night. 

Make no mistake: the ability to wait attentively and listen perceptively isn’t a 
prescription for standing idly by and doing nothing. Quite the contrary. It’s a necessary 
prelude to acting decisively and transformatively. To know how to act, you need to know 
not only what others are saying and doing, but why. 

Nearly 2,500 years ago, the Chinese warrior Sun Tzu wrote a book titled The Art 
of War. In one passage, Sun Tzu explains the vital importance of knowing yourself and 
knowing those you will face in battle. He says, “If you know others and know yourself, 
you will not be imperiled in a hundred battles. If you do not know others but know 
yourself, you win one and lose one; if you do not know others and do not know yourself, 
you will be imperiled in every single battle.”  

According to Sun Tzu, soldiers are human beings, each with their own loyalties 
and their own aversions. You need to know what they will flee from and what they will 
stand up to, what they will die for and at what cost they will surrender. You need to 
know what holds them together and what can drive them apart. You need to know the 
same things about yourself.  

The ultimate strategy advocated by The Art of War is to use knowledge of yourself 
and your opponent to win without fighting, or if combat is ultimately necessary, to 
accomplish the most by doing the least. To the extent that politics is the continuation of 
war by other means, as the Prussian general Carl von Clausewitz once suggested, this 
intuitive sense of what others – especially our opponents – are thinking and feeling is as 
essential in politics as it is in every other arena of human endeavor. If we listen 
perceptively and bear witness faithfully, we will discover what we must do. 

It is not news that today our nation is at war with itself. Our nation has been at 
war with itself, one way or another, since before its founding. The battle between those 
who wish to preserve our nation’s founding presumption of the few rather than 
extending its founding promise to the many continues — and it will continue. The 
outcome of this great battle remains uncertain, but our commitment to continuing the 
fight does not.  

You and I have an essential role to play. We are children of the mighty woman 
with a torch, whose name is Mother of Exiles. Our task is to bear witness to these bitter 
and arrogant times — to understand the pain that underlies the bitterness and the fear 
that gives rise to the arrogance. Our task is to lift the lamp — the light of truth in all 
forms of discourse, the light of equality in all areas of governance, the light of 
opportunity in all arenas of human endeavor. Our task is to fight the good fight — to do 
everything we can to make the world more truthful, more beautiful, more peaceful, and 
more just. 


