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DEMOCRACY, IF WE CAN KEEP IT 
The ACLU’s 100-Year Fight for Rights in America 

 

By Ellis Cose 

 
“Comprehensive and even-handed . . . this judicious account 

reveals just how integral the ACLU has been to the past century of 

American history.” 

—Publishers Weekly 

 

“Meticulously detailed. . . . Cose’s book is an excellent choice for 

anyone seeking to understand the ACLU as an organization and for 

those wanting to explore how the fight for civil liberties has 

evolved and helped to shape the society we have today.” 

—Library Journal 

 

“A well-researched chronicle of democratic activism.” 

—Kirkus Reviews 

 

“This brisk, sometimes breathless history provides a helpful 

introduction to these important issues.” 

—Booklist 

 
The “dramatic, turbulent, colorful, controversial” and deeply relevant story of the ACLU 

 

In DEMOCRACY, IF WE CAN KEEP IT: The ACLU’s 100-Year Fight for Rights in America (The 

New Press; July 7, 2020; $29.99), renowned journalist Ellis Cose tells the story of an essential American 

institution. Its publication is timed to coincide with the 100th anniversary of the American Civil Liberties 

Union. “DEMOCRACY, IF WE CAN KEEP IT makes an air-tight case in defense of truth, free 

speech, and civic activism’s indispensable importance to democratic society. This book could not arrive at 

a more pivotal or necessary moment,” declared Darren Walker, president of the Ford Foundation. 

 

As its centennial approached, the ACLU invited Cose to become its inaugural writer-in-residence, 

granting him complete editorial independence. DEMOCRACY, IF WE CAN KEEP IT—the most 

authoritative account ever of America’s premier defender of civil liberties—is the result. Cose’s powerful 

narrative is not just an update to Samuel Walker’s In Defense of American Liberties (published 30 years 

ago); it is a deep inquiry into the state of civil liberties in America: a wide-ranging brilliantly insightful 

work destined to become an American classic. 
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Cose begins with World War I and the Woodrow Wilson Administration’s unconstitutional war on 

radicals that led to the ACLU’s founding. From there he examines some of America’s most difficult 

crises: the Red Scare, the Scottsboro Boys’ trials, Japanese-American internment, McCarthyism, the Civil 

Rights Struggle, Vietnam, the rise of the radical right, 9/11, the saga of Edward Snowden, and the 

phenomenon of Donald Trump, whose presidency has perpetrated an unprecedented assault on civil 

liberties.  

 

Cose raises critical questions about the role of civil liberties in this highly fraught moment when the 

president has positioned himself as an enemy to free speech and human rights—a stance maintained in the 

midst of a pandemic and as the nation struggles anew with issues of racial equality and police violence. 

 

As Pulitzer Prize winning historian Diane McWhorter observed, “One comes away from this unflinching 

account with the urgent sense that there are no simple diagnoses or cures, that democracy is an organism 

in a constant cycle of decay and repair—and that survival is not inevitable.”    

 

The Los Angeles Review of Books hailed DEMOCRACY, IF WE CAN KEEP IT as a “sweeping and 

engaging new book” that tells the “dramatic, turbulent, colorful, controversial and, in many cases, little 

known story” of how the ACLU “responded to the urgent need to defend the Constitution and has 

persisted in that mission for the last hundred years.” 

 

For most of our history the rights guaranteed by the Constitution were, as Cose writes, “like precious 

heirlooms: things to be admired but not necessarily put to use.” That is until a movement of civil 

libertarians rose up to insist that America obey its Constitution. DEMOCRACY, IF WE CAN KEEP IT 

is not just the story of how the ACLU came to play that role but a fresh look at the state of the rights and 

freedoms that have come to define what it means to be American. 

 

It is essential reading for this election year. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 

Ellis Cose is the author of a dozen books on issues of national and international concern, including the 

best-selling The Rage of a Privileged Class, a novel (The Best Defense), and Democracy, If We Can Keep 

It: The ACLU’s 100-Year Fight for Rights in America (The New Press), the definitive history of the 

American Civil Liberties Union. 

 

A Chicago native, Cose holds a master's degree in science, technology and public policy from George 

Washington University. He began his career with the Chicago Sun-Times, as a columnist, editor and 

national correspondent. Cose has been a contributor and press critic for Time magazine, chief executive 

officer of the Institute for Journalism Education, chief writer on management and workplace issues for 

USA Today and a member of the editorial board of the Detroit Free Press. He has held fellowships at the 

Gannett Center for Media Studies at Columbia University, the University of California, the National 

Research Council/National Academy of Sciences, and other prestigious institutions. 

 

For 17 years, Cose was a columnist and contributing editor for Newsweek magazine. He is a former 

chairman of the editorial board and editorial page editor of the New York Daily News as well as an 
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independent radio documentary producer. Cose was the inaugural writer in residence for the ACLU. He 

has appeared on a range of national and international news programs, including Dateline, ABC News, and 

Good Morning America. He lives in New York City with his wife and daughter. 
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