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INTRODUCTION

Losing Our Illusions

THERE ARE LONG DECADES in which history seems to slow to a 
crawl. Elections are won and lost, laws adopted and repealed, new 
stars born and legends carried to their graves. But for all the ordi­
nary business of time passing, the lodestars of culture, society, and 
politics remain the same.
	 Then there are those short years in which everything changes all 
at once. Political newcomers storm the stage. Voters clamor for 
policies that were unthinkable until yesterday. Social tensions that 
had long simmered under the surface erupt into terrifying explo­
sions. A system of government that had seemed immutable looks as 
though it might come apart.
	 This is the kind of moment in which we now find ourselves.

Until recently, liberal democracy reigned triumphant. For all its 
shortcomings, most citizens seemed deeply committed to their form 
of government. The economy was growing. Radical parties were 
insignificant. Political scientists thought that democracy in places 
like France or the United States had long ago been set in stone, and 
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2    Introduction

would change little in the years to come. Politically speaking, it 
seemed, the future would not be much different from the past.
	 Then the future came—and turned out to be very different in­
deed.
	 Citizens have long been disillusioned with politics; now, they 
have grown restless, angry, even disdainful. Party systems have 
long seemed frozen; now, authoritarian populists are on the rise 
around the world, from America to Europe, and from Asia to Aus­
tralia. Voters have long disliked particular parties, politicians, or 
governments; now, many of them have become fed up with liberal 
democracy itself.
	 Donald Trump’s election to the White House has been the most 
striking manifestation of democracy’s crisis. It is diffi cult to over­
state the significance of his rise. For the first time in its history, the 
oldest and most powerful democracy in the world has elected a 
president who openly disdains basic constitutional norms—some­
body who left his supporters “in suspense” whether he would ac­
cept the outcome of the election; who called for his main politi­
cal  opponent to be jailed; and who has consistently favored the 
country’s authoritarian adversaries over its democratic allies.1 Even 
if Trump should eventually be constrained by the checks on his 
power, the willingness of the American people to elect a would-be 
authoritarian to the highest offi ce in the land is a very bad omen.
	 And the election of Trump is, of course, hardly an isolated inci­
dent. In Russia and Turkey, elected strongmen have succeeded in 
turning fledgling democracies into electoral dictatorships. In Po­
land and Hungary, populist leaders are using that same playbook 
to destroy the free media, to undermine independent institutions, 
and to muzzle the opposition.
	 More countries may soon follow. In Austria, a far-right can­
didate nearly won the country’s presidency. In France, a rapidly 
changing political landscape is providing new openings for both 
the far left and the far right. In Spain and Greece, established party 
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systems are disintegrating with breathtaking speed. Even in the 
supposedly stable and tolerant democracies of Sweden, Germany, 
and the Netherlands, extremists are celebrating unprecedented suc­
cesses.
	 There can no longer be any doubt that we are going through a 
populist moment. The question now is whether this populist mo­
ment will turn into a populist age—and cast the very survival of 
liberal democracy in doubt.

s
After the fall of the Soviet Union, liberal democracy became the 
dominant regime form around the world. It seemed immutable in 
North America and Western Europe, quickly took root in formerly 
autocratic countries from Eastern Europe to South America, and 
was making rapid inroads across Asia and Africa.
	 One reason for liberal democracy’s triumph is that there was no 
coherent alternative to it. Communism had failed. Islamic theoc­
racy had precious little support outside the Middle East. China’s 
unique system of state capitalism under the banner of communism 
could hardly be emulated by countries that didn’t share its unusual 
history. The future, it seemed, belonged to liberal democracy.
	 The idea that democracy was sure to triumph has come to be as­
sociated with the work of Francis Fukuyama. In a sensational es­
say published in the late 1980s, Fukuyama argued that the conclu­
sion of the Cold War would lead to “the end point of mankind’s 
ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal 
democracy as the final form of human government.” Democracy’s 
triumph, he proclaimed in a phrase that has come to encapsulate 
the heady optimism of 1989, would mark “The End of History.”2

	 Plenty of critics took Fukuyama to task for his supposed naiveté. 
Some argued that the spread of liberal democracy was far from in­
evitable, fearing (or hoping) that many countries would prove resis­

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



4    Introduction

tant to this Western import. Others argued that it was too early to 
foresee what kind of improvement human ingenuity might be able 
to dream up over the course of the coming centuries: perhaps, they 
ventured, liberal democracy was just a prelude to a more just and 
enlightened form of rule.3

	 Despite the vociferous criticism, Fukuyama’s core assumption 
proved highly influential. Most of the people who warned that lib­
eral democracy might not triumph around the world were just as 
sure that it would remain stable in the democratic heartlands of 
North America and Western Europe. Indeed, even most political 
scientists, far too careful to make sweeping proclamations about 
the end of history, reached much the same conclusion. Democracies 
in poor countries, they observed, often failed. Autocrats were regu­
larly ousted from power even when they could offer their subjects a 
good standard of living. But once a country was both affl uent and 
democratic, it proved incredibly stable. Argentina had experienced 
a military coup in 1975, when its gross domestic product per capita 
was about $14,000 in today’s currency.4 Above that threshold, no 
established democracy had ever collapsed.5

	 Awed by the unparalleled stability of wealthy democracies, po­
litical scientists began to conceive of the postwar history of many 
countries as a process of “democratic consolidation.”6 To sustain 
a durable democracy, a country had to attain a high level of wealth 
and education. It had to build a vibrant civil society and ensure 
the  neutrality of key state institutions like the judiciary. Major 
political  forces had to accept that they should let voters, rather 
than the might of their arms or the thickness of their wallets, deter­
mine political outcomes. All of these goals frequently proved elu­
sive.
	 Building a democracy was no easy task. But the prize that beck­
oned was both precious and perennial: once the key benchmarks of 
democracy were attained, the political system would be stable for­
evermore. Democratic consolidation, on this vision, was a one-way 
street. Once democracy had, in the famous phrase of Juan J. Linz 
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and Alfred Stepan, become “the only game in town,” it was there 
to stay.7

	 So confident were political scientists in this assumption that few 
considered the conditions under which democratic consolidation 
might risk running in reverse. But recent events call this democratic 
self-confidence into question.
	 A quarter century ago, most citizens of liberal democracies were 
very satisfied with their governments and gave high approval rat­
ings to their institutions; now, they are more disillusioned than they 
have ever been. A quarter century ago, most citizens were proud 
to  live in a liberal democracy and strongly rejected authoritarian 
alternatives to their system of government; now, many are growing 
increasingly hostile to democracy. And a quarter century ago, polit­
ical adversaries were united in their shared respect for basic demo­
cratic rules and norms; now, candidates who violate the most basic 
norms of liberal democracy have gained great power and influence.8

	 Just take two examples drawn from my own research: Over two-
thirds of older Americans believe that it is extremely important to 
live in a democracy; among millennials, less than one-third do. The 
sinking attachment to democracy is also making Americans more 
open to authoritarian alternatives. Back in 1995, for example, only 
one in sixteen believed that army rule is a good system of govern­
ment; today, one in six do.9

	 Under these radically changed circumstances, it would be fool­
hardy to assume that the stability of democracy is sure to persist. 
The first big assumption of the postwar era—the idea that rich 
countries in which the government had repeatedly changed hands 
through free and fair elections would forever remain democratic—
has, all along, stood on shaky ground.

If the first big assumption that shaped our political imagination has 
turned out to be unwarranted, there’s reason to reexamine the sec­
ond big assumption as well.
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6    Introduction

	 Liberalism and democracy, we have long thought, make a cohe­
sive whole. It is not just that we care both about the popular will 
and the rule of law, both about letting the people decide and pro­
tecting individual rights. It’s that each component of our political 
system seems necessary to protect the other.
	 There is indeed good reason to fear that liberal democracy can­
not survive if one of its elements is abandoned. A system in which 
the people get to call the shots ensures that the rich and powerful 
cannot trample on the rights of the lowly. By the same token, a sys­
tem in which the rights of unpopular minorities are protected and 
the press can freely criticize the government ensures that the peo­
ple can change its rulers through free and fair elections. Individual 
rights and the popular will, this story suggests, go together like ap­
ple and pie or Twitter and Donald Trump.
	 But the fact that a working system needs both elements to thrive 
does not mean that a system that has both will necessarily be sta­
ble. On the contrary, the mutual dependence of liberalism and de­
mocracy shows just how quickly dysfunction in one aspect of our 
politics can breed dysfunction in another. And so democracy with­
out rights always runs the danger of degenerating into the thing the 
Founding Fathers most feared: the tyranny of the majority. Mean­
while, rights without democracy need not prove to be more stable: 
once the political system turns into a playground for billionaires 
and technocrats, the temptation to exclude the people from more 
and more important decisions will keep on growing.
	 This slow divergence of liberalism and democracy may be ex­
actly what is now happening—and the consequences are likely to 
be just as bad as one would predict.

From style to substance, much divides the populists who are cele­
brating unprecedented successes on both sides of the Atlantic.
	 It is tempting, for example, to see Donald Trump as a uniquely 
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American phenomenon. From his brash manner to his boasts about 
his net worth, he is a walking caricature of the American id—the 
sort of figure a communist cartoonist tasked with ridiculing the 
archenemy might have drawn on behalf of some Soviet-era propa­
ganda ministry. And in many ways, of course, Trump is very Amer­
ican. He emphasizes his credentials as a businessman in part be­
cause of the deep veneration for entrepreneurs in American culture. 
The targets of his ire, too, are shaped by the American context. 
Fears that liberal elites are plotting to take the people’s guns away, 
for example, would seem peculiar in Europe.
	 And yet, the real nature of the threat Trump poses can only be 
understood in a much wider context: that of the far-right populists 
who have been gaining strength in every major democracy, from 
Athens to Ankara, from Sydney to Stockholm, and from Warsaw to 
Wellington. Despite the obvious differences between the populists 
who are on the rise in all these countries, their commonalities go 
deep—and render each of them a danger to the political system in 
surprisingly similar ways.
	 Donald Trump in the United States, Nigel Farage in Great Brit­
ain, Frauke Petry in Germany, and Marine Le Pen in France all 
claim that the solutions to the most pressing problems of our time 
are much more straightforward than the political establishment 
would have us believe, and that the great mass of ordinary people 
instinctively knows what to do. At bottom, they see politics as a 
very simple matter. If the pure voice of the people could prevail, the 
reasons for popular discontent would quickly vanish. America (or 
Great Britain, or Germany, or France) would be great again.
	 This begs an obvious question. If the political problems of our 
time are so easy to fix, why do they persist? Since the populists are 
unwilling to admit that the real world might be complicated—that 
solutions might prove elusive even for people with good inten­
tions—they need somebody to blame. And blame they do.
	 The first obvious culprit often lies outside the country. So it is 
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8    Introduction

only logical that Trump blames America’s economic problems on 
China. Nor should it be surprising that he preys on people’s fears 
by claiming that the United States is being overrun by rapists (Mex­
icans) and terrorists (Muslims).10

	 European populists see their enemies elsewhere, and most ex­
press their bile in a more circumspect manner. But their rhetoric has 
the same underlying logic. Like Trump, Le Pen and Farage be­
lieve that it must be the fault of outsiders—of Muslim moochers or 
Polish plumbers—when incomes stagnate or their identity is threat­
ened by newcomers. And like Trump, they blame the political es­
tablishment—from Brussels bureaucrats to the mendacious me­
dia—for their failure to deliver on their outsized promises. People 
in the capital, populists of all stripes argue, are either in it for them­
selves or in cahoots with the nation’s enemies. Establishment politi­
cians, they say, have a misguided fetish for diversity. Or they root 
for their country’s enemies. Or—simplest explanation of all—they 
are somehow foreign, or Muslim, or both.
	 This worldview breeds two political desires, and most populists 
are savvy enough to embrace both. First, populists claim, an honest 
leader—one who shares the pure outlook of the people and is will­
ing to fight on their behalf—needs to win high offi ce. And second, 
once this honest leader is in charge, he needs to abolish the institu­
tional roadblocks that might stop him from carrying out the will of 
the people.
	 Liberal democracies are full of checks and balances that are 
meant to stop any one party from amassing too much power and 
to  reconcile the interests of different groups. But in the imagina­
tion of the populists, the will of the people does not need to be me­
diated, and any compromise with minorities is a form of corrup­
tion. In that sense, populists are deeply democratic: much more 
fervently than traditional politicians, they believe that the demos 
should rule. But they are also deeply illiberal: unlike traditional 
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politicians, they openly say that neither independent institutions 
nor individual rights should dampen the people’s voice.

The fear that populist insurgents would undermine liberal institu­
tions if they came to power may sound alarmist. But it is based on 
plenty of precedent. After all, illiberal populists have already been 
elected to offi ce in countries like Poland and Turkey. In each of 
these places, they took strikingly similar steps to consolidate their 
power: they ratcheted up tensions with perceived enemies at home 
and abroad; packed courts and electoral commissions with their 
cronies; and took control of the media.11

	 In Hungary, for example, liberal democracy was a much more 
recent—and rather more brittle—transplant than in, say, Germany 
or Sweden. And yet, throughout the 1990s, political scientists were 
bullish on its prospects. According to their theories, Hungary had 
all the attributes that favored a democratic transition: it had expe­
rienced democratic rule in the past; its totalitarian legacy was more 
moderate than that of many other Eastern European countries; old 
communist elites had acquiesced to the new regime in a negotiated 
settlement; and the country bordered a number of stable democra­
cies. Hungary, in the language of social science, was a “most likely 
case”: if democracy didn’t make it there, it would have diffi culty 
making it in all the other postcommunist countries as well.12

	 That prediction seemed to hold up well enough throughout 
the 1990s. Hungary’s economy grew. The government peacefully 
changed hands. Its lively civil society featured critical media, strong 
NGOs, and one of the best universities in Central Europe. Hungar­
ian democracy seemed to be consolidating.13

	 Then the trouble started. Many Hungarians felt that they were 
getting too small a share of the country’s economic growth. They 
saw their identity threatened by the prospect (though not the real­
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10    Introduction

ity) of mass immigration. When a big corruption scandal enveloped 
the ruling center-left party, their discontent turned into outright 
disgust with the government. At parliamentary elections in 2010, 
Hungarian voters gave Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz party a stomping ma­
jority.14

	 Once in offi ce, Orbán systematically consolidated his rule. He 
appointed loyal followers to lead state-run television stations, to 
head the electoral commission, and to dominate the country’s con­
stitutional court. He changed the electoral system to benefit him­
self, pushed out foreign corporations to channel money to his cro­
nies, instituted highly restrictive rules on NGOs, and attempted to 
shutter Central European University.15

	 There was no Rubicon, no single step that cleanly marked that 
the old political norms had been destroyed for good. Any one of 
Orbán’s measures could be defended in this way or that. But, taken 
together, their effect slowly became unmistakable: Hungary is no 
longer a liberal democracy.
	 What, then, is it?
	 Over the years, Orbán has answered this question with increas­
ing clarity. At first he presented himself as an honest democrat with 
conservative values. Now, he states his opposition to liberal democ­
racy loud and clear. Democracy, he vows, should be hierarchical 
rather than liberal. Under his leadership, Hungary will become an 
“illiberal new state based on national foundations.”16

	 This is a much better description of the nature of his enterprise 
than most outside observers have been able to muster. They tend to 
denounce Orbán as undemocratic. But though they are right to 
worry that his illiberal reforms may eventually allow him to disre­
gard the will of the people, it is a mistake to think that all democra­
cies must by their nature be liberal, or resemble our current politi­
cal institutions.
	 Hierarchical democracy allows popularly elected leaders to enact 
the will of the people as they interpret it, without having to make 
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allowances for the rights or interests of obstinate minorities. Its 
claim to being democratic need not be disingenuous. In the emerg­
ing system, the popular will reigns supreme (at least at first). What 
sets it apart from the kind of liberal democracy to which we are 
accustomed is not a lack of democracy; it is a lack of respect for in­
dependent institutions and individual rights.

The rise of illiberal democracy, or democracy without rights, is but 
one side of politics in the first decades of the twenty-first century. 
For even as ordinary people have grown skeptical of liberal prac­
tices and institutions, political elites have tried to insulate them­
selves from their anger. The world is complicated, they insist—and 
they have worked hard to find the right answers. If the people 
should grow so restive as to ignore the sage advice proffered by 
elites, they need to be educated, ignored, or bullied into submis­
sion.
	 Never was this attitude more starkly on display than in the early 
hours of July 13th, 2015. The Great Recession had saddled Greece 
with a vast amount of debt. Economists knew that the country 
would never be able to pay off everything it owed; most agreed that 
a policy of austerity would only serve to inflict further damage on a 
cratering economy.17 But if the European Union allowed Greece to 
default, investors would worry that much larger countries, like 
Spain or Italy, might be next. And so technocrats in Brussels de­
cided that, for the rest of the European monetary system to survive, 
Greece would have to suffer.
	 With few other options open to them, a succession of Greek gov­
ernments did Brussels’s bidding. But with the economy shrinking 
from year to year and youth unemployment spiking above 50 per­
cent, desperate voters finally put their trust in Alexis Tsipras, a 
young, populist leader who promised to end austerity.18

	 When Tsipras took offi ce, he set out to renegotiate the country’s 
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debt with its main creditors, represented by the European Commis­
sion, the European Central Bank, and the International Monetary 
Fund. But it quickly turned out that the so-called “troika” was un­
willing to budge. Greece would have to persist in penury—or go 
bankrupt and leave the euro. By the summer of 2015, with a harsh 
bailout package on the table, Tsipras was down to two options: 
capitulate to the demands of the technocrats or lead Greece into 
economic chaos.19

	 Faced with a momentous choice, Tsipras did what might seem 
natural in a system that purports to let the people rule: he called a 
popular referendum. The backlash was swift, and it was mighty. 
Political leaders from all over Europe called the referendum ir­
responsible. German chancellor Angela Merkel insisted that the 
troika had made an “extraordinarily generous” offer. The media 
vilified Tsipras’s decision.20

	 Amid high excitement, Greece went to the polls on July 5, 2015. 
The results were a big rebuke to the continent’s technocratic elites. 
Despite ominous warnings about impending doom, voters were un­
willing to swallow their pride. They rejected the deal.21

	 Emboldened by a clear expression of popular will, Tsipras went 
back to the negotiating table. He seemed to assume that the troika 
would meet Greece halfway. Instead, the original deal was off the 
table—and the new offer imposed even greater hardships.22

	 With Greece teetering on the brink of insolvency, Europe’s polit­
ical elite assembled in Brussels for a marathon of backroom nego­
tiations. When Tsipras stepped in front of the cameras in the early 
morning of July 13, his eyes red and his face ashen, it quickly be­
came apparent that the night had ended in his capitulation. A little 
over a week after he had let his people reject an unpopular bailout 
deal, Tsipras signed off on an agreement that was, by any reason­
able measure, worse.23 Technocracy had prevailed.
	 The politics of the Eurozone are an extreme example of a politi­
cal system in which the people feel as though they have less and less 
say over what actually happens.24 But they are far from atypical. 
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Unnoticed by most political scientists, a form of undemocratic lib­
eralism has taken root in North America and Western Europe. In 
this form of government, procedural niceties are carefully followed 
(most of the time) and individual rights are respected (much of the 
time). But voters have long since concluded that they have little in­
fluence on public policy.
	 They aren’t altogether wrong.

Hungary’s rise of the populists and Greece’s rule of the technocrats 
seem like polar opposites. In one case, the will of the people pushed 
aside the independent institutions that were meant to protect the 
rule of law and the rights of minorities. In the other case, the force 
of the markets and the beliefs of the technocrats pushed aside the 
will of the people.
	 But Hungary and Greece are just two sides of the same coin. 
In democracies around the world, two seemingly distinct develop­
ments are playing out. On the one hand, the preferences of the peo­
ple are increasingly illiberal: voters are growing impatient with in­
dependent institutions and less and less willing to tolerate the rights 
of ethnic and religious minorities. On the other hand, elites are tak­
ing hold of the political system and making it increasingly unre­
sponsive: the powerful are less and less willing to cede to the views 
of the people. As a result, liberalism and democracy, the two core 
elements of our political system, are starting to come into conflict.
	 Scholars have always known that liberalism and democracy 
could, at times, be observed in isolation from each other. In eigh­
teenth century Prussia, an absolute monarch ruled in a compara­
tively liberal manner by respecting (some of) his subjects’ rights 
and allowing (a modicum of) free speech.25 Conversely, in ancient 
Athens, the people’s assembly ruled in a blatantly illiberal manner, 
exiling unpopular statesmen, executing critical philosophers, and 
censoring everything from political speech to musical scores.26

	 Even so, most political scientists have long thought of liberalism 
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and democracy as complementary. While they recognized that indi­
vidual rights and the popular will may not always go together, they 
held fast to the belief that they are meant to. Where liberalism and 
democracy do meet, the story holds, they form an especially stable, 
resilient, and coherent amalgam.
	 But as the views of the people are trending illiberal and the pref­
erences of the elites are turning undemocratic, liberalism and de­
mocracy are starting to clash. Liberal democracy, the unique mix 
of individual rights and popular rule that has long characterized 
most governments in North America and Western Europe, is com­
ing apart at its seams. In its stead, we are seeing the rise of illiberal 
democracy, or democracy without rights, and undemocratic liber-
alism, or rights without democracy.

s
Once upon a time, there was a very happy chicken. Every day, the 
farmer would come to feed the chicken. Every day, the chicken 
would grow a little more plump and a little more complacent.
	 Other animals on the farm tried to warn the chicken. “You are 
going to die,” they said. “The farmer is only trying to fatten you 
up.”
	 The chicken did not listen. All its life, the farmer had come to 
feed it, muttering a few friendly words of encouragement. Why 
should things suddenly be so different?
	 But, sure enough, one day things did change: “The man who 
has fed the chicken every day throughout its life,” Bertrand Russell 
writes in his characteristically wry tone, “at last wrings its neck in­
stead.”27 As long as the chicken was young and thin, the farmer 
wanted to fatten it up; once it was fat enough for the market, it was 
time for it to be killed.
	 Russell meant to warn us against making facile predictions: If we 
don’t understand what made things happen in the past, the story 
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of the unsuspecting chicken reminds us, then we can’t assume that 
they’ll keep happening in the future. Just as the chicken failed to 
anticipate that its world might one day crumble, we too may be 
blind to the changes that lie ahead.
	 If we want to venture an educated guess about the future of de­
mocracy, we have to ask the “chicken question.” Was the past sta­
bility of democracy brought about by conditions that are no longer 
in place?

The answer might well be yes.
	 There are at least three striking constants that characterized de­
mocracy since its founding but are no longer true today. First, dur­
ing the period of democratic stability, most citizens enjoyed a rapid 
increase in their living standards. From 1935 to 1960, for example, 
the income of a typical American household doubled. From 1960 
to 1985, it doubled again. Since then, it has been flat.28

	 This has heralded a radical change in American politics: Citizens 
never especially liked politicians—and yet they did, by and large, 
trust that elected offi cials would stick to their end of the deal, and 
that their lives would keep getting better as a result. Today, that 
trust and that optimism have evaporated. As citizens have grown 
deeply anxious about the future, they have started to see politics as 
a zero-sum game—one in which any gain for immigrants or ethnic 
minorities will come at their expense.29

	 This is exacerbating a second difference between the compara­
tively stable past and the increasingly chaotic present. All through 
the history of democratic stability, one racial or ethnic group has 
been dominant. In the United States and Canada, there has al­
ways  been a clear racial hierarchy, with whites enjoying myriad 
privileges. In Western Europe this dominance went even further. 
Founded on a monoethnic basis, countries like Germany or Sweden 
did not recognize immigrants as true members of the nation. To an 
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extent we often prefer to disregard, the functioning of democracy 
may have depended on that homogeneity.
	 Decades of mass migration and social activism have radically 
transformed these societies. In North America, racial minorities are 
finally claiming an equal seat at the table. In Western Europe, the 
descendants of immigrants are starting to insist that somebody who 
is black or brown can be a real German or Swede. But while a part 
of the population accepts, or even welcomes, this change, another 
part feels threatened and resentful. As a result, a vast rebellion 
against ethnic and cultural pluralism is gathering speed across the 
western hemisphere.30

	 A final change has conquered the whole wide world in the span 
of a few short decades. Until recently, mass communication re­
mained the exclusive preserve of political and financial elites. The 
costs associated with printing a newspaper, running a radio station, 
or operating a television network were prohibitive for most citi­
zens. This allowed the political establishment to marginalize ex­
treme views. Politics remained comparatively consensual.
	 Over the past quarter century, by contrast, the rise of the inter­
net, and particularly of social media, has rapidly shifted the power 
balance between political insiders and political outsiders. Today, 
any citizen is able to share viral information with millions of people 
at great speed. The costs of political organizing have plummeted. 
And as the technological gap between center and periphery has 
narrowed, the instigators of instability have won an advantage over 
the forces of order.31

We are only now starting to understand what has caused the exis­
tential crisis of liberal democracy, let alone how to fight it. But if 
we take the major drivers of our populist age seriously, we should 
recognize that we need to take action on at least three fronts.
	 First, we need to reform economic policy, both domestically and 
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internationally, to temper inequality and live up to the promise of 
rapidly rising living standards. A more equitable distribution of 
economic growth, on this vision, is not just a question of distribu­
tive justice; it is a question of political stability.
	 Some economists have argued that we cannot have democracy, 
globalization, and the nation state all at the same time. And some 
philosophers have embraced the abandonment of the nation state, 
dreaming up predominantly international solutions to the economic 
problems we now face. But this is the wrong approach. To preserve 
democracy without giving up on the emancipatory potential of 
globalization, we need to figure out how the nation state can once 
again take control of its own fate.32

	 Second, we need to rethink what membership and belonging 
might mean in a modern nation state. The promise of multiethnic 
democracy, in which members of any creed or color are regarded as 
true equals, is nonnegotiable. Diffi cult though it may be for coun­
tries with a deeply monoethnic conception of themselves to em­
brace newcomers and minorities, such a transformation is the only 
realistic alternative to tyranny and civic strife.
	 But the noble experiment of multiethnic democracy can only suc­
ceed if all of its adherents start to emphasize what unites rather 
than what divides them. In the last years, a righteous impatience 
with the continuing reality of racial injustice has increasingly pushed 
some people to denounce the principles of liberal democracy as 
hypocritical, or even to make group rights the building block of 
society. This is a moral as well as a strategic mistake: The only soci­
ety that can treat all of its members with respect is one in which 
every individual enjoys rights on the basis of being a citizen, not on 
the basis of belonging to a particular group.33

	 Finally, we need to learn to withstand the transformative impact 
of the internet and of social media. As hate speech and fake news 
have spread, there have been calls for social media companies—
or governments—to act as censors. There are many commonsense 
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steps Facebook and Twitter can take to make it more diffi cult for 
hate groups to exploit these platforms. But if governments or CEOs 
started to determine who can say what on the web, free speech 
would quickly go out the window. To make the digital age safe for 
democracy, we therefore need to shape not only what messages are 
spread on social media, but also how they are likely to be received.
	 Back when we understood democracy to be a daring, fragile ex­
periment, we invested vast educational and intellectual resources 
in  spreading the good news about our political system. Schools 
and universities knew that their most important task was to edu­
cate citizens. Writers and academics recognized that they had a big 
role to play in explaining and defending the virtues of liberal de­
mocracy. Over the years, this sense of mission has dissipated. Now, 
as liberal democracy is facing existential danger, it is high time to 
revive it.34

s
There are ordinary times, when political decisions influence the 
lives of millions of people in ways both big and small, but the basic 
features of a country’s collective life are not at stake. Despite deep 
disagreements, partisans on both sides of the political battle line 
endorse the rules of play. They agree to settle their differences on 
the basis of free and fair elections, are committed to the basic 
norms of the political system, and accept that a loss at the ballot 
box makes it legitimate for their political opponent to take a turn 
at ruling the country.
	 As a result, the denizens of ordinary times recognize that every 
victory is provisional and that the loser of one political battle may 
yet live to win the war. Since they have it in their power to trans­
form progress defeated today into justice delayed until tomorrow, 
they see every loss as but another reason to redouble their efforts at 
peaceful persuasion.
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	 Then there are extraordinary times, when the basic contours of 
politics and society are being renegotiated. In such times, the dis­
agreements between partisans on both sides grow so deep and nasty 
that they no longer agree on the rules of the game. To gain an ad­
vantage, politicians become willing to undermine free and fair elec­
tions, to flout the basic norms of the political system, and to vilify 
their adversaries.
	 As a result, the denizens of extraordinary times start to regard 
the stakes of politics as existential. In a system whose rules are 
deeply contested, they have good reason to fear that a victory at the 
polls may turn out to be forever; that a loss in one political battle 
may rob them of the ability to wage the larger war; and that prog­
ress defeated today may turn out to set the country on a path to­
ward perennial injustice.

Most of us have spent the bulk of our lives in ordinary times.
	 When I was coming of age in Germany in the late 1990s, for ex­
ample, politicians were debating important questions. Should the 
receipt of welfare benefits be made conditional on good behavior?35 
Would immigrants and their children be allowed to take on Ger­
man citizenship without giving up their other passports? Might the 
state recognize same-sex partnerships in the form of civil unions?
	 The answers they gave to these questions would, I was con­
vinced, deeply shape the country in the years to come. The future 
was wide open. On one side, there lay the vision of an open, gener­
ous, welcoming country. On the other, a closed, niggardly, stagnant 
one. As a member in the youth organization of a big political party, 
I spent a lot of my time fighting for what I believed to be right.
	 At that time, I barely knew the United States. So I didn’t under­
stand that even bigger questions were being discussed in America. 
Would millions of uninsured citizens get access to decent medical 
care? Could soldiers be thrown out of the army for being open 
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about their sexuality? And should key parts of the welfare state be 
abolished?
	 The answers to these questions, too, would deeply shape the 
country. They would make the lives of millions of people better 
or worse, more authentic or more dissimulating, more prosperous 
or more precarious. It mattered—deeply—which path the country 
would take. And yet, with the benefit of hindsight, I recognize that 
this was the stuff of ordinary politics.
	 Now, by contrast, it is, each and every day, becoming clearer that 
we live in extraordinary times: in times, that is, in which the de­
cisions we take will determine whether terrifying chaos spreads; 
whether unspeakable cruelty is unleashed; and whether a politi­
cal  system—liberal democracy—that has done more to spread 
peace and prosperity than any other in the history of humanity can 
survive.
	 The predicament in which we now find ourselves is so recent, 
and so scary, that nobody has managed to make real sense of it 
so  far. Individual pieces of the puzzle are dissected every day in 
the newspaper, on television, sometimes even in the academy. But 
the more we obsess about these individual pieces, the less we see 
the overall picture.
	 In this book, I try to make sense of our new political landscape 
by making four distinctive contributions: I demonstrate that liberal 
democracy is now decomposing into its component parts, giving 
rise to illiberal democracy on the one side and undemocratic liber­
alism on the other. I argue that the deep disenchantment with our 
political system poses an existential danger to the very survival of 
liberal democracy. I explain the roots of this crisis. And I show 
what we can do to rescue what is truly valuable in our imperiled 
social and political order.
	 We have the immense fortune of living in the most peaceful and 
prosperous era of human history. Though the events of the last 
years may seem disorienting or even paralyzing, we retain the 
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power to win a better future. But unlike fifteen or thirty years ago, 
we can no longer take that future for granted.
	 At the moment, the enemies of liberal democracy seem more de­
termined to shape our world than its defenders. If we want to pre­
serve both peace and prosperity, both popular rule and individual 
rights, we need to recognize that these are no ordinary times—and 
go to extraordinary lengths to defend our values.
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PART ONE

THE CRISIS OF LIBERAL 
DEMOCRACY
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IN 1830, the King of France sent a young engineer to England to 
study a sensational invention: a steam train that had just begun to 
ferry passengers from Manchester to Liverpool. Once he arrived, 
the engineer

sat by the track taking copious notes as the sturdy little engine 
faultlessly pulled the world’s first railway train back and forth 
between the two cities. After conscientiously calculating what 
he had observed, he reported his findings back to Paris: “The 
thing is impossible,” he wrote. “It cannot work.”1

	 It is tempting to scoff at the engineer. He is so beholden to scien­
tific doctrine that he disregards the evidence barreling past his eyes 
at thirty miles an hour. But I must admit to having a soft spot for 
him. For it was, I think, not the mathematical equations in his note­
pad that led to his absurd conclusion—but his all-too-human re­
fusal to believe that his understanding of the world might prove 
quite so mistaken. And so it is hardly surprising that, as one politi­
cal shock has followed the next over the past months, people who 
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might once have seemed perfectly rational and pragmatic have 
come to resemble the young French engineer.
	 Pundits and political scientists alike told us that Brits would 
never vote to Brexit. They did. Pundits and political scientists alike 
told us that Donald Trump could never get elected. He did. Pundits 
and political scientists alike told us that democracy would never be 
in danger of deconsolidating. It is.
	 We live in an era of radical uncertainty. The range of possible 
outcomes is much wider now than it seemed to be a few years ago. 
Prediction is a more diffi cult game than ever. And yet, the one pre­
diction that has reliably misled us—the assumption that things will 
forever remain the way they have always been—remains the most 
popular, even today. “The thing is impossible,” one article after 
another seems to conclude. “It cannot be.”

If we are to avoid being as surprised by the future as we have been 
by the recent past, it is time to reexamine our basic assumptions. 
Might liberal democracies be less stable than we have assumed? 
And will the rise of populism lead to the decomposition of our po­
litical system?
	 To think clearly about the perils facing liberal democracy, we 
need to understand what its constitutive elements actually mean. 
This task is complicated by two facts.
	 First, the word liberalism has different meanings when we talk 
about everyday politics and when we talk about the nature of our 
political institutions. Much of the time, especially in the United 
States, “liberal” is used to indicate a person’s political views: there 
are liberals and conservatives just as there are left-wingers and 
right-wingers or Democrats and Republicans. That is not what I 
mean when I talk about liberal democracy or use the word liberal. 
In this book, a liberal is somebody who is committed to basic val­
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ues like freedom of speech, the separation of powers, or the protec­
tion of individual rights. In the sense in which I use the word, 
George W. Bush is as much of a liberal as Barack Obama, and Ron­
ald Reagan was as much of a liberal as Bill Clinton.
	 Second, because democracy has such prestige, we have fallen into 
the bad habit of expanding its definition to all kinds of things we 
like. As a result, virtually all existing definitions of democracy don’t 
bother to distinguish between three very different beasts: liberal­
ism, democracy, and the historically contingent set of institutions 
to which we have become accustomed in North America and West­
ern Europe.
	 The tendency to smuggle all desirable qualities into the very no­
tion of democracy is most obviously true of philosophers who want 
to reserve the term for the most just regimes—those imaginary soci­
eties that would actually succeed in eradicating injustices like wide­
spread poverty or rampant inequality. But even political scientists 
who have self-consciously tried to devise minimalist conceptions of 
democracy elide the key distinctions between liberalism, democ­
racy, and institutions like parliaments or courts. Following the po­
litical scientist Robert Dahl, for example, “procedural minimalists” 
define a democracy as any system that features:

•  “Free, fair and competitive elections;
•  Full adult suffrage;
•  Broad protection of civil liberties, including freedom of 

speech, press, and association; and
•  The absence of nonelected ‘tutelary’ authorities (e.g. mili­

taries, monarchies, or religious bodies) that limit elected 
offi cials’ power to govern.”2

	 Dahl’s conceptual framework thus bakes the protection of liberal 
rights into the very definition of democracy. This makes it impossi­
ble to ask whether democracy and liberalism might be coming 
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apart. By focusing on a particular set of historically contingent in­
stitutions, it also makes it diffi cult to ask whether these institutions 
actually allow the people to rule. In this way, the not-so-minimalist 
definition of democracy inflates the importance of our political in­
stitutions. Instead of recognizing them as a means toward democ­
racy and liberalism, it seems to imagine that they are ends in them­
selves.3

	 I therefore use a much simpler set of definitions—one that makes 
fewer assumptions about the world and better captures democra­
cy’s original promise to let the people rule. In my view,

•  A democracy is a set of binding electoral institutions that 
effectively translates popular views into public policy.4

•  Liberal institutions effectively protect the rule of law and 
guarantee individual rights such as freedom of speech, 
worship, press, and association to all citizens (including 
ethnic and religious minorities).

•  A liberal democracy is simply a political system that is 
both liberal and democratic—one that both protects indi­
vidual rights and translates popular views into public pol­
icy.

	 This allows us to see that liberal democracies might become per­
verted in two ways. Democracies can be illiberal. This is especially 
likely to happen in places where most people favor subordinating 
independent institutions to the whims of the executive or curtailing 
the rights of minorities they dislike. Conversely, liberal regimes can 
be undemocratic despite having regular, competitive elections. This 
is especially likely to happen where the political system is so skewed 
in favor of the elite that elections rarely serve to translate popular 
views into public policy.
	 That, I fear, is precisely what has happened in many parts of the 
world over the past decades. Liberalism and democracy, I argue, 
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have been glued together by a contingent set of technological, eco­
nomic, and cultural preconditions. That glue is now rapidly thin­
ning. As a result, liberal democracy—the unique mix of individual 
rights and popular rule that has long characterized most govern­
ments in North America and Western Europe—is coming apart. In 
its stead, two new regime forms are rising: illiberal democracy, or 
democracy without rights, and undemocratic liberalism, or rights 
without democracy. When the history of the twenty-first century is 
written, the decomposition of liberal democracy into these two 
component parts is likely to take center stage.
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1
Democracy without Rights

IN THE FALL of 1989, the citizens of the “worker’s paradise” in East 
Germany flocked to the streets of Leipzig and Dresden every Mon­
day night to protest the communist regime. Their central  slogan 
had a hopeful dignity: “Wir sind das Volk,” the crowd would chant. 
We—not the secret police, nor the party elites—are the People.1

	 For the past three years, the people of Leipzig and Dresden have 
again taken to the streets. As anger against the hundreds of thou­
sands of refugees coming into Germany over the course of 2015 
rose to fever pitch, a movement that calls itself, rather grandilo­
quently, the “Patriotic Europeans against the Islamization of the 
Occident” (or PEGIDA, for short) began to protest Angela Merkel 
and her government’s policies.2

	 By assembling every Monday night in the center of those same 
cities, PEGIDA was shrewdly appropriating the legacy of popular 
resistance for itself. Those who are opposing Merkel today, they 
were trying to say, are the rightful inheritors of the people who op­
posed the communist regime a quarter of a century ago. So when I 
went to observe thousands of angry citizens protest in the center of 
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Dresden, the distinct air of counterrevolution shouldn’t have come 
as a shock to me. And yet it did.
	 Hatred of the Lügenpresse, the “lying press,” is central to the 
movement’s ideology, and most protestors refused to talk to me. 
When I tried to take a few photos, I was wordlessly shoved aside. 
“I’m here because I don’t have a family,” a producer for a local TV 
station, who had positioned his camera far from the crowd, told 
me. “Colleagues with children refuse to cover the protests. The risk 
of being beaten up is too high.”3

	 Even so, PEGIDA’s core themes—its hatred of refugees, its mis­
trust of the United States, and its insistence on the ethnic purity 
of the German people—were on full display. Few protestors were 
waving the black-red-golden flag of the Federal Republic, whose 
tricolor design invokes the universalist values of the French Revolu­
tion. Instead, most favored the so-called Wirmer flag, a dark cross 
against a maroon background, which has become popular in far-
right circles because it is seen as a symbol for the country’s Nordic 
roots and Christian traditions.
	 What the iconography of resistance lacked in subtlety, it made 
up for in variety: In the crowd, I also spotted Russian flags (“Putin 
puts his people first”), Confederate flags (“They were true rebels”), 
and a lone Japanese flag.
	 That last one puzzled me. I was not surprised to see that this 
crowd admired Putin’s autocratic regime or his harsh treatment of 
minorities within Russia. I could see why protestors who hated the 
United States and were afraid of ethnic diversity might identify 
with the American South. But what did Japan have to do with any­
thing?
	 I approached the man holding the sign with a little trepidation, 
but he was evidently delighted to explain his reasoning. Japan, he 
told me, has the same problem as Germany: a shrinking popula­
tion. Germany has let in a lot of immigrants in the hope that they 
will make up the shortfall in the labor force and pay into social se­
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curity systems. But all of that has been a big mistake. The Japanese, 
who have steadfastly refused to open their doors to newcomers, are 
much wiser: “Better to let your population shrink than to let a lot 
of foreigners in.”4

	 The signs told a similar story. One declared that Merkel and 
other members of the government are “enemies of the German peo­
ple” who are “waging a war of annihilation against us!!!” “Hey, 
Yankee,” another read, “get the shit out of here and take your pup­
pets with you.” A third sign looked familiar at first, echoing the 
“refugees welcome” flags that had been ubiquitous a few 
months before, when German volunteers enthusiastically greeted 
newly arrived refugees at train stations all over the country. It 
showed a crusader on horseback using his spear to repel a couple of 
Kalashnikov-wielding terrorists, the man clad in a traditional robe, 
the woman covered by a niqab. “islamists not welcome,” 
it  announced in big letters. “stay back or we’ll kick you 
back.” (Other signs, with similar motifs, read “rapefugees not 
welcome” or, simply, “mohammed not welcome.”)
	 But this carnival of hate was a sideshow. The protest’s emotional 
center—its core message, and its insidious refrain—was the rendi­
tion of a slogan that had not changed in a quarter century. “Wir 
sind das Volk,” the crowd chanted, over and over, each rendition a 
little more aggressive. We—not those foreigners who are flooding 
Germany, nor the politicians who are in cahoots with them—are 
the People.5

In the months following those protests, as authoritarian populists 
grabbed the spotlight across Europe and the United States elected 
Donald Trump, I kept thinking back to my experiences on that 
freezing night. So much of the angry energy that fueled these move­
ments had been on display in the streets of Dresden that I could not 
help interpreting the events of 2016 and 2017 in light of what I saw 
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there: the hatred of immigrants and ethnic minorities; the mistrust 
of the press and the spread of fake news; the conviction that the si­
lent majority had finally found its voice; and, perhaps more than 
anything else, the hankering for somebody who would speak in the 
name of the people.6

	 The rapid ascent of strongman leaders who claim that they alone 
embody the will of the people is remarkable in historical perspec­
tive. As the political scientists Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein 
Rokkan observed, for much of the postwar era, the party structure 
in most Western European and North American countries appeared 
“frozen.”7 For the latter decades of the twentieth century, the main 
political movements represented in the parliaments of Bern, Copen­
hagen, Helsinki, Ottawa, Paris, Stockholm, and Washington barely 
changed. While their relative strength shifted from election to elec­
tion, allowing the center-left to win offi ce when the center-right had 
been in power for a while, and vice versa, the basic shape of the 
party structure was remarkably stable.8

	 Then, over the past twenty years, the party system rapidly thawed. 
In one country after another, political parties that had been mar­
ginal or nonexistent until a few short years ago established them­
selves as firm fixtures on the political scene.9

	 The first major democracy to go through this process was Italy. 
In the early 1990s, a massive corruption scandal pulverized the po­
litical system. Parties that had dominated Italian politics since the 
end of World War II disbanded or sank into the electoral abyss. The 
first person to exploit the ensuing void was Silvio Berlusconi, a 
businessman who himself faced corruption charges when he en­
tered politics. Promising to clean up the system and make the coun­
try rich, Berlusconi swept to victory. Over the next few years, much 
of his government’s energy was consumed by managing the fallout 
from his constant stream of gaffes—and keeping him out of jail. 
And yet he went on to dominate the country’s politics for the next 
quarter century.10
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	 At the time, Italy looked like an aberration. Over the past years, 
as political newcomers have risen to power and influence across 
Europe, it has become obvious that it was anything but.
	 In Greece, the Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK), the ma­
jor party of the center-left, and New Democracy, the major party of 
the center-right, traditionally took about 80 percent of the vote be­
tween them; but in January 2015, the Coalition of the Radical Left, 
or Syriza, stormed into offi ce under the leadership of Alexis Tsip­
ras, winning an unexpected majority.11 In Spain, Pablo Iglesias, a 
young lecturer on political science at the Complutense University 
of Madrid who spent his days teaching courses like “Cinema, Polit­
ical Identities, and Hegemony” founded a protest movement in the 
wake of the 2008 financial crisis; at the 2015 elections, Podemos 
got 21 percent of the vote, becoming Spain’s third strongest party.12 
Even in Italy, a new generation of populists is pulling off the same 
feat of transformation as the old: Beppe Grillo, a popular come­
dian, started the Five Star Movement in 2009; as I am writing these 
lines, it is leading all other parties in the polls.13

	 The ascent of far-right parties has been even more striking than 
that of far-left parties like Syriza and Podemos. In Sweden, the So­
cial Democratic Party has dominated politics for over a century, 
only occasionally ceding the government to a center-right coalition 
led by the Moderate Party; but in recent years, the Sweden Demo­
crats, political upstarts with deep roots in the neo-Nazi movement, 
have risen rapidly, leading in some polls and taking second place 
in others.14 In France, the Front National has long been a fixture 
of  the political system. But after decades on the margins, Jean-
Marie Le Pen unexpectedly beat the center-left candidate in the first 
round of the presidential election in 2002, qualifying for the run-
off against President Jacques Chirac; in 2017, his daughter, Marine 
Le Pen, pulled off a similar feat, doubling the share of the vote he 
had received.15

	 A similar story holds true in Austria, the Netherlands, Finland, 
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and Germany: in each of these countries, far-right populists have 
celebrated unprecedented successes in recent years by intoning their 
support of the people. In fact, the vote share of European populist 
parties on both the left and the right has more than doubled over 
the course of the past decades.16

My experiences in Dresden also reinforced my conviction that the 
standard terms of the debate about populism are misguided.
	 The defenders of populism have celebrated these movements as a 
sign of great health for our political system. “The real problem fac­
ing democracy today,” Astra Taylor writes in her lament, “The 
Anti-Democratic Urge,” is “not an excess of popular power but a 
lack of it.”17 “Anti-populism,” Frank Furedi, a British sociologist, 
echoed, “is often just anti-democracy.”18

	 Taylor and Furedi are right that populists often channel the voice 
of the people in a genuine way. But they fail to appreciate—or 
to mention—how deeply illiberal a lot of the energy behind the rise 
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of populism is. When protestors in Dresden wrote that “Moham­
med [is] not welcome” or chanted that “We are the People,” they 
were posing a more fundamental challenge to respect for individual 
rights than people like Taylor and Furedi care to admit.
	 Though there is a genuinely democratic element to populism, it is 
also, in the long run, much more inimical to respect for the popular 
will than its defenders claim. As anybody who has studied Turkey, 
Russia, or Venezuela knows all too well, the rise of illiberal strong­
men can often be a prelude to autocratic rule: once the media has 
been muzzled and independent institutions have been abolished, it 
is easy for illiberal rulers to make the transition from populism to 
dictatorship.
	 It would, then, be tempting to conclude that these new move­
ments are diametrically opposed to democracy after all. “Popu­
lism,” Ivan Krastev has put this point, channeling an emerging con­
sensus, “is not just antiliberal, it is antidemocratic—the permanent 
shadow of representative politics.”19

	 But this, too, obscures more than it reveals. For to say that the 
new crop of populists are simply antidemocratic captures neither 
what’s distinctive about them nor what has made them so suc­
cessful: Older far-right movements openly glorified fascism and ad­
vocated abolishing democracy; PEGIDA and Trump, by contrast, 
see elections as an opportunity for ordinary people to assert their 
voice. Far from seeking to abolish democracy, they are impatient 
for the popular will to reshape the country in its own image.
	 This is why the only way to make sense of these new movements 
is to distinguish between their nature and their likely effect. To un­
derstand the nature of populism, we must recognize that it is both 
democratic and illiberal—that it both seeks to express the frustra­
tions of the people and to undermine liberal institutions. And to 
understand its likely effect, we must bear in mind that these liberal 
institutions are, in the long run, needed for democracy to survive: 
once populist leaders have done away with all the liberal road­

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



36    The Crisis of Liberal Democracy

blocks that impede the expression of the popular will, it becomes 
very easy for them to disregard the people when its preferences 
start to come into conflict with their own.

Politics Is Simple (and Everyone Who Disagrees Is a Liar)

Over the past decades, global gross domestic product (GDP) has 
grown rapidly. A billion people have been lifted out of poverty. 
Literacy rates have skyrocketed while child mortality has fallen. 
Taking the world as a whole, income inequality has shrunk.20

	 But many of these improvements have been concentrated in rap­
idly developing countries like China. In developed economies, GDP 
has grown rather more slowly. And in much of the West, especially 
in the United States and the United Kingdom, the lion’s share of 
that growth went to a small sliver of the elite. As a result, many 
middle-class people in the traditional heartlands of liberal democ­
racy have been treading water. And while global inequality has 
fallen because poor countries have been growing much more rap­
idly than rich countries, inequality within virtually every society—
both in the more stagnant economies of the affl uent West and in the 
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most dynamic economies of the global South—has markedly in­
creased.21

	 The reasons for these developments are many. There is globaliza­
tion. There is automation. There is the shift from manufacturing to 
services. There is the rise of a digital economy that allows for mas­
sive economies of scale, channeling vast fortunes to a few corpora­
tions and their most highly skilled workers, while offering little to 
everybody else.
	 None of these changes is beyond the purview of politics. Even 
today, the right policies can help to redistribute wealth and boost 
the living standards of ordinary citizens. But the policies that are 
needed to do this are far from simple, far from immediate and, all 
too often, far from popular. So it doesn’t come as a surprise that 
politicians have found it increasingly diffi cult to sell the message 
that things are complicated.
	 Hillary Clinton’s campaign, widely seen as lacking in vision by 
both sides of the political spectrum, is a striking example. On the 
left, Bill de Blasio, the mayor of New York City, lamented that he’d 
been “waiting to hear a vision [from Hillary].”22 On the right, 
Kevin Williamson wrote that “we know what she wants to be, but 
not what she wants to do.”23 Both charges stuck because they had 
the ring of truth to them. Many voters really did feel that Clinton 
was more interested in reaching the White House than in enacting 
any particular agenda once she was there. Much of the time, I felt 
this way, too. And yet, I know that she has a long history of sincere 
public service and ran on an intricate package of policy proposals 
that would have made a significant difference on issues as varied as 
preschool education and the battle against Alzheimer’s.24

	 Donald Trump, by contrast, has a long history of conning peo­
ple, from the students at “Trump University” to the many contrac­
tors he never paid for services rendered.25 Most of the policies he 
championed were never going to work. He capitalized on public 
anger about immigration by promising a wall on the Mexican bor­
der. And he capitalized on the anguish in declining manufacturing 
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towns by promising to raise tariffs on Chinese imports. Experts 
kept repeating that the wall with Mexico would not stop the vast 
majority of undocumented immigrants, who simply overstay their 
visas, and that a trade war with China would not bring back the 
vast majority of manufacturing jobs, since those were lost to robots 
rather than to trade.26 And yet, millions of voters saw the simplicity 
of Trump’s proposals as a mark of his authenticity and determina­
tion, and the complexity of Clinton’s proposals as a mark of her 
insincerity and indifference.
	 That is precisely why glib, facile solutions stand at the very heart 
of the populist appeal. Voters do not like to think that the world 
is  complicated. They certainly do not like to be told that there 
is no  immediate answer to their problems. Faced with politicians 
who seem to be less and less able to govern an increasingly com­
plex world, many are increasingly willing to vote for anybody who 
promises a simple solution. This is why populists from India’s Nar­
endra Modi to Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, from Hungary’s 
Viktor Orbán to Poland’s Jarosław Kaczynski, and from France’s 
Marine Le Pen to Italy’s Beppe Grillo sound surprisingly similar to 
each other despite their considerable ideological differences.27

Populist leaders’ willingness to offer solutions that are so simple 
that they can never work is very dangerous. Once they are in power, 
their policies are likely to exacerbate the problems that drove pub­
lic anger in the first place. It would be tempting to assume that vot­
ers, suitably chastened by the ensuing chaos, would then return 
their trust to establishment politicians. But the additional pain is 
likely to put them in an even more sour and restive mood. And as 
the history of many countries in Latin America shows, when one 
populist fails, voters are as likely to turn to another populist—or to 
an out-and-out dictator—as they are to return the old elites to 
power.28

	 In the meantime, the populists’ penchant for simplicity also cre­
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ates another, more immediate danger. For if the solutions to the 
world’s problems are as obvious as they claim, then political elites 
must be failing to implement them for one of two reasons: either 
they are corrupt, or they are secretly working on behalf of outside 
interests.
	 Most of the time, populists levy both charges.
	 The charge that Clinton’s real motivation was to make as much 
money as she could was a constant theme of Trump’s campaign: 
“Hillary Clinton is an insider fighting only for her donors and her 
insiders. I am an outsider fighting for you,” Trump said. “Follow 
the money . . .” he added in his ominous manner.29

	 While some of Trump’s accusations were outlandish, they were 
not very different from the ways in which populists in other coun­
tries have long attacked mainstream politicians. In Poland, for ex­
ample, Jarosław Kaczynski, in his rather more refined way, claimed 
that the politicians who previously led the country had been “co-
opted to the socially privileged sphere,” and consequently had no 
interest in “changing the social hierarchy.”30 In France, meanwhile, 
Marine Le Pen has chalked up her growing support to a rebellion 
against a self-interested “EU Oligarchy.”31

	 Left-wing populists sing from the same songbook. In Italy, for 
example, Grillo loves to lambast the “political caste,” a network of 
elites who work only for their own interests.32 In Spain, Iglesias 
used similar rhetoric after Podemos took a record share of the vote 
in European elections in 2014: “the parties of the political caste 
have suffered a heavy blow. But we have not yet fulfilled our elec­
toral goal. Tomorrow, the government of the political caste will still 
be in power.”33

The money that (supposedly) is the first priority of establishment 
politicians has to come from somewhere, of course, and so the ac­
cusation that they are in it for themselves quickly turns into the 
accusation that they are puppets of big business. In the American 
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election, the high fees that Goldman Sachs paid Hillary Clinton for 
her speeches made this narrative especially resonant, and Trump 
exploited it for all its worth: Goldman Sachs, he claimed, has “to­
tal, total control . . . over Hillary Clinton.”34

	 Most populists, however, take the accusation that the leaders of 
the old parties are traitors one step further. They don’t just claim 
that members of the political caste are in it for themselves, or that 
they are in the pocket of special interests. Rather, they claim that 
they harbor a special loyalty to the enemies of the people, making 
them more interested in advancing the interests of unpopular ethnic 
or religious minorities than in the fate of the majority.
	 Donald Trump is, once again, as pure a case of this as one is 
likely to find. His first real foray into politics was to claim that 
Barack Obama had forged his birth certificate, was not a real Amer­
ican, and may even be a secret Muslim. On the campaign trail, he 
repeated variants of the accusation over and over again—from call­
ing Obama “the founder of ISIS” to putting his title, president, in 
air quotes.35 The fact that Clinton did not have Obama’s unusual 
name, or that she did not hail from an ethnic or religious minority, 
did not stop Trump from fabricating similar accusations: he called 
Clinton the “co-founder” of ISIS and demanded that she be “locked 
up” for maintaining a private email server as secretary of state.36

	 The kind of disloyalty of which establishment politicians find 
themselves accused varies from country to country. But while pop­
ulists tailor the identity of the betrayed majority and the despised 
minority to the needs of their local context, the basic rhetorical 
structure is strikingly similar everywhere in the world.
	 And so, in India, Modi claims that his opponents are enemies of 
Hindus and has helped to create an environment in which scholars 
who are perceived as critical of hardline Hinduism “receive death 
threats and are then murdered.”37 In Turkey, Erdoğan used the 
coup to label any opponent of his government a supporter of ter­
rorism,38 arresting scores of academics and journalists.39 And in 
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France and Germany and Italy, populist leaders like Marine Le Pen 
and Alice Weidel and Matteo Salvini claim that establishment poli­
ticians all hate the white, Christian majority. As Marion Maréchal-
Le Pen, Marine’s niece and a former member of the French parlia­
ment, put it, “Either we kill Islamism or it will kill us. . . . Those 
who choose the status quo become complicit with our enemies.”40

I Am Your Voice (and Everybody Else Is a Traitor)

The major political problems of the day, populists claim, can easily 
be solved. All it takes is common sense. If jobs are moving abroad, 
you have to ban other countries from selling their products. If im­
migrants are flooding the country, you have to build a wall. And if 
terrorists attack you in the name of Islam, you have to ban the 
Muslims.
	 If ordinary politicians are failing to take these commonsense 
measures, the explanation is similarly simple. They must be self-
serving. In cahoots with special interests or ethnic minorities. Polit­
ically correct. Effete. No good.
	 What has to happen is obvious, then. All it takes for the crisis to 
be solved—for the problems to go away, for the economy to boom, 
for the country to become great (again)—is for a faithful spokes­
man of the people to conquer power, to vanquish the traitors, and 
to implement commonsense solutions.
	 That spokesman is the populist—and he never tires of saying it.
	 It’s little wonder, then, that Trump’s speech at the Republican 
National Convention honed in on this theme over and over again. 
“Big business, elite media and major donors are lining up behind 
the campaign of my opponent because they know she will keep our 
rigged system in place,” he said early in the speech. “They are 
throwing money at her because they have total control over ev­
ery  single thing she does. She is their puppet, and they pull the 
strings.”41
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	 Things don’t have to be this bad, though. “The problems we face 
now—poverty and violence at home, war and destruction abroad—
will last only as long as we continue relying on the same politicians 
who created them,” he promised. To start a new day, “a change in 
leadership is required.” This leadership, Trump vowed, would fi­
nally prioritize ordinary Americans: “The most important differ­
ence between our plan and that of our opponent is that our plan 
will put America First. Americanism, not globalism, will be our 
credo.”42

	 Having prepared his audience in this way, Trump could launch 
his central message, which would return like a refrain throughout 
the speech. For too long, ordinary men and women had been for­
gotten. They “no longer have a voice.” But, Trump claimed, he 
would change all of that: “i am your voice.”43

	 This promise became the central refrain of the speech. And 
though it was widely ridiculed in the following days, it was a bril­
liant distillation of the core promise populists around the globe 
have offered their voters all along: Marine Le Pen ran her 2017 
presidential campaign “au nom du peuple,” in the name of the peo­
ple. “We are the people,” Erdoğan once said to his opponents. 
“Who are you?” Norbert Hofer, the leader of Austria’s right-wing 
Freedom Party, echoed the same sentiment in a recent campaign 
appearance. “You have high society behind you,” he said. “I have 
the people with me.”44 The promise to give expression to the un­
adulterated voice of the people is the central feature of populism.

The appeal to the people is as important for whom it excludes as it 
is for whom it includes. When populists invoke the people, they are 
positing an in-group—united around a shared ethnicity, religion, 
social class, or political conviction—against an out-group whose 
interests can rightfully be disregarded. In other words, they are de­
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marcating the boundaries of the demos, implicitly arguing that po­
litical consideration is owed to some citizens but not to others. 
They are, in the apt words of Jan-Werner Müller, claiming a “moral 
monopoly of representation.”45

	 The history of the moral monopoly of representation is as long 
as it is bloody. During the French Revolution, Maximilien de Robes­
pierre came to power by opposing the monarch’s claim to embody 
the nation—but soon started to claim that it was he alone who 
truly manifested the will of the people. In 1914, still thinking of 
himself as a socialist fighting his people’s oppression by the cap­
italist class, Benito Mussolini founded a newspaper called Il Popolo 
d’Italia, or the People of Italy.46

	 The same rhetorical move has also been on clear display in more 
recent American history. This is what Sarah Palin was doing when 
she claimed that “the best of America is in these small towns . . . 
and in these wonderful little pockets of what I call the real Amer­
ica,” implicitly contrasting “pro-America areas of this great na­
tion” with those that are, by logical implication, “anti-America.”47 
It is what Glenn Beck was doing when he wrote a book titled The 
Real America: Messages from the Heart and Heartland.48 And of 
course it is what Donald Trump was expressing with characteristic 
bluntness when he said that “the only important thing is the unifi­
cation of the people, because the other people don’t mean any­
thing.”49

When populists are running for offi ce, they primarily direct their ire 
against ethnic or religious groups whom they don’t recognize as 
part of the “real” people. Once populists hold offi ce, they increas­
ingly direct their ire against a second target: all institutions, formal 
or informal, that dare to contest their claim to a moral monopoly 
of representation.
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	 In the early phases, the war on independent institutions fre­
quently takes the form of inciting distrust, or even outright hatred, 
of the free press.
	 Critical media outlets cover protests against the populist leader. 
They report on his government’s failings and give voice to his prom­
inent critics. They tell sympathetic stories about his victims. In do­
ing so, they challenge the illusion of consensus, showing a wide 
audience that the populist is lying when he claims to speak for all 
the people.
	 This is what makes the press so dangerous to the populist’s rule. 
And it is also why most populists take stringent measures against 
independent journalists and build up a network of loyalist media 
outlets that cheer their every move.
	 In Trump’s first press conference as president-elect of the United 
States, he called CNN “fake news,” referred to Buzzfeed as “a pile 
of garbage,” dismissed the BBC as “another beauty,” and called 
the press, as a whole, “dishonest.”50 On his first full day in offi ce, 
he sent his press secretary out to make a series of false statements 
about the press’s “deliberately false reporting.”51 Within his first 
month in offi ce, he graduated to excluding major newspapers from 
a White House briefing and labeling outlets from the New York 
Times to CNN “enemies of the American people.”52

	 Trump is also building his own counterprogramming. He has a 
very close relationship with Fox News. He has given press accredi­
tation to fringe websites that uncritically support his agenda. And 
he has even launched a regular newscast on his Facebook page that 
feeds his fans breathless accounts of his supposed achievements.53

	 European populists, on both the left and the right, behave in very 
similar ways. In Poland, Kaczynski’s far-right government took over 
the state broadcaster and attempted to bar independent reporters 
from the parliament.54 In Greece, Tsipras’s far-left government gave 
the state the power to decide who could have a voice on the air by 
limiting the total number of television licenses and effectively shut­
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tering a magazine that dared to criticize the foreign secretary.55 
There is every risk that Beppe Grillo, a man who has already prom­
ised to end what he calls the political control of Italy’s media, 
would follow suit if he were to win high offi ce.56

Attacks on the free press are but the first step. In the next step, 
the war on independent institutions frequently targets foundations, 
trade unions, think tanks, religious associations, and other nongov­
ernmental organizations.
	 Populists realize how dangerous intermediary institutions with a 
real claim to representing the views and interests of large segments 
of society are to the fiction that they, and they alone, speak for the 
people. They therefore work hard to discredit such institutions as 
tools of old elites or outside interests. Where this doesn’t suffi ce, 
they introduce laws limiting foreign funding to weaken them finan­
cially, or use their control over the regulatory state to impede their 
operation.
	 But the greatest ire, and the most ruthless attacks, are usually re­
served for state institutions that are not under the direct sway of 
the populist government. When public radio or television stations 
refuse to air government propaganda; when ethics watchdogs criti­
cize the government; when independent electoral commissions try 
to ensure free and fair elections; when the military refuses to carry 
out illegal orders; when legislators dare to use parliament as a basis 
for opposition; or when the highest court of the land deems the ac­
tions of the populist unconstitutional, these crucial institutions are 
first tarnished with the brush of treason—and then “reformed” or 
abolished.
	 In Hungary, for instance, Orbán has systematically filled the 
ranks of bureaucratic institutions that had once been impartial 
with avid loyalists, and undermined the independence of the coun­
try’s judiciary. In Venezuela, Hugo Chávez rewrote the constitution 
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as soon as he came into power, effectively politicizing every major 
institution in the country.57

	 The same tactic is increasingly in evidence even in Western Eu­
rope and North America. In Great Britain, for example, there is a 
long tradition of deference to the judiciary. But when a court ruled 
that Prime Minister Theresa May needed Parliament’s assent to 
trigger Britain’s exit from the European Union, the attacks on the 
judiciary took on an unprecedented bitterness. Displaying the pic­
tures of the three judges who had taken the decision in a visual style 
eerily reminiscent of the attacks against the German judiciary dur­
ing the 1930s, the Daily Telegraph fulminated against the way the 
judgment supposedly subverted the people’s will. The Daily Mail 
went a step further: pairing a similar picture with an even bigger 
headline, it brandished the judges as “enemies of the peo­
ple.”58

	 This perfectly captures the logic that is at work when populism 
turns against independent institutions. In the face of the populists’ 
claim to be the sole representatives of the popular will, politics 
quickly becomes an existential struggle between the real people and 
their enemies. For that reason, populists on both the left and the 
right are likely to turn increasingly illiberal as their power grows. 
Over time, they come to regard anybody who disagrees with them 
as a traitor and conclude that any institution that stands in their 
way is an illegitimate perversion of the people’s will. Both have to 
be done away with. What is left is nothing more than the populist’s 
whim.

The People Decide (to Do Whatever They Want)

Ali Erdoğan, the president of the small Turkish community in Wan­
gen bei Olten, had a big dream. One day, he hoped, a modest, blue-
and-gold minaret—about twenty feet in height—would adorn his 
cultural center in northern Switzerland.
	 Over years of effort, he managed to raise the necessary funds and 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Democracy without Rights    47

applied for a building permit. But locals quickly organized to op­
pose his plans. Some claimed that their views would be blocked by 
the minaret. Others feared that the town’s cultural identity might 
be threatened by so ostentatious an Islamic symbol. Others still 
were even more forthright: minarets don’t belong in Wangen bei 
Olten, and neither do the immigrants who want to erect them, they 
said. The town’s Building and Planning Commission unanimously 
voted to reject the application.
	 Erdoğan did not give up so quickly, and the controversy eventu­
ally shifted from the political process to the courts—as such deci­
sions often do these days. The Administrative Court of the Canton 
of Solothurn gave permission for the minaret. When locals ap­
pealed, the Federal Supreme Court finalized the decision. The min­
aret could be built after all.59

	 But this small victory for the rights of the Turkish community in 
Wangen bei Olten soon turned into a major defeat for the rights of 
religious minorities throughout Switzerland. Enraged by the courts’ 
decisions, a coalition of far-right activists started to collect signa­
tures for a popular referendum that would outlaw the building of 
any further minarets. “The people have said that we don’t want 
this,” Roland Kissling, the local leader of the Swiss People’s Party, 
said. “I’m in favor of integrating immigrants—but those people just 
ask for too much.”60

	 A majority of Kissling’s compatriots agreed. On November 29, 
2009, millions of Swiss voters headed to the polls to abridge Mus­
lims’ right of free worship. Political leaders, mainstream news­
papers, and foreign observers all appealed to voters to respect the 
rights of the largest religious minority in the country. But it was in 
vain. When all was said and done, the motion was carried with 58 
percent of the vote.61 In the wake of the referendum, the Swiss con­
stitution now reads: “Freedom of religion and conscience is guar­
anteed . . . The construction of minarets is prohibited.”62

	 Ali Erdoğan got to fulfill his dream. The referendum came too 
late to stop his minaret. But the modest tower that now adorns a 
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nondescript building on the outskirts of his town is the last of its 
kind to be built in Switzerland.
	 In the days after the referendum, shocked commentators all over 
the world called its outcome blatantly undemocratic.63 But their 
misleading use of this word only shows how diffi cult it is to talk 
about the current crisis with clarity when we take democracy to 
mean everything and anything. After all, it is diffi cult to think of a 
more direct way to let the people rule than to let them vote on con­
tentious issues.
	 That is why I prefer to say that the controversy over minarets 
epitomizes the disintegration of liberal democracy into two new re­
gime forms: illiberal democracy and undemocratic liberalism.
	 On one side of the divide, there are the bureaucratic and techno­
cratic institutions that uphold individual rights: The Administrative 
Court of the Canton of Solothurn and the Federal Supreme Court 
are both staffed with unelected judges. Both upheld the rights of an 
unpopular minority to freedom of worship. On the other side, there 
are the democratic institutions that allow the people to express 
their views: The elected members of the Building and Planning 
Commission and the referendum that called upon all adult citizens 
of Switzerland to make a final determination both served to trans­
late popular views into public policy.
	 So the problem with the Swiss referendum is not that it is some­
how undemocratic; it is that Swiss democracy is increasingly direct­
ing its energies against basic liberal norms.
	 In this, Switzerland is not alone.64

Since I am not in the habit of attending the rallies of far-right polit­
ical parties, I expected the campaign event of the Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) to feel, well, exotic, I suppose. Instead, it instantly 
reminded me of my youth. Everything about it seemed to be in­
spired by the provincial German towns in which I lived for part of 
my childhood in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
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	 The rally took place in a dreary sports-arena-cum-all-purpose-
event-space located in a middle-class suburb of Offenburg—the 
kind of place made up of family homes that are not identical, ex­
actly, but whose walls all have the same color, and whose roofs 
all  tilt at the same angle. Except for the predictable fact that it 
skewed old, the audience also looked unremarkable; if a manufac­
turer of orthodontic products had assembled an unusually large fo­
cus group, the vibe might have been about the same. Even the par­
ty’s placards looked unobtrusively commercial. Sporting blues that 
were a tad too blue and reds that were a tad too red, they reminded 
me of a PowerPoint template, or perhaps a bad subway ad.
	 Known for her toxic rhetoric against immigrants, Frauke Petry, 
then the leader of the AfD, has advocated using “verbal provoca­
tions” as a PR strategy in internal emails.65 True to her word, she 
recently called on the German police to avert illegal border cross­
ings by any means necessary, including the use of guns.66

	 When she took the stage in Offenburg, those illiberal instincts 
were on full display.67 The anger at immigrants was a bit too vis­
ceral, the insistence on the inability of newcomers to become true 
members of the German nation a little too strident for comfort. 
Often accused of stoking irrational fears, she insisted that “fear 
and envy are an important part of politics.” Germans, she said to a 
massive round of applause, should no longer refrain from using 
historically charged terms like “the Volk” with pride.
	 Over the course of the night, these deeply illiberal themes kept 
recurring. But what was just as striking, and much less widely 
noted in the media, is how much emphasis the party put on deepen­
ing democracy throughout the rally. Looking around the hall, I was 
not surprised to see placards saying that “immigration requires 
clear rules,” or that Germany should not be “the world’s paymas­
ter.” But I was baffled to spot another placard, featuring a Swiss 
flag: “Switzerland is in favor of referenda,” it said. “We are, too.”
	 The case for direct democracy, Petry explained early in her 
speech, is a core concern of the party—and one about which no 
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journalist ever wanted to ask her. When the German Constitution 
was passed in 1949, she said, it promised two laws: one to elect 
MPs and another to allow citizens to initiate national referenda. 
But in the end, politicians only ever passed the law setting up elec­
tions to the Bundestag, and German citizens still lack the right to 
decide urgent matters for themselves. “As a result,” Petry told three 
hundred supporters, indignation rising in her voice, “we now live 
in a semi-democracy.”
	 Establishment politicians would like to keep things just the way 
they are. They, Petry argued, “are secretly happy that citizens have 
become so disenchanted with politics. After all, it means that no­
body stops them from doing what they want.”68 But unlike the po­
litical establishment, her party is different. It, and it alone, wants 
the German people to decide its fate for itself.
	 That’s where Germany’s small neighbor comes in. Switzerland, 
Petry said, has a wonderful political system, precisely because it 
trusts its citizens to make important decisions. It’s high time for 
Germany to do the same.
	 Beyond Germany’s border, referenda have a newfound appeal 
for similar reasons. The UK Independence Party (UKIP), Podemos, 
Cinque Stelle, and other parties across Europe have all called for 
referenda. In the Netherlands, Geert Wilders presented his cam­
paign promises for the 2017 parliamentary elections in an infa­
mously hardline manifesto. The second of his eleven points was as­
toundingly simple (and thoroughly illiberal): ban the Koran. But 
the third point was ostensibly democratic: he sought to introduce 
binding referenda.69

s
It’s impossible to make sense of the rise of populism without facing 
up to the ways in which it claims the mantle of democracy.
	 Older far-right movements openly longed for a return to the fas­
cist past or sought to establish a hierarchical system that would 
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transcend democracy. In France, the founder of the Front National, 
Jean-Marie Le Pen, defended the Vichy Regime and dismissed the 
Holocaust as a “detail of history.”70 In Germany, the National 
Democratic Party (NPD) glorified senior Nazis like Rudolf Hess 
and cast doubt on the legitimacy of the country’s postwar constitu­
tional order.71

	 The successors of these movements, by contrast, don’t just ab­
stain from open sympathy for a more authoritarian system; much 
of the time, they portray themselves as a democratic alternative to 
the oligarchic establishment.
	 In France, Marine Le Pen expelled her father from the party 
when he repeated his calumnies about the Holocaust and now 
claims to be more democratic than the establishment parties.72 In 
Germany, the AfD is (albeit reluctantly) in the process of expelling 
Björn Höcke because he called for a “180 degree turn in how we 
remember the past.” The party is also doubling down on the claim 
that it alone stands for a truly democratic system: “they are against 
us,” one of its slogans runs, “because we are for you.”73

	 The populists’ vociferous commitment to democracy is neatly 
summed up in the way they cheered the outcome of the 2016 Amer­
ican election. As Viktor Orbán put it, Trump’s victory marked 
America’s transition from “liberal non-democracy” to “real de­
mocracy.”74

	 Some leading analysts of populism, like Jan-Werner Müller, have 
refused to acknowledge this democratic energy. The phrase “illib­
eral democracy,” Müller argues, plays right into the hands of these 
regimes, reinforcing “such leaders’ image as opponents of liberal­
ism, while allowing them to continue to refer to their actions as 
democratic.” But in truth, he claims, illiberal governments are in­
herently undemocratic: “if opposition parties have been hindered 
in making their case to the electorate, and journalists do not dare to 
report on the government’s failures, the ballot boxes have already 
been stuffed.”75

	 I share both Müller’s anger at the damage already done by the 
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populists and his concern about the danger they still pose. But I 
also fear that the refusal to acknowledge that there is something 
democratic about the energy that propels them to power in the first 
place stops us from understanding the nature of their appeal—and 
makes it more diffi cult to think carefully and creatively about how 
to stop them.
	 Rather than hoping to establish a hierarchical political system 
that transcends democracy, as older far-right movements often did, 
today’s populists claim that they seek to deepen the democratic ele­
ments of our current system. That matters.
	 But even in cases in which the populists’ democratic commit­
ments are genuine, they still pose a danger to democracy. As Müller 
rightly points out, their illiberal predilections are deeply at odds 
with the maintenance of institutions, like free and fair elections, 
that stop them from running roughshod over the popular will once 
they become unpopular. That matters, too.
	 Populists claim that they are the voice of the real people. They 
believe that any resistance to their rule is illegitimate. And so they, 
all too often, give in to the temptation to silence the opposition and 
destroy rival power centers. It is impossible to understand their na­
ture without acknowledging the democratic energy that is driving 
them—and yet it is also impossible to understand what damage 
they are likely to wreak without recognizing how quickly that en­
ergy can turn against the people. Unless the defenders of liberal de­
mocracy manage to stand up to the populists, illiberal democracy 
will always be in danger of descending into outright dictatorship.
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Rights without Democracy

IT WAS A MOMENTOUS DAY for the peasants of the Januschau, a re­
mote part of Eastern Prussia. For the first time in their, or their fa­
thers’, or their fathers’ fathers’ lives, they were called upon to vote. 
For centuries, they had been subjects—virtually possessions—of 
the Oldenburg family, with no voice and very few rights. Now, they 
were to partake in the incomprehensibly noble act of ruling them­
selves.
	 As they gathered around the local inn, which had hurriedly been 
converted into a polling station for the occasion, they saw that the 
new world retained not a few elements of the old. The land inspec­
tor of the Oldenburg family was handing out sealed envelopes. 
They contained ballots that had already been marked.
	 Most peasants did as they were told. They cast their first-ever 
ballot without knowing who it was they were voting for.
	 One lone rebel dared to open his envelope. He immediately at­
tracted the inspector’s fury. Striking him with a cane, he shouted, in 
honest indignation: “It’s a secret ballot, you swine!”1

	 In most places, democracy’s pretense to let the people rule was a 
little more serious, and the elite’s hold over the electoral process a 
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little more tenuous. Even so, this story from the dawn of democ­
racy encapsulates the basic deal that traditional elites offered to the 
mass of the people at the inception of our political system: “As long 
as you let us call the shots, we will pretend to let you rule.”
	 It’s a deal that has proven phenomenally successful for two hun­
dred and fifty years. Today, it is getting increasingly diffi cult to sus­
tain.

Liberal democracy is all things to all people: a promise to the masses 
to let them call the shots; a promise to minorities to protect their 
rights from an oppressive majority; and a promise to economic 
elites that they will be allowed to keep their riches. It is this chame­
leonic quality that has helped to make liberal democracy uniquely 
stable.
	 At the most fundamental level, this quality depends on a ten­
sion that is central to the history of liberal democracies. The politi­
cal systems of countries like Great Britain and the United States 
were founded not to manifest but to oppose democracy; they have 
retrospectively been given a democratic halo by the latter-day claim 
that they let the people rule. The credibility of that claim depends 
on what they are compared to. So long as the memory of abso­
lute monarchy was recent, and a more directly democratic system 
seemed unfeasible, liberal democracies could claim to let the people 
rule. This held true for the century or so during which democracy 
enjoyed its unprecedented ideological hegemony. It no longer does. 
As a result, the democratic myth that has helped to make our insti­
tutions look uniquely legitimate is losing its hold.
	 The undemocratic roots of our supposedly democratic institu­
tions are clearly on display in Great Britain. Parliament was not 
designed to let the people rule; it was a blood-soaked compromise 
between a beleaguered monarch and the upper echelons of the 
country’s elite. Only when the franchise was gradually expanded 
over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries did any­
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body have the idea that this system of government could possibly 
be thought to resemble a democracy. Even then, the widening of 
the franchise turned out to transform the system much less funda­
mentally than both the advocates and the opponents of democratic 
reform had predicted.2

	 Because it was founded in a more ideologically self-conscious 
manner, that same history is even more evident in the American 
case. For the Founding Fathers, the election of representatives, 
which we have come to regard as the most democratic way to 
translate popular views into public policy, was a mechanism for 
keeping the people at bay.
	 Elections were, in the words of James Madison, meant to “refine 
and enlarge the public views, by passing them through the medium 
of a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the 
true interest of their country.”3 That this radically curtailed the de­
gree to which the people could actually influence the government 
was no accident: “The public voice, pronounced by the representa­
tives of the people,” Madison argued, “will be more consonant to 
the public good than if pronounced by the people themselves, con­
vened for the purpose.”4

	 In short, the Founding Fathers did not believe a representative 
republic to be second best; on the contrary, they found it far prefer­
able to the factious horrors of a democracy. As Alexander Hamil­
ton and James Madison made clear in Federalist No. 63, the es­
sence of the American Republic would consist—their emphasis​
—“in the total exclusion of the people, in their col­
lective capacity, from any share” in the government.5

	 It was only in the nineteenth century, as the material and politi­
cal conditions of American society changed with mass immigra­
tion, westward expansion, civil war, and rapid industrialization, 
that a set of entrepreneurial thinkers began to dress up an ideologi­
cally self-conscious republic in the unaccustomed robes of a born-
again democracy. The very same institutions that had once been 
designed to exclude the people from any share in the government 
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were now commended for facilitating government “of the people, 
by the people, for the people.”6

	 But though America increasingly came to be seen as a democ­
racy, reality lagged far behind. Only gradually did the United States 
make real improvements to its democratic process. With the ratifi­
cation of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, “race, color, or pre­
vious condition of servitude” could no longer be used to deny citi­
zens the right to vote (though, in practice, they often were).7 The 
direct election of senators was established by the Seventeenth 
Amendment in 1912.8 Finally, the Nineteenth Amendment, passed 
in 1920, decreed that “the right of citizens of the United States to 
vote shall not be denied or abridged on account of sex.”9

	 These reforms did make American institutions more democratic. 
But the transformation of the language we use to describe the insti­
tutions of American democracy has been much more far-reaching 
than the transformation of the institutions themselves. And key to 
that transformation has been a story about the limits of democratic 
governance under modern conditions.
	 In ancient Athens, so the story went, the people—or at least 
those who were regarded as the people, which is to say adult male 
citizens—could rule directly because there were so few of them, be­
cause the territory of the state was so small, and because so many 
of them owned slaves who took care of their daily needs.10 This is 
no longer the case. As John Adams noted, the people “can never 
act, consult, or reason together, because they cannot march five 
hundred miles, nor spare the time, nor find a space to meet.”11 Un­
der modern conditions, direct democracy was supposedly impossi­
ble.
	 This realization allowed the democratic writers of the late nine­
teenth century to carry out a peculiar reinvention of American 
government. While representative institutions had been founded in 
self-conscious opposition to the ideal of democracy, they were now 
redescribed as the closest instantiation of that ideal possible under 
modern conditions. Thus, the founding myth of liberal democratic 
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ideology—the improbable fiction that representative government 
would facilitate the rule of the people—was born.
	 A man who puts new wine into old bottles, warns the Gospel of 
Luke, is likely to come to grief: “the new wine will burst the bot­
tles, and be spilled, and the bottles shall perish.”12 The opposite 
proved true for democracy. The rising tide of egalitarian sentiment 
during the nineteenth century should, by rights, have come into op­
position with a set of avowedly aristocratic institutions. Instead, 
their fresh packaging gave representative institutions a new lease 
on life. It pleased the elites who continued to get their way on the 
most important issues as much as it pleased the egalitarians who 
came to see it as an instantiation of their aspirations.
	 For a long century, democracy’s founding myth proved to be one 
of the most powerful ideological forces in the history of mankind. 
It was under its watch, and in the context of the miraculous tran­
substantiation between elite control and popular appeal which it 
afforded, that democracy conquered half the globe. And though 
it had never exactly been correct—it would, all along, have been 
possible to make more use of popular referenda, or to restrict the 
ability of representatives to deviate from the will of their constitu­
ents—it retained suffi cient footing in reality to keep a hold over the 
democratic imagination.

That basis is now crumbling. One reason is that, with the advent 
of the internet, Adams’s worry about the people’s inability to de­
liberate together has come to seem quaint. It may be true that the 
people cannot march five hundred miles nor find a place to meet. 
But why should they need to? If the people truly sought to govern 
themselves, they could easily do so. A virtual agora could replace 
the physical agora of ancient Athens, allowing every citizen to de­
bate and vote on policy proposals both big and small.
	 I am not suggesting that most citizens of contemporary democra­
cies want to be intimately involved in the process of policy-making. 
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They don’t. Nor do I believe that deliberation on a virtual agora 
would turn out to be civil and rational. It wouldn’t. For good rea­
son, the idea of direct democracy has many more adherents in the­
ory than it does in practice.
	 But though today’s citizens are no more inclined to vote and de­
liberate about every obscure law and regulation than were the citi­
zens of the 1960s, or those of the 1830s, they now have a much 
more instinctive sense that our democratic institutions are highly 
mediated. To previous generations, it might have seemed natural 
that the people would rule through parliamentary institutions and 
elect their representatives by going to a polling station. But to a 
generation raised on the digital, plebiscitary, and immediate voting 
of Twitter and Facebook, of Big Brother and American Idol, these 
institutions have come to seem strangely cumbersome.
	 Today’s citizens may not be as invested in the outcome of debates 
on public policy as they are in who gets voted out of the Big Brother 
house. They may not even want their influence on the system of 
government to be as immediate as their vote in the season finale of 
American Idol. But, for all of that, they have a very clear model for 
what it feels like to have a real, direct impact. They know that if we 
wanted to design a system of government that truly allowed the 
people to rule, it would not look much like representative democ­
racy.

There is another, even more important reason why democracy’s 
founding myth no longer has the same hold over our imagina­
tion:  over the past decades, political elites have insulated them­
selves from popular views to a remarkable extent.
	 While the system was never set up to let the people rule, it did 
have important elements of popular participation. Most political 
decisions were made by an elected legislature. And many of these 
legislators had deep links with their constituents: they came from 
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all parts of the country and had close connections with local asso­
ciations, from churches to trade unions.
	 Legislators were also likely to be deeply imbued with an ideol­
ogy that gave them a sense of purpose. Whether they were Social 
Democrats who hailed from poor families and saw themselves as 
advocates for ordinary workers, or Christian Democrats who came 
from religious families and saw themselves as defenders of tradi­
tion, they had a clear political mission—and often anticipated re­
turning to the communities from which they hailed after leaving 
offi ce.
	 Today, this is true for very few professional politicians. The legis­
lature, once the most important political organ, has lost much of its 
power to courts, to bureaucrats, to central banks, and to interna­
tional treaties and organizations. Meanwhile, the people who make 
up the legislature have in many countries become less and less simi­
lar to the people they are meant to represent: nowadays, few of 
them have strong ties to their local communities and even fewer 
have a deep commitment to a structuring ideology.
	 As a result, average voters now feel more alienated from poli­
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tics than they ever have before. When they look at politicians, they 
don’t recognize themselves—and when they look at the decisions 
taken by them, they don’t see their preferences reflected in them.
	 There has never been a time of perfect popular participation. As 
the founding myth of democracy reminds us, the glass has always 
been half full. But now, it is in danger of going on empty.

Limits on Electoral Institutions

Over the last decades, the elected representatives of the people have 
lost a lot of their power.
	 Since the end of World War II, the complexity of the regulatory 
challenges facing the state has vastly increased: Technology ad­
vanced and economic processes became more intricate. Monetary 
policy grew to be a core tool for stabilizing the economy. Even 
more important, some of the most pressing political challenges now 
facing mankind, from climate change to growing inequality, have 
deeply global roots, and seemingly outstrip the ability of nation 
states to find an adequate response.
	 Each of these changes has prompted a shift of power away from 
national parliaments. To deal with the need for regulation in highly 
technical fields, bureaucratic agencies staffed with subject-matter 
experts began to take on a quasi-legislative role. To set monetary 
policy and resist political pressure to create artificial booms in elec­
tion years, more and more central banks became independent. Fi­
nally, to do everything from setting rules about trade to negotiat­
ing agreements regarding climate change, an array of international 
treaties and organizations came into being.
	 This loss of power for the people’s representatives is not a result 
of elite conspiracy. On the contrary, it has occurred gradually, and 
often imperceptibly, in response to real policy challenges. But the 
cumulative result has been a creeping erosion of democracy: as 
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more and more areas of public policy have been taken out of popu­
lar contestation, the people’s ability to influence politics has been 
drastically curtailed.

BUREAUCRATS AS LAWMAKERS

When Great Britain’s Ministry of Administrative Affairs was found 
to indulge in waste of gargantuan proportions, Sir Humphrey, its 
most senior civil servant, was hauled in front of a Select Commit­
tee of the House of Commons. But instead of showing contrition 
for the fact that his department had spent a boatful of taxpayers’ 
money on maintaining an unused roof garden, he tried to deflect 
the blame.
	 “It was thought that the sale of flowers and vegetable produce 
might offset the cost,” he ventured.
	 “And did it?” a member of Parliament asked.
	 “No,” he admitted.
	 “You agree the money was wasted?” she asked.
	 “It’s not for me to comment on government policy. You must ask 
the minister.”
	 “Look, Sir Humphrey. Whatever we ask the minister, he says is 
an administrative question for you. And whatever we ask you, you 
say is a policy question for the minister. How do you suggest we 
find out what’s going on?”
	 “Yes, yes, yes, I do see that there’s a real dilemma here, in that 
while it is government policy to regard policy as the responsibil­
ity of ministers and administration as the responsibility of offi cials, 
the questions of administrative policy can cause confusion between 
the policy of administration and the administration of policy, espe­
cially when responsibility for the administration of the policy of 
administration conflicts or overlaps with responsibility for the ad­
ministration of policy.”
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	 “Well that’s a load of meaningless drivel, isn’t it?” the MP asked.
	 “It’s not for me to comment on government policy,” Sir Hum­
phrey replied. “You must ask the minister.”
	 Sir Humphrey and the Ministry of Administrative Affairs are, as 
you will have guessed, fictional. They are drawn from Yes Minister, 
a beloved 1980s BBC sitcom that portrayed the daily struggles of a 
feckless politician trying to get his agenda past a bureaucracy intent 
on frustrating his plans and serving its own interests.13

	 But while Sir Humphrey’s exploits and verbal acrobatics were 
exaggerated for comedic effect, they contained a sizeable kernel of 
truth. “Its perceptive portrayal of what goes on in the corridors of 
power,” Margaret Thatcher raved while in offi ce, “has given me 
hours of pure joy.”14 David Cameron, one of Thatcher’s real-life 
successors at 10 Downing Street, echoed the sentiment some three 
decades later. Studying politics at Oxford, he had once “had to 
write an essay on ‘How true to life is Yes, Minister.’ I think I wrote 
. . . that it wasn’t true to life. I can tell you, as prime minister, it is 
true to life.”15

	 Frustrated politicians aren’t the only ones to emphasize the out­
sized role bureaucracy now plays in the politics of many democra­
cies around the world. On the contrary, a broad field of academic 
study has found both that it is very hard for politicians to control 
the bureaucracy, and that the scope of decisions made by bureau­
cratic agencies has expanded over the past years.

On the simplest account of the state, the people elect legislators 
who turn the popular will into laws. Bureaucrats then apply those 
laws to particular cases. They play an important role, yes, but also 
a subordinate one. Ultimately, their task is to serve the popular will 
as it is expressed in legislation.
	 In reality, the story has never been quite so simple. In summariz­
ing Max Weber’s account of bureaucracy, for example, textbooks 
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usually emphasize that civil servants follow “general rules” rather 
than settling cases “by individual commands given for each case.”16 
But Weber realized that a judge or a bureaucrat is not just “an au­
tomaton into which legal documents and fees are stuffed at the top 
in order that it may spill forth the verdict at the bottom.”17 On the 
contrary, the process of implementing legislation has always al­
lowed for discretion and creativity: even a meticulously written law 
leaves questions of detail unanswered, and important bureaucratic 
procedures unstipulated. As a result, civil servants have played an 
important political role ever since the rise of the modern-day bu­
reaucracy. They were never quite as subordinate as the simplest 
models of politics would have us believe.18

	 And yet the recent growth in the numbers of bureaucrats and the 
expansion of their role has been striking. Over the course of the 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the number of civil ser­
vants has skyrocketed and the scope of their influence has im­
mensely expanded. As a result, the degree to which public policy is 
determined by the elected representatives of the people has been 
significantly curtailed.
	 The figures are striking. In Great Britain, for example, the num­
ber of national bureaucrats has gone from about 100,000 in 1930 
to 400,000 in 2015. (Over the same time period, the overall popu­
lation only increased by about a third.)19

While the increase in the size of the bureaucracy is remarkable, 
two qualitative changes may be even more important: Government 
agencies have become increasingly influential in the design of laws 
passed by parliaments.20 At the same time, they have increasingly 
taken on the role of quasi-legislators, gaining the authority to de­
sign and implement broad rules in key areas like financial or en­
vironmental regulation. Taken together, these two developments 
mean that a vast share of the rules to which ordinary citizens are 
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subject are now written, implemented, and sometimes even initi­
ated by unelected offi cials.
	 Traditional bureaucratic bodies are charged with implementing 
legislation drawn up by the legislature, and they are led by a politi­
cian—often a member of Parliament in his or her own right—who 
has been appointed by the president or prime minister. But in a 
growing number of policy areas, the job of legislating has been sup­
planted by so-called “independent agencies” that can formulate 
policy on their own and are remarkably free from oversight by ei­
ther the legislature or the elected head of government.21 Once they 
are founded by the legislature, these boards and commissions are 
charged with taking “legally diffi cult, technically complex, and of­
ten politically sensitive decisions.” Many of them are given full 
regulatory authority—in other words, “they can issue regulations, 
take administrative action to enforce their statutes and regulations, 
and decide cases through administrative adjudication.”22

	 In the United States, these independent agencies include the Fed­
eral Communications Commission (FCC), created in 1934, which 
regulates radio and television networks and rules on key questions 
of the digital age like net neutrality;23 the Securities Exchange Com­
mission (SEC), also created in 1934, which is charged with pro­
tecting investors by regulating the operation of banks and other 
financial service providers, with maintaining fair markets, and 
with facilitating capital formation;24 the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), created in 1970, which is empowered to pass reg­
ulation for such broad objectives as maintaining clean water and 
protecting endangered species;25 and the Consumer Financial Pro­
tection Bureau (CFPB), created in 2010, which regulates personal 
financial services like mortgages and credit cards.26

	 The range of contentious issues about which these independent 
agencies have ruled in the last years testifies to their importance. 
The FCC has long determined what words are verboten on cable 
television, making it largely responsible for the peculiar Ameri­
can custom of bleeping curse words in many television programs.27 
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Key to regulating the most important medium of the late twentieth 
century, the FCC is now shaping the future of the most important 
medium of the early twenty-first century: in 2015, it ruled to re­
quire internet providers to follow “net neutrality” rules designed to 
ensure equal access to a wide variety of web offerings.28 Similarly, 
the EPA has been a key player in fights about environmental policy 
for the past fifty years, from banning the use of DDT to ensuring 
the quality of public drinking water.29 Over the last years, it has 
also made itself central to the American policy response to climate 
change, deeming carbon a pollutant and proposing limits on admis­
sible emissions from new power plants.30 Meanwhile, in the first 
five years of its existence, the CFPB has proposed a rule to curtail 
payday lending and required financial advisors to act in the best 
interest of investors, eliminating some of the risky practices that led 
to the 2008 mortgage crisis.31

Far from making decisions about a few blockbuster cases, indepen­
dent agencies are now responsible for the vast majority of laws, 
rules, and regulations. In 2007, for example, Congress enacted 138 
public laws. In the same year, US federal agencies finalized 2,926 
rules.32 And it is simply not clear that voters enjoy any real form of 
oversight over the rules by which they are bound.33

	 The United States is not alone. Equivalents to America’s indepen­
dent agencies have developed in other countries as well. In Britain, 
for example, there were once over 900 Quasi-Autonomous Non-
Governmental Organizations (QUANGOs), governmental bodies 
that are funded by taxpayer money yet have little or no demo­
cratic oversight.34 While some QUANGOs, like the Environmental 
Agency, were performing essential tasks, the rapid increase in their 
number and the breadth of their tasks worried the public more and 
more.35 In 2010, Parliament listened to the critics, promising to cut 
or merge about a third of existing QUANGOs.36 But most QUAN­
GOs survived the cull, and many changes turned out to be cos­
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metic: “A closer analysis reveals that whilst the government have 
reduced the number of public bodies, they have got rid of relatively 
few functions and have instead engaged in . . . ‘bureau-shuffling.’”37

	 But perhaps the most powerful “independent agency” in the 
world is the European Commission. In most countries, the bureau­
cracy’s power is somewhat limited by the presence of a strong head 
of government on the one side and the energy of a legislature with 
real backing from ordinary citizens on the other side. In the Euro­
pean Union, by contrast, broad policy priorities are set at a summit 
of the heads of government of individual member states that meets 
only a few times a year. The legislature, meanwhile, is selected in 
an  electoral contest that sees abysmal turnout and is largely re­
garded by voters as an opportunity to protest against unpopular 
national governments—in part because the European Parliament’s 
powers are, in any case, highly restricted. As a result, the European 
Commission, an organization of career bureaucrats, has histori­
cally been the motor of most of the EU’s activities: it is the commis­
sion that initiates, writes, and implements a lot of EU law.38

	 Make no mistake: independent agencies have real accomplish­
ments to their name. By and large, I believe that the decisions of the 
FCC and the SEC, of the EPA and the CFPB have made the United 
States a better place. The same is true of the European Commission 
and a variety of British QUANGOs. And yet, there is a real trade-
off between respect for the popular will and the ability to solve 
complicated policy problems. While independent agencies accom­
plish crucial tasks not easily performed by other institutions, it is 
diffi cult to deny that they take important decisions out of political 
contestation.

CENTRAL BANKS

When I was growing up in Germany in the 1980s and 1990s, some 
six decades after hyperinflation had eaten away at the value of pa­
per money and the stability of the Weimar Republic, my teachers 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Rights without Democracy    67

would recount stories about those years as though they had hap­
pened just a few months before I was born.
	 “My father had some savings,” I remember Frau Limens, my 
third-grade teacher, telling us. “He just wanted to keep them in the 
bank. But everyone was telling him he had to find a way to spend 
the money. It kept losing value. He needed to act as soon as pos­
sible. So, after much consideration, he decided to buy something 
people would always want: sugar. That way, he thought, he could 
sell the sugar bit by bit, buying bread and clothes for us until the 
whole chaos was over.”
	 “Did it work?” one of my classmates asked. “Could you buy ev­
erything you needed?
	 “Well,” she said, gravely, “he borrowed the neighbor’s oxcart 
and went to purchase the sugar. It was a large amount of sugar, and 
it filled the whole cart. A big, white mountain. But it took him 
longer than he thought to drag the sugar back to our barn. And just 
as he was beginning to unload the su—”
	 “Oh, oh,” my classmate said.
	 “Just as he was beginning to unload the sugar, it started to rain. 
In buckets. A few short minutes, and the whole big mountain—all 
of those precious savings—washed away.”
	 “Whoa,” my classmate said.
	 “Yes, whoa,” my teacher agreed.
	 In one form or another, implicitly or explicitly, such stories al­
ways followed a clear arc from danger to redemption. The whole 
trouble, Frau Limens told our group of confused nine-year-olds, 
had started because “politicians were making all the decisions about 
money.” That is why, after the war, “we made the Bundesbank in­
dependent. Nowadays, we wouldn’t have that problem.”

The real history of inflation and central bank independence is a lit­
tle more complicated than Frau Limens had led us to believe. Faced 
with huge debt from World War I and a set of debtors highly deter­
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mined to extract what they could from the country they had just 
defeated, the German government was desperate to find ways to 
acquire foreign currency. Presented with a lot of bad options, it 
chose a terrible one: printing mountains of money.39

	 But the political lessons the country drew about the resulting 
hyperinflation really were about as blunt as what Frau Limens 
taught us in the third grade. After World War II, many Germans 
blamed Hitler’s rise to power on the destabilizing experience of 
hyperinflation, and the destabilizing experience of hyperinflation 
on political meddling with the money supply. To avoid a slide back 
into chaos or even fascism, they concluded, the new Bundesbank 
would have to be as independent as possible. This independence 
encompassed not only an interdiction on elected politicians inter­
fering with its day-to-day operations or making decisions on the 
appointment of its governors. In stark contrast to other central 
banks around the world, the Bundesbank also gained the right to 
determine its own policy objectives, deciding on its own whether to 
prioritize low inflation or low unemployment.40

	 Germany’s postwar economic success and the great stability of 
the Deutschmark soon became a core object of national pride. So 
when European political elites decided to embark on the process of 
monetary union in the course of the 1980s, one of the features on 
which German leaders insisted was that the European Central Bank 
(ECB) would have to follow the model of the Bundesbank.
	 That is exactly what eventually came to pass: “The ECB,” ac­
cording to Daniel Gros, “was the Bundesbank 2.0, but even a bit 
stronger in terms of its independence.”41 The whole point of its in­
stitutional design, writes Christopher Alessi, was to ensure that it 
would be “governed by unelected technocrats who fell outside the 
purview of political accountability.”42

	 The influence of the Bundesbank goes even further: Over the 
course of the 1970s and 1980s, economists began to make more 
far-reaching arguments for central bank independence on the Ger­
man model. Since politicians who are up for election at regular in­
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tervals have a strong incentive to create short-term booms, leading 
scholars like Robert Barro and Robert J. Gordon argued, depen­
dent central banks would boost inflation in the short run without 
sustainably decreasing unemployment in the long run.43 Making 
central banks independent would put decisions about interest rates 
in the hands of people who are insulated from such short-term in­
centives, and thereby boost long-term economic performance. And 
so countries from Great Britain to Japan, and from Moldova to 
Kenya gave their central bankers a much greater degree of indepen­
dence. Over the course of the 1990s, Simone Polillo and Mauro 
Guillén write, 54 countries all around the world “made statutory 
changes towards greater independence . . . Only 24 countries with­
out a strongly independent central bank as of 1989 did not intro­
duce any statutory changes during the 1990s.”44

There is another reason why the greater independence of central 
banks around the world matters so much: it is not only that many 
institutions that were under the effective control of elected legisla­
tors fifty years ago are now ruled by unelected technocrats who are 
free from political accountability. It is also that the importance of 
decisions taken by these institutions has grown over that same time 
period.
	 For most of the history of liberal democracy, central banks only 
had limited weapons at their disposal. For much of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, the value of most currencies was tied 
to its gold reserves. In the Bretton Woods system, which came 
to  dominate in the wake of World War II, exchange rates were 
largely fixed; on the relatively rare occasions when they had to 
be adjusted, the decision was usually taken by elected politicians 
rather than unelected bureaucrats. During this period, Polillo and 
Guillén write, “finance ministers became the key decision-makers, 
while central banks . . . played a relatively limited and quiet role in 
economic and financial policymaking.”45
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	 Only since the demise of Bretton Woods in the early 1970s did 
central banks gain the leeway to set interest rates in keeping with 
their policy objectives. Long consigned to keeping a system de­
signed by elected politicians stable, they are now the key institu­
tions deciding, for example, whether it is more important for a 
country to minimize inflation or unemployment.46 As a result, some 
of the most important economic decisions facing countries around 
the world are now taken by technocrats.

JUDICIAL REVIEW

In the 250 years since the Founding Fathers set up a republic that 
sought to exclude the people, in their collective capacity, from any 
share in the government, the hard-won introduction of universal 
suffrage was the second biggest institutional innovation. The big­
gest was entrusting nine unelected judges with the power to over­
rule the will of the people whenever it came into conflict with the 
preservation of individual rights.
	 This power has, historically, been used for some extraordinarily 
noble purposes. At times when most Americans were unwilling to 
grant the rights they claimed for themselves to a horrifically mis­
treated minority, it was the Supreme Court that stepped in. The 
end of segregation was brought about not by the will of the Ameri­
can people but rather by an institution that had the constitutional 
power to override it. When we think of the civil rights movement, 
we tend to think of the brave acts of ordinary citizens, from Rosa 
Parks to James Hood. And yet its history was just as much one of 
liberal decisions won against the resistance of electoral majorities.47

	 There can be no doubt that many of the most important ad­
vances for the rights of US citizens were handed down from a judi­
cial bench. There can also be no doubt that nine unelected judges 
hold a vast amount of power—and that there is at least a reason­
able case that they have become more willing to exercise that power 
over the course of the twentieth century.48
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	 Since 1954, the Supreme Court has ended segregation in schools 
and universities.49 It has ended and then reintroduced the death 
penalty.50 It has legalized abortion.51 It has limited censorship on 
television and radio.52 It has decriminalized homosexuality and in­
stituted same-sex marriage.53 It has struck down campaign finance 
regulations and gun control measures.54 It has determined whether 
millions of people would get health insurance55 and whether mil­
lions of “Dreamers” needed to live in fear of being deported.56

	 That’s why the American right has long railed against activist 
judges while the American left, which enjoyed a majority on the 
court for much of the postwar era, has long claimed that judges 
were merely doing their job. And it’s also why these roles are slowly 
reversing now that the court is starting to lean right.57 But though 
the question of whether the rule of the court has expanded over the 
past decades may be fraught with controversy, the best studies of 
the Supreme Court do suggest that its role is far larger than it was 
when the Constitution was written—and that it remains insulated 
from the will of the people in important ways.58

In most parts of the world, the rise of judicial review over the 
course of the past century is even more clear-cut than it is in Amer­
ica. According to my research, for example, only eight of the twenty-
two countries that could be classified as democracies in 1930 had 
judicial review. Today, twenty-one of them do.59

	 The global rise of constitutional review is even more striking 
when we widen the sample to include both new democracies and 
autocracies. According to a study by Tom Ginsburg and Mila Ver­
steeg, 38 percent of countries guaranteed the power of judicial re­
view to a constitutional court in 1951; by 2011, 83 percent of them 
did.60

	 Even in some of the countries where the constitution does not ex­
plicitly grant the power of judicial review to the courts, they have, 
in effect, started to play this role. The United Kingdom is Exhibit A. 
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Britain has long prided itself in a system of parliamentary sover­
eignty that gave the Houses of Parliament plenipotentiary powers. 
For many centuries, the country did not entrust its judges with the 
power of judicial review.61 This began to change after the United 
Kingdom joined the European Union in 1973.62 UK courts could 
now review acts of Parliament under EU law.63 Judicial review was 
further expanded after Britain incorporated the European Conven­
tion of Human Rights into domestic law.64 The attenuation of the 
doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty was completed in name as 
well as in practice in 2005, when the highest court in the land was 
given an appellation that evokes its new importance. While the 
country’s most senior judges had once been part of the House of 
Lords, they were now reconstituted as a separate body: the Su­
preme Court of the United Kingdom.65

	 A similar story could be told in other countries that had once 
limited the power of judicial review. In Canada, the 1982 Char­
ter  of Rights and Freedoms turned parliamentary into constitu­
tional sovereignty.66 In France, the powers of the Conseil d’État 
have gradually expanded, with its judges now making roughly 
10,000 rulings every year.67 Even in the Netherlands, where Article 
120 of the Constitution makes clear that no court can review the 
constitutionality of parliamentary acts, the introduction of interna­
tional human rights treaties has, de facto, expanded the powers of 
unelected judges.68 As a result, the only holdout among the many 
democracies that did not let judges overrule parliaments in 1930 
has now, to all intents and purposes, introduced a soft form of judi­
cial review.

Legal theorists like Jeremy Waldron have made some forceful argu­
ments against judicial review. The influence of the courts is meant 
to act as a safeguard against the tyranny of the majority. But, Wal­
dron argues, it is far from obvious that countries that have histori­
cally eschewed a system of judicial review, like the United King­

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Rights without Democracy    73

dom, have a worse record on protecting individual rights than 
countries that have always had a strong form of judicial review, 
like the United States.69 Similarly, courts are meant to be better at 
dealing with complex legal or philosophical questions, like abor­
tion, for which ordinary people and their representatives may not 
be properly trained. But Waldron finds that parliamentary debates 
about issues like abortion have actually been carried out at a very 
high level in countries without judicial review—and that the result­
ing political compromises have helped to establish a wide social 
consensus on morally fraught questions that still eludes countries 
with judicial review.70

	 Though Waldron’s points are powerful, I ultimately agree with 
the long list of eminent theorists, from Hans Kelsen to Ronald 
Dworkin, who have defended the legitimacy of judicial review. In 
moments of crisis, judges who are insulated from the popular will 
are more likely to protect vulnerable minorities and to stand up to 
power grabs by strongman leaders. Judicial review is a necessary 
safeguard.71

	 And yet, our support for judicial review should not blind us to its 
nature: the simple truth is that it takes many issues on which ordi­
nary people have strong opinions out of political contestation.72 It’s 
perfectly reasonable to think that, say, protecting sexual and reli­
gious minorities from discrimination is so important that it justifies 
overriding the will of the people. But if that is the case, intellectual 
honesty demands that we acknowledge the nature of the institution 
to which we are so committed: though it often sets itself against the 
popular will, we might then say, judicial review is justified by the 
fact that it protects individual rights and the rule of law.

INTERNATIONAL TREATIES AND ORGANIZATIONS

Since the end of World War II, countries have become more and 
more enmeshed with each other along a variety of dimensions: po­
litical, cultural, military, and of course economic.
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	 Back in 1960, only about a quarter of the world’s GDP was 
bound up in foreign trade. By the turn of the millennium, over half 
was generated from cross-border trade—and the share has only 
kept on rising since. The amount of foreign direct investment has 
increased even more dramatically: over the course of the last two 
decades of the twentieth century, foreign investment tripled, from 
one in ten dollars to over one in three dollars.73

	 It is only natural that the greater degree of global interconnect­
edness has led to a much larger number of international treaties 
and organizations. How can nation states remain fully in control 
of economic policy when over half of mankind’s economic activity 
flows across borders? And what point could there be in making en­
vironmental regulations without any process of international coor­
dination when carbon emissions in one country can raise tempera­
tures across the globe?
	 These are questions that staunch opponents of free trade, of trea­
ties between states, and of international organizations don’t take 
seriously enough. While they like to portray the rise of new modes 
of “international governance” as an elite conspiracy of corpora­
tions and technocrats, it is in fact a gradual response to underlying 
trends that nobody can wish away.
	 As valid as the reasons for the rise of international treaties and 
organizations are, though, it would be dishonest to pretend that 
they don’t have an impact on the nature of domestic politics. As the 
range of political decisions that are precluded by international trea­
ties or delegated to international bodies has risen, so too has the 
range of policy areas effectively taken out of democratic contesta­
tion.

The point of an international agreement is to coordinate the ac­
tions of different countries in order to set stable expectations and 
make them better able to achieve a common objective. So the loss 
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of national control involved in becoming subject to international 
agreements is not a bug of the system of international agreements; 
it is its primary feature. This is true of treaties stipulating the emis­
sion of noxious gases as much as it is true of treaties establishing 
international organizations like the World Bank or the United Na­
tions.
	 Free trade treaties are a strong case in point. To enter such an 
agreement, a state needs to abdicate (some of) its ability to make 
independent decisions on things like import tariffs: if it could rein­
troduce tariffs at any point, the free trade agreement would have 
failed in setting the stable expectations that account for a big part 
of its economic benefits.
	 Free trade offers big benefits to all countries that enjoy it. Even 
so, the inability to charge these kinds of tariffs restricts the freedom 
of maneuver for participating states in important ways. In the past, 
many developing countries managed to foster high-level industries 
by temporarily shielding them from competition. The United States 
did this for steel in the nineteenth century as surely as Japan and 
Taiwan did this for cars and electronics in the twentieth century.74 
Today, developing countries that are subject to the World Trade 
Organization, or to even more onerous regional trade agreements, 
are effectively barred from employing the same industrial strategy 
to grow their economy.75

	 This loss of control is compounded by the fact that modern-day 
trade deals go well beyond reducing or abolishing tariffs. Prohibi­
tions on protecting domestic industries from foreign takeover make 
it more diffi cult for governments to slow the job loss from globali­
zation or to cushion the social effect of these transformations. The 
attempt to eliminate hidden barriers to trade, including diverging 
regulatory and technical standards, makes it more diffi cult for na­
tional governments to pass new environmental protections. More 
ambitious agreements, like the North American Free Trade Agree­
ment (NAFTA), also include provisions for short-term work visas, 
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lessening a country’s control over the inflow of immigrants.76 Fi­
nally, the rise of “investor-state dispute settlements” gives corpora­
tions far-reaching powers to demand compensation for local regu­
lations that might dampen their profits in front of international 
tribunals.77

	 Many of these effects are most pronounced in the European 
Union. To create a truly “single market,” the EU has introduced 
far-reaching limitations on the autonomy of its member states.78 
For example, their ability to tax different forms of alcohol at dif­
ferential rates is limited because of fears that, say, Belgium, which 
produces a lot of beer, might choose to impose a heavy tax on wine 
while Italy, which produces a lot of wine, might impose a heavy 
tax on beer.79 Technical and environmental standards are frequently 
set by Brussels rather than by national capitals, putting significant 
powers in the hands of the European Commission.80 And finally, 
the free movement of people gives European citizens far-reaching 
rights to access the territory of other member states81—but limits 
the ability of member states to decide who should get to live in their 
territory.82

Free trade treaties constitute only a small subset of the interna­
tional agreements and organizations that now structure the inter­
national system. In fact, the United States is a party to so many 
agreements that the State Department has to prepare a “List of 
Treaties and Other International Agreements of the United States” 
as a stand-alone publication—one that runs to some 568 pages.83

	 Just as free trade deals have real economic benefits, so too many 
of these treaties help to keep the world secure or make a huge 
contribution in dealing with global problems like climate change. 
Though I—like just about every citizen—can hardly claim to have a 
detailed knowledge of most of these treaties, I do not doubt that 
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they were concluded for good reason, and continue to play an im­
portant role.
	 But that, for our present purposes, is not the point. The case for 
taking so many policy decisions out of democratic contestation 
may be perfectly sound. But even if it is, this does not change the 
fact that the people no longer have a real say in all these policy ar­
eas. In other words, undemocratic liberalism may have great bene­
fits—but that doesn’t give us a good reason to blind ourselves to its 
nature.

Co-optation of Electoral Institutions

One reason why our system has become less democratic—why, in 
my terms, it has become less effective at translating popular views 
into public policies—is that many important topics have been taken 
out of political contestation over the past decades. Legislatures, so 
this story goes, are hamstrung in their ability to enact the will of the 
people due to the growing power of bureaucrats, the large role 
played by central banks, the rise of judicial review, and the greater 
importance of international treaties and organizations. But there is 
also another big piece of the undemocratic puzzle: Even in areas 
where parliaments retain real power, they do a bad job of translat­
ing the views of the people into public policy. Elected by the people 
to represent their views, legislators have become increasingly insu­
lated from the popular will.
	 As Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page explain in a recent paper, 
there have long been four broad theories that sought to answer a 
question that is as simple as it is fundamental: “Who rules?”84 On 
one theory, the views of average people are decisive. On another 
theory, it is the views of the economic elite. A third theory holds 
that it is mass-based interest groups like the American Association 
of Retired Persons (AARP). Finally, a fourth predicts that narrow 
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interest groups like the National Potato Council carry the day. 
Gilens and Page put those theories to the test by tracking how well 
the policy preferences of these respective groups predicted how 
Congress would act on 1,779 policy issues over a span of two de­
cades.
	 The results are shocking. Economic elites and narrow interest 
groups were very influential. Mass-based interest groups had little 
effect on public policy. The views of ordinary citizens had virtually 
no independent impact at all. “When the preferences of economic 
elites and the stands of organized interest groups are controlled for, 
the preferences of the average American appear to have only a mi­
nuscule, near-zero, statistically non-significant impact upon public 
policy.”85 The upshot seems inescapable. “In the United States,” 
Gilens and Page conclude, “the majority does not rule.”86

	 To understand why ordinary people seem to have so little influ­
ence on the legislative branch even in areas where parliaments still 
call the shots, we need to understand some of the roots of their 
dispossession. What can explain why the views of ordinary people 
now have “near-zero” influence on how their elected representa­
tives act?

MONEY

Campaigning for reelection, Rupert Allason, a Conservative mem­
ber of Parliament, went out to the pub in his constituency in Tor­
bay. Although Allason had a reputation as a hard-living playboy, a 
penchant for Porsches, and a personal fortune reported to be in the 
millions, he neglected to tip the waitress. She was, local papers later 
reported, so furious that she decided to change her vote from the 
Conservatives to the Liberal Democrats—and to persuade her co-
workers to do the same.87

	 Going into election night, Allason had high hopes. Five years be­
fore, he had beaten his opponent by a comfortable margin of 5,787 
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votes. But when the results started to come in, they showed an un­
expectedly close race. In the end, after three recounts, Adrian Sand­
ers, Allason’s main rival, won by twelve votes—one of the most 
narrow victories in the history of British parliamentary elections.
	 If local press reports are to be believed, the case of the missing tip 
made all the difference. And if a recent study by Andrew C. Eggers 
and Jens Hainmueller is to be believed, Allason’s stinginess did not 
just cost him his seat in Parliament; it may also have reduced his 
long-term earnings prospects.88

	 About ten years ago, Eggers and Hainmueller set out to study 
whether politicians stood to gain financially from being elected to 
Parliament. But they ran into an obvious problem: All kinds of fac­
tors—charm, skill, prior wealth, and so on—might determine both 
whether candidates would win and whether they would be likely to 
be appointed to lucrative positions outside Parliament. To control 
for this confounding factor, Eggers and Hainmueller focused on 
those “pseudo-random” cases in which elections were so close that 
it seemed to be a matter of sheer luck who won and who lost. The 
data they found were striking: “Conservative MPs,” they concluded, 
“died almost twice as wealthy as similar Conservatives who unsuc­
cessfully ran for Parliament.”89

	 A big part of the reason for this worrying conclusion seems to be 
that candidates who had narrowly won election were more than 
three times as likely to serve on the board of companies listed on 
the London Stock Exchange than candidates who had narrowly 
lost election. The overall conclusion thus seems to follow naturally: 
“offi ce was lucrative for Conservative politicians because it en­
dowed them with political connections and knowledge that they 
could put to personal financial advantage.”90

When we think about the corrosive effect of money on the politi­
cal  system, it is easy to focus on the most clear-cut and extreme 
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cases. We picture men carrying suitcases full of money, or perhaps 
a brown envelope furtively exchanged in a busy public square. 
In  many fledgling democracies around the world, these kinds of 
straight-up bribes are indeed a huge problem. In countries like In­
dia or Iraq, a cash payment is required to do everything from get­
ting a driving license to obtaining a building permit.
	 Even in consolidated democracies like Germany or the United 
States, there are cases of this kind of explicit exchange of an agreed 
sum of money for a particular political favor—what legal scholars 
call “quid pro quo” corruption. That is what Illinois governor Rod 
Blagojevich may have been hoping to obtain back in 2009, when 
Barack Obama’s victory allowed him to fill the Senate seat the 
president-elect was about to vacate: “A fucking valuable thing,” 
Blagojevich called it in one wiretapped phone call. “I’ve got this 
thing and it’s fucking golden,” he added in another call. “I’m just 
not giving it up for fucking nothing.”91

	 Blagojevich ultimately went to prison for his shenanigans. In 
this, he was not alone. In the dozen years between 1990 and 2002, 
about 10,000 US offi cials were convicted for corrupt practices rang­
ing from the blatant to the ridiculous.92

	 Even so, the role of money in the political system tends to be 
more subtle in consolidated democracies. Instead of extracting rents 
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from the political system through explicit bribes, individuals and 
corporations mostly try to sway political decisions in their favor 
through political donations, lobbying, or the prospect of a lucra­
tive job.
	 Campaign contributions are an especially large problem in coun­
tries, like the United States, in which existing limits on political 
spending are extremely weak. As a result, total spending on Ameri­
can elections has continually grown in the last decades, and now 
stands at unprecedented levels. In 2012, for example, “reported 
federal campaign spending .  .  . reached almost $6.3 billion,” or 
over twice as much as the total annual GDP of an African country 
like Burundi.93

	 Some politicians are perfectly happy with this system: so long as 
they maintain friendly relations with big donors, it is easy for them 
to build up a big financial advantage over would-be challengers; if 
they tried and failed to change the rules about campaign finance, 
they might face the wrath of the donor class; and if they did some­
how manage to change the rules, they would enter a new, uncertain 
world. Better just to keep things the way they are . . .
	 But just as many politicians feel trapped in a system they find it 
impossible to change. And so the political will to reform the system 
has, at rare moments, materialized. Back in 2002, for example, two 
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Senate heavyweights worried by the perennially growing influence 
of money in politics worked across the aisle to change how elec­
tions are fought. John McCain and Russ Feingold co-sponsored a 
bill to limit the pernicious influence of “soft money”—funds do­
nated to parties to support political issues rather than specific can­
didates. To general surprise, it passed. For the first time in decades, 
it seemed as though the role of money in politics might go some­
where other than up.94

	 The legislation, widely known as McCain-Feingold, stayed on 
the books for about seven years. Then a conservative lobbying 
group by the name of Citizens United mounted a legal challenge. It 
had produced a documentary—in reality, little more than an ex­
tended attack ad—on Hillary Clinton. Under the new rules, it was 
prohibited from paying to air the documentary in the thirty days 
running up to a primary or the sixty days running up to a general 
election. This, it claimed, violated its right to free speech, as guar­
anteed by the First Amendment.
	 Finding that corporations—as well as other associations, like in­
terest groups or trade unions—have many of the same rights as 
natural people, a majority of the justices on the Supreme Court 
agreed. The McCain-Feingold Act, Justice Kennedy wrote, violated 
the free speech rights of Citizens United. Corporations and political 
action groups would be allowed to spend as much money as they 
choose on supporting one candidate or attacking another. Though 
some limits on direct contributions to candidates remain in place, 
the court’s decision essentially opened the floodgates to private in­
terests.95

	 Hundreds of books and articles have been written about Citizens 
United and the corrosive effect it is (or is not) having on American 
democracy. But one of the important aspects of the decision that 
has mostly gone unnoticed is that different forms of undemocratic 
liberalism are reinforcing each other in this case: because the ex­
panded role of judicial review takes important decisions out of the 
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political process, a bench of unelected judges could overturn a law 
passed by the representatives of the people. The effect of this ruling, 
in turn, has been to make it more diffi cult for legislators to reflect 
the views of the people even in those parts of the political process 
where they retain real power.96

The evolution of lobbying has, in many ways, been even more dra­
matic than the growth in campaign contributions.
	 The Founding Fathers, Zephyr Teachout argues in Corruption in 
America, were extremely worried about the myriad ways in which 
people might seek to sway political decisions. Whereas European 
countries allowed their ambassadors to keep extravagant gifts from 
monarchs, which they thought a sign of respect, Congress was 
deeply concerned when Benjamin Franklin was presented a lav­
ish snuff box by Louis XVI. It is perhaps understandable that the 
Founding Fathers regarded with some suspicion a gift encrusted 
with 408 diamonds, and depicting a foreign potentate “with pow­
dered hair, and red cheeks, wearing white lace around his throat, 
two gold chains on his shoulders, and a blue robe with gold fleurs-
de-lis.”97 But as Teachout shows, their concern extended even to 
forms of political activity that might look harmless to modern eyes.
	 In one especially striking example, an old, sick man was owed 
money by the federal government. Unable to retrieve it himself, he 
hired a lawyer to act on his behalf. When his son later refused to 
pay the lawyer the agreed fee, a court refused to compel him to pay 
his dues. Though the original purpose of the arrangement hardly 
seems illicit, the judges were concerned about providing a legal ba­
sis for the activities of lobbyists:

If any of the great corporations of the country were to hire 
adventurers who make market of themselves in this way, to 
procure the passage of a general law with a view to the promo­
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tion of their private interests, the moral sense of every right-
minded man would instinctively denounce the employer and 
employed as steeped in corruption.98

	 Extreme as this case may seem, Teachout argues, it was far from 
idiosyncratic. For much of the history of the United States, the fed­
eral government banned many forms of lobbying. In Georgia, the 
state constitution was, at one time, amended to read that “lobbying 
is declared to be a crime.”99 In California, it was a felony.100

	 Over the course of the twentieth century, lobbying gradually lost 
the stench of the illicit. But even once the activity became normal­
ized, businesses remained more reluctant to exert their influence—
and the playing field remained far more equal than it is now.
	 As late as the 1960s, Lee Drutman shows in The Business of 
America Is Lobbying, labor unions were much more powerful and 
public interest groups had a much bigger voice than they do now. 
Major corporations did not lobby directly on their own behalf. “As 
every business executive knows,” the future Supreme Court justice 
Lewis F. Powell Jr. wrote at the time, “few elements of American 
society today have as little influence in government as the American 
businessman, the corporation, or even the millions of corporate 
stockholders. If one doubts this, let him undertake the role of ‘lob­
byist’ for the business point of view before Congressional commit­
tees.”101

	 All of this quickly began to change in the early 1970s. Deter­
mined to fight the high costs of rising wages and complying with 
new legislation, a group of prominent CEOs banded together to 
expand their influence on Capitol Hill. At first, these activities were 
mostly defensive: the goal was to stop legislation that might harm 
their interests. But as the political influence of big corporations ex­
panded and their profits soared, a new class of professional lob­
byists managed to convince corporations that their activity “was 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Rights without Democracy    85

not just about keeping the government far away—it could also be 
about drawing government close.”102

	 Today, the attempt to influence legislation is a core part of what 
lobbyists do. When Drutman asked lobbyists about their goals, he 
found that “the top reason was ‘to protect the company against 
changes in government policy.’” But another reason was nearly as 
important: the “‘need to improve ability to compete by seeking fa­
vorable changes in government policy.’”103

	 It is hardly surprising, then, that lobbying expenditures in the 
United States have continued to increase at a rapid pace. In the first 
fifteen years of the twenty-first century, for example, they doubled, 
growing from a little under $1.6 billion to a little over $3.2 bil­
lion.104

	 The result has been not only to flush a lot more money into the 
system but also to distort the playing field. Unlike in the past, cor­
porations now hold a huge advantage. “For every dollar spent on 
lobbying by labor unions and public-interest groups,” Drutman 
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shows, “large corporations and their associations now spend $34. 
Of the 100 organizations that spend the most on lobbying, 95 con­
sistently represent business.”105

	 If anything, the explosion of the lobbying industry has been even 
more remarkable in Europe. In the 1970s, for example, there were 
fewer than one thousand registered lobbyists in Brussels. Today, 
more than thirty thousand are tasked with influencing EU poli­
cies.106

When Hillary Clinton was asked why she had attended Donald 
Trump’s wedding back in 2005, her response was hardly convinc­
ing: “I thought it’d be fun,” she said.107

	 Donald Trump offered a rather more blunt reason for inviting 
the Clintons: “As a contributor, I demanded that they be there—
they had no choice and that’s what’s wrong with our country. Our 
country is run by and for donors, special interests and lobbyists, 
and that is not a good formula for our country’s success.”108

	 Trump’s spectacular unwillingness to disclose his finances, or to 
take real steps to limit his many conflicts of interest, drives home 
what should have been obvious all along: his complaints about lob­
bying were insincere. And yet, his description of the basic reality of 
the American political system contains a large grain of truth. While 
it is an exaggeration to say that the country is run “by and for do­
nors, special interests and lobbyists,” the running of the country 
certainly requires a lot of complaisance with just those groups.
	 The fact that people may gain “influence over or access to elected 
offi cials” through donations or through lobbying, Justice Kennedy 
wrote in Citizens United, “does not mean that these offi cials are 
corrupt.”109 This is true. It does not constitute bribery for lobbyists 
to write legislation on behalf of elected representatives, and for the 
companies they represent to send those same representatives lavish 
campaign donations a few weeks later. Nor does it constitute brib­
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ery for British MPs to champion the interests of big public compa­
nies when they are in offi ce, and to take a seat on their boards after 
they retire from Parliament. So long as their political survival de­
pends on playing along with these practices, it may not even make 
sense to blame politicians for doing what the system requires. And 
yet, these accepted practices may cumulatively add up to what 
Lawrence Lessig has called “dependence corruption”:110 a system 
that “arises as a result of a gift economy based on the giving and 
receiving of political favors [and] operates at the level of the institu­
tion.”111

	 In other words, Kennedy is right to point out that there is an im­
portant legal—and probably even moral—distinction between de­
pendence corruption and cases of actual bribery. But from the point 
of view of undemocratic liberalism, they each have a rather similar 
effect. Thanks to the expenditure of private money, the powerful 
profit and public policy is redirected. Tasked with translating popu­
lar views into public policy, legislators are, to a disheartening de­
gree, captured by special interests.

MILIEU

The people we are around day in, day out help to shape our tastes, 
our values and our assumptions. So one of the most insidious ways 
in which the influence of lobbying and campaign finance distorts 
the political system is, quite simply, in helping to shape the world­
view of politicians who have to spend a large chunk of their time 
interacting with donors and lobbyists. In many cases, they don’t 
have to compromise their ideals when the time comes to vote on a 
bill of concern to their major donors; because they spend so much 
of their lives around the representatives of special interest groups, 
they have, more likely than not, long ago come to share a lot of 
their views.112

	 While nobody has yet studied the magnitude of this effect in a 
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systematic manner, it is reasonable to assume that it is quite large. 
After all, the amount of time politicians are now forced to spend 
on fundraising is itself considerable. Between 1986 and 2012, the 
average cost of a Senate race increased 62 percent; the average cost 
of a congressional seat increased a whopping 344 percent. So it 
makes sense that, according to anecdotal evidence, members of 
Congress now spend up to half of their working time on fundrais­
ing activities.113

	 The transformation is equally stark at the highest levels. Jimmy 
Carter and Ronald Reagan went to a fundraiser about once every 
twenty days during their first terms in offi ce. Unlike Reagan, Barack 
Obama reportedly hated fundraisers. Even so, he remained captive 
to the exigencies of his political age—and organized a presidential 
fundraiser about once every five days.114

The imperative to raise money is one reason why politicians spend 
much of their time in a peer group that is very unlike the people 
they are supposed to represent. But this is just the tip of the iceberg. 
The truth is that, well before they reach offi ce, most lawmakers 
have already been socialized into a cultural, educational, and finan­
cial elite that sets them apart from average Americans.
	 In the general US population, fewer than one in two hundred 
people hold a law degree. In the House of Representatives, it is over 
one in three. In the Senate, it is over one in two. Statistics on wealth 
are just as striking. The median net worth of an average American 
is just under $45,000.115 The median net worth of an average mem­
ber of Congress, by contrast, is over ten times as high, and that of 
senators higher still.116

	 To be sure, the Founding Fathers always envisaged lawmakers as 
an elite class. The fact that Americans choose highly educated—
or financially successful—members of the community to represent 
them need not be a problem. But what surely is a problem is that, by 
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just about every metric from geography to life experience, this elite 
is now thoroughly disconnected from the rest of the population.
	 A few generations ago, most members of Congress had deep 
roots in a particular part of the country. While they may have been 
local notables, they were notables with a strong sense of place. 
Democrats had frequently risen through the ranks of local trade 
unions or schoolhouses. Republicans might have been local busi­
ness or community leaders. Born, raised, and frequently educated 
in their state, most of them expected to return to their home once 
they retired from Congress.
	 Today, by contrast, the connection average members of Congress 
have to their districts is, according to the limited research that has 
been undertaken on this question, markedly more tenuous. Fewer, 
it seems, were born and raised in the part of the country they repre­
sent. And even if they do hail from their district, it is no longer the 
center of their lives in a comparable way. Often educated at elite 
colleges on the East or West Coast, many of them spend their early 
working lives in the nation’s great metropolitan centers. After stints 
in business, finance, the law, or on Capitol Hill, it is, in many cases, 
out of political ambition that they move back to their districts. And 
though many of them retain some kind of home in their district af­
ter leaving Congress, few make it the true center of their lives upon 
retirement: once they leave offi ce, they are more likely than their 
predecessors to pursue lucrative opportunities in the great metro­
politan centers.117

Many Europeans like to think that their countries do a lot better on 
all of these metrics than the United States. Whereas American de­
mocracy has long ago been captured by a hypercapitalist mindset 
and the corporations it emboldens, they like to claim, things are 
much better on the continent.
	 There is something to this claim. In most European countries, 
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limits on campaign contributions are more stringent.118 While lob­
bying has skyrocketed, political expenditures remain much lower.119 
Most importantly, European societies remain far more equal; in 
part as a result, the social and economic gulf between legislators 
and ordinary people is less stark.
	 And yet, the estrangement between voters and legislators is per­
vasive in Europe as well. While restrictions on campaign finance 
are real, for example, the advantage this affords to incumbents who 
are willing to play nice with special interests may be just as big—
and even more diffi cult to track.
	 For one, the diffi culty of raising money legally also makes it 
much more tempting for politicians to raise campaign contribu­
tions illegally. Helmut Kohl, Germany’s longtime chancellor, is per­
haps the most famous example: While he was leader of the Chris­
tian Democrats, the party developed a sprawling system of secret 
campaign donations that may well have swayed government poli­
cies on important issues like weapons exports.120 Illegal campaign 
donations are an even bigger problem in France, where dozens of 
top politicians have been investigated for corrupt practices over the 
last decades.121

	 For another, the relative diffi culty of raising money makes it 
much harder for politicians to stay in control of their own message. 
This increases the relative importance of their portrayal in major 
media outlets. In countries, from Italy to Great Britain, in which 
one owner controls a vast swathe of the media landscape, this es­
sentially makes him a kingmaker. It is hardly a coincidence, for ex­
ample, that the candidate backed by the Sun, Britain’s most widely 
read newspaper, has gone on to win ten out of the last ten parlia­
mentary elections.122 Nor is it surprising that Silvio Berlusconi, who 
owns Italy’s biggest private television network, could dominate his 
country’s politics for two decades despite the dismal performance 
of his governments.
	 Europeans also have good reason to worry about the extent to 
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which their political elite has become a class apart. The case is most 
easily made in countries like France, where it passes for news when 
a politician rises to the top without having attended the tiny École 
National d’Administration. But lawmakers in most other European 
countries have also become increasingly disconnected from the bulk 
of their electorate.
	 As recently as a generation ago, most left-wing leaders across Eu­
rope had strong roots in the trade-union movement. Even if they 
had not themselves been workers, their parents had been, and they 
were raised in a working-class milieu. Their ties with the working 
class were thus cultural and biographical as well as political.123

	 Similarly, most right-wing leaders had strong ties in a religious 
movement or an agricultural community. Even if they now lived in 
the big city, they likely ran in very different social circles, and re­
mained proudly conservative in their lifestyle.
	 Even at a time when politics was highly consensual and policies 
pursued by Social Democrats and Christian Democrats resembled 
each other in important ways, this cultural dimension helped to 
structure European politics: The gulf between the mass of voters 
and their national representatives was comparatively small. By con­
trast, the gulf between the national representatives of rival political 
parties was comparatively large. As a result, there would have been 
many party leaders who felt more at ease having dinner with their 
constituents than with their main political rivals. Today, that is no 
longer the case.
	 All of this has a real political impact. It is natural to give more 
weight to legitimate interests that are salient to us than to those we 
have trouble imagining. And it is very easy to favor laws of which 
all of our friends approve over those supported by people we have 
never met. If legislators have done an increasingly poor job of 
translating the views of their constituents into public policy, the 
great social and cultural divide between political elites and the bulk 
of the electorate is a big part of the reason.
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No Easy Outs

Democracy has nearly as many definitions as there are political 
thinkers. It is, as one philosopher put it, an essentially contested 
concept—one that will brook no agreed-upon definition so long as 
we continue to disagree about what exactly is valuable about it.124 
But one need not pull the old scoundrel’s trick of reaching for a dic­
tionary to call in doubt whether the United States is fully demo­
cratic today.
	 At a minimum, I suggest, any democracy should have in place 
a set of effective institutional mechanisms for translating popular 
views into public policy. In the United States, these mechanisms are 
now significantly impaired. The country’s commitment to liberal 
rights remains deeply ingrained. But the form this liberalism takes 
is increasingly undemocratic.
	 America is not alone in its tendency toward undemocratic liber­
alism. Virtually all developed democracies now feature strong tute­
lary mechanisms. A lot of important issues have been taken out of 
political contestation by trade treaties and independent agencies. 
When the popular will strays beyond the bounds of the acceptable, 
it is constrained by technocratic institutions, from the US Supreme 
Court to the European Central Bank. Even in areas in which the 
people formally remain master of their own fate, the mechanisms 
for translating popular views into public policy are so attuned to 
the interests of social or economic elites that the people’s influence 
over their own government is severely restricted.
	 Across the West, the last three decades have been marked by the 
growing role of courts, of bureaucratic agencies, of central banks, 
and of supranational institutions. At the same time, there has been 
a rapid growth in the influence of lobbyists, in the money spent on 
political campaigns, and in the gulf that separates political elites 
from the people they are supposed to represent. Taken together, 
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this has effectively insulated the political system from the popular 
will.
	 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way argue that “unfair competition” 
defines “competitive authoritarian” regimes where, as in Hungary, 
elections retain some real significance even though the government 
has ensured that it gets to compete on an uneven playing field.125 
Similarly, many supposed democracies now resemble competitive 
oligarchies: even though debates about proposed laws seemingly 
retain significance, an unfair policy-making process gives ruling 
elites a huge advantage in advancing their own interests.

The few scholars who have written about this phenomenon tend to 
argue that its roots are as simple as its remedies are obvious.
	 The origins of the people’s disempowerment, they claim, lie in a 
power grab by political and financial elites. Large corporations and 
the super-rich advocated independent central banks and business-
friendly trade treaties to score big windfalls. Politicians, academics, 
and journalists favor a technocratic mode of governance because 
it  insulates their decisions from the popular will. And all of this 
selfishness is effectively cloaked by a neoliberal ideology that is 
propagated by think tanks and academic departments which are, 
themselves, funded by rich donors.
	 Since the roots of the current situation are straightforwardly sin­
ister, the solutions to it are, supposedly, similarly simple: The peo­
ple need to reclaim their power.
	 Experts claim that independent central banks are good for eco­
nomic growth, and trade treaties drive down consumer prices. They 
insist on the need for big bureaucratic agencies and powerful inter­
national organizations because they deal with issues that are sup­
posedly too complicated for the common man to understand. But 
once these institutions are exposed as complicit in a conspiracy to 
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disinherit the people, it becomes obvious that this simply isn’t true. 
The solution to the ills of undemocratic liberalism is to abolish tu­
telary institutions, to boot elites out of power, and to put the people 
back in charge.126

	 This basic set of intellectual instincts manifests itself in debates 
about a large range of issues and holds a significant amount of 
sway on both the far left and the far right. It fuels arguments 
against trade treaties as well as central banks. And it animates the 
language of Donald Trump as well as Jill Stein, and Stephen Ban­
non as well as Naomi Klein.

The problem with all this is that it caricatures the origin, the opera­
tion, and the purpose of these institutions.
	 It is true that political elites are overly comfortable with techno­
cratic institutions that so happen to give them a lot of power. It is 
obvious that financial elites spend a lot of money and effort to mold 
these institutions to their own advantage. And there can be little 
doubt that funding streams favor some ideas over others, helping 
to set narrow bounds on the range of “serious” opinion.127

	 And yet, the history of most institutions that constrain the popu­
lar view is much more complicated than its detractors are willing to 
admit. The European Union, for example, has its origins not in a 
conspiracy of corporations, but rather in a reasonably idealistic at­
tempt to rebuild the continent in the aftermath of World War II. 
Meanwhile, institutions from the Environmental Protection Agency 
to the International Atomic Energy Agency were designed to re­
spond to genuine problems—like pollution and nuclear prolifera­
tion—that had previously been diffi cult to address.
	 The day-to-day operation of these institutions is a little more 
complicated than meets the eye as well. The negotiations between 
Greece and the troika have, for example, often been portrayed as a 
clash between Greek voters and international technocrats. And in 
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important ways, they really were (which is why I myself used them 
as an example of undemocratic liberalism in the Introduction). But 
a big part of the reason why leaders like Angela Merkel were un­
willing to offer Greece a better deal is that they were themselves re­
sponsive to the views of their own constituents; from this perspec­
tive, the will of the Greek people was ignored in part because it 
consisted in ignoring the will of other European peoples.128

	 Just as the history and the operation of technocratic institutions 
is rather more complicated than their critics claim, so too the solu­
tion to the problem of undemocratic liberalism is rather less clear 
than they posit. For while it is easy to malign imperfect institutions 
as useless or self-serving, they do play three important roles.
	 The world we now inhabit is extremely complex. To keep the 
economy moving and avoid major disasters, we need to regulate 
banks and enforce consumer safety standards, monitor hurricanes 
and inspect power plants. There are many different ways of struc­
turing how these tasks are carried out. It makes sense to search for 
reforms that would give legislatures more power to set the neces­
sary rules and hold the bureaucratic agencies that enforce them ac­
countable.
	 But in the end, both the design and the implementation of these 
regulations really does require considerable technical expertise. It 
really is diffi cult to imagine that most citizens would take an active 
interest in them—or that elected politicians could come to master 
all their intricate details. And so it remains unclear how these tasks 
could be accomplished if we simply abolished technocratic institu­
tions.
	 The challenge is even bigger when it comes to policy areas that 
require extensive international cooperation. To slow climate change 
or contain the spread of nuclear weapons, virtually all of the world’s 
nations have to come to an agreement about what to do. At the 
moment, these kinds of decisions are usually made by heads of gov­
ernment (or the ministers they appoint). In democratic countries, 
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these are of course elected. But the chain of delegation is extremely 
long, and the ability of ordinary citizens to influence international 
treaties highly restricted. Agreements like the Paris Treaty on Cli­
mate Change do suffer from a real democratic deficit.
	 And yet, it is once again diffi cult to see what the realistic alterna­
tive might be. A true world parliament is nowhere near in sight and 
would, in any case, feel incredibly remote to most citizens. Con­
versely, allowing each country to go its own way makes it impossi­
ble to confront a whole range of global challenges like climate 
change. In the end, it seems we must choose between achieving in­
ternational cooperation on key issues by a troublingly undemo­
cratic path—and not achieving it at all.
	 Finally, the relationship between liberalism and democracy is 
much more intricate than the opponents of technocratic institutions 
like to claim. For all of their shortcomings, countermajoritarian in­
stitutions like constitutional courts do have a proud record of pro­
tecting individual rights. So their opponents should at least take 
seriously the possibility that the members of ethnic and religious 
minorities might become more vulnerable if they were abolished. 
More broadly, independent institutions have historically proven 
very important in keeping democracy on an even keel. As the recent 
experiences of countries like Hungary or Turkey demonstrate, a 
system in which the will of the people can override judges and bu­
reaucrats may appear more democratic in the short run; in the long 
run, it also makes it easier for an autocrat to extinguish democracy.

The double crisis of liberal democracy makes it tempting to go in 
search of easy solutions.
	 Observers who are most worried by the illiberal attitudes of 
the populists are unwilling to acknowledge that there is something 
democratic to the energy that drives it; some of them have even ad­
vocated insulating more and more political decisions from the pop­
ular will.129 Conversely, observers who are most worried by the 
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technocratic attitudes of existing elites are unwilling to acknowl­
edge that there may have been good reason to construct these insti­
tutions in the first place; as a result, they believe that many of them 
should simply be abolished.130

	 But no such easy outs can solve the crisis of democracy. If we are 
to preserve the liberal elements of the system, it won’t do to con­
strain the influence of the populists by putting all the important 
decisions in the hands of experts; instead, we need to persuade vot­
ers to defeat them at the polls. Similarly, if we are to preserve the 
democratic elements of the system, it won’t do to abolish institu­
tions that help to stabilize the economy and to address some of the 
world’s most urgent problems; instead, we need to find ways of re­
forming these institutions to strike a better balance between exper­
tise and responsiveness to the popular will.

s
The first big assumption of the postwar era appears to be wrong: 
liberalism and democracy do not go together nearly as naturally as 
most citizens—and many scholars—have assumed. As the popular 
will increasingly clashes with individual rights, liberal democracy is 
splitting into its component parts.
	 This is deeply worrying. For one, liberalism and democracy are 
both nonnegotiable values. If we have to give up on either individ­
ual rights or the popular will, we are being asked to make an im­
possible choice. For another, it is looking increasingly doubtful that 
either illiberal democracy or undemocratic liberalism will turn out 
to be especially stable. A system that dispenses with individual 
rights in order to worship at the altar of the popular will may ulti­
mately turn against the people. Conversely, a system that dispenses 
with the popular will in order to protect individual rights may ul­
timately have to resort to increasingly blatant repression to quell 
dissent.
	 This casts doubt on the second, even more fundamental assump­
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tion of the postwar era: Democracy, so that story goes, is diffi cult 
to achieve. But once a country is both affl uent and democratic, its 
political system is set in stone. In countries like France or the United 
States, democracy is “consolidated.” But if liberalism and democ­
racy do not form nearly as stable an amalgam as scholars have long 
believed, and if each of these values becomes even more vulnerable 
when the other is lost, then our political system seems to face a 
much greater threat than we have recognized. So are today’s imper­
fect liberal democracies really as safe as we have long believed?
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3
Democracy Is Deconsolidating

THE 1960S AND EARLY 1970S shattered many Americans’ trust in the 
political class. The turbulence wrought by the student movement, 
the Vietnam War, and Watergate started to call into doubt what 
had long seemed an unshakable faith. When it was becoming in­
creasingly clear that Richard Nixon would have to resign from of­
fice in disgrace, cultural critics proclaimed a severe crisis of con­
fidence in American democracy. “The revelations of presidential 
duplicity and paranoia,” David Runciman recently wrote about 
that time, “seemed to be stripping democracy bare, exposing some­
thing rotten underneath.”1

	 It’s hardly a coincidence that it was in this same year that Gallup 
first bothered to ask a question to which the answer would have 
seemed obvious a few years earlier: Did Americans trust the “men 
and women in political life . . . who either hold or are running for 
public offi ce?” But the picture the poll revealed was remarkably 
rosy. Even in 1974, amid all that scandal, a clear majority of Amer­
icans retained confidence in people holding offi ce.2

	 In the decades since then, by contrast, the number of Americans 
who trust their politicians has rapidly shrunk. Today, a clear ma­
jority of Americans say that they distrust people in public life.3
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	 Trust in institutions is just as low. In June 2014, for example, 
only 30 percent of Americans reported having confidence in the 
Supreme Court. Twenty-nine percent expressed confidence in the 
presidency. Approval ratings for the legislative branch were even 
more dismal: in the early 1970s, over 40 percent of Americans had 
expressed confidence in Congress; by 2014, that figure had fallen to 
7 percent.4

	 Given these stratospheric levels of dissatisfaction with the politi­
cal system, it is perhaps unsurprising that many young Americans 
simply don’t want to bother with politics. Even so, it is striking just 
how rapidly interest in politics has dwindled. While Americans 
born in the 1930s or 1940s are overwhelmingly likely to say that 
they take an active interest in politics, less than half of young Amer­
icans do.5

	 Similar trends are visible in many longstanding democracies 
across the world. In much of Europe, for example, citizens are less 
likely now than a few decades ago to believe that their elected rep­
resentatives prioritize the interests of the general public.6 They par­
ticipate less in formal political institutions than they used to.7 And 
like their American counterparts, young Europeans are much less 
interested in politics than their elders.8
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	 This discontent is also expressing itself in unforgiving assess­
ments of particular governments. In June 2005, the approval rating 
for Jacques Chirac fell to a record low. Only one in four French 
voters said that he was doing a good job, the lowest level the poll­
ster TNS-Sofres had recorded since it started to look at presidential 
approval ratings in 1979.9 Half a decade later, Chirac could take 
some comfort in the fate of his successor. Nicolas Sarkozy had 
come to the presidency offering the French a different leadership 
style and a brighter future. But as he failed to deliver on his prom­
ises, the voters’ judgment was even more unsparing. By April 2011, 
no more than one in five voters approved of Sarkozy’s job perfor­
mance.10 Another half decade later, it was Sarkozy who could take 
some comfort in the dismal fate of his successor. François Hollande 
swept to offi ce on a wave of discontent. Then he became so dis­
liked by so many that he didn’t even seek reelection. By November 
2016, only one in twenty voters approved of the job he was doing.11 
When Emmanuel Macron was elected to the presidency in May 
2017, pulverizing the existing political system and enjoying tre­
mendous popularity, everything seemed to change. But by the end 
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of that same summer, his popularity stood at 37 percent, the most 
precipitous decline of all.12

	 Across North America and Western Europe, in short, citizens 
trust politicians less than they used to. They are losing confidence 
in democratic institutions. And they take an increasingly negative 
view of their governments. All of this is worrying. But perhaps the 
most striking sign of the times is something rather less tangible: 
while politicians have always had to bear the public’s displeasure, 
the intensity of the mistrust, hatred, and intimidation they now en­
counter on a daily basis is unprecedented. Even veteran politicians 
are taken aback by the vitriol they face.
	 After I gave a talk at a gathering of state legislators a few months 
ago, a senior Republican—a staunch conservative who has helped 
pass highly controversial reforms in his state—came up to me. Over 
the years, he said, he has slowly seen his constituents grow more 
angry and mistrustful. He has gotten used to the sour mood. And 
he has even started to accept that, when a rival offers a one-sentence 
solution to a complex policy question and he offers a three-sentence 
retort, most voters assume it is he who’s pulling wool over their 
eyes.
	 But though this legislator was hardly a naive newbie, a recent 
encounter had left him shaken. He had, he told me, gotten into 
politics thanks to his sixth grade teacher, a woman who’d been his 
mentor since he was twelve years old, and who now knew him bet­
ter than just about anybody outside his family. “Why are you lying 
to us?” this woman demanded when she called him on the phone a 
few days before we talked.
	 “What do you mean?” he asked.
	 “They said it on the radio. They said you’re lying to us about this 
new bill.”
	 He tried to explain that he hadn’t deviated from the conservative 
principles they share but merely delayed a vote for tactical reasons. 
“You know me,” he told her. “Won’t you let me explain what’s go­
ing on?”
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	 But his teacher would hear none of it. “I don’t know,” she said. 
“They’re saying on the radio that you are lying to us. I’m really 
disappointed in you.”13

Political scientists have long been aware that trust in democratic 
institutions has declined; that appraisals of politicians have turned 
negative; and that approval ratings for offi ce-holders and institu­
tions have been falling. But until recently, they mostly waved these 
facts away.
	 For many years, leading scholars like Ronald Inglehart, Pippa 
Norris, and Russell J. Dalton tried their best to see the light amid 
the darkness. Perhaps, they suggested, earlier generations of citi­
zens were simply too tame and credulous? Could the disillusion of 
today’s voters not be interpreted as a sign of maturity rather than a 
portent of instability? As Lynn Vavreck argued as late as the sum­
mer of 2015, “some of the recent decline [in trust] may have less to 
do with how the government has disappointed people and more to 
do with an increasing knowledge of how the government works.” 
While she admitted that it is “of some concern that trust in govern­
ment is objectively low,” she ultimately put this trend down to “a 
steady march away from government opaqueness—a longstanding 
American tradition dating to the candid submission of grievances 
outlined in the Declaration of Independence.”14

	 One common way of making the case for optimism was to distin­
guish between “government legitimacy” and “regime legitimacy.”15 
Government legitimacy, these scholars admitted, had declined: citi­
zens have become much more willing to challenge their current rul­
ers. But regime legitimacy, they insisted, had remained stable: citi­
zens, they argue, are no more critical of the basic political system 
than they were in the past.
	 This is an appealing story. But over recent years, it has started to 
look less and less plausible. For one, it is diffi cult to imagine that 
ordinary people might turn against particular governments so radi­
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cally—and take such a dim view of the day-to-day functioning of 
their institutions—without becoming more critical of the system it­
self. For another, the evidence that democracy is under attack just 
keeps piling up.
	 In Western Europe, parties that systematically assail core demo­
cratic norms keep rising in the polls. Across the world, from Egypt 
to Thailand, fledgling experiments with democracy have been 
crushed and existing democracies degenerated into dictatorship. 
For the first time in decades, Freedom House—which measures 
the  extent of democratic government across the world—has rec­
orded more countries taking steps away from democracy than tak­
ing steps toward it. In the words of Larry Diamond, a “democratic 
recession” is now underway.16

	 It is therefore high time to develop an empirical way to test the 
assumptions on which optimists have relied for so long. Is regime 
legitimacy still as high in North America and Western Europe as it 
once was? What would it look like if supposedly consolidated de­
mocracies were starting to deconsolidate? And at what point would 
we have reason to conclude that democracy is no longer the only 
game in town?

At least three things, I’d like to suggest, would have to be true 
for us to think that democracy is still the only game in town—and, 
by implication, that it is still as safe as most political scientists as­
sume:

•  Most citizens would have to be strongly committed to lib­
eral democracy.

•  Most citizens would have to reject authoritarian alterna­
tives to democracy.

•  Political parties and movements with real power would 
have to agree on the importance of basic democratic rules 
and norms.
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	 Is this still the case?
	 There are many different ways of finding an answer to this ques­
tion. Looking at opinion polls is only one of them. And yet, survey 
research is a very helpful tool for getting at a first answer. If the best 
available data showed that many citizens are critical not only of 
particular governments but also of democracy itself, this would 
lend real credence to the fear that democracy is no longer the only 
game in town.
	 So, together with my colleague Roberto Stefan Foa, I set out to 
examine the level of support for democratic institutions by looking 
at the World Values Survey, the largest cross-national sample of 
public attitudes on everything from politics to social issues. What 
we found shocked us: across North America and Western Europe, 
citizens really are turning away from democracy in large numbers.

Citizens Are Falling Out of Love with Democracy

One straightforward way to get a sense for how attached citizens 
are to their political system is to ask them how important it is to 

80
71

70

60 58

51
50 44

40

29
30

20
1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s

Decade of birth

P
er

ce
nt

57

Importance of Living in a Democracy

Share of US respondents who believe it is “essential” to live in a democ­
racy, by decade of birth.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



106    The Crisis of Liberal Democracy

them to live in a democracy. If citizens are deeply committed to de­
mocracy, they should find it unacceptable to live in a dictatorship. 
Conversely, if they don’t ascribe any real importance to living in a 
democracy, then the system’s defenses look rather weak.17

	 Most older people do seem to have such a fervent attachment to 
democracy. Asked on a scale of one to ten how important it is to 
them to live in a democracy, about two-thirds of Americans born in 
the 1930s or 1940s give the highest response: they consider it es­
sential. But most younger people are far less invested in their po­
litical system. Among American millennials, born since 1980, less 
than one-third consider it essential to live in a democracy.18

	 Outside the United States, the picture is a little more compli­
cated. In some countries that have a recent history of authoritarian 
rule, young people are not significantly less invested in living in a 
democracy than older ones.19 But in most longstanding democra­
cies, especially in the English-speaking world, millennials are simi­
larly disillusioned. Just as young people are less invested in their 
regime form in the United States, so too young people give less im­
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portance to living in a democracy from Sweden to Australia and 
from Great Britain to the Netherlands.
	 It is one thing for citizens to be indifferent toward living in a de­
mocracy, critics have pointed out, but quite another for them to 
reject democracy as a political system.20 So would citizens go so far 
as to say that democracy is a “bad” or “very bad” way of running 
their country?
	 Sadly, the answer is yes.
	 In the United States, for example, close to one in four millennials 
now think that democracy is a bad way of running the country—an 
increase of over 100 percent compared to the oldest cohorts in the 
sample.
	 The global picture is once again similar: disappointment with de­
mocracy has also increased in Great Britain and the Netherlands, in 
Sweden and New Zealand. Indeed, even young people in countries 
that are often portrayed as especially resistant to the current crisis of 
liberal democracy—like Canada, Germany, and Sweden—are much 
more critical of democracy than their parents or grandparents.21
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Citizens Are Increasingly Open to Authoritarian Alternatives

All in all, it is painfully clear that citizens have more critical views 
of democracy than they used to and that young people are espe­
cially likely to give less importance to living in a democracy. This is 
evidently worrying. But it may also reflect a lack of alternatives. 
Perhaps citizens are less sanguine about their system of government 
without thereby becoming more open to alternatives?
	 To test this hypothesis, we set out to look at explicit support for 
more authoritarian modes of governance. At first, we were a little 
skeptical how fruitful this undertaking would be. In a democracy, 
there is a strong taboo against saying that you favor abolishing 
elections or having the military take over the government. Even if 
many people did secretly wish for an alternative to democracy, it’s 
not obvious that a larger number would actually be willing to look 
a stranger in the eye and admit to their antidemocratic sentiments.
	 And yet, we soon discovered, that is just what they did.

One way to assess the extent of openness to authoritarian alter­
natives is to ask whether respondents think that having a strong 
leader who doesn’t have to bother with Congress or elections would 
be a good system of government. This isn’t asking people whether 
they want to abolish democracy outright. And yet, it clearly cap­
tures openness to a system that would, in crucial respects, be deeply 
antidemocratic: a strong leader who is unencumbered by elections 
and doesn’t need the support of the legislature would, to all intents 
and purposes, be a dictator by another name. So, have Americans 
become more open to a strongman leader?
	 Yes. In fact, not only are young Americans much more likely to 
favor a strongman leader than their elders, Americans of all ages 
are more in favor of a strongman leader now than they were twenty 
years ago.
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	 In 1995, 34 percent of young Americans aged 18–24 felt that a 
political system with a strong leader who does not have to bother 
with Congress or elections was either good or very good. By 2011, 
44 percent of young Americans felt the same way. The story among 
Americans of all age groups is similar: whereas 24 percent of all 
Americans endorsed a strongman leader in 1995, 32 percent do so 
today.
	 Surprised by the number of people who favored a strongman 
leader, we wanted to find out how many voters were willing to en­
dorse an even more radical alternative to liberal democracy. Would 
a significant share of Americans be willing to say that they support 
an outright military dictatorship?
	 The good news is that the number of people who say that army 
rule is a good way to run America is indeed smaller than the num­
ber of people who hanker after a strongman who doesn’t have to 
bother with Congress or elections. The bad news is that it is rising 
rapidly.
	 In 1995, about one in sixteen Americans said that they favored 
army rule, a markedly lower number than had been recorded in 
countries that actually experienced military coups. But over the 
past two decades, that number has increased steadily. By the time 
the question was last asked, in 2011, over twice as many—one in 
six—favored military rule. This means that the number of people 
who support army rule is now about as high in the United States as 
it is in countries with such turbulent histories of civil-military rela­
tions as Algeria (where 17 percent favored military rule in 2013) or 
Yemen (where 20 percent favored it).
	 Remarkably, support for military rule has grown even in seg­
ments of the population that once rejected it with one voice. Back 
in 1995, wealthy Americans were markedly less likely than poorer 
ones to favor military rule. Now, they are more likely to do so. The 
speed of this transformation becomes clear when we look at sup­
port for military rule among young, rich Americans. Twenty years 
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ago, only 6 percent of this group favored military rule. Since then, 
their support for military rule has increased nearly sixfold, from 6 
to 35 percent.
	 Once again, this development is not exclusive to the United 
States. Looking beyond the American context, there are some coun­
tries in which support for army rule has actually fallen over the 
past decades. But for the most part these are nations, like Chile, 
with a very recent experience of military dictatorship. By contrast, 
in the vast majority of countries for which we have data—including 
long-standing democracies like Germany, Great Britain, Sweden, 
and especially India—the number of citizens who believe that it 
would be good to have the army rule increased markedly.
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	 We see a similar trend in the percentage of citizens who support 
a strong leader who does not have to bother with parliament and 
elections. Once again, there are some countries, including Sweden 
and Switzerland, in which this number has declined. But there are 
many more, from Germany to the United States, in which it has sig­
nificantly increased. Worryingly, more recent (and as yet unpub­
lished) data suggest that the trend has only accelerated since. In a 
2017 poll, for example, the number of German voters who sup­
ported a strongman leader had doubled from 16 percent to 33 per­
cent; that of French voters had grown from 35 percent to 48 percent. 
In Britain, the finding was even more stark: while only 25 percent 
had supported a strongman leader in 1999, 50 percent now do.
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Eroding Respect for Democratic Norms

These survey results are evidently concerning. But to see whether or 
not democracy is still the only game in town, we have to look be­
yond the numbers. When democracy is stable, it is in good part be­
cause all major political actors are willing to adhere to the basic 
rules of the democratic game most of the time.
	 Some of these rules are formal: A president or prime minister al­
lows the judiciary to investigate wrongdoing by members of his 
government instead of firing the prosecutor. He puts up with criti­
cal coverage in the press instead of shutting down newspapers or 
persecuting journalists. When he loses an election, he leaves offi ce 
peacefully instead of clinging to power.
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	 But many of these rules are informal, making it less clear-cut 
when they are violated. The government does not rewrite electoral 
rules months before an election to maximize its chance of winning. 
Political insurgents do not glorify authoritarian rulers of the past, 
threaten to lock up their opponents, or set out to violate the rights 
of ethnic and religious minorities. The losers of an election refrain 
from limiting the scope of an offi ce to which an adversary has been 
elected in their last days on the job. The opposition confirms a 
competent judge whose ideology it dislikes rather than leaving a 
seat on the highest court in the land vacant, and strikes an imper­
fect compromise about the budget rather than letting the govern­
ment shut down.
	 In short, politicians with a real stake in the system may think of 
politics as a contact sport in which all participants are hustling to 
gain an advantage over their adversaries. But they are also keenly 
aware that there need to be some limits on the pursuit of their par­
tisan interests; that winning an important election or passing an 
urgent law is less important than preserving the system; and that 
democratic politics must never degenerate into all-out war.
	 “For democracies to work,” Michael Ignatieff, the political theo­
rist and former leader of the Liberal Party of Canada, wrote a few 
years ago, “politicians need to respect the difference between an 
enemy and an adversary. An adversary is someone you want to de­
feat. An enemy is someone you have to destroy.”22

	 In the United States, and many other countries around the world, 
that is no longer how democratic politics works. As Ignatieff put 
the point, we are increasingly “seeing what happens when a politics 
of enemies supplants a politics of adversaries.”23 And the new crop 
of populists who have stormed the political stage over the last de­
cades shoulder a lot of the blame for this.

The rise of political newcomers is as likely to be a sign of demo­
cratic health and vitality as it is of impending sickness. Political 
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systems benefit from a thorough competition of ideas and from a 
regular substitution of one ruling elite for another. New parties can 
help in both ways: By forcing long-neglected issues onto the politi­
cal agenda, they increase the representativeness of the political sys­
tem. And by catapulting a new crop of politicians into offi ce, they 
inject the system with fresh blood.
	 Even so, there is good reason to think that the recent thawing of 
the party system is far from benign. For many of the new parties do 
not just provide ideological alternatives within the democratic sys­
tem—they challenge key rules and norms of the system itself.
	 One of the earliest populists to rise to prominence was Austria’s 
Jörg Haider, a slick, charismatic politician from Carinthia. After 
winning the leadership of Austria’s Freedom Party in 1986, Haider 
quickly took the party to the far right. His stridently anti-immigrant 
stance might be defended as putting a topic largely neglected by 
mainstream political parties onto the political agenda to the evident 
delight of his voters. But the degree to which he was willing to un­
dermine core norms of liberal democracy became apparent when­
ever he engaged in a sly revaluation of Austria’s Nazi past.
	 Speaking to an audience including many former SS offi cers, 
Haider claimed that “our soldiers were not criminals; at most, they 
were victims.” Doubling down on his flirtation with the Third 
Reich, he saluted veterans of Adolf Hitler’s murderous Waffen SS 
by saying that “there are still decent people of good character who 
also stick to their convictions despite the greatest opposition.”24

	 Breaking political norms is also a specialty of Geert Wilders, 
the  leader of the Dutch Party for Freedom (PVV). Islam, he has 
argued, is “a dangerous totalitarian ideology.”25 While other pop­
ulists have sought to outlaw minarets or burkinis, Wilders, deter­
mined not to be outdone, has gone so far as to demand a ban on 
the Koran.
	 By comparison to Haider and Wilders, a figure like Beppe Grillo 
seems far more benign at first blush. Grillo first entered the political 
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scene by railing against the—all too real—corruption of Silvio Ber­
lusconi in hilarious, expletive-laden rants. When he founded the 
Five Star Movement (M5S), he promised to take power from a self-
serving and geriatric “political caste,” and to fight for a more mod­
ern and tolerant Italy.26

	 But once the movement gained in popularity, it quickly took on 
an antisystem hue. Its attacks on the corruption of individual poli­
ticians slowly morphed into a radical rejection of key aspects of the 
political system, including parliament itself. Anger against the po­
litical establishment was sustained by a growing willingness to en­
gage in conspiracy theories or to tell outright lies about political 
opponents.27

	 The reason why populists and political newcomers are so willing 
to challenge basic democratic norms is in part tactical: Whenever 
populists break such norms, they attract the univocal condemna­
tion of the political establishment. And this of course proves that, 
as advertised, the populists really do represent a clean break from 
the status quo. There is thus something performative about popu­
lists’ tendency to break democratic norms: while their most pro­
vocative statements are often considered gaffes by political observ­
ers, their very willingness to commit such gaffes is a big part of 
their appeal. But their recklessness is no less dangerous for all of 
that: Once some members of the political system are willing to 
break the rules, others have a big incentive to follow suit. And that, 
increasingly, is what they do.

Some of the most spectacular attacks on basic democratic norms 
have come from political newcomers. But over the last years, the 
representatives of old, established parties have also become increas­
ingly willing to undermine the basic rules of the game.
	 At times, this has simply been a response to the new competition 
from the populists. Nicolas Sarkozy, for example, had always ac­
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knowledged the existence of manmade climate change when he was 
president of France. But, vying for far-right voters when he was 
running for a second term in offi ce in 2016, he radically changed 
tack: he now claimed that the “climate has been changing for four 
billion years . . . You need to be as arrogant as men are to believe 
we changed the climate.”28

	 Established parties on the left have at times been guilty of violat­
ing democratic norms as well. In the United States, Democrats have 
long engaged in unacceptable forms of gerrymandering.29 And dur­
ing the Obama presidency, the executive continued to expand its 
role in some worrying ways, prosecuting a record number of jour­
nalists for handling classified information and using executive or­
ders to bypass Congress in policy areas from the environment to 
immigration.30

	 Even so, most political scientists agree that the Republicans are 
now, by far, the best example for a concerted attack on democratic 
norms perpetrated by a nominally establishment party.31

	 Back in 2008, John McCain demonstrated that he understood 
the important distinction between treating a competitor for high 
offi ce as an adversary and treating him as an enemy. When a voter 
at a town hall meeting said that he was scared about what would 
happen if Barack Obama won the election, McCain came to his 
adversary’s defense: “I have to tell you: He is a decent person, and a 
person that you do not have to be scared [of] as President of the 
United States.” Later at the same town hall, when an old lady wor­
ried aloud that Obama could not be trusted because he was an 
“Arab,” McCain was similarly unequivocal: “No Ma’am. He’s a 
decent family man and citizen that I just happen to have disagree­
ments with on fundamental issues, and that’s what this campaign is 
all about.”32

	 The moral clarity that moved McCain to forego partisan advan­
tage to affi rm the legitimacy of the political opposition has, over 
the last years, been conspicuous by its absence. By the time Obama 
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gave his first State of the Union address, a Republican lawmaker 
broke a longstanding tradition of decorum by shouting “You lie!” 
at the president.33 By the time the Tea Party—led by Sarah Palin, 
McCain’s pick for vice president—was gaining ground twelve 
months later, some Republican politicians were willing to echo 
a conspiracy theory that denied President Obama’s standing as a 
natural-born citizen.34

	 More broadly, their total opposition to Obama made Republi­
cans willing to abuse parliamentary rules that were meant to be re­
served for exceptional circumstances, or even to engage in outright 
dereliction of their duties. Nowhere is this transformation more 
prominent than in the US Senate. Its rules and procedures were de­
signed on the assumption that senators would, when necessary, 
forego their partisan advantage to make the system work. But to­
day, senators play constitutional hardball on a daily basis. Though 
they respect the legal limits of their authority, they unabashedly in­
sist on getting the most mileage out of every rule and procedure—
even when it evidently subverts the spirit for which it was intended. 
The upshot has been a slow-moving form of institutional mayhem.
	 The filibuster, for example, has historically been reserved for use 
in rare circumstances. When Lyndon Baines Johnson was president, 
the minority party in the Senate used the filibuster 16 times. When 
Obama was president, by contrast, the minority party in the Senate 
used the filibuster 506 times.35

	 An even more blatant abuse of constitutional norms came in the 
wake of Justice Antonin Scalia’s death. On March 16, 2016, Barack 
Obama nominated Merrick Garland, a moderate jurist who had 
enjoyed strong bipartisan support throughout his distinguished ca­
reer, for the vacant seat on the Supreme Court.36 But though the 
Constitution charges the Senate with the task of advising on the 
president’s nominees, Senate Leader Mitch McConnell refused even 
to let the Judiciary Committee hold hearings on Garland’s confir­
mation. Against all precedent, a seat on the Supreme Court re­
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mained vacant for most of 2016. And while the Senate’s refusal to 
consider Garland’s nomination was especially visible, it was part of 
a much wider pattern of stonewalling Obama’s judicial and execu­
tive appointees.37

	 But it is in the states, away from the national limelight, that vio­
lations of basic democratic norms have been most blatant. For 
many decades now, partisan commissions have drawn electoral 
maps with the obvious purpose of giving the Republican Party an 
advantage at the next elections.38 For many decades, Republican 
lawmakers have tried to disenfranchise minority voters by passing 
unnecessary ID laws or shutting down polling stations in heavily 
Democratic neighborhoods. In states like North Carolina, their de­
termination to win has long exceeded their desire to hold a fair 
election.39

	 But even by those low standards, what happened in the wake 
of  the 2016 gubernatorial elections in North Carolina was jaw-
dropping. Roy Cooper, the Democratic candidate, won a highly 
contentious election by an extremely narrow margin. But instead of 
recognizing that this gave him a mandate to rule for the next four 
years, Republicans decided to rewrite his job description. North 
Carolina’s governor used to be responsible for appointing 1,500 
gubernatorial staffers; according to a law passed by the outgoing 
Republican legislature, he would henceforth be permitted to ap­
point only 425. The governor once had the power to appoint a 
majority of commissioners to the state’s election boards; from now 
on, he would split the responsibility with the Republican-controlled 
legislature. Finally, the governor had previously been charged with 
appointing up to 66 trustees to the school boards of the University 
of North Carolina; now, he would be permitted to appoint a grand 
total of zero.40

	 The naked partisanship of these actions is undeniable. So is their 
import: Republicans in North Carolina have effectively rejected the 
notion that we resolve political differences by free and fair elec­
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tions, and are willing to submit to the rule of our political rivals 
when we lose.

Donald Trump is now importing a supercharged version of consti­
tutional hardball that has increasingly been practiced in the halls of 
Congress and of various state legislatures into the White House.
	 Over the course of his campaign, Donald Trump broke just 
about every basic rule of democratic politics. He promised to jail 
his political opponents. He refused to say that he would accept the 
outcome of the election. He bullied the press and threatened to ex­
pand libel laws. He invited a foreign power to sabotage his main 
competitor. He incited hatred against ethnic and religious minori­
ties and promised to take unconstitutional action against them.41

	 After his election, Trump continued to disregard basic demo­
cratic norms. As president-elect, Trump made baseless claims about 
widespread voter fraud. He denigrated the neutrality of indepen­
dent state institutions from courts to the intelligence agencies. He 
inquired about the status of planning permits for his building proj­
ects on offi cial calls with foreign heads of state. He refused to create 
a blind trust for his private businesses. And he repeatedly compli­
mented the dictatorial leader of a rival power.42

	 As president, Trump has doubled down on the same behavior. 
He has refused to resolve his substantial conflicts of interest. He 
has used the machinery of government to spread outright lies. He 
has tried to bar permanent residents from reentering the country. 
He has railed against “so-called judges.” He has dubbed journalists 
“enemies of the American people.” He has threatened the owners 
of critical media outlets with higher taxes. He has undermined at­
tempts to investigate his links with Russia by colluding with loyal­
ist legislators, firing the director of the FBI, and publicly threaten­
ing him with secret recordings.43

	 All in all, it is clear that the man who now occupies the highest 
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offi ce in the most powerful democracy in the world has a reckless 
disregard, and perhaps even a proud disdain, for the most basic 
rules of democratic politics. We are only just beginning to under­
stand what that might mean for the stability of the system.

The Young Won’t Save Us

Citizens are less committed to democracy and more open to au­
thoritarian alternatives than they once were. Respect for demo­
cratic norms and rules has precipitously declined. No longer the 
only game in town, democracy is now deconsolidating.
	 That conclusion, I know, is hard to swallow. We like to think of 
the world as getting better over time, and of liberal democracy 
as  deepening its roots with every passing year. That is perhaps 
why,  of all my claims, the one that has elicited the most skepti­
cism is the idea that young people have been especially critical of 
democracy.
	 For good reason, Americans and the British find it especially 
hard to believe that young people are most disaffected. After all, 
young people heavily leaned toward Hillary Clinton, the candidate 
of continuity, in the last US elections: among voters below the age 
of 30, 55 percent supported Clinton while only 37 percent sup­
ported Trump. The story of Brexit was very similar. Whereas two-
thirds of pension-age Brits voted to leave the European Union, two-
thirds of millennials voted for the status quo.44

	 It would nonetheless be facile to conclude that openness to radi­
cal change, much less to straightforward alternatives to democracy, 
is the exclusive preserve of the old—or that the crisis of liberal de­
mocracy will take care of itself as younger, more liberal cohorts re­
place their elders.
	 On the contrary, young people in a broad range of countries 
are  actually more likely to identify as radical than older people. 
And their attraction to the political extremes has grown over time. 
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In countries like Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, for example, the number of young people who locate them­
selves on the radical left or the radical right has roughly doubled 
over the course of the past two decades; in Sweden, it has increased 
by more than threefold.
	 Polling data for populist parties bear out this story as well. While 
young people were less likely to vote for Trump or Brexit, they are 
much more likely to vote for antisystem parties in many countries 
around the world.
	 This is most obviously true in Southern European and Latin 
American countries, where the populist threat primarily comes 
from the left. Italy’s Five Star Movement, Spain’s Podemos, Greece’s 
Syriza, and the France Insoumise movement led by Jean-Luc Mé­
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lenchon are all extremely popular among the young. In Italy, for 
example, 40 percent of voters below the age of forty supported the 
Five Star Movement in February 2016, compared to only 15 per­
cent of voters over the age of sixty-five.45

	 It is not only far-left parties that profit from youth disenchant­
ment with democracy. In many countries, the young are also more 
likely than the old to support far-right populists. Marine Le Pen, 
for example, can count young people as some of her most fervent 
supporters. In the second round of the 2017 presidential election, 
some exit polls suggested that only one in five older voters favored 
Marine Le Pen; among the youngest voters, nearly one in two did. 
(There was also some conflicting evidence, suggesting that Le Pen 
only outperformed her overall vote share among the young by a 
much smaller margin.)46 In this, France is hardly an exception. On 
the contrary, polls have found similar results in countries as varied 
as Austria, Sweden, Greece, Finland, and Hungary.47

	 Even in Great Britain and the United States, the picture is rather 
less clear-cut than widely portrayed. Jeremy Corbyn, long regarded 
as a fringe figure, ascended to the leadership of the Labour Party 
and outperformed expectations in the 2017 general election in part 
because of his fervent support among young voters.48 Young people 
are more open to populist appeals than has widely been suggested 
in the United States as well. Among white voters below the age of 
30, for example, Donald Trump actually beat Hillary Clinton by a 
48–43 margin.49

One possible explanation for why a lot of young people have grown 
disenchanted with democracy is that they have little conception of 
what it would mean to live in a different political system. People 
born in the 1930s and 1940s experienced the threat of fascism 
as children or were raised by people who actively fought it. They 
spent their formative years during the Cold War, when fears of So­
viet expansionism drove the reality of communism home to them in 
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a very real way. When they are asked whether it is important to 
them to live in a democracy, they have some sense of what the al­
ternative might mean.
	 Millennials in countries like Great Britain or the United States, 
by contrast, barely experienced the Cold War and may not even 
know anybody who fought fascism. To them, the question of 
whether it is important to live in a democracy is far more abstract. 
Doesn’t this imply that, if they were actually faced with a threat to 
their system, they would be sure to rally to its defense?
	 I’m not so sure. The very fact that young people have so little 
idea of what it would mean to live in a system other than their 
own may make them willing to engage in political experimentation. 
Used to seeing and criticizing the (very real) injustices and hypocri­
sies of the system in which they grew up, many of them have mis­
takenly started to take its positive aspects for granted.
	 It’s tempting to think that the relative unpopularity of Trump 
among the young indicates that millennials who are openly critical 
of liberal democracy will come to its defense in a moment of peril—
and that the crisis will subside as younger voters replace older ones. 
But I fear that a more pessimistic conclusion is warranted: A huge 
reservoir of antisystem energy still remains to be tapped. While 
young voters might come to the rescue of the system at the next 
election, it is just as likely that their opposition to the status quo 
might be activated in the service of some as yet obscure, insignifi­
cant, or inexistent populist movement.

The Dangerous Consequences of Deconsolidation

The evidence is highly concerning: In many countries around the 
world, from the United States to Great Britain, and from Sweden 
to Australia, democracy no longer appears to be the only game in 
town. A growing share of citizens either has negative views about 
democracy or doesn’t think it’s especially important. A smaller yet 
more rapidly growing share of citizens is open to straightforwardly 
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authoritarian alternatives like a strongman ruler or a military dicta­
torship. Meanwhile, populists who have little or no attachment to 
basic democratic norms are gaining immense power—and one such 
politician has recently captured the most powerful offi ce in the 
world.
	 But while it is clear that democracy is deconsolidating, it is as yet 
diffi cult to know what the consequences of this process are going to 
be. Is democratic deconsolidation a temporary process, which will 
soon awaken a strong immune defense—making for a turbulent de­
cade but not much more than that? Or does democratic deconsoli­
dation signal a real danger for the survival of political institutions 
that had once seemed exceptionally stable—raising the prospect 
that the long period of democratic stability, which has shaped the 
past three quarters of a century, is drawing to a close?
	 In theory, the way to settle these pressing questions is to look to 
past instances in which wealthy, consolidated democracies started 
to fracture. The problem is that no such examples exist. Until re­
cently, the process of democratic consolidation really has been a 
one-way street. There are few examples in the historical record that 
give us an idea of the mayhem that might ensue when traffic sud­
denly starts to flow in from the other side.
	 But while there is no clear precedent for the situation in which 
we now find ourselves, a few cases do come closer than others. 
Countries like Poland and Venezuela, for example, were widely 
thought to be well on their way toward democratic consolidation 
until the election of populist candidates did grievous damage to 
their political systems. If we want to know whether we should be 
worried that the rise of illiberal democracy may end in dictator­
ship, we need to investigate whether the same process was taking 
place in these countries before their democracies deteriorated.

Political scientists have long portrayed Poland as the great suc­
cess  story of postcommunist transition toward democracy. They 
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had strong reason for their optimism. Between 1990 and 2005, Po­
land’s government changed hands through free and fair elections 
five times. The country’s GDP increased sixfold, comfortably sur­
passing the threshold of $14,000 per capita at which democracies 
are supposedly stable. Other signs seemed to be encouraging as 
well. The country developed an unusually active set of civil soci­
ety  institutions. Many Poles were deeply rooted in associational 
life, from sports clubs to the Catholic Church. NGOs began to ad­
vocate for a wide variety of social and political issues. Excellent 
newspapers held successive governments to account, freely criticiz­
ing political mismanagement and investigating corruption scandals. 
Schools and universities flourished.50

	 By 2004, this progress secured Poland a coveted membership in 
the European Union. To be admitted to the EU, a country has to 
prove that it has developed stable institutions “guaranteeing de­
mocracy, the rule of law, [and] human rights.”51 Poland fulfilled 
these criteria with flying colors.
	 It is hardly surprising, then, that many political scientists con­
cluded that Poland had already become “a consolidated democ­
racy.”52 While nobody would have gone so far as to suggest that 
democratic institutions in Poland were as firmly rooted, or as se­
cure, as they are in countries like Canada or the United States, lib­
eral democracy seemed to have taken hold.
	 And yet, this well-founded optimism soon turned out to be pre­
mature.

The 2015 elections came at a strange moment. The Civic Plat­
form government led by Prime Minister Donald Tusk could boast 
a  largely positive record: It had competently steered the country 
through the global recession of 2008. It had improved Poland’s re­
lationships with its neighbors. It had made a success of Poland’s 
first turn at leading the presidency of the EU. All in all, Poland was 
doing remarkably well.
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	 But after nearly seven years in offi ce, the government was start­
ing to run out of steam. Voters were ready for a change. So when 
secret recordings of private conversations between leading offi cials 
showed them using crude language and engaging in suspect eco­
nomic deals, the government’s popularity plummeted.53

	 This gave an opening to the far-right Law and Justice Party, 
which had already ruled the country from 2005 to 2007 under the 
leadership of Jarosław Kaczynski. During its first stint in offi ce, 
Law and Justice had quickly become unpopular because of a series 
of high-profile scandals and constant spats between members of the 
cabinet. Many Poles rejected the party’s staunch conservatism and 
its divisive rhetoric. But this time, the party had seemed to moder­
ate. Its main promises were to take back a planned increase in the 
retirement age, to cut taxes, and to increase childcare payments. 
Kaczynski, who had formally stepped down as the party’s leader 
but continued to dominate it behind the scenes, barely appeared in 
public during the campaign and promised not to take a leading role 
in the government.54

	 In the event, the Law and Justice Party won both the presidential 
and the parliamentary elections, giving the party sweeping powers. 
Once in government, it began to subvert the basic rules of Polish 
democracy.
	 In a first step, Law and Justice undermined the neutrality of in­
dependent state institutions. To gain control of the Constitutional 
Tribunal, the country’s highest court, the government increased 
the number of its judges, rushing the nomination of party loyal­
ists  through parliament overnight while stripping three previous 
nominees of their vote. When the Tribunal ruled that the three 
opposition-nominated appointees had a right to vote, parliament 
stripped it of much of its powers and dismissed the ruling.55

	 In a second step, Law and Justice used government funds to 
spread propaganda and muffle critical journalists. While past Pol­
ish governments had also tried to influence the political slant of 
Telewizja Polska (TVP), the state broadcaster and the dominant 
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television network in the country, its takeover by the new team 
was qualitatively different. Commentators who had frequently ap­
peared on TVP’s programs for decades disappeared from television 
screens overnight. News programs that might at one point or an­
other have leaned in favor of the government of the day became 
unremitting purveyors of naked propaganda.56

	 Not content with capturing state media, the government started 
to encroach on private networks and publications. Over the past 
years, it has stripped private companies of advertising contracts 
and strong-armed foreign owners into selling media corporations 
to domestic allies. As one Law and Justice leader boasted, the party 
intended to “re-Polonize” the country’s media, public and private.57

	 In yet another step away from liberal democracy, the Law and 
Justice Party has started to attack the right to voice unpopular 
opinions, to protest government policy, or simply to report on such 
protests. Unwilling to brook criticisms of the Polish nation, the 
government attempted to revoke the medal a previous government 
had awarded to Jan Gross, a Princeton historian who has demon­
strated the extent of Polish complicity in the crimes of the Holo­
caust, and passed a law criminalizing the use of the phrase “Polish 
death camps.”58 When popular protests against the government 
erupted in the summer of 2016, Law and Justice moved to restrict 
the right to assembly. And when thousands of citizens took to par­
liament to protest, the prime minister banned private broadcasters 
from the parliament building.59

	 Called upon to investigate whether liberal democracy was now 
in danger in Poland, the Venice Commission—an advisory body of 
the Council of Europe composed of senior academics and experts 
in constitutional law—came to an unusually undiplomatic conclu­
sion: “Not only is the rule of law in danger, but so are democracy 
and human rights.”60 Guy Verhofstadt, who had been intimately 
involved in negotiating Poland’s membership in the EU, was simi­
larly forthright: “The measures Warsaw is taking are .  .  . anti-
democratic and contrary to the principles of the rule of law signed 
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by Poland upon its EU accession. It is clear that if an accession 
agreement was to be sought now, it would fail.”61 Jan-Werner Mül­
ler put the point even more clearly: “it is hard to avoid the feeling 
that Central Europe is living 1989 in reverse. In that year, peace­
ful revolutions in the name of liberal democracy spread from one 
Communist country to another. Today we witness the emergence of 
a new Authoritarian International.”62

Most political scientists have been puzzled by Poland’s rapid slide 
from liberal democracy. The country seemed to be doing so well 
for so long. And yet, the political system deteriorated so quickly. 
What could possibly explain such a rapid shift in fortunes? Or 
might it simply be a freak occurrence—one of those strange, unex­
pected twists of history that political scientists could never hope to 
foretell?
	 It would be tempting to think so. But in light of my recent work, 
the Polish case actually looks surprisingly straightforward. Long 
before democracy started to fail, Poles were already taking a re­
markably dim view of democracy, evincing a striking openness to 
authoritarian alternatives, and voting for parties that broke with 
fundamental democratic norms.

•  Compared to their neighbors, or indeed to the global aver­
age, Poles have long been highly critical of democracy. 
While, globally, only about one in ten respondents claim 
that democracy is a bad or very bad way of running their 
country, about one in six Poles have long held this view. 
(Among American millennials, close to one in four respon­
dents share this bleak view.)

•  Long before the current government took over, Poles had 
been unusually open to authoritarian alternatives. While 
fewer than one in ten citizens of the European Union be­
lieved that army rule was a good system of government in 
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the early 2010s, more than one in five Poles took this view. 
(Among American millennials, the level is similarly high.)63

•  Finally, powerful populist parties had long started to un­
dermine key democratic norms. Law and Justice built a 
mass following despite (or perhaps because of) its willing­
ness to spread conspiracy theories, to drum up fear of for­
eign governments, and to dismiss the parties in power as 
traitors to the Polish nation. In this, it was not alone. An­
drzej Lepper, the late leader of Samoobrona, an agrarian 
party, aspired to be “a positive dictator,” routinely en­
gaged in anti-Semitic rhetoric, and issued dark warnings 
about clandestine plots to topple the Polish government. 
Meanwhile, the League of Polish Families, an ultraconser­
vative party, warned that the EU was a communist agent, 
intent on subverting the country’s Catholicism.64

	 In short, all the major warning signs that are now flashing red in 
large parts of North America and Western Europe were present in 
Poland long before the Law and Justice government started its con­
certed assault on democratic institutions. Had political scientists 
paid closer attention to the signs of democratic deconsolidation—
signs that are now burning just as brightly in North America and 
Western Europe—the worrying developments in Poland need not 
have come as such a surprise.
	 The harbingers of democratic decline were there for all to see. 
But political scientists did not care to look.

s
High-minded defenders of liberal democracy believe that there is 
something uniquely legitimate about the political system to which 
they are committed.
	 Its democratic element, they claim, ensures citizens’ equality. In a 
monarchy, the king is elevated above his subjects by the accident of 
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his noble birth. In a democracy, by contrast, all citizens get one 
vote without regard to the color of their skin or the station of their 
ancestors.
	 Its liberal element, meanwhile, ensures citizens’ freedom. In a to­
talitarian regime, the government can regulate the lives of its sub­
jects in the most minute detail and punish them at whim. In a lib­
eral polity, by contrast, the reach of the law is limited, and citizens 
are protected against arbitrary interference in their lives.
	 The peculiar genius of liberal democracy is that it is able to honor 
both of these values at the same time.
	 This account of democratic legitimacy is a little too blithe. As 
long as money can easily buy power, many citizens understandably 
feel that political equality remains an empty promise. And as long 
as economic necessity radically constrains the kinds of choices they 
can make, many citizens understandably feel that the freedom they 
were promised has not materialized. To live up to the most exalted 
claims of its adherents, liberal democracy needs to be embedded in 
a broader context of social and economic justice—and make citi­
zens feel that they actually hold power. And yet, it seems to me that 
this rough account of what makes our political system special is 
more right than it is wrong: for anybody who is deeply committed 
to both freedom and equality, the allure of liberal democracy re­
mains unrivaled.
	 But while I am convinced that liberal democracy is more legiti­
mate than other forms of government, I am skeptical that this also 
explains why it has, historically, enjoyed such widespread support.
	 People who believe in the unique legitimacy of liberal democracy 
tend to assume that this legitimacy has also been the major reason 
for its success: By ensuring that each citizen can stand tall in the 
public sphere and simultaneously remain free to enjoy his private 
life, this story goes, only liberal democracy can fulfill some of the 
deepest and most universal human aspirations. That is why it has 
gradually conquered the world—and will, the hope goes, dominate 
its future.
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	 The best available evidence, however, seems to suggest that citi­
zens have built up loyalty to their political system because it kept 
the peace and swelled their pocketbooks, not because they hold a 
deep commitment to its most fundamental principles. Liberal de­
mocracy, this fear suggests, has only been so dominant because it 
has delivered such good results.
	 If this is true, popular attachment to liberal democracy may be 
rather more shallow and more brittle than its most high-minded 
supporters tend to think. And that would go a long way toward ex­
plaining its current woes. As liberal democracies have become less 
adept at delivering for citizens, they have entered a deep “perfor­
mance crisis.” The populist movements that are on the rise around 
the world are now exploiting this crisis to dismantle key elements 
of the system.
	 There is little historical precedent that can tell us how institu­
tions in supposedly consolidated democracies fare when they stop 
delivering for their citizens. They may remain stable even as their 
economies stagnate and their power declines. To avoid nasty sur­
prises, we must grapple with the possibility that they might not—
and investigate why citizens have grown so disappointed in the per­
formance of liberal democracy in the first place.
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IF I RECORD the temperature at which water boils in New York City, 
I will jot down 100° Celsius in my notebook. If I make another 
measurement in Boston or Miami or Seattle or San Diego, I will 
keep getting the same result. I could keep on going to my heart’s 
content, and yet I would only confirm what every textbook would 
have told me: water boils at 100°.
	 But things aren’t quite as simple as they appear. For if I were to 
repeat my experiment atop Mont Blanc, the water would boil at 
about 85°. And if I dragged my kettle all the way up Mount Ever­
est, it would do so even earlier, at about 70°.1

	 In other words, the fixed association between temperature and 
the boiling point of water holds so long as the height at which I 
carry out the experiment—and, with it, the pressure of the air 
around me—doesn’t change. If I only ever carry out my experiment 
in coastal cities, I won’t realize that the result I get depends on con­
ditions of which I wasn’t even aware. Once the context changes, so 
does the link between cause and effect.
	 All of this is highly relevant if we wish to think seriously about 
what fate may be in store for democracy. Since the end of World 
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War II, democracies have proven incredibly stable in many parts of 
the world. We have fallen into the trap of assuming that they must 
be here to stay. But now there’s good reason to fear that the world 
we know is just as contingent as the boiling point of water (or the 
farmer’s desire to feed Bertrand Russell’s chicken).2

	 If we want to venture an educated guess about the future of de­
mocracy, we thus have to figure out what political scientists call its 
“scope conditions”:3 Was the past stability of democracy brought 
about by conditions that are no longer in place? If so, how might 
the erosion of these conditions explain what has been happening 
over the past decades—and help us figure out how we might be 
able to escape the bloody fate that seemingly awaits us?
	 On my view, there are at least three such scope conditions:

•  First, the dominance of mass media limited the distribu­
tion of extreme ideas, created a set of shared facts and val­
ues, and slowed the spread of fake news. But the rise of 
the internet and of social media has since weakened tradi­
tional gatekeepers, empowering once-marginal movements 
and politicians.

•  Second, all through the history of democratic stability, 
most citizens enjoyed a rapid increase in their living stan­
dards, and held out high hopes for an even better future. 
In many places, citizens are now treading water, and fear 
that they will suffer much greater hardship in the future.

•  And third, nearly all stable democracies were either 
founded as monoethnic nations or allowed one ethnic 
group to dominate. Now, this dominance is increasingly 
being challenged.

The following chapters are devoted to explaining each of these 
causes in detail. But while it is important to search for the big 
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changes that might plausibly be related to the stability of democ­
racy, we also need to avoid four common mistakes that pervade 
much of the recent journalistic—and scholarly—debate about the 
rise of populism.
	 Many analysts have told stories about their local context, focus­
ing on factors that only hold in their particular countries. But since 
the rise of populism is a global phenomenon, we should look for 
causes that are common to most countries where populism has 
spread in the past years.
	 Many analysts have assumed that recent events must explain 
populist uprisings, invoking the Great Recession as the source of 
our woes. But since the rise of populism began well before 2008, 
we should focus our explanations on long-term trends.
	 Many analysts have assumed that different causes are rival to 
each other, debating with particular ferocity whether the politi­
cal crisis we now face is explained by economic or cultural factors. 
But since economic and cultural anxieties reinforce each other, we 
should eschew such “mono-causal” explanations.
	 Finally, many analysts have assumed that the structural drivers 
of populist success would manifest in direct and obvious ways—so 
that the poor would support populists in the greatest number if 
economic explanations play a role, and people in areas of high im­
migration would support populists in the greatest number if cul­
tural factors play a role. But since people are motivated by the fate 
of others as well as their own, and spend as much time reflecting on 
their fears about the future as they do pondering their current cir­
cumstances, we also need to consider more subtle and indirect ways 
in which economic anxiety and racial animus might manifest in our 
politics.
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UNTIL THE LATE MIDDLE AGES, it was prohibitively costly and cum­
bersome to spread information to a large number of people. To 
make a copy of a long text, a professional copyist or a monk would 
need to transcribe each word in the original manuscript. To make 
another copy, he would have to start all over again.
	 As a result, written information was only accessible to a select 
elite. To share a piece of writing with fifty or a hundred people was 
a major undertaking. To share it with thousands was the exclu­
sive preserve of kings or senior clergymen. Technological limits on 
the spread of the written word thus helped to enforce political and 
religious orthodoxy: with the dissemination of ideas firmly in the 
hands of priests and potentates, it was comparatively easy to quell 
political dissent and religious heresy.
	 This helps to explain what made the invention of the printing 
press so momentous. When Johannes Gutenberg first found a way 
to create a master plate for each page that could be copied many 
times over at vastly lower cost and incomprehensibly greater speed, 
he radically changed the structural conditions of communication. 
Soon, “one-to-many” communication would be within the reach of 
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a significant number of people for the first time in human history: 
somebody with access to the relevant technology and the requisite 
capital could now impart their ideas to thousands of people, all at 
the same time.1

	 Gutenberg’s contemporaries were quick to grasp the revolution­
ary implications of the printing press—and many of them were full 
of hope for the marvels it would bring forth. The greater ease of 
communication would spread ideas, increase learning, and foster 
economic growth.
	 Some of these hopes were borne out. The theses of Martin Lu­
ther, for instance, were printed some 250,000 times in the span of a 
few years; it is diffi cult to imagine that Luther would have had such 
a transformative impact on the world if his followers had not had 
access to printing technology. Without a doubt, the printing press 
played a major role in the revival of ideas—and the rapid spread of 
literacy—that took place in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu­
ries.2

	 But though the printing press is rightly celebrated as one of the 
most transformative inventions in the history of mankind, it has 
also had hundreds of thousands of victims. As new religious ideas 
spread across the continent, so did religious strife. And as dissent­
ing voices gained the ability to communicate with would-be follow­
ers, so did their ability to instigate violent political revolts. In a 
word, the printing press spread death as well as literacy, instability, 
and chaos alongside emancipation.

Over the last years, a slew of writers have compared the invention 
of digital technology—and especially of social media—to the inven­
tion of the printing press. In Clay Shirky’s words, “you used to 
have to own a radio tower or television tower or printing press. 
Now all you have to have is access to an Internet café or a public 
library, and you can put your thoughts out in public.”3 Heather 
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Brooke makes much the same point even more concisely: “Our 
printing press,” she wrote, “is the Internet. Our coffee houses are 
social networks.”4

	 It is easy to dismiss these grand claims out of hand. In generation 
after generation, so the charge goes, some leading thinkers have 
fallen prey to “chronocentricism,” or the erroneous belief that their 
own moment in time is somehow central to the history of man­
kind.5 Might the widespread belief that a recent invention like Twit­
ter or Facebook represents a fundamental shift in human history 
not suffer from the same cognitive bias?
	 It’s important to be on guard against chronocentrism. But it’s 
also diffi cult to deny that there are some real parallels between the 
invention of digital technology and the invention of the printing 
press: like the press, the advent of the internet and of social media 
fundamentally transformed the structural conditions of communi­
cation.
	 In the five hundred years since the invention of the printing press, 
the cost and the speed of one-to-many communication fell signifi­
cantly, even as its content and geographical reach expanded radi­
cally. By 1992, it was possible to beam the sound and the sight of 
an event to billions of television viewers around the world in an in­
stant.
	 But in two respects, the world of CNN still resembled the world 
of Martin Luther: There were a limited number of centralized com­
municators—TV networks and radio stations, newspapers and 
publishing houses—and a large number of recipients. And the costs 
were significant enough that most citizens were unable to turn 
themselves into broadcasters on any significant scale; to become an 
opinion-shaper, you either needed to spend a lot of money or to 
convince the owners of the means of distribution to feature you on 
their platforms.
	 In the quarter century since 1992, both of these constraints have 
disappeared.
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	 At first, the World Wide Web made it possible for most inhabi­
tants of developed countries to broadcast their views around the 
globe: once they published a website at little cost, the content they 
had created was available to anybody with an internet-enabled de­
vice. After over five hundred years, the promise inherent in one-to-
many communication had finally been democratized.
	 This difference in degree soon begot a difference in kind. Al­
though websites were accessible to anyone who could connect to 
the internet, they still, at first, shared a few important properties 
with older distribution platforms. In theory, joeboggs.com was as 
easy to reach as nytimes.com; in practice, it was very diffi cult for 
Joe Boggs to let would-be readers around the world know about 
his website.
	 Social media attenuated this last constraint. On Facebook and 
Twitter, content created by any one user can rapidly be reposted by 
anybody with whom this user is connected. If the content the user 
has created is suffi ciently novel or interesting, even someone with 
few connections can reach a very large audience in a matter of min­
utes.
	 By creating a diffuse network of users who are all in communica­
tion with each other, social media thus altered the dynamics of dis­
tribution. There is a reason why terms like “meme” or “virality” 
are new to our everyday vocabulary: they could only take on the 
importance they now have in a world in which anybody can cap­
ture the imagination of a handful of peers, who then share their 
work with a global audience.
	 One way of putting this point is to say that, thanks to the rise of 
social media, one-to-many communication has now transformed 
into “many-to-many communication.”6 And perhaps the most sig­
nificant feature of many-to-many communication is that the largest 
players have lost much of their ability to control the spread of ideas 
or messages that resonate with ordinary people.
	 Twenty-five years ago, traditional broadcasters could stop the 
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spread of videos that might have been of interest to millions of peo­
ple—whether they be the entertaining antics of a domestic cat or 
the brutal beheadings perpetrated by terrorist groups—by declin­
ing to air them. Today, traditional broadcasters still can, and some­
times do, refuse to air such content. But their function as gate­
keepers has mostly evaporated: suffi ciently viral content is likely to 
spread via social networks whether or not traditional broadcasters 
decide to show it.7

	 All of this suggests that the invention of digital communication 
technology really is going to have a big political effect. But will the 
gatekeepers’ loss of influence empower ordinary people and boost 
democracy—or has it already harmed democracy by giving popu­
lists the platform they need to poison our politics?

The Rise of the Techno-Optimists

Until a few years ago, most observers were highly optimistic. In one 
of the most subtle early analyses of what he tellingly called “Liber­
ation Technology,” for example, Larry Diamond argued that new 
digital tools empower “citizens to report news, expose wrongdo­
ing, express opinions, mobilize protest, monitor elections, scruti­
nize government, deepen participation, and expand the horizons of 
freedom.”8 In Malaysia, he showed, digital tools had allowed dem­
ocratic activists to publish news stories critical of the authoritarian 
regime. In countries from Uzbekistan to the Philippines, and from 
Venezuela to Nigeria, they had allowed ordinary citizens to hold 
their governments to account by chronicling abuses. Even in China, 
where the Communist Party had instituted a “Great Firewall,” us­
ers were creatively circumventing the regime’s heavy-handed cen­
sorship: “There is simply too much communication and network­
ing,” Diamond observed, “for the state to monitor and censor it 
all.”9

	 Diamond’s article was published in the summer of 2010. Within 
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the year, its most optimistic predictions seemed to come true. Mass 
protests erupted in Tunisia, in Egypt, in Libya, and finally in Syria. 
In each of these countries, long-serving autocrats were ousted from 
power. And in each of these countries, protestors had used social 
media to criticize the government, to chronicle attempted crack­
downs, and to coordinate the time and location of their protests. 
Twitter, Andrew Sullivan wrote in the Atlantic, had proven to be 
a  “critical tool for organizing.”10 In twenty-first-century conflict, 
Nicholas Kristof echoed in the New York Times, “government thugs 
firing bullets” would increasingly come up against the resistance of 
“young protestors firing ‘tweets.’”11

	 The positive effects of digital technology were increasingly being 
felt closer to home, too. As Clay Shirky argued in Here Comes Ev
erybody: The Power of Organizing without Organizations, even in 
countries like the United States the power of many-to-many com­
munication made it much easier for activists to coordinate.12 In the 
wake of the financial crisis, this greater ease of organizing seemed 
to play out in myriad forms. On the right, the Tea Party was in­
spired by a viral rant on CNBC, and made heavy use of online tools 
from meetup.org to email lists. On the left, Occupy Wall Street and 
Black Lives Matter heavily relied on social media to assemble and 
coordinate a loose network of activists all over the country. On 
both sides of the political spectrum, a reenergized public seemed to 
testify to the democratizing potential of social media.13

	 The potential of social media to both deepen and spread democ­
racy seemed beyond doubt—and its boosters began to make ever 
more ambitious claims about its potential. Capturing the conven­
tional wisdom of his time in characteristically vivid form, Thomas 
Friedman wrote in May 2014 that the “square people” would shape 
global politics for the better:

As the I. T. revolution and globalization have been democra­
tized and diffused—as we’ve gone from laptops for elites to 
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smartphones for everyone, from networking for the lucky few 
at Davos to Facebook for all and from only the rich heard in 
the halls of power to everyone being able to talk back to their 
leaders on Twitter—a new global political force is aborning.
	 They are mostly young, aspiring to a higher standard of liv­
ing and more liberty, seeking either reform or revolution (de­
pending on their existing government), connected to one an­
other either by massing in squares or through virtual squares 
or both, and united less by a common program and more by a 
shared direction they want their societies to go.14

The Revenge of the Techno-Pessimists

As late as 2014 or 2015, the conventional wisdom on social media 
was overwhelmingly positive. Since then, it has been stood on its 
head.
	 There had been warnings from the start, of course. In “Libera­
tion Technology,” Diamond was at pains to stress that the new 
digital tools could be put to bad as well as good uses: “Just as radio 
and TV could be vehicles of information pluralism and rational de­
bate, so they could also be commandeered by totalitarian regimes 
for fanatical mobilization and total state control,” he speculated.15

	 In the following years, skeptics from Evgeny Morozov to Cass 
Sunstein deepened Diamond’s critique. The biggest fans of Twitter 
and Facebook, Morozov argued, believed that these new technolo­
gies would reshape the local context, connecting erstwhile enemies 
and overcoming ancient hatreds. But in truth, the inverse would 
come closer to the truth: different local contexts would reshape the 
use of tools like Facebook, making them emancipatory in some 
contexts and strengthening autocratic rule—and inciting racial ha­
tred—in others.16

	 The centrifugal forces unleashed by the internet were on Sun­
stein’s mind as well: Since social media sites allowed people to cu­
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rate their own information sources, he suggested, they would give 
rise to “echo chambers” in which users would effectively surround 
themselves with others who are politically like-minded. Paradoxi­
cally, the increased ease of communication with anybody in the 
world might thus lead to much less communication across the most 
salient social and political divides.17

When I started teaching a class called “Democracy in the Digital 
Age” at Harvard University back in the spring of 2013, most stu­
dents found these warnings interesting—but also a little abstruse. 
On the whole, they still embraced the boosterish view of social me­
dia, seeing its liberating potential as paramount.
	 Then came the rise of Donald Trump.
	 Throughout Trump’s unlikely campaign, it was obvious what an 
important role social media was playing in his ability to bypass the 
traditional gatekeepers of American politics. In an earlier age, tele­
vision networks would likely have refused to air his blatant lies or 
his tirades against immigrants, religious minorities, and political 
opponents. But thanks to Twitter, Donald Trump did not need the 
infrastructure of traditional media outlets. Instead, he could tweet 
messages directly to his millions of followers. Once he had done so, 
established broadcasters faced a stark choice: ignore the main sub­
ject of conversation and make yourself irrelevant—or discuss each 
Tweet at length, thereby amplifying Trump’s message even as they 
ostensibly scrutinized it. Perhaps unsurprisingly, they chose the lat­
ter course of action.18

	 Trump’s Twitter feed gave him a powerful weapon. But it was 
augmented by a diffuse network of lieutenants, some acting for ide­
ological, others for primarily financial reasons. The most promi­
nent of these was Breitbart, a news organization whose rapid rise 
demonstrated the extent to which mass communication had been 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Social Media    145

democratized in the digital age. A few years into its existence, the 
site could rival longstanding media organizations in size and influ­
ence. And since it didn’t feel bound by their constraints, it repeat­
edly published stories that were distinguished more by being in­
flammatory than by being truthful.19

	 Breitbart, in turn, only stood at the apex of a large number of 
smaller sites that spread lies and rumors with even greater aban­
don. Many of the stories fabricated and disseminated on portals 
like Vdare, InfoWars, and American Renaissance were so far-fetched 
or gory that it was diffi cult to see how anybody could believe them. 
“Pope Francis Shocks World, Endorses Donald Trump for Presi­
dent,” one headline screeched.20 “Bombshell: Hillary Clinton’s Sa­
tanic Network Exposed,” another proclaimed.21

	 But believed they were by a significant portion of the population. 
According to one poll, taken in August of 2016, 42 percent of reg­
istered voters had come to believe that Hillary Clinton was “evil.”22 
In an even more striking finding recorded in North Carolina, days 
after Trump had referred to Clinton as “the devil,” 41 percent of 
his supporters claimed to believe that this was literally true.23

	 If such abstruse ideas found such easy credence, it is because the 
new possibilities of many-to-many communication were intersect­
ing with the rise of ever-narrower echo chambers. In some corners 
of the internet—which is to say, on the Facebook feeds and the 
Twitter timelines of a significant portion of the American popula­
tion—no bad word about Hillary Clinton seemed too outlandish to 
be true.
	 Thanks in good part to the constant vilification of his opponent, 
Donald Trump carried off a narrow victory. In the months that fol­
lowed, the conventional wisdom flipped. If social media had been 
portrayed as the savior a few short years before, it now had to be 
the angel of death. Turning breathless claims about digital technol­
ogy’s liberating potential into breathless prognostications of doom, 
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social media was now declared the most dangerous foe of liberal 
democracy. “It’s time,” Farhad Manjoo of the New York Times 
wrote a few days after the election,

to start recognizing that social networks actually are becoming 
the world-shattering forces that their boosters long promised 
they would be—and to be unnerved, rather than exhilarated, 
by the huge social changes they could uncork . . . In a way, we 
are now living through a kind of bizarro version of the utopia 
that some in tech once envisioned would be unleashed by so­
cial media.24

Closing the Gap

Manjoo has a point: The negative potential of social media is all 
too real. And yet, it is overly simple to say that social media is a 
“world-shattering force,” sure to result in a terrible dystopia.
	 The truth about social media, I want to suggest, is not that it is 
necessarily good or bad for liberal democracy. Nor is it that social 
media inherently strengthens or undermines tolerance. On the con­
trary, it is that social media closes the technological gap between 
insiders and outsiders.
	 Until a few decades ago, governments and big media companies 
enjoyed an oligopoly over the means of mass communication. As a 
result, they could set the standards of acceptable political discourse. 
In a well-functioning democracy, this might mean declining to pub­
lish racist content, conspiracy theories, or outright lies—and thus 
stabilizing liberal democracy. In an autocracy, this might mean cen­
soring any criticism of the dictator—and thus keeping liberal de­
mocracy at bay.
	 With the rise of social media, this technological advantage has 
all but evaporated. As a result, in authoritarian countries the dem­
ocratic opposition now has many more tools to topple a long-
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entrenched dictator. But by the same token, the hucksters of hatred 
and the merchants of mendacity also have a much easier time un­
dermining liberal democracies.
	 The mechanisms that drive this transformation are laid bare in 
one of the most haunting studies on the rise of digital technology: a 
few years ago, Jan Pierskalla and Florian Hollenbach examined 
what effect the introduction of cell phone technology had had on 
remote African regions in which communication had previously 
been extremely diffi cult.
	 Economists had expected the results to be positive: As informa­
tion spread, people would be able to get better medical informa­
tion. It would be easier to transport goods to far-flung regions that 
had a desperate need for them. The closer link to the metropolitan 
center might even improve access to education and boost literacy 
rates. Some of these positive effects did materialize. But as Pier­
skalla and Hollenbach show, so did a very negative one: in areas 
where cell phone coverage was introduced, levels of political vio­
lence surged.25

	 Before the introduction of cell phones, Pierskalla and Hollen­
bach show, government forces had held a huge technological ad­
vantage over rebel groups. Because of their access to tools like 
landline phones and army radios, they could solve two challenges 
that insurgents found nearly impossible to overcome. First, there 
was the problem of collective action: even government soldiers sta­
tioned far from headquarters have an incentive to shirk their job—
but their commanders had the means to check in on their daily ac­
tivities, giving them direct orders on a regular basis, and thereby 
reducing instances of free-riding. Second, there was a problem of 
coordination: When engaged in battle, it is crucial for soldiers to 
know what other troops are doing, and to be able to share the loca­
tion of opposing groups in real time. By using army radios, govern­
ment forces were able to do this, boosting their tactical agility.
	 By contrast, rebel groups lacked access to comparable tools and 
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kept running into big problems: Foot soldiers keen to draw a salary 
from rebel leaders but scared to risk their lives often shirked their 
duties. To make things worse, when they did engage in battle, they 
often suffered heavy casualties because they were unable to coordi­
nate with their comrades. As a result, most clashes between govern­
ments and rebel groups were one-sided, helping to undermine re­
bellions and to reduce the overall incidence of armed conflict.
	 The introduction of cell phones changed all of this. Rebel leaders 
used the new technology to give regular commands to their subor­
dinates, and to coordinate their actions during battles. All of a sud­
den, rebel groups rivaled government troops in fighting spirit and 
tactical agility. With many conflicts more evenly matched, they 
went on for much longer and proved considerably more deadly.26

	 The real reason why cell phones increased the incidence of vio­
lence in remote African regions, then, is not that digital technology 
somehow favors extremists over moderates, or the evil over the 
good. Rather, it is more prosaic: in closing the gap between politi­
cal insiders and political outsiders, it favored rebels over the status 
quo, and the forces of instability over the forces of order.
	 Cell phones capable of placing calls and sending texts do not 
equal smart phones capable of spreading messages to millions of 
people via Twitter or Facebook. And remote African regions with 
low state capacity do not equal developed democracies in which 
the authorities remain firmly in control. And yet, the study by Pier­
skalla and Hollenbach can help us understand the mechanisms that 
have allowed digital technology to reshape politics in democracies 
like the United States or France: Once upon a recent time, would-
be politicians needed access to vast resources and existing organiza­
tions to overcome key coordination and collective action problems. 
Now, they have the tools they need to reach potential collabora­
tors, to motivate them to become politically active, and to coordi­
nate their actions. The political elite’s technological advantage has 
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been drastically reduced in Michigan and South Dakota as well as 
in Kenya and Nigeria.
	 From this perspective, we can make sense of both the Green Rev­
olution in Iran and ISIS’s use of social media, of both the Arab 
Spring and the election of Donald Trump. What many observers 
took to be a paradox—that social media might have such positive 
effects in some contexts and such negative effects in other con­
texts—is a result of the same underlying dynamic: in empowering 
outsiders, digital technology destabilizes governing elites all over 
the world and speeds up the pace of change. The effects are likely to 
stay with us for a very long time.

A dozen years after the invention of the printing press, the new 
technology had not yet left the city of Mainz. Only a tiny portion of 
the world’s population had ever held a printed book in their hands. 
Most things were as yet unaffected by the coming revolution in 
communication and politics.27

	 A dozen years after the invention of Facebook, by contrast, the 
new technology has spread to every corner of the globe. Some two 
billion people actively use the platform. The resulting revolution in 
communications is already a crucial feature of our political real­
ity.28

	 It is far too early to tell whether this will, with the benefit of doz­
ens or hundreds of years of hindsight, turn out to change the world 
for better or for worse. But there can be little doubt that, in the 
short run—which is to say, for the rest of our lives—it will make 
for a more chaotic world.
	 Over recent years, it has been the populists who have exploited 
the new technology most effectively to undermine the basic ele­
ments of liberal democracy. Unfettered by the constraints of the old 
media system, they have been willing and able to say anything 
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it  takes to get elected—to lie, to obfuscate, and to incite hatred 
against their fellow citizens.
	 Perhaps their rhetoric will prove to be unstoppable. As that state 
legislator pointed out to me, it is diffi cult for a rational politician to 
win a debate with a three-sentence answer when his rival is offering 
a one-sentence answer, especially when he’s able to blast his sim­
plistic take all over Twitter and Facebook.
	 But just as the pro-democracy activists who used social media to 
topple dictators underestimated how diffi cult the task of consoli­
dating their victory would turn out to be, so the ascendant popu­
lists may yet find the technological future to be more challenging 
than they expect. “Whoever is winning at the moment,” George 
Orwell once wrote, “will always seem to be invincible.”29 But once 
populists capture the government and start to break many of their 
promises, they may be rudely reminded of social media’s potential 
to empower the new outsiders against their rule.
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5
Economic Stagnation

ECONOMICALLY SPEAKING, the last three hundred years are an aber­
ration.
	 For most of history, there has barely been any economic growth. 
In the thousands of years between the foundation of Athens and 
the invention of the steam engine, average annual growth remained 
at a modest 0.1 percent. And much of that growth was due to an 
increase in the overall population rather than an increase in the liv­
ing standards of the average household.1

	 Because growth was so slow, economic progress rarely took place 
at the scale of an individual lifespan. There have always been times 
of plenty and times of scarcity; indeed, most of our ancestors will 
have felt the effect of floods or droughts on their diet at some point 
in their lives. And of course there has always been that rare indi­
vidual who, against steep odds, managed to transcend his social 
station, gaining access to riches he could not have imagined as a 
child. But for most humans at most times in history, the economy 
was an essentially stagnant affair: while their fortunes might have 
changed from season to season, they could expect to die about as 
rich or (far more likely) about as poor as they had been the day 
they were born.
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	 Only in the eighteenth century did economic growth come to be 
a lived reality for a great many people.
	 If an economy grows at 0.1 percent for fifty years, it will (be­
cause of compounding interest) cumulatively grow by about 5.1 
percent. If it grows at 1 percent every year, it will grow by 64 per­
cent over the course of fifty years. If it grows at 2.5 percent, it will 
grow by 344 percent. So when the economy in countries like Eng­
land started to grow by about 1 percent per year in the eighteenth 
century, and accelerated its growth to about 2.5 percent per year 
for much of the nineteenth century, this added up to cumulative 
rates that were an order of magnitude higher than anything previ­
ously recorded in human history.2 For the first time, millions of 
people saw the capacity of the economy—the basic ability of their 
civilization to provide them with food and housing, and to produce 
clothing or even luxury goods—fundamentally transformed over 
the course of their lifetimes.

There was only one problem: the bulk of these gains went to the 
richest members of society—and the times of the most rapid growth 
often coincided with the times of the greatest inequality. Between 
1827 and 1851, for example, the English economy grew by about 
80 percent. But during that same time period, the Gini coeffi cient, 
the standard measure of income inequality, increased just as rap­
idly. In effect, England had, in the span of a quarter century, gone 
from the level of income inequality recorded in today’s Iceland to 
the level of income inequality recorded in today’s India.3

	 Then another big aberration in human history set in: a period of 
unprecedented economic equality.
	 Back in 1928, Thomas Piketty shows, the richest 1 percent could 
expect to capture 15–20 percent of income in European countries 
like France or the United Kingdom and almost 25 percent of in­
come in the United States. By 1960, the wealth distribution had 
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flattened considerably: In France and the United Kingdom, the rich­
est 1 percent now captured less than 10 percent of income. In the 
United States, they captured no more than 12 percent. As a result, 
most citizens enjoyed a huge increase in their living standards over 
the course of their lives.4

	 These improvements were not merely abstract. Many people alive 
today grew up without a fridge or a car or a television. Now they 
have a fridge and two cars and a giant home entertainment sys­
tem. The awe-inspiring growth of the economy of developed de­
mocracies, coupled with an unprecedented period of relative equal­
ity, transformed their day-to-day lives and took physical form in 
their homes.

That was then.
	 In recent decades, by contrast, economic progress in advanced 
economies has slowed radically.
	 While the US economy grew at an average pace of 4 percent per 
year in the first two postwar decades, it grew by only 2 percent 
per year over the past two decades.5 The difference is even bigger 
in Western Europe: The French economy, for example, grew by an 
average of 5 percent in the postwar era. For the past twenty years, 
it recorded annual growth of only about 1.5 percent. (The story is 
similarly disappointing in Germany and much worse in Italy.)6

	 At the same time as overall economic growth has slumped, in­
equality has risen. Starting in the 1980s, inequality grew rapidly on 
both sides of the Atlantic. Today, most economies in North Amer­
ica and Western Europe are no more equal than they had been back 
in the 1930s.7

	 The combined effect of slowing growth and accelerating inequal­
ity has been a stagnation in living standards for huge parts of the 
population. The rate of growth may still look good when measured 
against the long sweep of human history. Measured against the 
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peak decades of democratic stability, by contrast, it constitutes a 
disastrous drop.
	 The story is especially stark in the United States: From 1935 to 
1960, the living standard of the median American household dou­
bled. From 1960 to 1985, it doubled again. Since 1985, it has es­
sentially been flat: the average American household is no richer 
now than it was thirty years ago.8

	 This transformation is painful for older people who suddenly 
saw their economic progress stalled in middle age. But it is even 
more disturbing for younger people who were raised on the prom­
ise that hard work would translate into an improvement of their 
economic fortunes—and who, instead, have been falling behind the 
milestones their parents had easily reached at a comparable age.
	 Indeed, the number of people with no personal experience of im­
proving economic fortunes has, according to eye-popping research 
by Raj Chetty and his team, multiplied in recent years. People who 
are asked how well they are doing, the authors of the study explain, 
“frequently compare their own standard of living to that of their 
parents.”9 Until recently, this comparison—which they call “abso­
lute income mobility”—was heartening. By the time they turned 
thirty, over nine in ten Americans born in 1940 earned more than 
their parents had done at the same stage of their lives. By contrast, 
at a similar life stage, only one in two Americans born in 1980 
earns more than their parents had done.
	 One way of expressing this striking finding is to say that, for a 
rapidly growing share of the US population, the promise of rising 
fortunes that is part and parcel of the American dream has turned 
out to be a chimera: Once upon a time, very few young Americans 
failed to see their standard of living improve over the course of 
their lives. Today, half of them do.10

	 According to an extensive study undertaken by the Guardian, 
the same basic trend holds true in large parts of Western Europe as 
well as in North America: “Millennials,” the report shows, “have 
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suffered real terms losses in wages in the US, Italy, France, Spain, 
Germany and Canada.” And while the Great Recession aggravated 
this trend, “in some countries this was underway even before the 
2008 financial crisis.”11 A rapidly growing number of young people 
who cannot count on their parents to open a trust fund for them or 
to give them a generous down payment face the prospect of much 
greater financial hardship.
	 Much the same story emerges when we look at key noneconomic 
indicators for the quality of life. Take the example of life expec­
tancy. In the postwar era, the number of years an average person 
could hope to live was still rapidly rising. While someone born in 
the United States in 1900 could expect to live until 49, for example, 
someone born in 1950 could expect to live until 68—a gain of 
nearly two decades. But as medical progress slowed, those numbers 
stagnated. Somebody born in 2003 can expect to live until 77, only 
nine years longer than members of their grandparents’ generation. 
And as Anne Case and Angus Deaton show, the life expectancy of 
white Americans is now falling for the first time on record: “From 
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1978 to 1998, the mortality rate for US whites aged 45–54 fell by 2 
percent per year on average.” Since 1998, by contrast, “mortality 
rose by half a percent a year.”12

	 The overall message thus remains much the same even if we 
broaden our focus beyond the narrowest forms of economic data: 
Since the start of the Industrial Revolution and the dawn of mod­
ern democracy, citizens enjoyed huge improvements in the condi­
tions of their life from one generation to the next. Over the past 
quarter century, they have, at best, enjoyed modest gains.
	 What will be the impact of the resulting frustration?

Fear of the Future

The kind of rapid economic progress that was standard in the post­
war era was enough to buy liberal democracy a lot of legitimacy. 
It’s not that Americans ever loved their politicians, or thought of 
Washington, DC, as a unique repository of moral virtue. But so 
long as the system was working for them, most people were willing 
to believe that politicians were ultimately on their side. “I’m not 
sure that I trust politicians,” they might have said. “But I’m twice 
as rich as my dad was, and my kids are probably going to be twice 
as rich as me. So let’s give them the benefit of the doubt . . .”
	 Today, by contrast, that residual reason to give politicians the 
benefit of the doubt has evaporated. So it is little wonder that many 
voters are no longer willing to believe that the political establish­
ment is on their side. “I’ve worked hard all my life,” they might 
now say, “and I don’t have much to show for it. My kids are prob­
ably going to have it worse. So let’s throw some shit against the 
wall and see what sticks . . .”
	 This doesn’t necessarily imply that there should be a straightfor­
ward correlation between a person’s economic struggle and their 
propensity to vote for populist candidates. After all, those who 
grew up in a lower middle-class household and dreamed of ascend­
ing into the upper middle class might be just as frustrated by their 
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lack of economic progress as those who were born poor and stayed 
poor. Similarly, comparatively wealthy citizens who feel that their 
economic status is very precarious—because they fear for their chil­
dren’s future, or because they can see a nearby neighborhood tak­
ing a turn for the worse—may be as likely to vote for populists as 
those who are already struggling to make ends meet. What mat­
ters,  in other words, may be less economic reality than economic 
anxiety.
	 Analyzing Gallup survey data on the 2016 election comprising 
125,000 American adults, Jonathan Rothwell and Pablo Diego-
Rosell come to a similar conclusion. The most straightforward 
markers of economic well-being do not predict whether somebody 
voted for Trump or for Clinton. Whereas Americans who saw 
Trump favorably had a mean household income of nearly $82,000, 
for example, those who viewed him unfavorably had a household 
income of a little over $77,000. Similarly, Trump supporters are 
“less likely to be unemployed and less likely to be employed part-
time” than other people in the sample.13 In short, the popular media 
narrative according to which Trump primarily appealed to the poor 
and the lowly just doesn’t hold up.
	 A lot of smart analysts have drawn a very straightforward con­
clusion from this complicated finding: economics, they claim, does 
not help to explain the rise of populism at all. “No, ‘Economic 
Anxiety’ Doesn’t Explain Donald Trump,” wrote the New Repub-
lic.14 “‘Economic anxieties’ don’t explain Donald Trump’s victory,” 
wrote MSNBC.15 “Why I don’t think it makes sense to attribute 
Trump’s support to economic anxiety,” Vox echoed.16

	 But when we turn our attention from the attributes of particular 
voters to the places in which they live and the fates they likely face, 
it becomes clear that economic factors do matter. For one, voters 
who favor Trump are much less likely to hold a college degree or to 
have a professional job—which implies that they have much better 
reason to fear that their economic fortunes might decline because 
of globalization and automation.17 For another, these voters tend to 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



158    Origins

live in “communities with worse health outcomes, lower social mo­
bility, less social capital [and a] greater reliance on social security 
income”—which implies that they have much better reason to feel 
that their town or region has been doing poorly.18 In short,

while Trump’s supporters might be comparatively well off 
themselves, they come from places where their neighbors en­
dure other forms of hardship. In their communities, white resi­
dents are dying younger, and it is harder for young people who 
grow up poor to get ahead . . . Trump supporters might not be 
experiencing acute economic distress, but they are living in 
places that lack economic opportunity for the next generation.19

A number of other studies corroborate this basic finding. As Jed 
Kolko demonstrates, for example, people who are engaged in highly 
routinized, repetitive jobs—jobs, that is, which might more easily 
be replaced by robots or shipped overseas—were much more likely 
to vote for Trump.20 A more subtle measure, like the degree to 
which particular counties swung toward Trump in 2016 relative to 
their support for Mitt Romney in the 2012 election, tells much the 
same story. The swing toward Trump, Kolko shows, was much 
stronger “where unemployment was higher, job growth was slower 
and earnings were lower.”
	 “Economic anxiety,” he concludes, “is about the future, not just 
the present.”21

	 Ben Delsman comes to much the same conclusion by testing 
whether regions in which a high percentage of jobs are subject to 
automation are more susceptible to populists. His finding is stark: 
twenty-one of the twenty-two states that are most prone to auto­
mation voted for Donald Trump; meanwhile, fifteen out of the fif­
teen states that are least prone voted for Hillary Clinton. On aver­
age, a one percentage point increase in a state’s vulnerability to 
automation was associated with a three point increase in Trump’s 
vote share.22
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	 All of this suggests that the link between economic performance 
and political stability is rather more complicated than is often be­
lieved. It isn’t necessarily the poorest members of society who turn 
against the political system; in part that’s because they are most re­
liant on the benefits it provides them. Nor is it necessarily the peo­
ple who have personally experienced economic calamity. Rather, it 
is the groups with the most to fear: those that are still living in ma­
terial comfort but are deeply afraid that the future will be unkind 
to them.23

	 Their company may still be doing fine—but they have witnessed 
plenty of similar companies go bankrupt or replace a big part of 
their workforce. They may still be keeping up with their mortgage 
payments—but they have seen close-up how their neighbors were 
forced out of their homes when they fell behind on theirs. And their 
neighborhood may still be a pleasant place to live—but they are 
well aware that, just a mile or two down the road, slightly poorer 
neighborhoods have quickly deteriorated.
	 Since I’ve spent a fair bit of time speaking to supporters of popu­
list parties in the course of my reporting, I’m far from surprised by 
this finding. “The economy is terrible,” they would tell me. “Those 
politicians care more about foreigners than they do about us,” they 
would add. “This country is going down the drain.”
	 After hearing them out politely, I would gingerly inquire about 
their personal situation. “What, me?” they would ask with a smile. 
“Oh, I can’t complain. Things are going pretty well.”

Countries like the United States, Great Britain, or Italy remain in­
credibly affl uent. Never in the history of mankind have societies 
been able to afford so many of their members such plenty. In a 
sense, the people who get to live this privilege should be counting 
their blessings.
	 But that is only one side of the coin. The other side is that these 
same countries can no longer offer their citizens a real sense of mo­
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mentum. Though they remain affl uent, their expectation of mate­
rial improvement has been dashed—and they have good reason to 
fear that the future may bring even more bad tidings.
	 This raises some big, unanswered questions about our political 
age: What do liberal democracies need to do to extend their re­
markable record of past stability? Is it enough for them to afford 
their citizens a decent life? Or do they need to be able to cash in on 
the old promise, implicitly issued in the long decades of rapidly 
growing plenty, that each generation will do much better than the 
one that came before?
	 Vexingly, there are no easy answers to these questions.
	 The history of extraordinary democratic stability still informs our 
political imagination, convincing us that liberal democracy must be 
here to stay. But throughout the period of democratic stability, two 
facts held true at the same time: stable democracies were very af­
fluent, and most of their citizens enjoyed absolute income mobil­
ity. Just as Russell’s chicken does not have the experience to under­
stand the effect of weighing in at five rather than four pounds, we 
do not have historical precedent to help us predict the effect that 
affluence without growth might have on the political dynamics of 
liberal democracy.
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Identity

DEMOCRACY PROMISES to let the people rule. But this immediately 
raises a deceptively simple question: Who, exactly, are the people?
	 For most of the history of democracy, the answer has been highly 
restrictive. It is often noted, for example, that women and slaves 
were never counted as full citizens in ancient Athens. But another 
form of exclusion—one that is more rarely discussed—may be just 
as revealing: immigrants and their descendants did not qualify for 
Athenian citizenship either.
	 In the first decades of Athens’s existence, full membership in the 
polis was open only to those who “had sprung up from the earth,” 
which is to say that they could trace their father’s lineage back to 
the small number of people who had lived in the city at the time of 
its founding. Over time, as the city grew richer, the arts flour­
ished,  and more and more immigrants flocked to the Agora, the 
Athenian conception of the people grew even more narrow. And so 
it fell to Pericles, one of the most celebrated orators in the history 
of democracy, to propose a new citizenship law: henceforth, only 
those who had both an Athenian father and an Athenian mother 
could access the rights and duties of citizenship. Some of the most 
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famous figures in Athenian history failed these strict criteria for 
citizenship, remaining “metics,” or resident aliens. Neither Aris­
totle nor Diogenes, for example, were allowed to partake in gov­
erning the city.1

	 The Roman Republic was somewhat more generous than Athens 
had been. Freed slaves could become Romans. The children of 
mixed marriages had extensive rights. Eventually, the inhabitants 
of some allied states were given a form of citizenship. But even in 
comparatively permissive Rome, the laws of citizenship still served 
to create a strict hierarchy, with co-ethnics at the top and people 
seen as foreign at the bottom. While the inhabitants of ethnically 
similar territories in Latinia ascended to a nominal form of citizen­
ship, for example, they lacked the right to vote or run for offi ce for 
much of the republic’s history. Meanwhile, the inhabitants of terri­
tories outside of Latinia were excluded from citizenship altogether.2

	 Only when the Roman Republic gave way to the Roman Em­
pire—and the status of citizenship no longer carried the rights and 
responsibilities of self-government—did the rules of membership 
become more inclusive. In 212 ad, the Edict of Caracalla gave all 
free men, wherever in the Empire they might be residing, the same 
rights as Romans.3 But by that time, those rights had lost much of 
their original meaning.
	 This points to an uncomfortable truth: It is comparatively easy 
for a king or an emperor to be generous in granting his subjects 
the equal status of citizenship; after all, in a monarchy, citizenship 
does not confer any actual power. It is much more diffi cult for a 
democracy or a self-governing republic to be generous in its rules 
for membership; after all, in a system that allows the people to rule, 
anybody who gains the status of citizen gets to have a say in the fu­
ture of all of his compatriots. So might the fact that the Roman Em­
pire adopted more generous rules of membership than the Roman 
Republic suggest that there is some kind of link between democ­
racy and an exclusive notion of citizenship? Or, to put the question 
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in even more stark terms, does the ideal of self-government make 
it more diffi cult for a diverse set of citizens to live alongside each 
other as equals?

Two thousand years of European history lend considerable support 
to this supposition.
	 The periods that are most celebrated for the peaceful co-existence 
of different ethnic and religious groups often took place under the 
watchful eyes of a powerful monarch. Both the Hapsburg Empire 
and the Ottoman Empire, for example, thrived in part because they 
drew on the industry and creativity of subjects who worshipped in 
a great variety of ways and spoke an even greater variety of lan­
guages.4 By contrast, the nationalist fervor that began in the eigh­
teenth and nineteenth centuries nearly always took the form of a 
hankering for ethnic purity as well as democracy.
	 This was most evident in nations that took on a political iden­
tity in rebellions against multiethnic empires. Czechs, Slovaks, and 
Hungarians, for example, felt aggrieved that they were being ruled 
by emperors who spoke a different language and did not take suffi ­
cient account of their local customs and concerns. The desire for 
collective self-rule and the desire for a collective life that would al­
low for their respective cultures to flourish thus went hand in hand.5

	 Though admirable in many ways, this cultural nationalism en­
tailed an exclusionary element from the very start. In the pithy for­
mulation of Leon Wieseltier, most European nations aspired to 
“a perfect union of ethnicity, territory, and state.”6 If Hungarians 
were to rule themselves, only true Hungarians could be allowed to 
participate in the nation’s political life. The realization of Hungar­
ian democracy thus necessitated that Austrians, Czechs, Slovaks, 
and Romanians be excluded.7

	 The same instinct also animated the liberal nationalists of Italy 
and Germany. The principles they embraced were, in many ways, 
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noble: they sought to found self-governing nations that would grant 
citizens free speech and allow for religious dissent. But it was part 
and parcel of their enterprise to distinguish between those whom 
they considered “true” Germans or Italians (and sought to include 
in the states they were creating) and those whom they considered 
members of other nations (and sought to exclude).8

	 These exclusionary instincts only became stronger as nationalist 
fervor grew. By the late nineteenth century, new nations like Ger­
many and Italy were pursuing heavy-handed policies to create a 
more homogeneous culture and to repress linguistic minorities.9 In 
the 1920s and 1930s, as democracy struggled to gain a foothold in 
countries like Poland, Germany, and Spain, its internal enemies ex­
ploited anger against ethnic and religious minorities at every turn.10 
Finally, once fascists had seized power in much of Europe, their 
“co-ethnics” living across the border served as a ready excuse for 
war: the Third Reich’s annexation of the Sudetenland, for example, 
was justified by the ill-treatment supposedly suffered by ethnic Ger­
mans living in Czechoslovakia.11

	 By the time the horrors of World War II had been unleashed and 
exhausted, much of the continent had been ethnically cleansed. For 
the first time in Europe’s history, most states could boast of the per­
fect “union of ethnicity, territory, and state” to which they had 
long aspired. And it is only at this point that democracy triumphed 
across much of the continent.
	 There are many reasons why democracy in countries like Italy or 
Germany failed in the 1920s and 1930s and started to take firm 
root in the 1950s and the 1960s. But it hardly seems a coincidence 
that they had been reasonably heterogeneous when fascists pushed 
aside parliamentary institutions in the name of the people—and 
reasonably homogeneous by the time a large swath of the popula­
tion was ready to embrace the norms and practices of liberal de­
mocracy.
	 Ethnic homogeneity not only contributed to the success of these 
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new democracies; as importantly, it shaped how these democracies 
came to define themselves. In stark contrast to the multinational 
empires that had dominated European politics for the previous cen­
turies, they were thoroughly monoethnic. To be a German or an 
Italian—or, for that matter, a Swede or a Dutchman—was to be 
descended from a particular ethnic stock.
	 There was, therefore, good reason all along to think that mass 
immigration might lead to strong tensions: throughout the history 
of democratic societies, citizens have always been wary of letting 
outsiders dilute their voice. But in contemporary Europe, which 
had long defined itself by its homogeneity and is now experiencing 
rapidly rising levels of economic anxiety, there is especially good 
reason to think that demographic transformation will not come 
easily. The question now is just how fundamental these tensions 
are—and whether they can be overcome.

The Rebellion against Pluralism

In historical perspective, the speed with which highly homogeneous 
nations have become heterogeneous since the end of World War II 
is remarkable. In Great Britain, for example, “the number of ethnic 
minority citizens [stood at] a few tens of thousands in the 1950s.”12 
Today, there are over eight million.13 The story is very similar in 
much of Western Europe. In Germany, the government tried to fuel 
its postwar economic miracle by advertising for unskilled labor­
ers  in Greece, Italy, and Turkey, welcoming the millionth “guest 
worker” to the country in 1964.14 By 1968, the number of foreign 
citizens in the country was approaching two million. Today, about 
seventeen million immigrants and their descendants live in Ger­
many.15 In Italy, the jump is more recent, but has been just as rapid: 
In 2002, the country had a little over one million foreign residents. 
By 2011, it had a little over four million.16

	 Once mass immigration into societies that defined themselves by 
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a shared culture and ethnicity began, the tension between theory 
and practice became increasingly explosive. And so it is perhaps 
unsurprising that political forces loudly opposed to immigration 
have rapidly gained support over the past decades.
	 Fears about immigration are now top of mind for voters across 
Europe. In 2016, for example, 71 percent of Danes, 67 percent of 
Hungarians, and 57 percent of Germans selected immigration as 
the most pressing political issue; in only one out of twenty-seven 
EU member states did voters not mention immigration as one of 
the top two concerns.17 (In the United States, meanwhile, 70 per­
cent of voters named immigration as very important to their vote in 
the 2016 election, up from 41 percent in 2012.)18

	 Nor can there be any doubt about the degree to which populist 
parties have made fears about immigration their main calling card. 
In Austria, the leader of the Freedom Party vowed that “Vienna 
must not turn into Istanbul.”19 In Germany, the AfD played on sim­
ilar fears by promising “more children for German families.”20 Fi­
nally, in Denmark, the anti-immigrant sentiment of the People’s 
Party was so blatant that their campaign slogan read, simply, “Du 
ved, hvad vi står for”—“You Know What We Stand For.”21

	 What’s more, there is a pretty tight electoral link between fears 
about immigration and populist success.22 According to a host of 
studies, it is clear that attitudes about migration are one of the best 
predictors of an individual’s voting intentions: negative views on 
immigrants and ethnic minorities are highly correlated with sup­
port for everything from Brexit to Marine Le Pen.23

At first sight, the United States does not seem to fit the European 
mold of democracies founded on a monoethnic footing. A former 
colony, it had thought of itself as a country of immigration since its 
founding. As a result, the idea that citizenship was defined by a 
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willingness to swear allegiance to “the flag and the republic for 
which it stands” had been deeply ingrained from the start. Much 
more so than in Europe, it seems true—even obvious—to most 
Americans that somebody who is born in the United States is, quite 
simply, an American.24

	 Its history as an immigrant country better prepares the United 
States for the promise of multiethnic democracy. But though Amer­
icans have always been used to immigration—and actually retain a 
much more positive opinion of immigrants than the inhabitants of 
European nations—the levels of immigration they are currently ex­
periencing are unusually high, even by the standards of their own 
history.25

	 In the late 1960s, only about one in twenty people living in the 
United States had been born abroad; today, one in seven has. The 
last time the share was so high, at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, nativist sentiment rapidly spread, leading to the adoption 
of highly restrictive laws on immigration.26

	 The rise of Latino and Muslim populations—prime targets of 
Donald Trump’s ire—has been especially rapid. The foreign-born 
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Latino population, for example, quadrupled between 1980 and 
2008.27 And while scholars have come to divergent conclusions 
about the total number of Muslims in the country, almost all agree 
that their numbers have also grown rapidly in the past decades, and 
predict that they will double again by 2050.28

	 As in Europe, far-right populists quickly exploited the rise of the 
foreign-born population. In the 1990s, Pat Buchanan’s presiden­
tial bid was fueled by his claim that America will “become a Third 
World country . . . if we do not build a sea wall against the waves 
of immigration rolling over our shores.”29 And in 2016, Donald 
Trump ascended to the White House by taking the same rhetoric up 
another couple of notches, claiming that Mexico tended to “send” 
the United States “rapists and criminals.”30

	 As in Europe, the rise of immigrant groups—and perhaps espe­
cially their growing cultural and political visibility—has polarized 
the political system along attitudes toward immigration.31 People 
who believed that undocumented immigrants should be offered a 
chance to obtain legal status, for example, voted for Hillary Clin­
ton by a margin of 60 percent to 34 percent. People who believed 
that they should be deported, by contrast, voted for Donald Trump 
by a margin of 84 percent to 14 percent.32 A similarly clear pattern 
is apparent in broader levels of racial resentment: According to a 
whole slew of polls, answers to questions such as whether Barack 
Obama was born in the United States were highly predictive of an 
intention to vote for Donald Trump. According to one survey, con­
ducted in December 2016, 82 percent of Clinton supporters but 
only 53 percent of Trump supporters did not believe that Obama 
was born in Kenya.33

	 To be sure, there really is a big difference between Europe and 
America: unlike their cousins across the Atlantic, Americans never 
indulged in the historical fantasy that all of their ancestors had 
once inhabited the same woods. And yet, for most of their history, 
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the bulk of citizens who had full rights did share ethnic links in a 
larger sense: they were descended from Europe, and nearly all of 
them were Christian.
	 Similarly, it is true that there had always been inhabitants of the 
continent who are not white—including the native population, Af­
rican slaves, Latin Americans along the border to Mexico, and 
eventually a significant number of Asian Americans. But while eth­
nic diversity has always been a feature of the American experience, 
ethnic equality has not been: for much of the country’s history, 
many ethnic minority groups were openly repressed or even en­
slaved.
	 In other words, the history of Europe—and of most other devel­
oped democracies outside of North America—seemed to predestine 
democracies like Germany or Sweden for a rebellion against multi­
ethnic democracy. The history of the United States, by contrast, 
seemed to predestine it for something subtly different: a rebellion 
against a multiethnic democracy that recognizes all individuals as 
truly equal.

The Geography of Resentment

So far the big picture. But just as the overall story seemed to get 
more murky as we started to look at detailed voting patterns in the 
case of the economy, so too the overall story seems to get more 
complicated the closer we look at the immigration story.
	 Here’s the (apparent) rub: If a backlash against immigration—
and perhaps the very idea of a multiethnic society—is so key to 
their appeal, then populists should be most successful among non­
immigrant voters in areas with high immigration. Donald Trump 
should, in other words, be riding high among white voters in Chi­
cago, Los Angeles, and New York City. Similarly, France’s Marine 
Le Pen should be doing especially well in the less diverse parts of 
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Paris and Marseille. Finally, the Alternative for Germany should 
find its strongest support in parts of Berlin or Nordrhein-Westfalen.
	 But that is not happening. At all.
	 On the contrary, Donald Trump received 13 percent of the vote 
in Chicago, 17 percent of the vote in New York City, and 22 per­
cent of the vote in Los Angeles. By contrast, he did extremely well 
in rural counties with few foreign-born residents: in Trinity County, 
California (foreign-born population: 3.4 percent), Trump received 
48.6 percent of the vote; in Lewis County, New York (1.7 percent), 
he got 65 percent; finally, in Gallatin County, Illinois (0.3 percent), 
he got 72 percent.34

	 The same story holds true for most of Western Europe. In Ger­
many, for example, the AfD celebrated its biggest success so far 
when, at the federal elections in September 2017, it topped all other 
political parties in Saxony—even though, at less than 4 percent, 
the  state has one of the lowest foreign-born populations in the 
country.35 Similarly, in the Nord-Pas-de-Calais-Picardie region of 
France, Marine Le Pen received 42 percent of the vote in a run-off 
election in December 2015, although only 5 percent of the local 
population is foreign-born.36

	 Countries outside North America and Western Europe further 
complicate the picture. After all, populists have been especially 
strong in Central European countries like Poland and Hungary. 
And yet, those countries have experienced very low levels of immi­
gration over the past decades—and now remain far more homoge­
neous than their neighbors to the west.
	 Two equally stark trends thus seem to cut across one another. On 
the one hand, overall levels of immigration have rapidly risen, anti-
immigrant messages are at the core of populist rhetoric, and people 
with higher levels of racial resentment tend to vote for populist par­
ties in much greater numbers. On the other hand, populist parties 
do best in regions with few immigrants—and have found success 
even in some countries, like Poland or Hungary, where overall lev­
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els of immigration are very low. What can make sense of this ap­
parent contradiction? If mass immigration is one of the major driv­
ers for the success of the populists, why are they so much more 
successful in areas with relatively low immigration than they are in 
areas with relatively high immigration?

The idea that there’s a big puzzle here rests on a deceptively simple 
assumption: if high levels of immigration help to explain the rise of 
populism, then support for populists should be especially strong 
among nonimmigrant voters in areas of high immigration. But it’s 
far from clear that we should assume that. After all, there are many 
reasons why nonimmigrant voters in areas of high immigration 
might be especially tolerant.
	 To start off with, areas of high immigration tend to be clustered 
in big cities that attract a lot of young and educated residents with 
a taste for diversity: since people with liberal views about immigra­
tion are much more likely to move to New York City than to rural 
Iowa, it is not surprising that the residents of New York City have 
more liberal views about immigration than those of rural Iowa.37

	 What’s more, a lot of studies suggest that regular contact with 
minority groups can decrease prejudice against them. As a long line 
of scholars from Gordon Allport to Thomas Pettigrew have shown, 
frequent contact between different ethnic groups can, under the 
right conditions, build trust and reduce mutual hostility. However, 
when highly homogeneous societies first encounter outsiders, con­
tact can also exacerbate conflict—especially if politicians are trying 
to ratchet up tensions for their own purposes.38

	 This suggests that the most fundamental transition in the lives of 
most citizens might take place when they start having to deal with 
immigrants on a regular basis, not when the number of immigrants 
with whom they interact on a regular basis increases. People who 
live in areas with a high level of immigration are already used to the 
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fact that their community is not “pure,” and have built up a certain 
facility with people who do not share their language, culture, or 
ethnicity. While some of them may be dismayed when the share of 
the foreign-born population grows, or even become less willing to 
support a redistributive welfare state, such an increase does not 
fundamentally alter their world: whether they interact with two or 
four immigrants on a daily basis is ultimately a difference in degree 
rather than a difference in kind.39

	 But even as migration levels rose at a national level over the 
course of the postwar era, this description did not fit the experience 
of many more rural and remote areas. In a large number of com­
munities in Western Europe, and even in North America, the level 
of immigration remained so low thirty or forty years ago that most 
of its inhabitants rarely encountered a newcomer. As a result, they 
had not built up the same facility in dealing with immigrants and 
remained more invested in a monoethnic understanding of their na­
tion.
	 Today, these same areas might still record markedly lower levels 
of immigration than other parts of the country. But compared to 
their own past, they have changed radically—and passed a crucial 
threshold: As immigrants are starting to move to these areas in no­
ticeable numbers, their erstwhile character is being challenged. The 
need to deal with people of different origin is becoming a feature of 
everyday life. In short, the social world of their residents has been 
markedly transformed even if overall levels of migration remain 
comparatively low.

Over the past years, a crop of new studies has given considerable 
support to this explanation for why the populist vote is clustered in 
areas like exurban Michigan rather than in Queens or downtown 
Los Angeles.
	 While researchers in the United States have long thought of big 
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coastal cities as hot spots of immigration, it is in more remote, less 
densely populated counties that the most striking demographic rev­
olution has taken place over the past decades. Back in 1980, for 
example, about two-thirds of all American communities were highly 
homogeneous, with whites making up over 90 percent of all resi­
dents. As immigration accelerated over the following three decades, 
a lot of these places quickly became more heterogeneous. By 2010, 
only about one-third of American communities were 90 percent 
white.40

	 A host of both academic and anecdotal evidence makes clear that 
this transformation instigated a lot of resentment. “We were hit like 
a tsunami,” an elementary school principal in Arcadia, a county 
in  Wisconsin that experienced an especially rapid demographic 
transformation, told a reporter. “If you’d seen the way things have 
changed in this town,” another local resident confirmed, “you’d 
say, ‘Something needs to be done about it.’”41

	 That something often turned out to be Donald Trump.
	 Many election analyses suggest that the main reason for Trump’s 
victory was that a large number of white working-class voters who 
had traditionally voted for Democrats threw their support behind 
him.42 So it is especially significant that a lot of these voters were 
located in Midwestern regions that had gone from highly homo­
geneous to reasonably heterogeneous over the past decades. As an 
analysis in the Wall Street Journal showed, “a distinct cluster of 
Midwestern states—Iowa, Indiana, Wisconsin, Illinois and Minne­
sota—saw among the fastest influxes of nonwhite residents of any­
where in the U.S. between 2000 and 2015. Hundreds of cities long 
dominated by white residents got a burst of Latino newcomers who 
migrated from Central America or uprooted from California and 
Texas.” The impact this demographic shift had on voting patterns 
was unambiguous. In the primaries, for example, Trump won 71 
percent of counties across the United States. But he won 73 percent 
of counties whose “diversity index” had doubled from 2000 to 
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2015, and 80 percent of counties whose diversity index had risen 
by 150 percent.43

Demographic Anxiety

There’s another aspect to all of this: A lot of the anger at immigra­
tion is driven by fear of an imagined future rather than by displea­
sure with a lived reality. When immigration levels rise, it is not only 
the experience of day-to-day life that changes; just as importantly, 
the social imaginary of what the country’s future might hold is 
transformed as well. As a result, the belief that people from the ma­
jority group will eventually be in the minority has come to play a 
bigger and bigger role in the political imagination of the far right 
both in Western Europe and in North America.44

	 In the United States, for example, Steve King, a Republican mem­
ber of Congress from Iowa, recently tweeted that “demographics 
are our destiny. We can’t restore our civilization with somebody 
else’s babies.”45 (Not coincidentally, King represents a district that 
has gone through exactly the kind of demographic shift I just 
described, experiencing a 24 percent increase in the number of 
foreign-born residents between 2009 and 2015 alone.)46 Michael 
Anton, now a senior foreign policy advisor in the White House, 
made the case for Donald Trump in even starker terms in an essay 
he published under a pseudonym during the run-up to the 2016 
election. Worried by the “ceaseless importation of Third World for­
eigners,” and invoking one of the planes hijacked by al-Qaida ter­
rorists on 9 / 11, he argued that

2016 is the Flight 93 election: charge the cockpit or you die. 
You may die anyway. You—or the leader of your party—may 
make it into the cockpit and not know how to fly or land the 
plane. There are no guarantees. Except one: if you don’t try, 
death is certain.47
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	 These fears aren’t just a matter of elite discourse; they also deter­
mine how ordinary citizens vote. According to a Pew Research 
Center poll taken in April 2016, in the middle of that year’s pri­
mary battle, for example, about a third of Republicans thought 
that it would be “bad for the country” if America became major­
ity nonwhite. Among those who shared those demographic fears, 
Donald Trump trounced the competition: 63 percent reported hav­
ing warm feelings about him, compared to 26 percent who had 
cool feelings about him. Among people who did not share the same 
demographic fear, by contrast, Trump was seen much less posi­
tively: 46 percent reported liking him, with 40 percent disliking 
him.48

	 Politicians in Western Europe are just as concerned by the com­
ing demographic transition—and just as adept at exploiting fears 
about it. Germany Is Abolishing Itself, published in 2010 and one 
of the bestselling books of Germany’s postwar history, for exam­
ple, is animated by the fear that ethnic Germans will one day cease 
to be a majority in their own country. (The problem is especially 
acute, Thilo Sarrazin, the book’s author, mused, because Germans 
are genetically predisposed to be more intelligent than Turks.)49 But 
it was a few years later, as the Syrian civil war brought millions of 
refugees to Western Europe, that demographic fears came to be at 
the center of the political discourse there.
	 Strikingly, the fear that native populations might cease to be in 
the majority is just as strong in countries where, at first glance, 
there appears to be little objective reason to think that this might 
happen anytime soon. Throughout much of Central and Eastern 
Europe, for example, the portion of the population that was born 
outside the continent is very small. And yet, fears of an impending 
“invasion” by ethnic and religious minorities are a prominent part 
of the political landscape. In Poland, Jarosław Kaczynski has re­
peatedly warned that immigrants could bring “parasites .  .  . and 
diseases” to the country—and stated that Muslim refugees would 
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“threaten Poland’s security.”50 Going beyond mere rhetoric, the Pol­
ish government has also passed legislation that legalizes detaining 
foreign nationals without court approval and shut down the Coun­
cil against Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Intolerance.51 

Meanwhile, in Hungary, Viktor Orbán has built a massive border 
fence and hired 3,000 “border hunters.”52

	 The prominence of fears about migration in Estonia is even more 
striking. As Turkuler Isiksel points out,

Non-European migrants in Estonia add up to 1.1% of the 
total population. According to one source, the total number 
of  Africans counted in the 2011 Estonian census (which bi­
zarrely included African-Americans) was 31. Estonia’s popula­
tion growth has been negative for a long time: birthrate is 
lower than replacement, and emigration outstrips immigra­
tion. And yet, in the May 2016 Eurobarometer survey, 73% of 
Estonians mentioned immigration as one of the two most im­
portant issues facing the European Union. The second, accord­
ing to 46% of Estonians surveyed, was terrorism.53

	 Part of what explains this disjuncture is, quite simply, a systemic 
overestimation of the share of the minority—and especially the 
Muslim—population. This holds true in virtually all liberal democ­
racies today. In the United States, people think that 17 percent of 
the population is Muslim; according to the best available estimates, 
it is around one percent. In France, people believe 31 percent of the 
population to be Muslim; the true share is 8 percent.54

	 But while these demographic fears are vastly overstated, they 
may, as Ivan Krastev has argued, not be as absurd as they first 
appear. Noting that “nations and states have the habit of disap­
pearing in the recent history of Eastern and Central Europe,” 
Krastev points out that the residents of Central and Eastern Euro­
pean countries—and indeed of rural areas in Western Europe—are 
keenly aware that they are rapidly losing in population; that mass 
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immigration is frequently advocated as the only possible solution 
to this problem; and that migration has already transformed other 
parts of their continent. “In the last twenty-five years,” he notes,

around 10 percent of Bulgarians have left the country in order 
to live and work abroad. According to United Nations projec­
tions, Bulgaria’s population is expected to shrink by 27 per­
cent by 2050. Alarm over “ethnic disappearance” can be felt 
in many of the small nations of Eastern Europe. For them 
the arrival of migrants signals their exit from history, and the 
popular argument that an aging Europe needs migrants only 
strengthens the growing sense of existential melancholy.55

There is a negative way of interpreting these findings: Perhaps re­
gions that have long been monoethnic lack the local conditions for 
accommodating immigration. Because they have little history of 
welcoming newcomers and limited facility for confronting other­
ness, they respond much more negatively to increases in the overall 
level of immigration than do the residents of areas that have a long 
history of immigration. In that case, there might prove to be a rela­
tively straightforward relationship between the rise of the foreign-
born population and the vote share of populist parties. As one pa­
per suggests with the peculiar confidence of researchers who have 
stared at their spreadsheets for too long, “as the percentage of im­
migrants approaches approximately 22%, the percentage of [right-
wing] populist voters exceeds 50%.”56

	 But there is also a more hopeful interpretation: Perhaps the ef­
fects of the first waves of immigration into a particular area are 
much more negative than the effects of later waves. Once areas 
grow accustomed to the reality of a multiethnic society, they may 
find that their fears do not materialize—and that they become less 
anxious about a continuing process of change.
	 The experience of California seems to suggest that this more op­
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timistic interpretation holds true in some places: From 1980 to 
1990, the overall share of the foreign-born population rose from 
15 percent to 22 percent. A great wave of anxiety washed over the 
state. Many native-born Californians were disoriented by the rapid 
pace of change, and grew furious that politicians were willing to 
accommodate the cultures and the languages of immigrants. The 
backlash soon took political form. Californians gave a big vic­
tory to a governor who staked his reelection campaign on strident 
anti-immigration rhetoric. Taking advantage of the state’s highly 
democratic constitution, which allows for popular referenda on a 
large range of issues, they then excluded undocumented immigrants 
from public benefits; forbade public universities from practicing af­
firmative action; and banned bilingual education in schools.57

	 At the time, observers were understandably worried about the 
future of race relations in California. But in the 2000s and 2010s, 
the fever somehow broke. Most Californians grew comfortable with 
the fact that high levels of immigration were a part of the local ex­
perience, and that the state had become “majority minority.” As a 
result, the state is now known as one of the most tolerant in the 
country. Over the past years, Californians have reversed many of 
the draconian laws they had passed by referendum two decades 
earlier with strong support from white voters. And with its political 
leaders openly critical of President Trump’s immigration policy, the 
state has fast-tracked a slew of pro-immigrant bills since his elec­
tion.58

Descending the Hierarchy

According to Abraham Maslow, humans operate according to a 
hierarchy of needs. At the most basic and urgent, they desire the 
goods that are key to their survival, including food, shelter, and 
safety from physical attack. When these basic needs are met, they 
pay increasing attention to more rarefied desires: They seek love and 
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belonging. They aspire to be esteemed. And they search for ways in 
which they can achieve what Maslow called “self-actualization.”59

	 Influential social scientists like Ronald Inglehart have derived a 
very optimistic vision from this basic conceptual framework. Back 
when most societies suffered from acute scarcity and violent con­
flict posed a constant threat, Inglehart argued in the 1970s, the 
main political cleavages were determined by the lower rungs of 
Maslow’s hierarchy. The need to procure food and shelter meant 
that politics was largely organized along class lines, with poorer 
voters likely to support parties that championed the welfare state 
and called for redistribution, and more affl uent voters likely to sup­
port parties that sought to protect their wealth. Meanwhile, the sa­
lience of fears about security meant that moral, ethnic, and national 
boundaries were enforced very strictly: most voters were fiercely 
loyal to their in-group, and adopted harsh attitudes toward “devi­
ants,” ethnic and religious minorities, and members of other na­
tions.
	 But as democratic societies became more affl uent and peaceful, a 
much greater share of human beings could start to take basic physi­
ological and safety needs for granted—and pay increased attention 
to the higher rungs of Maslow’s hierarchy. This, Inglehart pre­
dicted, would have a big impact on citizens’ social and political at­
titudes. No longer worried about physical subsistence, they could 
focus on social issues like the environment, freedom of speech, or 
the fate of poor people around the world. And no longer faced with 
security threats, they would adopt much more tolerant attitudes to­
ward ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities.60

	 Inglehart’s insights helped to predict important political transfor­
mations, prefiguring the rise of socially liberal parties and making 
sense of a general rise in cultural tolerance. But just as most schol­
ars studying liberal democracy were too quick to assume that dem­
ocratic consolidation would prove to be a one-way street, so Ingle­
hart was too quick to assume that the trend toward postmaterialist 
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values would continue indefinitely. As a result, he did not foresee 
that rising immigration, coupled with a deep, sustained stagnation 
of living standards, might be enough to reverse the “postmaterialist 
turn.”
	 When economic growth is rapid, everybody can be a winner. The 
rich and the poor may have competing interests. But the distribu­
tive fight is about a vast economic surplus. The question is not 
whether somebody might lose something; it is just how much they 
will gain.
	 When economic growth is slow, by contrast, the competition 
over resources becomes much more unforgiving. For the wealth of 
the rich to keep rising, they have to take something away from the 
poor. “It is zero sum,” Angus Deaton, winner of the Nobel Prize in 
Economics, explained in a recent interview. “If you have two or 
three percent of growth a year, there’s not a lot of goodies to be 
given away without goring someone’s ox.”61

	 The resulting transformation is psychological as well as eco­
nomic. As growth has stalled, inequality has grown, and anxiety 
has increased, a large portion of the population has become less 
focused on the value of self-actualization. Instead, voters are once 
again turning their attention to the lower rungs of Maslow’s hierar­
chy of needs. Worried about their sustenance, whites have grown 
more resentful of the immigrants and ethnic minorities that make a 
claim on collective resources. And threatened by the seemingly un­
controllable forces of globalization and terrorism, they are revert­
ing to less tolerant views toward ethnic and religious minorities.
	 A few decades ago, Inglehart predicted that the rise of postmate­
rialist values would prefigure a new politics: voters seeking to ac­
tualize the self, he theorized, might vote for Green parties that 
worry about the environment and development aid rather than for 
Social Democratic parties that promise to raise their wages. In a 
similar vein, there is now good reason to think that the return of 
materialist values will have just as big an impact on our politics: 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Identity    181

voters worried about their safety and sustenance may be much 
more open to the appeal of populists who offer easy economic solu­
tions and blame outsiders for all of our problems. If populism has 
been so successful of late, a big part of the reason seems to be that 
longstanding social and economic trends have combined to bring 
about the rise of post-post-materialist voters.62

s
There are, I have argued, three main ways in which the politically 
unstable world of today is fundamentally different from the politi­
cally stable world of yesteryear: Once upon a time, liberal democ­
racies could assure their citizens of a very rapid increase in their 
living standards. Now, they no longer can. Once upon a time, polit­
ical elites controlled the most important means of communication, 
and could effectively exclude radical views from the public sphere. 
Now, political outsiders can spread lies and hatred with abandon. 
And once upon a time, the homogeneity of their citizens—or at 
least a steep racial hierarchy—was a big part of what held liberal 
democracies together. Now, citizens have to learn how to live in a 
much more equal and diverse democracy.
	 Each of these problems points the way to an urgent and daunting 
challenge. Meeting any of these challenges is going to be extremely 
diffi cult. Meeting all three at once may turn out to be impossible. 
And yet, we have to try, for the fate of liberal democracy may de­
pend on it.
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WHEN THE “QUEEN OF ELECTIONS” ascended to the highest offi ce in 
the land, a lot of her countrymen were worried that she might pose 
a threat to democracy in South Korea.
	 Park Geun-hye had always been a controversial figure. The 
daughter of a general who had ruled the country for a dozen years 
as the head of a military junta, she was fond of populist rhetoric 
and advocated for a tough line on law and order. For a long time, 
her countrymen—who had fought hard to shake military rule and 
establish one of the most stable democracies in Asia—mistrusted 
her intentions. But Park was a talented campaigner and an inspir­
ing orator. Her promise to weaken the power of the country’s ma­
jor companies, known as the chaebols, made her highly popular. 
After years in the political wilderness, she proved her mettle in a 
string of surprise victories and slowly staged a hostile takeover of 
the country’s biggest right-wing party.
	 By 2012, she had reached her goal: A landslide victory installed 
her in the Blue House, the country’s presidential residence. Her al­
lies enjoyed a comfortable majority in Parliament. Finally, she was 
in a position to transform the country.
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	 But in the end, it wasn’t Park’s feared authoritarian instincts that 
led to a big backlash against her presidency; it was her close rela­
tionship—as close as that of her predecessors—with the country’s 
business elites. A couple of years into her reign, accusations began 
to surface that the president had used the power of her offi ce to do 
favors for Choi Soon-il, her friend, closest aide, and spiritual advi­
sor. Using her access to Park, Choi had apparently extracted mil­
lions of dollars’ worth of donations from the chaebols for chari­
ties she controlled. Choi had gotten Samsung to give her daughter, 
an aspiring equestrian, an expensive horse. And, worst sin of all in 
a country with a highly competitive educational system, Choi had 
used her connections to get her daughter admitted to an elite uni­
versity.
	 When the scandal first broke, the Queen of Elections clearly in­
tended to sit it out in the Blue House. Her allies in Parliament 
pledged their political support. Like many corrupt presidents be­
fore her, Park seemed likely to weather the storm.
	 Then the protests started. In early November 2016, about a hun­
dred thousand people took to the streets of Seoul to ask for her 
resignation. By the middle of the month, about a million were call­
ing on her to step down. By the end of the month, the crowd had 
swelled to form the biggest demonstration in the history of South 
Korea: nearly two million people gathered in Seoul Plaza to de­
mand her impeachment.
	 Brazen as ever, Park refused to resign. But—confronted with her 
nosediving approval ratings and months of mass protests—her al­
lies slowly inched away from her. With the support of sixty-two 
members of her own party, the Parliament passed a motion of im­
peachment. When it was upheld by the Constitutional Court, Park 
was finally removed from offi ce and charged with crimes ranging 
from bribery to abuse of power.1

	 The successful effort to remove Park from offi ce can serve as 
inspiration to defenders of liberal democracy around the world: 
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To  stop corrupt or populist governments from entrenching their 
power, citizens have to uncover violations of democratic rules and 
norms. They have to take to the streets to show that the populists 
don’t speak in the name of the whole people. And, no matter how 
righteous their disdain for the allies and flunkies of authoritarian 
strongmen may be, they need to do their best to peel off some mem­
bers of the ruling regime.
	 But to stop populists from regaining power in the future and save 
the system in the long run, its defenders also have to do some­
thing  more ambitious: they must ensure that liberal democracy 
once again lives up to the expectations of its citizens.

Over the past years, the Turkish government has arrested so many 
journalists, fired so many civil servants, and abolished so many in­
stitutional safeguards that the country is quickly turning into a 
straightforward dictatorship. Since taking offi ce in 2015, the Polish 
government has undermined judicial independence, co-opted the 
state media, and colonized the bureaucracy to such an extent that 
the electoral playing field is increasingly skewed against the opposi­
tion. Even in the United States, where the existence of multiple veto 
points at both the state and the federal level has slowed the ero­
sion of liberal institutions, the executive branch has made signifi­
cant strides toward subverting the rule of law.2

	 In countries such as these, where authoritarian strongmen have 
already won power and are systematically starting to change the 
most basic rules of the game, liberal democracy faces an imminent 
threat to its survival. What can its would-be defenders do to stop 
the populists from making further power grabs?
	 It is rarely easy for the opposition to constrain the actions of a 
determined government. But when the government consists of au­
thoritarian populists who are disdainful of traditional constraints 
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on their power and desperate to bend the system to their will, resis­
tance is that much harder: Like in South Korea, it involves coming 
out into the streets to protest dangerous laws and executive orders. 
It involves ringing hostile legislators to voice opposition to the 
causes they support. It involves plenty of meetings, complicated lo­
gistics, incessant fundraising, and any number of boring tasks that 
can seem strangely disconnected from the noble purpose they sup­
posedly serve.
	 “Freedom,” the title of a book by Francesca Polletta suggests, “is 
an endless meeting.” The preservation of freedom, it can seem in 
moments of great political peril, calls for an endless series of end­
less meetings.3

	 But while the work of resistance is undoubtedly cumbersome, 
most political scientists do believe that it makes life diffi cult for 
populist governments: The painstaking work of opposition can call 
attention to unpopular policies; slow the progress of pending legis­
lation; embolden judges to strike down unconstitutional laws; pro­
vide support to embattled media outlets; change the calculus for 
moderates within the regime; and force international governments 
and organizations to put pressure on a would-be dictator.4

	 Plenty of recent cases showcase such successes: In Poland, mass 
protests may have helped push the country’s president to veto a 
proposed legislative reform, which would have given Kaczynski’s 
party an even tighter grip over the judiciary.5 In Hungary, mass 
protests may have helped convince Orbán to allow Central Euro­
pean University to keep operating even after he passed a law to 
shutter it.6 And in the United States, mass protests may have helped 
embolden judges opposed to the administration’s travel ban.7

	 The first part of the solution to the threat of populism is as 
straightforward as it is cumbersome, then: Even when they are 
faced with powerful adversaries, and even when it feels like wasted 
time, the defenders of liberal democracy should fight to preserve 
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the basic rules and norms of the existing political system. When­
ever a populist ruler oversteps the bounds of his rightful authority, 
they must pour into the streets—loudly and in large numbers.

Even when the reasons for protest proliferate, and acts of opposi­
tion come to feel dishearteningly ineffective, it’s very important for 
the defenders of liberal democracy to resist authoritarian strong­
men with courage and determination. But since anyone who seeks 
to constrain the populists faces a decidedly uphill struggle once the 
strongmen have taken offi ce, it is even more important to beat them 
at the polls.
	 This is obviously true in countries where the populists have not 
yet won. In Sweden or France, in Austria or Spain, citizens retain 
the power to ensure that candidates with evident disdain for the 
rules of the democratic game do not get a chance to put their predi­
lections into practice. It is paramount that they use it. But even in 
countries in which the populists are already in offi ce, elections re­
main crucial. Since it usually takes years for authoritarian strong­
men to consolidate their power, a lot hinges on the electoral savvy 
of the opposition.
	 Five years into the rule of Recep Erdoğan, Vladimir Putin, and 
Hugo Chávez, many outside observers still believed that they were 
strengthening democratic institutions in their countries. All three 
made encouraging noises about the value of political openness and 
the importance of breaking with an authoritarian past. And though 
each of them did skew the playing field in his own favor by the time 
he first ran for reelection, the opposition still retained a real chance 
of winning. It wasn’t until these strongmen gained a second or even 
a third victory at the polls that they completed their countries’ de­
scent toward outright dictatorship.8

	 This demonstrates how high the stakes will be when authoritar­
ian populists like Jarosław Kaczynski, Narendra Modi, and Donald 
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Trump first come up for reelection in the coming years. If they are 
soundly defeated, liberal democracy is—at least in the short run—
likely to recover in Poland, India, and the United States. If they 
manage to win another mandate, all bets are off; given enough time 
and power, each of these leaders is likely to damage democracy in 
grave and lasting ways.
	 The only democratic protection from the assault of authoritarian 
strongmen, then, is to persuade the people to vote against them. 
But the most active members of the resistance are often surpris­
ingly  uninterested in helping opposition parties win. In Poland, 
for example, the influential Committee to Protect Democracy ex­
plicitly eschews any involvement in electoral politics. Similarly, in 
the United States, many members of #TheResistance are so hostile 
to the Democratic party that they do not see it as a priority to help 
the opposition win back Congress in 2018 or take the White House 
in 2020.
	 Even in circumstances where opposition parties are deeply 
flawed, this is the wrong approach. In the end, the only safe bul­
wark against the populists is to keep them far from the halls of 
power. Though it may be unfashionable for activists to campaign 
for a mainstream party, joining a political movement that has a real 
hope of success at the polls remains one of the best ways to stand 
up for democracy.

Opposition parties desperately need the infusion of energy and en­
thusiasm that activists could give them. But they also need a for­
ward-looking strategy that helps them win the next election—and 
sets them up to implement meaningful improvements once they 
form the government. So what exactly does it take to beat a popu­
list at the polls?
	 Electoral systems and partisan cleavages, political styles and per­
sonal values differ from country to country, and even from region 
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to region. It would be absurd to go in search of a single winning 
recipe. And yet, there have now been enough cases in which de­
fenders of democratic norms have faced authoritarian populists for 
us to draw a few straightforward conclusions.
	 The first lesson is the great importance of unity. In virtually every 
case in which populists have taken power or been reelected, deep 
divisions within the ranks of their opponents have played a large 
role.
	 In Poland, for example, the electoral system requires coalitions 
to gain at least 8 percent and parties at least 5 percent of the na­
tional vote to enter Parliament. This made it especially important 
for various leftist groupings to come to an understanding before 
the 2015 elections. Since they failed to do so, the United Left Coali­
tion received 7.5 percent and the Together Party 3.6 percent of the 
vote. Meanwhile, a libertarian party, KORWiN, got 4.8 percent. 
The votes of all three were discounted. And so, despite winning 
only 38 percent of the vote, Kaczynski’s Law and Justice Party took 
over half the seats in the parliament.9

	 Poland is not the only case in which the opposition has been its 
own worst enemy. In the past years, a divided opposition has also 
helped populists gain or keep power in Hungary and Turkey, in In­
dia and the United States.10

	 The second lesson is the great importance of speaking the lan­
guage of ordinary people and connecting to voters’ concerns. Dur­
ing the 2016 election campaign, a friend of mine was full of glee 
when she heard that Donald Trump had admitted that he “love[s] 
the uneducated.” “Finally,” she told me, “we’ll have two political 
parties in the United States: one for people who went to college, 
and one for everybody else.”11 Leaving the dystopian nature of such 
a divide aside for a moment, I gingerly pointed out that only about 
a third of Americans have a four-year college degree; if “the good 
side” only represents people who are, by her definition, educated, it 
will lose every time.
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	 In Venezuela, the opposition has long made the same mistake. 
“We wouldn’t stop pontificating about how stupid Chavismo was,” 
the economist Andrés Miguel Rondón has warned. “‘Really, this 
guy? Are you nuts? You must be nuts,’ we’d say. The subtext was 
clear: Look, idiots—he will destroy the country.” According to 
Rondón, it took the opposition a full decade to change tack. Its 
fortunes started to improve only once they went “to the slums and 
the countryside. Not for a speech or a rally, but for a game of dom­
inoes or to dance salsa—to show they were Venezuelans, too, that 
they weren’t just dour scolds and could hit a baseball, could tell a 
joke that landed.”12

	 The pitfalls of this approach are obvious: It would be easy to use 
the need to speak the language of ordinary people—or to tell a joke 
that really lands—as an excuse for emulating the divisive rhetoric 
of the populists. But there is a big difference between eschewing 
the preferred locutions of highly educated elites, on the one hand, 
and abandoning the core values of liberal democracy, on the other 
hand. As Rondón points out, the willingness to couch a principled 
message in relatable language “is not populism by other means. It 
is the only way of establishing your standing. It’s deciding not to 
live in an echo chamber.”13

	 The third lesson is the great importance of focusing on a positive 
message rather than obsessively recounting the failings of the popu­
lists. As Luigi Zingales, an Italian economist, warned American 
readers a few days after the American election, Silvio Berlusconi 
was so successful in Italy in part because the opposition “was so 
rabidly obsessed with his personality that any substantive political 
debate disappeared; it focused only on personal attacks, the effect 
of which was to increase Mr. Berlusconi’s popularity.”14

	 Many candidates understandably find it diffi cult to follow 
Zingales’s advice. Faced with the sheer destruction that populists 
(threaten to) wreak, any honorable politician will be tempted to 
give free rein to their righteous anger. When this is done in modera­
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tion, it can serve a good purpose: a passionate disavowal of the 
populists can read as authentic, rally the populists’ most principled 
enemies, and start to rebuild support for democratic norms. And 
yet, it is also important to remember that many voters are likely to 
find the promises populists make seductive, and perhaps even to 
believe their boasts. To rival the narrative according to which only 
they can fix the nation’s problems, defenders of liberal democracy 
have to put forward realistic promises of their own.
	 This is related to the final, and perhaps the most important les­
son: the defenders of liberal democracy will not vanquish the popu­
lists as long as they seem to be wedded to the status quo. When 
Donald Trump ran against Hillary Clinton in 2016, the political 
fronts were as clear as they could be. On one side, there was a radi­
cal candidate who wanted to bring about change: talking about 
“American carnage,” Trump lamented “rusted out factories scat­
tered like tombstones across the landscape of our nation . . . and 
the crime and the gangs and the drugs that have stolen too many 
lives and robbed our country of so much unrealized potential.”15 
The solution, Trump made clear, was a radical shake-up. “I ask you 
this,” he shouted at a campaign rally in Akron, Ohio, in front of a 
largely white audience, “to the African Americans, . . . to the His­
panics, tremendous people: What the hell do you have to lose? Give 
me a chance. I’ll straighten it out. I’ll straighten it out. What do you 
have to lose?”16

	 On the other side, there was a moderate candidate who gave the 
impression of wanting to preserve the status quo. We are, Clinton 
responded to Trump with characteristic blandness, “Stronger To­
gether.”17 “America,” both she and Barack Obama insisted, over 
and over, “is already great.”18

	 My point is not that Clinton should have pandered to the popu­
list penchant for extreme positions or simplistic solutions: though 
both the far left and the far right feel emboldened at the moment, 
most voters in both North America and Western Europe still hold 
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moderate views on most issues. Rather, it is that Clinton needed to 
convince voters that she was passionate about changing the status 
quo: across the board, voters are deeply dissatisfied with the way 
things are going. According to one recent poll, for example, about 
half of the electorate in France, Germany, and Great Britain would 
like their government to move to the political center. But far more—
about two in three in Germany and the United Kingdom, and about 
nine in ten in France—say that they prefer a politics of change to a 
politics of continuity.19

	 The upshot is clear: To avoid the mistake Clinton made in 2016, 
defenders of liberal democracy must demonstrate that they take the 
problems voters face seriously, and seek to effect real change. While 
they don’t need to emulate the simplistic solutions or pander to the 
worst values of the populists, they urgently need to develop a bold 
plan for a better future.

s
There are deep reasons why populists have, over the past decades, 
celebrated such immense successes across North America, Western 
Europe, and beyond. Though pundits sometimes like to focus on 
local factors, their triumphs aren’t primarily explained by the pecu­
liarities of particular countries, or even the (lacking) political acu­
men of particular candidates. Rather, a number of structural trans­
formations have weakened citizens’ commitments to longstanding 
political norms: In many countries, the living standards of ordi­
nary people have been stagnating. The transition from monoeth­
nic  to multiethnic democracy has proved more diffi cult than ex­
pected. The rise of social media has given greater power to political 
outsiders.
	 These changes have not yet transformed our societies so radically 
that sensible politicians are unable to win the trust of their citizens 
on a case-by-case basis. In the short run, charismatic candidates 
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heeding the basic electoral lessons of the past years can still earn 
resounding victories.20

	 And yet, it is now clear that, in a shockingly wide range of coun­
tries, the changes of recent decades have put the populists within 
striking distance of the seat of power. In the long run, it will thus 
take something more than a well-run campaign to put liberal de­
mocracy on a secure footing. If we don’t want every downturn in 
the business cycle or every blunder by a mainstream candidate to 
pose an existential threat to liberal democracy, we need to address 
the structural drivers of populist support.
	 To save democracy, we need, in other words, to unite citizens 
around a common conception of their nation; to give them real 
hope for their economic future; and to make them more resistant to 
the lies and the hate they encounter on social media each and every 
day. It is these immense challenges that will define our fight against 
populism, and for a better society, in the decades to come.21

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



7
Domesticating Nationalism

THERE IS NOTHING NATURAL about the idea of the nation. For most 
of recorded history, humans have organized in families, tribes, cit­
ies, principalities, or religious communities. Even in the wake of the 
American and the French revolutions, when the nation became a 
powerful driver of history, it largely remained a project of elites. At 
the height of the nationalist fervor that culminated in the country’s 
unification, for example, the writer Maxime du Camp looked on as 
throngs of people shouted “Long Live Italy!” in the streets of Na­
ples. A moment later, some of them approached the erudite-looking 
gentleman to “ask him what Italy was and what it meant.”1

	 My family knows the arbitrariness of nations—and the destruc­
tive force of nationalism—more intimately than most. When my 
grandfather Leon was born in a small shtetl close to Lviv in 1913, it 
belonged to the Hapsburg Empire. Over the century since, it has 
appertained to Poland, to the Soviet Union, and to Ukraine.
	 My grandfather’s journey through the twentieth century was no 
less complicated than that of his native town. He survived the Ho­
locaust in Siberia, spent the prime decades of his life in Poland, and 
finally found refuge in (of all places) Germany. Today, he lies bur­
ied in a small city in southern Sweden.2
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	 It is hardly surprising, then, that I have long hoped to leave the 
forces of nationalism behind in the century they so cruelly shaped. 
When I left my native Germany to go to university in England at 
the turn of the millennium, I thought the way to move on from war 
and destruction, from ethnic hatred and religious intolerance, was 
to unite people around other forms of identity—or perhaps to dis­
pense with the need for a collective form of belonging altogether.
	 People might define themselves as artists or as footballers, as 
thinkers or as doers. They could identify as residents of their cities, 
as citizens of Europe, or as inheritors of the earth. Most simple of 
all, they could just be themselves. Since the cultural differences be­
tween Germany and England, and between Italy and France, were 
pretty small—a mere matter of the language they spoke, or the 
dishes they ate—this transformation didn’t seem too diffi cult to 
imagine.
	 My biography undoubtedly predisposed me to those utopian 
hopes. But my aspirations were also part of a much broader politi­
cal and intellectual trend.
	 It is easy now to forget that the European Union was, until re­
cently, being hailed as a model for a new form of political organi­
zation. In a rapidly globalizing world facing increasingly complex 
policy challenges, the comparatively small nations of Western Eu­
rope had good reason to pool their resources. And since the politi­
cal leaders who dominated the conversation across the continent 
were largely united in their aspiration for a more integrated Eu­
rope, it was easy to believe that their voters would eventually fol­
low suit.3

	 Countries in the periphery of the European Union, which had 
once been fervently nationalist, seemed keen to join the club. 
Meanwhile, countries in Africa, Latin America, and beyond built 
regional blocs of their own.4 A slew of influential thinkers began to 
argue that the EU might just represent the future of world politics.5

	 The well-founded concern about Europe’s hypernationalist past 
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thus dovetailed neatly with an idealistic wish for a supranational 
future. Many political scientists believed that nationalism “is bound, 
as development advances, to outgrow its utility and become mar­
ginal or even . . . vanish altogether.”6 As the Georgian writer Ghia 
Nodia points out, this assumption was deeply comforting: the pre­
diction that nationalism was bound to pass made “for a happy con­
gruence between normative and theoretical views.”7

After a few months of living in England, I began to recognize that 
the differences between British and German culture were much 
deeper than I had imagined. They were also more wide-ranging. 
Far from being confined to food or language, they extended to hu­
mor and temperament, to personal outlook and collective values.
	 After college, when I spent more time in Italy, and then in France, 
I came to the same conclusion all over again. The residents of vari­
ous European countries were much more attached to their national 
cultures, and much more resistant to thinking of themselves pri­
marily as Europeans, than I had wanted to believe.
	 If my own experiences slowly made me more skeptical of the vi­
ability of a postnational future, so too did the rapid political trans­
formations of the past decades: Across the globe, nationalism is re­
surgent. Supranational ideals appear to be in retreat.
	 Throughout the postwar era, EU member states had given more 
power to Brussels, with most of their governments rarely or never 
consulting their own people on the decision.8 So when citizens in a 
number of European countries were given an opportunity to cast 
their votes on the extent of European integration in the early 2000s, 
the degree of their opposition stunned the political class. In quick 
succession, the French, the Dutch, and the Irish voted against pro­
posed moves toward further integration.9

	 Soon after, this crisis of public opinion was exacerbated by a 
deep crisis of European institutions. In the wake of the 2008 finan­
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cial crisis, countries in southern Europe were on the brink of bank­
ruptcy. But because they were members of the Eurozone, they could 
neither devalue their currency nor default on their debts. The econ­
omy shrank for the better part of a decade. Unemployment rates 
rose sharply.10 It increasingly became apparent that some of the 
EU’s most important institutions were not sustainable in their cur­
rent form. To avoid a rerun of the euro crisis when the next reces­
sion hits, the continent must either dismantle the single currency or 
take a big, unpopular step toward further political integration.11 
Neither option seems especially palatable. Even before the British 
electorate voted to strike out on its own, the EU faced the deepest 
crisis since its founding.
	 If the EU attempts ambitious reforms, it might well resolve some 
of its problems. Prognostications of its certain doom are likely ex­
aggerated. But the longstanding hope that regional blocs like the 
EU might one day eclipse the political, cultural, or emotional pri­
macy of the nation now seems strangely anachronistic. Even on the 
continent that seemed most open to dreams of a postnational fu­
ture, the primacy of the nation state has come roaring back.
	 The resurgence of nationalism has been even more pronounced 
outside the EU. In Central and Eastern Europe, populist govern­
ments have successfully enlisted a jealous, suspicious, xenophobic 
nationalism against liberal democracy. Turkey is rapidly descend­
ing into outright dictatorship under the leadership of a strongman 
who has fused nationalism and Islamism. Even countries like India 
and China—which will help to determine the future of the world 
order and might have been expected to experiment with postna­
tional arrangements due to their immense size—are in the throes of 
a nationalist revival.12

	 Back in 2000, a little imagination was enough to dream up a 
postnational future. It seemed reasonable both to wish for nation­
alism to leave the stage of history and to believe that, obligingly, it 
would. In light of the past decades, this “assumption of happy con­
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gruence,” as Nodia calls it, seems less and less tenable.13 Perhaps 
hopes of a postnational future will return by 2036 or 2054. But as 
I’m writing these lines, such a future seems deeply implausible.
	 For better or (quite possibly) worse, nationalism seems destined 
to remain in the twenty-first century what it was in the nineteenth 
and the twentieth centuries: the most defining political force of its 
time.14 A lot thus turns on the shape it is going to take. Will politi­
cal entrepreneurs repress ethnic and religious minorities, fan jingo­
istic sentiments to quash free institutions, and rile up the people of 
different countries against each other? Or can the nationalism of 
the twenty-first century make room for ethnic and religious diver­
sity and sustain vibrant democracies?

The Resurgence of Exclusionary Nationalism

Unlike most European nations, the United States did not have a 
common history, ethnicity, or religious denomination to build upon 
at its founding. The idea of America has always been a political 
one. As the most defining invocation of “We, the People” holds, the 
original goals of the American republic were “to form a more per­
fect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide 
for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure 
the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.”15 Anybody 
who obtains US citizenship and is willing to pledge support to these 
common goals is supposedly able to gain admission to this collec­
tive “we.” It is this open understanding of membership—not the 
mere fact that a lot of newcomers have flocked to the United States 
over the years—that has made America a country of immigrants.
	 To be sure, these principles have always been honored as much in 
the breach as in the observance. Slaves and their descendants were 
excluded from the promise of American liberty for centuries. Cath­
olics and Jews, Asians and Latinos, even Italians and the Irish faced 
acute discrimination. In practice, the universalist idealism of the 
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Constitution was always betrayed by a lingering attachment to a 
Protestant nation descended from British stock.
	 But just as the bitter reality of discrimination has always been a 
part of the American experience, so too has the erratic progress to­
ward a more perfect union. Over decades and centuries of conflict, 
slavery and segregation were abolished. Prejudice against Catholics 
and Jews abated. The Italians and the Irish came to be seen as ordi­
nary Americans. Latinos and Asians rapidly seemed to be following 
in their footsteps. Tens of millions of Americans freely cast their 
vote to send a black man to the White House. Though racism re­
mained a pervasive social force, and right-wing politicians often 
used coded language to stoke hatred against ethnic and religious 
minorities, the day-to-day reality of the American nation seemed to 
be inching toward the realization of its high-minded conception: 
the day on which neither race nor creed would undermine some­
body’s claim to be a true American seemed considerably closer than 
it once had.
	 Then came Donald Trump.
	 Throughout his campaign, Trump called for a ban on Muslim 
immigration, implying that the adherents of one world religion 
ought to be excluded from membership in the nation. He launched 
repeated attacks on Mexican immigrants and questioned the im­
partiality of a judge with Mexican heritage, suggesting that some 
ethnicities are less American than others. Taken together, this im­
plied a vision of American nationalism in ethnic and religious 
terms, one that harkened back to a time when membership in “We, 
the People” had, in practice, been deeply dependent on race and 
creed.
	 If Trump demonstrates how quickly an inclusive definition of the 
nation can revert to an exclusionary one, he also shows what a 
powerful tool it is for would-be authoritarians intent on attacking 
basic democratic norms. Since the core of the populist appeal is the 
claim to a “moral monopoly of representation,”16 all opponents of 
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populist leaders are, by definition, unpatriotic. This is the deeper 
significance of calling the press “enemies of the American people” 
or of claiming President Obama was born in Kenya. And it is, of 
course, also the deeper significance of the slogan “America First.”17

	 To European observers of American politics, Trump’s exclusion­
ary nationalism feels strangely familiar. Many Europeans have long 
defined membership in the nation by descent from common ances­
tors. As a result, they have treated newcomers as welcome guests at 
best and unwelcome intruders at worst.
	 In the postwar decades, these attitudes limited the opportunities 
of immigrants, underpinning diffuse forms of discrimination and 
shaping the citizenship laws of many countries. At election time, 
conservative parties would sometimes inveigh against immigration 
to rile up their base. But though exclusionary nationalism rendered 
many residents unable to partake fully in the promise of liberal de­
mocracy, it was rarely weaponized against the system as such.
	 This has slowly changed over the past decades: a new brand of 
populists has fused a strong commitment to exclusionary national­
ism with an illiberal attack on existing institutions. Like Trump, 
politicians from Wilders to Le Pen wield nationalism as a weapon 
that, they hope, might prove capable of undermining liberal de­
mocracy. On both sides of the Atlantic, nationalism and democracy 
now seem at odds with each other. If the advocates of an aggres­
sive, exclusionary nationalism carry the day, the ideal of a liberal, 
multiethnic democracy will slowly perish. And this is just as true in 
Spain, Germany, or Hungary as it is in the United States.18

The Temptation to Abandon Nationalism

When it comes to race, the noble principles and promises of the US 
Constitution have been violated over and over again. For the first 
century of the republic’s existence, African Americans were en­
slaved or treated as (at best) second-class citizens. For the second 
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century, they were excluded from much of public life and suffered 
open discrimination. Even well into the republic’s third century, 
they are being denied the equal protections of the law with painful 
frequency.
	 Nowadays, these realities are mostly empirical rather than legal: 
If African Americans face discrimination on the job market, if they 
are given higher prison sentences for the same crimes, or even if 
they are at higher risk of being shot by the police, the reason is not 
a difference in offi cial legal status. Rather, it is that the neutral prin­
ciples of the law are, in practice, administered in a discriminatory 
manner.19

	 This is why the standard conservative response to the problem of 
racial injustice in the United States is so unsatisfactory. People from 
John Roberts, the chief justice, to Tomi Lahren, the conservative 
commentator, like to point out how noble and neutral the country’s 
principles are—only to use this fact to deny that there are serious 
racial injustices to be remedied. As Justice Roberts wrote in Parents 
Involved, a Supreme Court case on school desegregation, “the way 
to stop discriminating on the basis of race is to stop discriminating 
on the basis of race.”20

	 This is disingenuous: If private actors—from real estate agents to 
HR managers—continue to discriminate on the basis of race, then 
a state that pretends that race doesn’t exist can’t effectively remedy 
the resulting injustices.21 To add insult to injury, people of color do 
not, in practice, have the opportunity to be color blind. “In most 
social interactions,” sociologist Adia Harvey Wingfield explains, 
“whites get to be seen as individuals. Racial minorities, by contrast, 
become aware from a young age that people will often judge them 
as members of their group, and treat them in accordance with the 
(usually negative) stereotypes attached to that group.”22

	 The insistence that the noble principles of color blindness will fix 
everything is either naive or insincere. Recognizing this, parts of the 
left have started to claim that there is only one way to face up to 
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racial injustice: to reject outright some of the most basic principles 
on which the American republic is founded.
	 If much of popular culture ignores or demeans ethnic and reli­
gious minorities, they claim, then insensitive portrayals of people of 
color, or instances of what has come to be called cultural appropri­
ation, should be aggressively shamed. If free speech is invoked as a 
reason to defend a public discourse that is full of overt forms of 
racism and microaggressions, then this hallowed principle needs to 
be sacrificed to the cause of racial justice.23 If laws that claim to be 
color blind can discriminate against people of color on such a con­
sistent basis, then race and identity should be put at the heart of the 
legal system. And if appeals to common citizenship and the univer­
sal principles of the Constitution are so often disingenuous, then 
the tropes and trappings of American identity should be shunned.
	 There is something genuinely righteous in the anger that moti­
vates these ideas. They stem from a real appreciation of the extent 
of persistent injustice and from an understandable impatience with 
the conservative defense of the status quo. And yet, they ultimately 
throw the baby out with the bathwater. Far from merely going 
too far or being strategically unwise—as sympathetic critics like to 
claim—they embrace principles that would ultimately destroy the 
very possibility of a truly open and multiethnic democracy.

The debate over cultural appropriation is an illustrative example. 
As used today, the idea of cultural appropriation holds that it is 
unacceptable for members of the majority group to adopt the cul­
tural practices of ethnic and religious minorities. In the United 
States, for example, it is supposedly wrong for whites to wear 
dreadlocks or even to make sushi.24

	 It is understandable that members of groups that have suffered 
historical injustice and now continue to face discrimination can at 
times feel uncomfortable when outsiders emulate aspects of their 
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culture. What’s more, there are specific cases of cultural appropria­
tion that really are morally reprehensible—not because members of 
a majority group are inspired by the culture of a minority group, 
per se, but because they selectively use its symbols or traditions to 
mock and denigrate it. A little bit of cultural sensitivity goes a long 
way.
	 And yet, the principles implied by a wholesale rejection of cul­
tural appropriation ultimately stand in stark conflict with the ideals 
of a truly liberal and diverse democracy.
	 The most obvious charge against cultural appropriation is that it 
traffics in historical nonsense. Since dreadlocks were depicted as far 
back as Ancient Greece and Ancient Egypt, for example, a case 
could be made that African Americans are themselves engaging in a 
form of cultural appropriation when they are sporting this hair­
style.25

	 The need to resort to historical nonsense only reveals a deeper 
problem. As any historian knows, cultures have always been deeply 
malleable. Indeed, defenders of multiethnic societies have tradition­
ally pointed to the intermingling of cultures in diverse cities from 
twelfth-century Baghdad, to nineteenth-century Vienna, to twenty-
first century New York as one of the traits that made them so vi­
brant and successful.26 But far from celebrating the way in which 
different cultures can take inspiration from each other, the oppo­
nents of cultural appropriation implicitly assume that cultures are 
pure; that they are forever owned by particular groups; and that 
there should be strict limits on the degree to which they influence 
each other. In other words, they ultimately think of the culture of 
particular identity groups in much the same way as right-wing xe­
nophobes who are continually on guard against foreign influences 
on their national cultures.27

	 This is why a blanket acceptance of fears about cultural appro­
priation would be so noxious to the ideal of a society in which citi­
zens share common experiences across racial and cultural lines: 
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either we accept the mutual influence of different cultures as an in­
dispensable (and indeed desirable) element of any diverse society—
or we will defend against it, erecting separate spheres for each cul­
tural and ethnic group.

The growing rejection of the principle of free speech is similarly 
confused.
	 Once again, the basic impulse is certainly understandable. With 
xenophobia seemingly on the rise in both North America and West­
ern Europe, and hate speech growing in prominence on the inter­
net, most well-meaning people will, at some level, share the desire 
to mute the most incendiary voices. It is perhaps unsurprising that 
this instinct is especially strong in countries, like Germany, where 
the history of fascism is still painfully recent. And yet, as in the case 
of cultural appropriation, the rejection of free speech would ulti­
mately undermine the very foundations of liberal democracy.
	 Some utterances really don’t have any value.28 The world would 
be better if they were never made, and perhaps even if they could 
reliably be banned. But as advocates of free speech have argued for 
centuries, the problem is that no authority can be trusted with 
the power of forbidding all noxious statements: whether out of er­
ror or self-interest, any institution with the right to censor would 
sooner or later start banning statements that do have real value.
	 The degree to which many advocates for restricting free speech 
are strategically short-sighted is most obvious in the American con­
text. Much of the agitation for the notion that free speech should 
be subservient to social justice originates on elite college campuses 
or in the most progressive neighborhoods of the country’s most 
progressive cities. So it is easy for activists to ignore what would 
happen if the dean of Southern Baptist University, the mayor of 
Hereford, Texas, or indeed the press-bashing president of the United 
States were to gain the right to censor utterances they dislike.29
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	 But the underlying objection against attacks on free speech 
would, at its most fundamental level, hold even if such strategic 
concerns were allayed. Free societies are built on the principle that 
no public offi cial gets to determine whose views about the world 
are right and whose views are wrong. In granting figures of author­
ity the right to determine which utterances are so devoid of value 
that they can safely be banned, citizens would be compromising a 
key tenet of liberal democracy.30

Debates about free speech and cultural appropriation are often ig­
nited by reasonably minor controversies in academia or publish­
ing—and matter more to the writers and editors who are immersed 
in these communities than they do to the bulk of their readers. It is 
crucial to keep them in perspective. But while the importance of 
specific controversies is sometimes overstated, underlying questions 
about the kind of society which defenders of diverse democracies 
should be hoping to build actually remain underexplored.
	 To pretend that today’s reality is color blind is to be politically 
cowardly and intellectually dishonest. As Wingfield argues, racial 
minorities currently do not have the privilege of being seen, or 
treated, as individuals.31 But to jump to the conclusion that a more 
just society would be structured around group rights and obliga­
tions is to give up on rectifying this deep injustice altogether. For in 
such a society, the group to which one belongs would define even 
more—from the songs one is allowed to sing to the meals one is al­
lowed to cook. Far from ensuring that blacks and Latinos and 
Asian Americans in the United States—or indeed the descendants 
of Turks and Syrians and Moroccans in Europe—could finally be 
seen as individuals, it would ensure that all members of society are 
forever defined by the color of their skin or the provenance of their 
ancestors.
	 The problem, in short, is not that the principles of liberal democ­
racy—or, for that matter, the US Constitution and the German 
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Grundgesetz—are inherently faulty or hypocritical. It is, rather, 
that they have not yet been realized. And so the solution is not to 
jettison the universal promises of liberal democracy in favor of 
rights and duties rooted in particular ethnic or religious communi­
ties but rather to fight for them to be put in practice at long last.

Nobody was more conscious of this basic insight than the leaders 
of the civil rights movement. Far from rejecting the basic tenets of 
liberal democracy, they used Americans’ reverence for these princi­
ples to appeal to the conscience of their contemporaries. As John 
Lewis, citing another civil rights leader, A. Philip Randolph, said 
briefly after Donald Trump got elected: “Maybe our forefathers 
and our foremothers all came to this great land in different ships, 
but we’re all in the same boat now.” Lewis, in short, recognizes 
that the best chance for bending the arc of history toward justice is 
to make shrewd use of the symbolism of the American republic, not 
to reject patriotism altogether.
	 The energy on today’s left, by contrast, is increasingly directed 
toward a radical rejection of the nation and all its trappings: This is 
the left that delights in 4th of July op-eds entitled “The Making of a 
Non-patriot.”32 It is the left that chants “No Trump, No Wall, No 
USA at all!”33 And it is also the left that, not content with acknowl­
edging the copious failings of the Founding Fathers, refuses to rec­
ognize that they might be defined by anything other than their 
moral faults. As Shaun King put the point in an editorial that 
quickly went viral, Thomas Jefferson “was a monster . . . I accept 
that [he] played a vital role in the modern founding of what we’ve 
come to know as the United States of America, but he should not 
be celebrated in any way.”34

	 In this respect, the American left is slowly following in the foot­
steps of the European left. In the United States, older generations of 
the left largely recognized that their country’s universalist tradi­
tions made it possible to argue for a patriotism that would be more 
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conformable with the ideal of a liberal, multiethnic society. In Eu­
rope, by contrast, the left has long recognized that the dominant 
conception of the nation was ethnic and religious. As a result, it has 
long followed the same strategy that parts of the American left are 
now adopting: it has abandoned democratic patriotism in favor of 
a radical critique of inherited institutions.35

	 The result has not been as desired. Convinced that it would be 
unable to redirect patriotism toward its own ends, the left has va­
cated the space of nationalism altogether—and allowed the right to 
occupy it on its own terms.

Inclusive Patriotism

Faced with parts of the right that want to exclude minorities from 
membership in the nation and parts of the left that emphasize the 
differences between citizens of different races and religions to such 
an extent that the bonds between them seem to dissolve, we need to 
forge a new language of inclusive patriotism.
	 This inclusive patriotism must not be blind to persisting injus­
tices. Nor can it privilege the nation to such an extent that it either 
oppresses minorities within the country or promotes conflict with 
other countries. Instead, it should build on the tradition of multi­
ethnic democracy to show that the ties that bind us go well beyond 
ethnicity and religion.
	 This is partially a matter of rhetoric, which makes it all the more 
heartening that plenty of leaders have effectively argued for this 
kind of patriotism over the past years. Speaking on the fiftieth 
anniversary of a famous civil rights protest, for example, Barack 
Obama emphasized the degree to which Americans of all walks of 
life joined forces to defeat segregation: “When the trumpet call 
sounded for more to join,” he said, “the people came—black and 
white, young and old, Christian and Jew, waving the American flag 
and singing the same anthems full of faith and hope.”36

	 In the same breath, Obama also stressed the degree to which the 
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fight for civil rights appealed to basic values enshrined in the US 
Constitution. “What enormous faith these men and women had,” 
he marveled as he stood on the same spot from which protestors 
had set out to march from Selma to Montgomery in March 1965.

Faith in God—but also faith in America . . . What greater ex­
pression of faith in the American experiment than this; what 
greater form of patriotism is there; than the belief that Amer­
ica is not yet finished, that we are strong enough to be self-
critical, that each successive generation can look upon our im­
perfections and decide that it is in our power to remake this 
nation to more closely align with our highest ideals?
	 That’s why Selma is not some outlier in the American expe­
rience. That’s why it’s not a museum or static monument to 
behold from a distance. It is instead the manifestation of a 
creed written into our founding documents:
	 “We the People . . . in order to form a more perfect union.”
	 “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal.”37

	 A few months before the 2017 presidential election, Emman­
uel  Macron reclaimed patriotism in an even more explicit form. 
Faced with rapidly growing support for the Front National and its 
proudly exclusionary conception of citizenship, he traveled to the 
highly diverse city of Marseille.38 Speaking to a crowd of his sup­
porters, he set out a proud conception of the French nation that 
puts difference at its heart:

When I look at Marseille, I see a French city, shaped by two 
thousand years of history, of immigration, of Europe .  .  . I 
see Armenians, Italians, Algerians, Moroccans, Tunisians. I see 
people from Mali, from Senegal, from the Ivory Coast. I see so 
many others I haven’t mentioned.
	 But what do I see? I see the people of Marseille! What do I 
see? I see the people of France!
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	 The people of France. Look at them. They are here. They 
are proud. Proud of being French. Take a good look at them, 
Ladies and Gentlemen of the Front National: This is what it 
means to be proud to be French.39

Rhetoric matters: Since the nation is, in the famous description of 
Benedict Anderson, an “imagined community,” the way we talk 
about it has the power to affect its nature.40 Political leaders who 
redescribe a nation that has a long history of being exclusionary in 
inclusive terms can make a real contribution to domesticating na­
tionalism.
	 But rhetoric can only go so far. If a growing number of nations 
are turning toward an aggressive form of nationalism, there are 
complex political and historical reasons for this: The number of 
people born in other countries stands at record highs in much of 
North America and Western Europe. In nations that have histori­
cally been monoethnic, a large portion of the population remains 
unwilling to accept that immigrants or their descendants could ever 
turn into true compatriots. At the same time, a significant share of 
immigrants are struggling to adapt to the local culture, with lin­
guistic ability and educational attainment trailing that of natives, 
even in the third generation.41

	 All of this calls for a response that is principled without being 
naive, and capable of winning popular support without being pop­
ulist: To win the fight for an inclusive form of patriotism, countries 
will have to do much more to facilitate a real sense of community 
among all citizens and ease lingering fears about future migration.

The first part of this fight is to ensure that liberal principles are ap­
plied with equal vigor across the board.
	 Though liberal democracies claim that they treat all citizens 
equally, they fail to live up to this promise with disheartening fre­
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quency. In every country from Sweden to Canada, some significant 
form of discrimination persists. Whether that discrimination ema­
nates from the state or from business, from private associations or 
from private individuals, it significantly undermines the degree to 
which minorities enjoy equal citizenship.
	 Thankfully, commonsense measures can help to reduce instances 
of discrimination. Many states and countries have yet to pass com­
prehensive bills banning employers and landlords from discrimi­
nating against minorities, for example. Changes to some long-
standing conventions can also help to make a difference: European 
countries would, for example, do well to ban job candidates from 
the surprisingly widespread practice of featuring a photo on their 
CV. Companies, meanwhile, could mitigate unconscious biases by 
removing a candidate’s name and race from the materials consid­
ered in the first stages of the hiring process.
	 Structural barriers remain an even greater obstacle to the success 
of racial and ethnic minorities.42 Education is an especially stark 
case. In countries like Germany, a multi-tier school system effec­
tively determines who can go on to university at the end of the 
fourth grade—giving children of parents who know how to maneu­
ver the system, and are themselves well-educated, a huge advan­
tage.43 In countries like France, an education system that is egalitar­
ian on its face pours huge resources into a few top schools while 
neglecting the disastrous performance of students in the country’s 
most immigrant-heavy neighborhoods.44

	 In the United States, meanwhile, public schools remain remark­
ably segregated. Sixty years after Brown v. Board of Education, 
the landmark ruling which held that “separate but equal” schools 
violated the Constitution, Congress asked the Government Ac­
countability Offi ce to investigate how far racial integration had ad­
vanced. The results were disheartening: a depressingly large share 
of children still attend schools that are predominantly made up of 
students of their own race. In fact, the number of schools with 
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very high concentrations of minority students had actually doubled 
from 2000 to 2013.45

	 Any real commitment to giving minority students the same shot 
at a good life has to involve a reversal of these disheartening trends. 
The first step to a nation in which people of different backgrounds 
see each other as true compatriots is to educate them together. In 
nearly every country, real progress toward this goal would include 
radical reform that is barely on the political agenda. In Germany, it 
would mean rethinking the three-tier school system to promote 
more intermingling across ethnic lines and make it much easier for 
immigrant children to attend university. In the United States, it 
would mean a renewed focus on desegregating schools.

A truly liberal integration policy would set out with renewed re­
solve to ensure that members of minority groups do not experi­
ence discrimination or see their prospects dimmed by structural ob­
stacles. At the same time, it would also set itself against those 
who​—whether out of fear that they might falsely be accused of dis­
crimination, or due to an explicit commitment to cultural relativ­
ism—exempt minority groups from the basic rights and duties of a 
liberal society.
	 Examples are surprisingly widespread. From Sweden to the 
United States, a shockingly large number of girls face forced mar­
riages or suffer from the practice of female genital mutilation.46 In 
both Belgium and the United Kingdom, police investigations into 
serious crimes by members of minority groups have been hampered 
by concerns about cultural sensitivity.47 Finally, in a growing num­
ber of cases state authorities make excuses for pernicious acts be­
cause they supposedly flow from somebody’s culture of origin: in 
Germany, for example, a judge refused to grant a woman who had 
been battered by her Moroccan-origin husband an expedited di­
vorce on the logic that “in his culture, it is not untypical for a hus­
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band to exercise corporal punishment of his wife.” The woman, 
the judge said, should have “expected this kind of behavior” when 
she married him.48

	 While this kind of approach pretends to be tolerant, it actually 
sells minority groups short. To excuse domestic violence because it 
is, supposedly, a normal part of an immigrant’s culture perpetuates 
the racism of low expectations. To look the other way as girls suffer 
genital mutilation is to impose the costs of the state’s supposed tol­
erance on the most vulnerable members of minority groups. Far 
from being an exercise in discrimination, the state’s determination 
to hold all of its residents to the same standard irrespective of their 
religion or the color of their skin is the only way to ensure that it 
doesn’t abdicate the most essential duties it owes them.49

The ideal of inclusive nationalism demands that the state protect 
the rights of all individuals, against their own family members as 
well as their neighbors. If we wish to preserve liberal democracy, 
we cannot exempt minorities from its demands. But the same ideal 
provides less clear guidance on a topic that is even more emotion­
ally charged: the nature and extent of immigration.
	 One thing is clear: defenders of liberal democracy must not pan­
der to populist sentiment. To stand for their principles, they must 
protect immigrants from ill-treatment. And since demographic fears 
are intimately intertwined with economic anxiety, they should also 
recognize that it would ultimately be counterproductive to give in 
to a lot of the anti-immigrant measures proposed by populist can­
didates on both sides of the Atlantic: radical restrictions that se­
verely harm the economy would, in the long run, be unlikely to 
weaken support for the populists.
	 On the other hand, defenders of liberal democracy will simply 
fan the flames of populism if they disregard fears about ineffective 
border controls or dismiss the degree of public anger about current 
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levels of immigration. Some deviation from their preferred policies 
may therefore be necessary if they wish to address the deepest driv­
ers of disenchantment with their political system.
	 There are no easy solutions. And yet, a principled compromise is 
possible: The defenders of inclusive nationalism should defend the 
rights of people who are already in the country and advocate for 
keeping the door open to close relatives of residents and highly 
skilled immigrants. But at the same time, they should take concerns 
about the rapid pace of migration seriously and acknowledge that 
the nation is a geographically bounded community that can only 
persist when it has control over its borders.50

	 In practice, this means that we must insist that all legal residents 
of a country be treated the same irrespective of their color or creed. 
We should oppose attempts, like Trump’s proposed Muslim ban, to 
exclude people on the basis of their faith (or on the basis of other 
ascriptive characteristics, like race). And we should also denounce 
the suffering engendered by deportations of undocumented immi­
grants who were brought to the country as children or have been 
here for a long time.
	 But by the same token, we should acknowledge that it does not 
violate the principles of liberal democracy for nations to improve 
their ability to track and control who gets access to their territory. 
On the contrary, secure borders can help to win popular support 
for more generous immigration policies. Similarly, a streamlined 
process for identifying and removing immigrants who pose a secu­
rity threat will help to calm, rather than to fan, ethnic tensions.
	 A similar compromise can be struck regarding the overall level of 
immigration. There are plenty of good reasons to keep welcoming 
a lot of newcomers to our countries. But at the same time, it is per­
fectly conformable with the principles of liberal democracy for na­
tion states to honor popular preferences by lowering the overall 
number of immigrants. The rules regulating how many people are 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Domesticating Nationalism    215

admitted to the country should, in short, be up to democratic con­
testation.
	 The choices we face on immigration are a lot more nuanced than 
the heated rhetoric on the topic tends to imply. There are plenty of 
ways to respect the principles of liberal democracy while allaying 
popular fears about immigration. Canada, for example, shows that 
it is possible to be very welcoming and reasonably tough-minded at 
the same time: by opening its doors to a large number of immi­
grants but making sure that most of them are highly qualified, the 
country has quickly become a model of tolerance.51

s
Nationalism is like a half-wild, half-domesticated animal. As long 
as it remains under our control, it can be of tremendous use—and 
genuinely enrich our lives. But it is always threatening to break free 
of the constraints we put on it. When it does, it can be deadly.
	 I remain enough of an idealist to be drawn to the vision of a 
world beyond nationalism—a world in which people do not need 
to dwell on their ethnic or cultural differences, and can define them­
selves by their common membership in the human race. But I am 
also enough of a pessimist to recognize that the nationalist beast 
remains very much alive.
	 We can, of course, ignore it or wish it away. But if we abandon 
it, other people are sure to step in, prodding and baiting the beast 
to bring out its most ferocious side. For all the well-founded mis­
givings about nationalism, we have little choice but to domesticate 
it as best we can.
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8
Fixing the Economy

THERE IS A NOSTALGIC CORE to a lot of populist rhetoric. In the 
United States, Donald Trump famously promised to “Make Amer­
ica Great Again.”1 In the United Kingdom, the defining slogan of 
the campaign to leave the European Union was a pledge to “Take 
Back Control.”2

	 One of the reasons why these simple slogans are so powerful is 
that every voter can project his or her personal form of nostalgia 
onto them. Some voters long for a time when their country was 
dominated by one ethnicity while others harken back to an age 
when conservative social norms reigned supreme. Some identify 
their country’s past greatness with the imperial adventures of the 
nineteenth century while others fondly recall the military victories 
of the twentieth century. But for all the shades of meaning these 
simple slogans evoke, it is clear that nostalgia for an economic 
golden age in which people were affl uent and jobs were secure is a 
central element of their appeal.
	 Much of the anxiety voters are experiencing is about hard cash. 
In many countries in North America and Western Europe, the stan­
dard of living of the average family hasn’t improved for decades. 
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The young aren’t doing as well as the old. Inequality is on the rise. 
In light of the disappointments they suffered in recent years, it is 
not irrational for most families to fear that the future may hold real 
material hardships.
	 Nostalgia for the economic past is not just about money, though; 
it’s also about diminishing hope.
	 Most people in the United States and the United Kingdom, in 
Sweden and Italy are much wealthier than their grandparents were 
at the same age. But their grandparents had reason to be optimistic: 
Having grown up in poverty, they lived a life of relative affluence 
and expected their own children to do even better. Today, by con­
trast, the experience of economic stagnation has made most citizens 
highly apprehensive about the future. They look on with great con­
cern as the forces of globalization are making it increasingly diffi ­
cult for states to control borders or set their own economic policies. 
And just as their nations no longer seem able to make their own 
decisions, so they too feel like playthings of economic transforma­
tions that are outside their control. As jobs that had once seemed 
steady are shipped overseas or made redundant by technology—as 
storied factories shutter their doors and trade unions lose their 
clout—their work no longer provides them with a stable perch in 
society.
	 When people clamor to “Make America Great Again” or to 
“Take Back Control,” they are after more than a bigger paycheck, 
then. Far from being motivated by sheer consumerism, they long 
for a sense of optimism that assures them of their place in a rapidly 
changing world.3

	 To stop the rise of populism, we have to allay those complex 
fears and envision a better tomorrow. People seek reassurance that 
their jobs will still command respect ten or twenty or thirty years 
from now. They want to know that they are suffi ciently master of 
their own fate to be able to live out their lives in material comfort. 
They want to be sure that their children will get a chance to do bet­

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



218    Remedies

ter than them. They want their nation to be able to make its own 
decisions and to look after its most vulnerable citizens despite the 
changes wrought by globalization. Unless we can make some prog­
ress on all these fronts, nostalgia for a simpler past will reliably 
translate into votes for the populists who promise to recreate it.

Amid the general sense of economic gloom, it is easy to forget that 
the overall size of western economies has kept on growing over the 
past decades. Since 1986, America’s GDP per capita has increased 
by 59 percent. The country’s net worth has grown by 90 percent. 
Corporate profits have soared by 283 percent.4

	 But those aggregate numbers hide the distribution of gains. Only 
1 percent of total wealth growth from 1986 to 2012 went to the 
bottom 90 percent of households. By contrast, 42 percent went to 
the top 0.1 percent.5

	 The most striking thing about this economic story is the degree 
to which American politicians conspired to accelerate, rather than 
to slow, the divide between the fates of the super-rich and those of 
ordinary citizens. Ronald Reagan slashed the top tax rate for high-
income earners from 70 percent to 50 percent in 1981, and then 
again to 38.5 percent in 1986. George W. Bush cut the top income 
rate to 35 percent and the capital gains rate—which is almost ex­
clusively paid by the wealthy—from 20 percent to 15 percent in 
2003.6

	 Even as politicians changed the rules to allow the rich to keep a 
far greater share of their income, they hollowed out many of the 
provisions on which the most vulnerable members of society had 
long relied to stay afloat.
	 Reagan halved funding for rent subsidies and public housing, 
and kicked a million people off food stamps. Bill Clinton replaced 
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (a federal entitlement 
without lifetime limits) with Temporary Assistance for Needy Fam­
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ilies (a program that is administered by the states and prohibits 
its beneficiaries from receiving assistance for more than two con­
secutive years, or five years over the course of a lifetime). States 
have, subsequently, further eroded the system of social protection 
by redeploying the grants they receive from the federal government: 
rather than providing the poor with cash aid or child care, many of 
them now use these grants to fill holes in their budgets.7

	 The aggregate impact of these changes has been huge: Two de­
cades ago, 68 percent of families with children in poverty received 
cash assistance via welfare; today, that figure is 26 percent.8

	 The story outside the United States has not been quite as stark. 
In most parts of Europe, for example, tax rates for the super-rich 
have not come down to the same extent. But there, too, a decade 
of austerity has had a big impact on the degree to which people 
are protected against major life risks and eroded the public services 
they have at their disposal. Especially in the continent’s south, taxes 
on ordinary people have been raised even as unemployment bene­
fits have been slashed, pensions made more miserly, and state ser­
vices—from public education to rural bus lines—degraded.9

	 Though the Great Recession was sparked by failures at the top of 
the financial industry, it has led to a rapid deepening of the eco­
nomic divide between the rich and the poor, in Europe as well as in 
America.

The economic gloom of the past decades is often described as 
though it had been caused by natural forces over which politicians 
have no control. Technological progress and automation, so this 
story goes, have displaced millions of jobs.10 The rise of competitors 
from China to Bangladesh has lowered wages and reduced employ­
ment for low-skilled workers.11 Perhaps the citizens of democracies 
in North America and Western Europe just have to face up to the 
fact that the era of their unrivaled affluence is over.12
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	 There is a large grain of truth to this story. It would be extremely 
diffi cult for a national government to halt technological progress or 
stop international trade. And even insofar as it is possible, it isn’t 
desirable. After all, these transformations have lifted billions of 
people out of poverty around the world—and could, one day, pro­
vide the citizens of affl uent countries with unprecedented freedom 
from toil and scarcity.13

	 But while the underlying trends are indeed beyond the control of 
national governments, the corrosive effects they have had on both 
the wallets and the attitudes of ordinary citizens are a result of po­
litical failure. Yes, technology is disrupting a lot of established pro­
fessions—but the state could do much more to ensure that those 
who have been most heavily impacted by these changes get to lead 
a life of material dignity. And, yes, the economic predominance of 
Western democracies is fading fast—but the material disappoint­
ments suffered by its citizens are caused as much by an unfair distri­
bution of the gains of globalization as they are by economic stagna­
tion.
	 Some Western countries have done a much better job than others 
despite similar external challenges; the difference is public policy. 
The question, then, is not whether we can stop the economic mega­
trends of the last decades but rather how we can harness them in a 
fairer way.14

Taxation

One obvious way to reverse the worrying trends of the past de­
cades  is to reverse the policies that have exacerbated them. This 
means raising effective tax rates for the highest earners and the 
most profitable corporations.15 It means restoring basic elements of 
the welfare state.16 It means investing in areas—like infrastructure, 
research, and education—where public spending promises a posi­
tive return over the long run instead of cutting expenditure in every 
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part of the budget.17 And of course it means providing every citizen 
with decent health care.18

	 But if we are serious about making sure that all citizens share 
in  the gains from globalization, we need to pursue an economic 
agenda that goes far beyond a mere restoration of the policies of 
yesteryear. Both the existing tax system and the existing welfare 
state were built at a time when (unlike today) most economic activ­
ity was constrained within the boundaries of the nation state; most 
people worked for the bulk of their lives; and most jobs were ex­
tremely stable. While the goals of the postwar economic order—to 
honor both the importance of economic equality and the generative 
power of the free market—remain as noble and relevant as ever, the 
tools that can best deliver on them have changed.
	 The need to find new ways to fulfill old goals is especially obvi­
ous in the case of taxation.
	 At 39.1 percent, the top tax rate for American corporations stood 
near a world record in 2012. But that same year, the effective tax 
rate paid by corporations was the lowest in four decades, at just 
12.1 percent.19

	 One big reason for this huge differential is the thicket of absurd 
loopholes that were created by Congress in the full knowledge that 
they would channel even more money to the super-rich: to name 
but one example, the favorable treatment of private jets makes 
them extremely cheap for corporations to purchase.20 Another big 
reason is that corporations have evaded the original intent of many 
tax laws by moving their headquarters abroad, or creating a byzan­
tine web of legal entities that channel profits to locations where 
they are barely taxed. According to Oxfam, for example, the fifty 
largest American companies have, by perfectly legal means, shifted 
over $1 trillion to offshore tax havens, costing the US government 
about $111 billion in lost tax revenue.21

	 Rich individuals are taxed in a similarly lax manner. One reason 
why some billionaires pay a lower effective tax rate than their sec­
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retaries, as Warren Buffett has famously lamented, is that politicians 
continue to give massive handouts to them: the carried-interest de­
duction, for example, allows hedge fund managers to halve the tax 
they would ordinarily pay on the bulk of their earnings.22 But an­
other big reason is that rich individuals have been just as adept at 
evading the taxman as corporations: as the leak of the Panama Pa­
pers demonstrated, vast fortunes are channeled into offshore tax 
havens every year; though much of this activity is illegal, it rarely 
results in prosecutions.23

	 To ensure that both individuals and corporations pay their fair 
share of taxes, we should therefore be willing to consider what a 
tax system might look like if it was invented from scratch. How can 
nation states regain their ability to tax incomes and profits despite 
the massive mobility of capital in a globalized world?

The answer is in some ways simpler and more obvious than it 
might seem. Historically, the biggest asset of the nation state has 
been its territory. In fact, the very definition of a modern state has 
traditionally depended on its ability to enforce a particular set of 
rules across a particular geographic area.24 The problem we now 
face stems from the fact that the economic relevance of this asset 
has declined over the past decades: as long as agriculture made up 
the bulk of the economy, most capital was unable to move across 
national borders. The more economic activity shifted to manu­
facturing, to services in general, and to the financial industry in 
particular, the easier it became for capital to take flight. It is little 
wonder that a tax regime designed in an era of captive capital is ill-
suited to tackle this new reality.25

	 And yet, the powerlessness of the nation state has (to bastardize 
an infamous verbal bastardization) been much misoverestimated.26 
This is especially obvious in the case of personal taxation. Most 
people—even most super-rich people—retain a deep bond to their 
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country. Though they might be willing to spend 183 days a year in 
the Bahamas in return for a much lower tax bill, very few of them 
would be willing to forego access to their home country altogether. 
This gives nation states an obvious point of leverage over their citi­
zens: if they seek to retain access to its territory, they should have 
to pay taxes in the country.
	 The United States is the only developed country in the world that 
already does this. Any American citizen or permanent resident must 
pay taxes in the United States.27 Other countries should follow 
America’s lead and end the preferential treatment of citizens who 
move to tax havens for part of the year to evade the obligation to 
pay their fair share.28 Even in the United States, the same principle 
could be enforced more vigorously and extended to factors beyond 
citizenship: for example, it might make sense to require anybody 
who owns residential real estate in a country to pay taxes there.29

	 While this rule would go a long way toward solving the noxious 
role that legal tax havens play, it would not do anything to solve 
the problem of illegal tax havens. But here, too, the nation state 
holds more trump cards than the fatalists tend to assume.
	 On the rare occasions in which big countries have worked to­
gether to put pressure on tax havens, they have celebrated surpris­
ing successes, as the recent series of deals between Switzerland and 
countries including the United Kingdom and the United States dem­
onstrates.30 What’s more, nation states can make real inroads even 
in the absence of international cooperation. Governments could, 
for example, change the behavior of the super-rich by stepping 
up criminal punishments for big-time tax evaders, investing more 
money into fraud investigations, and becoming more willing to pay 
for leaked financial information that could lead to convictions: If 
their financial adventurism would put rich individuals in real dan­
ger of landing in prison, they would be much less likely to engage 
in it.31

	 The case of corporate tax is somewhat more complicated since 
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the principle of territoriality is more diffi cult to apply to multina­
tional companies with highly complex production and distribution 
chains. And yet, there is a lot of potential for reform on this front 
as well. For just as individuals are unwilling to forego access to a 
state’s territory, so too corporations need to gain access to it to sell 
their products and offer their services.
	 Today, the amount of tax that Apple and Starbucks have to pay 
depends in large part on whether their nominal headquarters are 
based in Dublin or Düsseldorf, in Luxembourg or London, in Wilm­
ington or Washington.32 To remedy the corrosive impact that a few 
small territories with unusually low corporation taxes can have on 
the overall take, other states and countries should demand that 
companies pay tax on an appropriate share of their global tax in 
each territory in which they do business.33 For while Apple may be 
willing to put its European headquarters in Ireland in order to cut 
its tax bill, it will still need to sell its iPhone in Britain—and should 
be obliged to pay a fair tax on the profits it makes from those sales. 
In that respect, the robust steps recently taken by German and 
French governments to ensure that tech giants pay “real tax” in 
these countries could be a harbinger of a much fairer future.34

Housing

No politician who runs for offi ce in Norway or the United States, 
in Greece or Canada could get elected on the promise of raising the 
price of bread and butter. But when it comes to another commodity 
that citizens need to lead a decent life, the promise to keep its price 
at exorbitantly high levels does not seem especially strange: hous­
ing. In fact, though there has been significant variation from coun­
try to country, governments in democracies all around the world 
have explicitly tried to drive up the price of housing. Sadly, this is 
one of the few areas in which they have, by and large, succeeded.
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	 Especially in the world’s biggest cities, the explosion of housing 
prices has been staggering. In New York, for example, the average 
rent on an apartment in the 1960s was $200 per month, and a 
square foot of residential real estate cost $25 to buy. By the 2010s, 
average rent had grown to $3,500 and a square foot sold at $1,070. 
Similarly, in London, the cost of an average home has gone up from 
£55,000 in 1986 to £492,000 in 2014.35

	 This increase in housing prices has had a huge effect on the living 
standards of people in those cities, especially among the young. 
Tenants in London, for example, now spend a staggering 72 per­
cent of their income on rent, making the exploding cost of housing 
by far and away the most important reason why their living stan­
dards have not improved in decades.36

	 The staggering cost of housing in metropolitan centers also has a 
pernicious impact on people who are unable to pay those exorbi­
tant rents. As the process of gentrification advances, many people 
who grew up in urban areas are pushed out—and wind up being 
cut off from both their support networks and the economic oppor­
tunities offered by major cities.37 Many people who have grown up 
in less affl uent rural areas, meanwhile, remain permanently locked 
out of the most productive regions in the country, making it even 
more diffi cult for them to better their lot.
	 In short, the exorbitant cost of housing is now one of the most 
important reasons for the stagnation of living standards across 
North America and Western Europe. If defeating populism hinges 
in part on making citizens more optimistic about the future, a radi­
cal reorientation of housing policy is urgently needed.38

One important way to address the housing crisis is, quite simply, to 
increase the stock of available homes.
	 The process of obtaining permits should be made much eas­
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ier, and disputes about them resolved much more quickly.39 Towns 
and villages should have less power to veto developments in their 
jurisdiction.40 States should do more to help in the construction 
of new apartments, whether directly through the addition of new 
units of public housing or indirectly through financial assistance to 
local municipalities.41 Finally, the introduction of land value taxes​
—which levy the same charge on a patch of land irrespective of 
whether its owner lets it lie barren or decides to erect a building on 
it—would provide a strong incentive to build new homes.42

	 A different tax system could also improve the distribution of 
housing. Higher rates on second homes and vacant properties could 
drive up occupancy rates.43 Existing incentives for rich people 
to  buy bigger homes or purchase additional properties—like the 
mortgage-interest tax deduction in the United States or the easy 
availability of buy-to-let mortgages in the United Kingdom—could 
be abolished.44

	 None of these policies will be easy to pass: Since the equity they 
own in their homes is a primary source of wealth for many middle-
class people, they have a strong incentive to vote for higher home 
prices.45 And since a precipitous drop in housing prices can, as the 
world painfully learned in 2008, lead to a huge short-term shock, 
politicians are understandably worried about any policy that might 
pop a speculative bubble.46

	 But if we take housing seriously as an artificial restraint on our 
affluence—and thus a danger to our democracies—there are ways 
to compensate the losers of falling home prices, and to make poten­
tial gains more salient to the winners. (States could, for example, 
auction off development rights, cutting every citizen a check from 
the profits.)47

	 Of the many economic challenges we face in the decades to come, 
the exorbitant price of housing is the easiest to solve if only we are 
willing to do the right thing. To give up on pursuing these policies 
because they would be politically diffi cult is to aim too low.
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Productivity

Over the past years, the bulk of the public conversation about the 
economy has focused on inequality.48 This is welcome for many 
reasons: rampant inequality corrupts the political process, allows 
the upper middle class to hoard the best educational and profes­
sional opportunities, and weakens the social ties that bind citizens 
together.49 But though containing income inequality is important in 
itself, the role that the rise of inequality plays in the stagnation of 
living standards has sometimes been overstated.
	 According to the 2015 Economic Report of the President, for ex­
ample, the income of the median American household would be 
significantly higher today if inequality had not risen so dramati­
cally: if the share of income going to the bulk of the population had 
not shrunk since the 1970s, the average American household would 
now have $9,000 more at its disposal every year. That would make 
a real difference. And yet, that same study also shows that there 
is a much more important driver of stagnating living standards: a 
significant slowdown in productivity. In fact, if productivity had 
grown at the same rate in the past decades as it did in the postwar 
era, the average American household would now be able to spend 
$30,000 more every year.50

	 Raising levels of labor productivity (the amount of output work­
ers are able to produce in a given amount of time) should thus be a 
key priority for anybody who cares about the stagnation of living 
standards. That makes it all the more unfortunate that it is far less 
clear how to increase labor productivity than it is to figure out how 
to build lots of cheap housing. But though economists agree that 
there is no magic bullet, most also believe that there are some unde­
rutilized avenues—and that nearly all of these point to research and 
education.
	 Though research is one of the biggest long-term drivers of pro­
ductivity, the share that governments at all levels spend on it as a 
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total of GDP has steadily declined in many countries. In the Ameri­
can context, this is especially striking in individual states: infa­
mously, for example, California now spends a lot more on its pris­
ons than it does on its world-class universities.51

	 Things are even worse outside of the United States. Germany, for 
instance, prides itself on its educational system and has a much-
vaunted funding stream for excellence in research. And yet, the to­
tal funding for the country’s Exzellenzinitiative is smaller than the 
annual budget of Harvard University.52

	 The lack of investment by various governments is compounded 
by falling levels of research and development by corporations. 
Though it is diffi cult for economists to measure the exact amount 
businesses spend on such activities, a recent paper concludes that 
there was a significant “shift away from scientific research by large 
corporations between 1980 and 2007.”53

	 So a lot could be accomplished if governments recommitted them­
selves to funding long-term research and provided much stronger 
incentives for private companies to do the same. But to keep raising 
the productivity levels of their citizens, they also have to radically 
reimagine their educational system. In the postwar era, universal 
literacy, a big expansion of high schools, and a rapidly growing 
share of university students prepared workers in advanced econo­
mies for the transition from a manufacturing to a service economy. 
Now, a similarly ambitious set of educational reforms is needed to 
prepare citizens for the world of work they will encounter in the 
digital age.
	 These changes should include a radical reimagination of the way 
education is organized from kindergarten to college. The invention 
of digital tools that can tailor instruction to the needs, aptitudes, 
and learning styles of individual students should radically trans­
form the prevailing form of instruction. Instead of lecturing their 
students from the front of the classroom, for example, teachers 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Fixing the Economy    229

should spend much more time on one-on-one coaching, on leading 
small-group discussions, and on facilitating collaborative work.54

	 Finally, it is clear that in a rapidly changing economy, workers 
must continue to update their skills long after they have left high 
school—or grad school. At the moment, governments mostly think 
of lifelong learning as something that is there for people who have 
lost their job. Instead, they should enable all working-age adults to 
take regular sabbaticals to upgrade their skills. To make this finan­
cially viable, the entire approach to funding postsecondary educa­
tion should be reconsidered from scratch.55

In much of the recent economic debate, the need to boost produc­
tivity and the need to reduce inequality is implicitly treated as if the 
two goals stood in conflict with each other. Instead, it would be 
more helpful to think of them as complementary. After all, low 
productivity and high inequality tend to be mutually reinforcing: 
Workers who have low skills don’t have much bargaining power. 
This, in turn, depresses their wages, and makes it more likely that 
their children will also fail to acquire suffi cient skills to succeed.
	 By the same token, many of the policies designed to address in­
equality would also help to boost productivity. Any success in clos­
ing the huge economic and racial disparities in the quality of public 
schools, for example, would reduce both income inequality and the 
amount of talent that is being squandered. Similarly, an improve­
ment in the bargaining power of ordinary workers would both 
boost the wages of the less well-off and make it easier for them to 
improve their skills.56

	 In the long term, educational and industrial policy alike should 
therefore aim to move us from a vicious to a virtuous cycle: the 
goal is to get to a world in which the workforce is both more skilled 
and has the power to negotiate for higher wages.57
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A Modern Welfare State

A modernized tax system can raise the money states need to meet 
their obligations and remain in control of their spending priorities. 
A revamped housing system can reduce living costs and help pre­
serve access to opportunity for all citizens. Renewed investment in 
productivity can contribute to rising wages and help the workers of 
the future compete. But to be inclusive as well as vibrant, devel­
oped economies also need to preserve one of their greatest histori­
cal achievements: their ability to protect the most vulnerable citi­
zens against major life risks, from sickness to destitution.
	 This task is complicated by the fact that welfare states have 
largely failed to adapt to the big structural changes developed econ­
omies have undergone in the past decades. Designed in the post­
war era, they were built on the assumption that most citizens were 
relatively young and worked a full-time job. As a result, they struc­
tured both contributions and benefits around employment. This 
makes them reasonably generous to people who retire after decades 
of working full time, and even to those who suffer a brief spell of 
sickness or unemployment before returning to a traditional job. 
But they often provide inadequate coverage to the growing ranks 
of “labor market outsiders,” including freelancers, temporary and 
part-time workers, and the long-term unemployed.58

	 The link between work and the welfare state has also created bad 
incentives, both political and economic. Since social contributions 
are tied to full-time employment, the cost of labor is artificially in­
flated—creating disincentives for companies to hire new workers. 
And since key benefits are so intimately tied to full-time employ­
ment, labor market insiders seek to protect their current jobs at any 
cost—turning them into strong supporters of rigid labor markets 
even in countries, like Italy or Greece, where such rules have proven 
to be a major obstacle to economic growth.59

	 Costs are another major problem. Faced with a rapidly aging 
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population, traditional welfare states are having trouble sustaining 
their pension obligations, financing their health care systems, and 
providing adequate care for the elderly. The most common way of 
dealing with these financial diffi culties has been to scale back the 
generosity of the welfare state. While few programs have been cut 
outright, governments have downsized retirement benefits, intro­
duced new conditions on the receipt of unemployment benefits, and 
failed to provide protection against new forms of social risk. As a 
result, the overall level of protection has markedly fallen on both 
sides of the Atlantic. Whereas the welfare state once provided a so­
cial safety net that caught those who were in need, no matter the 
reason, it increasingly lets anybody who is judged to be improvi­
dent or irresponsible crash to the ground.60

	 In short, in their current form, welfare states hamper economic 
growth even though they provide a rapidly deteriorating level of 
benefits. To fix these deep problems, states need to find the courage 
to redesign welfare states in a radical way.

The most important goal of a redesigned welfare state should be to 
decouple social benefits from traditional employment.
	 This makes a lot of sense when it comes to raising the money 
that  is needed to sustain the welfare state: While it is paramount 
that businesses help to bear the burden of key social provisions, it 
makes little sense to ask corporations that create a lot of jobs for 
a proportionally higher contribution than corporations who create 
very few jobs. The same is true of individuals: With the number of 
people who live off accumulated wealth rising rapidly, it makes less 
and less sense to place the burden of financing the welfare state pre­
dominantly on wage-earners.
	 At the same time, a decoupling of the welfare state and tradi­
tional employment also makes sense when it comes to protecting 
citizens against misfortune—or indeed empowering them to take 
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risks. By making health insurance and pension benefits fully porta­
ble, for example, a modern welfare state could significantly reduce 
barriers to labor mobility, increasing the productivity of both firms 
and individuals. In fact, recent studies have provided good evidence 
that a generous welfare state that combines flexible labor markets 
with portable benefits can even breed entrepreneurial spirit: Since 
young Swedes are not worried about suffering destitution or losing 
their health benefits if they quit their job, for example, they are ac­
tually more likely to found businesses than their American counter­
parts.61

	 A lot of debates about the welfare state remain stuck in bina­
ries  that don’t capture the real challenge we face. The key ques­
tion is not whether to make welfare states more or less generous, or 
even whether to make them more or less forgiving of supposedly 
irresponsible behavior. Rather, it is how to create a welfare state 
that protects labor market outsiders as well as insiders; encourages 
businesses to hire rather than to fire; and provides citizens with the 
safety net they need to take risks that are economically beneficial 
for all.

Meaningful Work

“If you had asked one of my constituents who he is a few decades 
ago, he would have said: ‘I’m a foreman in the factory,’” a senior 
politician told me recently. “But then a lot of manufacturing jobs 
up and went. People took an economic hit. But they also lost a 
sense of identity. If I ask them who they are nowadays, they tell me: 
‘I’m white. And I don’t like all those immigrants coming in.’”62

	 The politician’s point was as startling as it was simple: While we 
are constantly talking about the economic effects of the transfor­
mations we are seeing on both sides of the Atlantic, we are only just 
starting to understand how big their cultural implications will be. 
When people lose high-paying, unionized jobs they do not just lose 
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their footing in the middle class; rather, they also stand to lose a 
whole set of social connections that structure their lives and give 
them meaning. As an “earned” identity slips out of their reach, 
they are likely to default to an “ascriptive” identity—making their 
ethnicity, their religion, and their nationality more central to their 
worldview.63

	 This cultural transformation helps to explain the widening dis­
connect between the downwardly mobile or already poor, on the 
one hand, and the upwardly mobile or already affl uent, on the 
other hand. People who have, or aspire to, the kind of job that al­
lows them to sustain an earned identity are tempted to think of 
their ascriptive identities as immaterial. This allows them to bridge 
cultural and ethnic divides, finding common ground with people 
who share their professional status or their personal tastes. And it 
also tempts them to look down on people who insist on “clinging,” 
as they might put it, to the importance of such social markers as 
race or religion.64

	 Meanwhile, people who no longer derive a sense of earned iden­
tity from their jobs often harbor a growing sense of resentment: 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, they feel insulted by people who are lead­
ing much more comfortable lives than they are and then have the 
gall to sit in judgment of them. And they are also increasingly re­
sentful toward people who are in a similar economic position, but 
do not come from the same racial or religious group.

Populists are highly skilled at weaponizing these forms of resent­
ment: their rhetoric simultaneously aims to turn the growing anger 
at affl uent people against the ruling elite and to turn the growing 
focus on ascriptive identity against immigrants as well as ethnic 
and religious minorities.
	 To combat the economic drivers of populism, it therefore isn’t 
enough to make sure that the overall pie keeps on growing, or 
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even  that the bulk of citizens gets a fairly-sized slice. Rather, we 
should also be thinking about how to structure the world of work 
in such a way as to make it possible for people to derive a sense 
of identity and belonging from their jobs—and to remind the win­
ners of globalization of the links they share with their less fortunate 
compatriots.
	 There is, as yet, barely any thinking on this topic, especially as 
it relates to the millions of new jobs that are already being created 
in the sharing economy. Take the example of Uber. It seems rela­
tively clear that governments should neither forbid the service, as 
some countries in Europe are proposing, nor allow it to circum­
navigate key protections for their workforce, as most parts of the 
United States have effectively done. Rather, they should steer a 
forward-looking middle course—celebrating the huge increase in 
convenience and effi ciency that ride-sharing offers while passing 
new regulations which ensure that drivers earn a living wage.65

	 But even if policymakers get that mix right, it seems unlikely that 
Uber drivers will ever derive the sense of identity and meaning from 
their work that factory workers once did. The reason for this is 
neither that their jobs will necessarily be less well-paid, nor that the 
service they provide is somehow less important. Rather, it is that it 
will never be embedded in the shared culture of earlier forms of 
work.
	 Manufacturing jobs saw thousands of workers converge on the 
factory gates at the same time every day to commence their shifts. 
Traditional offi ces allowed for repeated social interaction in teams 
and at meetings, in the breakroom and at the water cooler. Even 
cab drivers met their peers when they picked up their cars at the ga­
rage, and spent the whole day interacting with the same dispatcher.
	 Uber drivers, by contrast, gain no in-built community from their 
work: while the app’s rating system encourages a stream of pleas­
ant one-off interactions, there is no lasting connection to other hu­
man beings. Since the old practices that embedded workers in a 
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community, and thereby helped lend meaning to their jobs, are rap­
idly eroding, a new sense of pride in a very different kind of mass 
employment is desperately needed.

s
As the new digital economy is threatening to dissolve the meaning 
of work, so too globalization is threatening to dissolve the meaning 
of the nation.
	 The nostalgia of the populists promises people an era in which 
their country will go back to being great. At the core of this nostal­
gia stands a double desire for control: Citizens want their nation to 
be able to make its own decisions, unencumbered by the constraints 
of the global economy. And they want that powerful nation to help 
them take control of their lives, providing them with the resources 
and the opportunities to improve their lot in the face of growing 
insecurity.
	 Turning back the clock is not a realistic option: the populists de­
lude themselves if they think that they can return us to the world 
as they imagine it to have been thirty or fifty or a hundred years 
ago. But while it would be naive to aim for a restoration of an ide­
alized past, it is certainly possible to find real ways to respond to 
the growing sense of economic frustration—and to deliver on the 
longstanding promise of double control.
	 The citizens of North America and Western Europe have very 
good reason for wanting to feel both that their nations retain some 
economic room to maneuver on the international stage and that 
their governments will help them control their own fate. Though 
nation states cannot meet these expectations with the same tools 
they used in the postwar era, they can do so by using their resources 
in new and imaginative ways. Since individuals and corporations 
seek to access their territory, national governments can ensure that 
the rich continue to pay their fair share of taxes. And since govern­
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ments retain control over housing and infrastructure, education 
and the welfare state, they can boost the productivity of their citi­
zens and ensure a better distribution of the gains from economic 
growth.
	 Big changes in the world economy are straining the social com­
pact that made liberal democracies so stable in the postwar era. It is 
unsurprising that so many citizens feel angry and disoriented—or 
that the resulting nostalgia is providing ample breeding ground for 
authoritarian populists. But if liberal democracies dare to take bold 
approaches to the biggest economic challenges of our time, they 
remain capable of providing citizens with real improvements in 
their standard of living. By using their resources much more proac­
tively than they have done so far, they retain the ability to shape a 
future in which an openness to the world does not need to be syn­
onymous with a loss of control.
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Renewing Civic Faith

THE RISE of digital technology has boosted economic growth and 
made it easier for people to connect across borders. It has also fa­
vored the spread of hate speech and conspiracy theory.
	 This is because the rise of the internet and of social media has 
fundamentally transformed the structural conditions of communi­
cation: The longstanding promise of one-to-many communication 
has been democratized. The rise of many-to-many communication 
has made it easy for viral information to race around the world. As 
a result, traditional gatekeepers have lost much of their power. Or­
dinary people with a knack for catchy content can now reach mil­
lions on a regular basis. Politicians with a big following on social 
media can set the agenda even if their claims would never pass 
a basic fact-check. It is impossible to understand today’s politics 
without understanding the transformative nature of the internet.
	 Since a big part of the reason for the rise of populism is techno­
logical, it is tempting to think that the solution must be technologi­
cal too. And so it is hardly surprising that tech companies have 
come under increasing social and political pressure over the past 
years. As high hopes for the beneficial effects of Facebook and 
Twitter have given way to intense worries about their corrosive in­
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fluence, a broad coalition of activists has demanded that tech com­
panies change—or that governments adopt a more proactive ap­
proach to making them change.
	 In the United States, activists have mostly focused on getting so­
cial media platforms to make reforms on a voluntary basis. In Eu­
rope, politicians have been debating (and increasingly enacting) 
laws that mete out substantive fines to companies that fail to get 
with the program. But the nature of the fix is surprisingly similar in 
both cases: social media platforms, activists on both sides of the 
Atlantic have argued, should enforce a comprehensive ban on hate 
speech and fake news.1

	 The forceful demands made by advocates of regulation are 
matched by equally forceful rebuttals by its opponents. Tech execu­
tives have argued that effectively identifying fake news, or demar­
cating the boundaries of hate speech, lies beyond the power of al­
gorithms. To stop the spread of noxious ideas, they would have to 
hire a small army of moderators—who would not only be expen­
sive to maintain but also bear an uncomfortable resemblance to 
old-style censors.2 This objection is especially powerful against the 
prospect of formal government intervention. At first governments 
may, for reasons that really are selfless, seek the power to censor 
political speech that is genuinely corrosive. But, free speech advo­
cates rightly ask, should citizens trust that politicians wouldn’t 
eventually abuse their far-reaching powers to shape public dis­
course and restrict criticism?3

Since a wide gulf separates the sides of this debate, it would be 
tempting to think that we are faced with two equally unappealing 
alternatives: intrusive regulation or outright censorship on the one 
side, inaction and fatalism on the other. But in truth, there are some 
pragmatic and plausible alternatives to these extremes.
	 The first is to emulate the model of self-regulation that has his­
torically averted the need for more heavy-handed forms of govern­
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ment intrusion in the film and television industries. If social media 
companies begin to take the problem seriously, governments should 
be willing to give them a large degree of leeway.4

	 The second is to recognize that platforms like Facebook and 
Twitter can do a lot to stop the spread of fake news or hate speech 
without going all the way to outright censorship. Indeed, these 
platforms have already begun to curate what posts users see for 
commercial reasons: Facebook bumps live video to the top of its 
news feeds to encourage its adoption among users.5 Twitter has re­
cently introduced a curated section of featured tweets marked “In 
Case You Missed It.”6 In a similar vein, social media platforms 
could boost civil posts conveying reliable information, ding hateful 
posts spreading falsehoods—and finally refuse to accept advertising 
from hate groups.7

	 The third is to distinguish between harmful speech by humans 
and harmful speech by robots. Studies have shown that a signifi­
cant percentage of the misinformation and the hate spread on plat­
forms like Twitter comes from so-called bots. This in effect allows a 
few users with malicious intent to use their bot alter egos to drown 
out more moderate voices and distort the nature of the conversa­
tion.8 The moral pitfalls involved in banning such bots are there­
fore much less serious than those involved in banning speech by 
real people. As Tom Malinowski, the Assistant Secretary of State 
for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor in the Obama adminis­
tration, told me: “When I was in offi ce, I passionately fought to 
defend freedom of speech for individuals on the internet. But I 
don’t believe that bots spreading hate should enjoy those same free­
doms.”9

Rebuilding Trust in Politics

Commonsense measures can make it a bit more diffi cult for the en­
emies of democracy to use social media platforms as a propaganda 
tool. But we should not be naive about how much they can accom­
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plish. Without the kind of outright censorship that a liberal society 
has strong reason to reject, neither Facebook nor Twitter will ever 
turn into a utopia of civility and moderation. So is there anything 
else we can do to confront the ease with which antidemocratic 
ideas take root in the digital age?
	 To answer that question, it is worth remembering that fake news 
and hate speech aren’t new phenomena. Before Twitter and Face­
book, a significant minority of Americans believed that 9/11 was a 
hoax. Before the internet, a large share of people around the world 
believed that Stanley Kubrick staged the moon landing. Before tele­
vision or radio, the Protocols of the Elders of Zion spread anti-
Semitism from the cold steppes of Siberia to the hot sands of the 
Sinai desert.10

	 Conspiracy theories, in short, have long been a stubborn real­
ity of politics. And yet, their role used to be far more marginal in 
most liberal democracies. The reasons for this go well beyond the 
rise of social media: the spread of conspiracy theories was con­
tained, in part, because the government was much more transpar­
ent and most citizens had much higher trust in politicians.11

In a functioning liberal democracy, there are plenty of safeguards 
to stop politicians from conspiring with each other and to empower 
citizens to track what is going on. Offi cials are tasked not only with 
avoiding corruption but also with avoiding the appearance of cor­
ruption.12 Different branches of government jealously hold each 
other to account. Opposition politicians have an incentive to un­
cover gross forms of misconduct. As a result, citizens can find ratio­
nal explanations for most events. Conspiracy theories remain the 
preserve of cranks. Though they never quite die out, the media pays 
little attention to them, and most citizens dismiss them out of hand.
	 The degree to which conspiracy theories have come to stand at 
the center of politics in many countries across North America and 
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Western Europe over the past years thus demonstrates the degree to 
which liberal democracy has eroded in these countries. No country 
showcases this trend more clearly than the United States.
	 In his first forays into politics, Donald Trump rode the wave of 
conspiracy theory by “investigating” whether Barack Obama had 
forged his birth certificate. While he was campaigning for the presi­
dency, outlandish conspiracy theories about Hillary Clinton rose to 
unprecedented prominence on Twitter, Facebook, and talk radio. 
As president, Trump has continued to use his bully pulpit to spread 
a series of deliberate falsehoods—from his oft-repeated claim that 
three million Americans voted illegally to his baseless assertions 
that the Obama administration had secretly wiretapped him.13

	 Even as Trump spread conspiracy theories from the White House, 
his opponents increasingly resorted to baseless accusations of their 
own. Some of the most viral articles spread by #TheResistance 
blithely subordinated the factual truth to a pursuit of the (sup­
posed) political truth: websites like Addicting Info and Occupy­
Democrats, and prominent Twitter accounts like that of former 
British member of Parliament Louise Mensch, ran made-up stories 
claiming that a Donald Trump sex tape was about to be released, 
or that hundreds of mainstream American journalists were secretly 
Russian agents.14

	 These wild accusations were deeply irresponsible. But some spec­
ulation was unavoidable: With Trump unwilling to divest himself 
from his business empire, and more and more details about his en­
tanglements with Russia coming to light in his first months in of­
fice, even the most scrupulous observers were reduced to making 
educated guesses as to what might really be going on.15

	 One effective means against the spread of conspiracy theory, 
then, is to reestablish traditional forms of good governance. To re­
gain the trust of the population once Trump leaves offi ce, politi­
cians will have to stick to the truth in their campaigns; avoid the 
perception of a conflict of interest; and be transparent about their 
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dealings with lobbyists at home and government offi cials abroad. 
Politicians and journalists in countries where the norms of good 
governance have not yet eroded to the same degree should, mean­
while, double down on them with renewed zeal: as the American 
case shows, such norms can erode frighteningly quickly—and with 
terrible consequences.
	 After Trump won the 2016 elections, Barack and Michelle 
Obama were mocked in some quarters for having insisted through­
out the campaign that “when they go low, we go high.”16 It is, of 
course, easy to mock a team that continues to play by the rules even 
when the opposing team turns up with goons in tow and clubs in 
their hands. But for anybody who wishes to keep playing the game, 
it’s not clear what the alternative is: if both sides take up arms, its 
nature changes irrevocably.
	 Unlikely as it might seem at the moment, the only realistic solu­
tion to the crisis of government accountability (and, most likely, 
the larger crisis of democratic norms) is therefore a negotiated set­
tlement, in which both sides agree to disarm. Like the favorite in­
cantation of the Obamas, that may sound hopelessly naive. But as 
political scientists have consistently found, the survival of stable 
democracies has always depended on the willingness of major po­
litical figures to play by the basic rules of the game.

Given the depth of the ethical degradations wrought by Trump and 
his team, a return to rules that most politicians have followed for 
the past decades would be a big improvement. But to regain the 
trust of the population—which, in both North America and West­
ern Europe, had begun to erode long before Trump took offi ce—
much more is needed.
	 Ordinary people have long felt that politicians don’t listen to 
them when they make their decisions. They are skeptical for a rea­
son: The rich and powerful really have had a worrying degree of 
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influence over public policy for a very long time. The revolving 
door between lobbyists and legislators, the outsized role of private 
money in campaign finance, the big speaking fees for former offi ­
cials, and the tight links between politics and industry really have 
undermined the degree to which the popular will steers public pol­
icy.17

	 Some elements of undemocratic liberalism are diffi cult to avoid. 
If we want to deal with climate change, we need international co­
operation. And if we want to ensure that there are no dangerous 
chemicals in our food, we need to give considerable power to scien­
tists and bureaucrats. An indiscriminate dash to return power to 
the people by scrapping independent agencies and abolishing inter­
national organizations would accomplish little.
	 But at the same time, there are plenty of ways in which the popu­
lar will is being subverted without good reason. In particular, na­
tion states could take much more robust measures to reform the 
political system and curtail the influence of money on politics.
	 To push conspiracy theories back to the fringes, politicians need 
to shake up the cozy habits that have long prevailed in Washington 
and Brussels, in Berlin and Athens. By making it much more diffi ­
cult for private money to influence public policy—and for legisla­
tors to profit from their connections after they leave offi ce—politi­
cal systems around the world can start to rebuild the trust they 
have lost in the past decades.18

	 In many European countries, there is strong support for some of 
these reforms. Voters would be happy to put tighter limits on cam­
paign donations or even to institute much more extensive restric­
tions on the cushy sinecures politicians can accept after leaving of­
fice. There is also significant support for reforming the European 
Union: while most Europeans strongly favor preserving the EU, a 
large majority wants to make it more democratic.19

	 But to fix the system, European governments also need to be 
willing to make some less popular changes. One of the most effec­
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tive ways to limit private influence on politics would, for example, 
be to increase the capacity of parliaments: if they were given suffi ­
cient staff to do their own research and draft their own legislation, 
they would not need to rely on lobbyists for information.20 Another 
effective way would be to raise the salaries of politicians so that 
they are less susceptible to outside incentives.21

	 Since a series of recent Supreme Court cases has held that strict 
restrictions on campaign contributions violate the First Amend­
ment, it is going to be more diffi cult to fix the system in the United 
States. The justices urgently need to recognize that the current sys­
tem threatens the working of American democracy—and rethink 
the protection of political speech for big corporations. But until 
this piece of the puzzle falls into place, there are other reforms that 
do not face the same obstacles: As in Europe, legislators should 
make it easier for members to retain talented staffers by improving 
the woefully inadequate funding of Congress. They should pass a 
more robust set of bribery statutes to make sure that pernicious 
practices that fall just short of quid-pro-quo corruption can at last 
be prosecuted. And they should finally desist from blatantly anti­
democratic practices like gerrymandering and voter suppression.

In the postwar decades, a lot of the same lies and calumnies that 
now proliferate on social media were already in circulation. Many 
citizens were already worried that their public offi cials might be 
corrupt. But back then, the threat of fascism was a part of living 
memory. The threat of communism remained a live reality. Civics 
was an integral part of the educational system, from nurseries all 
across the country up to the faculty lounges of the nation’s leading 
universities. As a result, most citizens had a better understanding of 
the practices and a deeper commitment to the principles of liberal 
democracy—making them far less likely to give credence to con­
spiracy theories based on lies or disinformation.
	 This points to another important measure we can take: Unable 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



	 Renewing Civic Faith    245

to restrict the supply of attacks on the basic principles of liberal 
democracy through outright censorship, we have all the more rea­
son to lessen the demand for them. While we cannot recreate the 
threat of communism or fascism, we can remember that civics edu­
cation is an essential bulwark against authoritarian temptations. 
And so the best way to defend liberal democracy remains what it 
has always been: to take seriously the task of turning children into 
citizens.

Raising Citizens

Ever since philosophers began to think about the concept of self-
rule, they have put particular emphasis on civic education. From 
Plato to Cicero, and from Machiavelli to Rousseau, all of them 
were obsessed with the question of how to instill political virtue in 
the youth.
	 It is hardly surprising, then, that the small band of patriots who 
dared establish a new republic at a time when self-government had 
all but vanished from the earth also thought very hard about how 
to convey their values to the generations that would come after 
them. What, George Washington asked in his Eighth Annual Ad­
dress, could be more important than to pass civic values down to 
“the future guardians of the liberties of the country?” Giving the 
orthodox answer, he argued that “the education of our youth in the 
science of government” should be a “primary object” of America’s 
nurseries, schools, and universities.22

	 “A people who mean to be their own Governors,” James Madi­
son echoed a few years later, “must arm themselves with the power 
which knowledge gives.” His fears about what would happen to 
America if it neglected this crucial task sound oddly apposite to­
day: “a popular government, without popular information, or the 
means of acquiring it, is but a prologue to a farce or a tragedy; or, 
perhaps both.”23

	 For the first centuries of the republic’s existence, this emphasis 
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on civic education shaped the country. Parents sought to raise to­
morrow’s citizens, competing with each other to see whose four-
year-old could name more presidents. Schools across the country 
devoted ample time to teaching students “How a Bill Becomes a 
Law.”24 So-called “great books programs” sought to give liberal 
arts students a deeper appreciation of the intellectual tradition on 
which the American republic is founded.25 An acute sense of civic 
duty animated organizations as varied as the YMCA (“Democ­
racy must be learned by each generation”)26 and the model school 
founded by Horace Mann (“A republican form of government, 
without intelligence in the people, must be, on a vast scale, what 
a mad-house, without superintendent or keepers, would be on a 
small one.”)27 The Supreme Court virtually elevated the importance 
of civics to the status of a constitutional principle: “public educa­
tion,” the justices held in Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser, 
“must prepare pupils for citizenship in the Republic.”28

	 Civic education in all its forms stood at the core of the American 
project. Then, amid an era of unprecedented peace and prosperity, 
the idea that support for self-government had to be won anew with 
every passing generation started to fade. Today, it is all but extinct.

When I arrived at Harvard University to pursue a PhD in political 
science, I was prepared to immerse myself in history and in theory, 
in intricate questions about how the world is and how it should be. 
What I was not prepared for was the extent to which graduate 
school would discourage me from using my training in these ab­
stract questions for more concrete public or pedagogical ends. As 
I and most of my classmates realized within a few weeks of arriv­
ing  on campus, America’s leading universities now measure the 
achievement of their graduate students in terms of their ability to 
publish in leading academic journals—to the virtual exclusion of 
everything else.
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	 In this narrow view of the world, writing about politics for a 
wider audience is, at best, a distraction. Teaching undergraduates is 
a chore that should be carried out conscientiously, yes, but also as 
speedily as possible. The only life goal graduate students can talk 
about without risking their reputation is to land an academic job at 
a leading research university.
	 The narrow training of America’s faculty members, and the per­
verse incentives they face from the moment they enter their PhD 
programs until the day they retire, helps to explain the increasingly 
perfunctory nature of undergraduate education. At many of the 
country’s best colleges, students and faculty have made a tacit pact 
of nonaggression: as long as students don’t take up too much of 
their time, professors will make it easy for the bulk of their charges 
to get a degree without thinking too hard. And so many college 
students have about the same attitude to their classes as their in­
structors have to teaching them: they accept the duty to produce 
essays, or to work through problem sets, as an inevitable part of 
what it takes to get ahead in the world—and try to get it out of the 
way as quickly and painlessly as possible.29

	 The pedagogical failings of elite colleges might not matter so 
much if they didn’t stand at the apex of a similar set of failures 
faced by students from the moment they set foot in a public school. 
Just as college education has become increasingly utilitarian, so too 
the purpose of public education has dangerously narrowed: over 
the past decades, the number of hours an average high school stu­
dent spends on civic education has declined precipitously.30

	 The result: generations of Americans who are dangerously ill-
informed about politics. In a 2009 survey that asked participants 
about simple facts like the century in which the American Revo­
lution took place, 89 percent of respondents expressed confidence 
that they had passed the test; only 17 percent had. In another, 
more recent study, students at fifty-five highly ranked colleges were 
asked basic civics questions. Only 50 percent could answer ques­

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



248    Remedies

tions about the term lengths of Senators and Congressmen; 80 per­
cent would have earned a D or an F on a high school civics exam.31

	 Once upon a time, a lot of American parents had their children 
memorize the capitals of all fifty states. “The capital of Vermont?” 
they would ask their four-year-old. “Montpelier,” she would 
proudly respond. There are lots of reasons to doubt the value of 
such rituals. Anybody who can read and write can quickly google 
these facts. Professional success in tomorrow’s economy will de­
pend on acquiring skills that machines have not yet mastered, not 
in regurgitating facts that are already known. And since rote learn­
ing is hardly the best way to impart political values, it was always 
naive to think that an adorable display of civic trivia might some­
how turn today’s toddlers into tomorrow’s courageous defenders of 
democracy.
	 And yet, it is telling that such rituals have fallen by the wayside 
over the past decades. Just as schools have begun to neglect the task 
of instilling public spirit in their students, so too many parents have 
seemingly become less interested in imparting a sense of civic duty 
to their children.32

It would be unfair to claim that the American educational system is 
altogether lacking in political zeal. After all, nearly every college 
campus still harbors a few heroic fiefdoms that pursue an intensely 
ideological mission. Especially in the humanities and the more po­
liticized fields of the social sciences, many professors hope to effect 
a real change of attitude in their students. But far from seeking to 
preserve the most valuable aspects of our political system, their 
overriding objective is, all too often, to help students recognize its 
manifold injustices and hypocrisies.
	 This basic reflex takes different form in different disciplines. In 
many English departments, it is to deconstruct the values of the 
Enlightenment, all the better to expose them as racist, or colonial­
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ist, or heteronormative. In many History departments, it is to give 
the lie to stories of political progress, demonstrating the degree to 
which liberal democracies have always produced immense injus­
tice. In many Sociology departments, it is to shine a light on the 
deepest pockets of poverty and disadvantage in the country, show­
casing the manifold ways in which today’s America remains dis­
criminatory.
	 Each of these approaches points to some important insights. And 
yet, their combined effect is to leave many students feeling that a 
disdain for our inherited political institutions is a hallmark of intel­
lectual sophistication. As one unusually bright and inquisitive Eng­
lish major explained to me, she felt deeply conflicted: On the one 
hand, she knew that democracy was a creation of the Enlighten­
ment, and could only work when shored up by a widespread accep­
tance of Enlightenment values. On the other hand, she knew that 
the Enlightenment had been very cruel, and that its values were 
deeply misguided. Did this imply that she should afford greater ap­
preciation to the Enlightenment than she had been taught, or that 
she should jettison the unthinking commitment to democracy on 
which she had been raised?
	 I readily agreed that the conflict she identified is real: she is abso­
lutely right that we have to choose either to believe in both democ­
racy and the Enlightenment or to believe in neither democracy nor 
the Enlightenment. My hope, of course, was that she would ulti­
mately recognize how much there is of value in the intellectual tra­
dition that gave rise to liberal democracy. But as the term went on, 
I got the impression that she had bitten the other bullet—and de­
cided to rethink her belief in democracy instead of her hostility to 
the Enlightenment.
	 The kind of attitude my student has imbibed at Harvard now has 
a degree of pedagogical influence that is vastly out of proportion to 
its prominence in the country’s faculty lounges, in part because it 
has deeply shaped the pedagogical mission of graduate schools of 
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education across America. These schools have, in turn, acquired a 
much greater role in shaping the nation’s educators now that grad­
uate degrees in pedagogy have become an all-but-necessary qualifi­
cation for senior jobs in the field. As a result, schools of education 
now play a big role in shaping the political values students of all 
ages are taught at schools across America.33

	 In many places, the result has been to turn civics into an anti-
civic enterprise. Having imbibed sociological accounts about the 
pervasive injustices that define modern society and learned to de­
construct the “problematic” values of the Enlightenment, teachers 
and principals have become much less likely to teach civics in a way 
that encourages their students to become proud defenders of liberal 
democracy.34

Many conservative thinkers have suggested a simple remedy to 
these complex ills. As David Brooks put the point in a recent col­
umn, the history of western civilization should be taught in a “con­
fidently progressive” manner: “There were certain great figures, like 
Socrates, Erasmus, Montesquieu and Rousseau, who helped fitfully 
propel the nations to higher reaches of the humanistic ideal.”35

	 Brooks is right to emphasize the importance of civic education. 
But he is wrong to suggest that the future of civics should consist in 
quite so hagiographic an account of the past. For all of its flaws, 
there is, after all, an important kernel of truth to the critiques that 
parts of the academic left level against liberal democracy. Even 
though they aspired to universality, many Enlightenment thinkers 
wound up excluding large groups from moral consideration. Even 
though they have huge accomplishments to their name, many of 
the “great men” of history committed horrifying misdeeds. And 
even though the ideal of liberal democracy is very much worth de­
fending, its current practice continues to tolerate some shameful 
injustices.
	 Both the history of the Enlightenment and the reality of liberal 
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democracy are complex. Any attempt to present them in uncritical 
terms is bound to run counter to the basic Enlightenment value of 
veracity, and to undermine the basic democratic principle of striv­
ing toward political equality. It is the recognition of these facts—as 
well as understandable anger at the blithe dismissal of them on 
large parts of the right—that make it so tempting for the bulk of 
today’s journalists and academics to settle into a pose of pure and 
persistent critique.
	 But an exclusive focus on today’s injustices is no more intellec­
tually honest than an unthinking exhortation of the greatness of 
western civilization. To be true to its own ideals, civic education 
thus needs to feature both the real injustices and the great achieve­
ments of liberal democracy—and strive to make students as deter­
mined to rectify the former as they are to defend the latter.
	 One integral part of this education should be an account of the 
reasons why the principles of liberal democracy retain a special ap­
peal. Teachers and professors should spend much more time point­
ing out that ideological alternatives to liberal democracy, from fas­
cism to communism, and from autocracy to theocracy, remain as 
repellent today as they have been in the past. And they should also 
be much more clear about the fact that the right response to hypoc­
risy is not to dismiss appealing principles that are often invoked in­
sincerely—but rather to work even harder for them to be put into 
practice at long last.

Over the past decades, our habits of mind were shaped by the fa­
vorable circumstances in which we lived.
	 The forward march of history seemed assured. Opportunities 
were many and enemies were few. And so the age-old belief that 
political liberty needs to be defended anew by each generation came 
to seem increasingly arcane. Though we never quite disavowed it, it 
ceased to guide us to any significant degree.
	 How quickly the winds of change have turned: Donald Trump 
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is  sitting in the White House. Authoritarian populists are on the 
rise across much of Western Europe. The rapid erosion of political 
liberty in Poland and Hungary shows that, even in the twenty-first 
century, the process of democratic consolidation remains a two-
way street. The arc of history, it seems, need not bend toward de­
mocracy after all.
	 If the future is not foreordained, the mission the Founding Fa­
thers gave to anybody who occupies the high offi ce of citizen is 
more timely than ever: We all have a solemn duty to uphold and 
promote democratic institutions. A key part of this duty is to per­
suade those around us—and to prepare those who will come after 
us—to do the same.
	 Humans are astoundingly versatile. Our grandparents would 
have found it inconceivable that civic education would atrophy to 
the degree it has. Conversely, it now seems inconceivable that we 
might rebuild a country in which writers aim to spread the values 
of liberal democracy; civics stands at the core of the curriculum; 
teachers at all levels spare no effort to impart a deep understanding 
of the Constitution and its intellectual moorings to their students; 
and most citizens recognize that, if they want it to survive, they 
need to do ideological battle for their political system at every op­
portunity.
	 But one thing is clear: Social media has only had such a corro­
sive effect on liberal democracy because the moral foundations of 
our political system are far more brittle than we realized. And so 
anybody who seeks to make a contribution to revitalizing liberal 
democracy must help to rebuild it on a more stable ideological 
footing.
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CONCLUSION

Fighting for Our Convictions

WHEN A POLITICAL SYSTEM persists for decades or centuries, it is 
easy for those who have never known anything else to assume that 
it is immutable. History, it seems to them, has finally come to a 
halt. Stability will reign forevermore.
	 But while the chronicles of humanity contain plenty of regimes 
that enjoyed remarkable longevity, all of them have one thing in 
common: eventually, they failed. Athenian democracy lasted for 
about two centuries. Romans ruled themselves for nearly five hun­
dred years. The Republic of Venice remained serene for over a mil­
lennium. Anybody who predicted the demise of these polities in 
their later years could easily have been mocked. Why, they might 
have been asked by their contemporaries, should a system that 
has survived for hundreds of years collapse in the next fifty? And 
yet, there did come a moment in which Athenian democracy, self-
government in Rome, and even the Republic of Venice left the stage 
of history.1

	 We would do well to take this lesson to heart.
	 The seven decades since the end of World War II have afforded 
the peoples of North America and Western Europe unprecedented 
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peace and prosperity. Unlike most of our ancestors, many of us 
have never had to brave war or revolution, starvation or civic strife. 
The idea that democracy might suddenly give way—that the dawn 
of a new era might bring death or hunger instead of tolerance and 
affluence—goes against every hour and every day of our lived expe­
rience.
	 But history is full of people who could not imagine that the peace 
and stability to which they had grown accustomed over the course 
of their brief lives might somehow end. It is full of pagan priests 
and French aristocrats, of Russian peasants and German Jews. If 
we do not want to end like them, we need to be more vigilant—and 
start to fight for our most fervently held values.

For the better part of a century, liberal democracy has been the 
dominant political system in much of the world. That era may now 
be drawing to a close.
	 Over the past decades, countries across North America and 
Western Europe have become less democratic. Our political system 
promises to let the people rule. But in practice, it ignores the popu­
lar will with disheartening frequency. Unnoticed by most political 
scientists, a system of rights without democracy has taken hold.
	 More recently, political newcomers have found great success by 
promising to return power to the people. But where they have man­
aged to form a government, they have made their societies a lot less 
liberal—and quickly begun to ignore the people’s true preferences. 
In Hungary and the Philippines, in Poland and the United States, 
individual rights and the rule of law are now under concerted at­
tack from populist strongmen. The most serious competitor to the 
system of rights without democracy has turned out to be a system 
of democracy without rights.
	 Will the current crisis end in a dramatic swing from undemo­
cratic liberalism to illiberal democracy, followed by a gradual de­
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scent into outright dictatorship? Or can the defenders of liberal de­
mocracy manage to weather the populist onslaught—and renew a 
political system that has, for all its shortcomings, fostered unprece­
dented peace and prosperity?

It’s tempting to assume that the populists who are now in the as­
cendant in so many parts of the world will fail to deliver on their 
promises and quickly fall from grace.
	 There have certainly been cases in which strongman leaders have 
been booted from power after brief and disastrous terms in offi ce. 
The first Law and Justice Party government in Poland, for example, 
lost its parliamentary majority when a key ally defected in 2007, 
and was soundly defeated in subsequent elections. In South Korea, 
meanwhile, millions of citizens took to the streets to protest a cor­
rupt president with authoritarian predilections in the fall of 2016; 
Park Geun-hye was eventually impeached and is now an inmate at 
the Seoul Correctional Facility.2

	 A one-time victory for a populist strongman need not mean that 
the bell has irrevocably tolled for liberal democracy. When its de­
fenders make common cause against the populists, use mass pro­
tests to resist their power grabs, and boot them from offi ce at the 
first opportunity, they have a decent chance of saving the system.
	 But for every story of populist demise, there are two or three of 
populist triumph. In many countries around the world, authoritar­
ian strongmen who were widely expected to fail or flail have con­
solidated their hold on power and made it impossible for the op­
position to oust them in free and fair elections.
	 In Turkey and Venezuela, for example, populist governments de­
livered real economic improvements during their first terms in of­
fice and won reelection by handsome margins. But before long, 
their short-sighted policies began to backfire, and their repression 
of the opposition grew increasingly heavy-handed. By the time their 
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popularity declined, these populists had effectively dismantled in­
dependent checks on their power. The defenders of liberal democ­
racy were, despite their best efforts, unable to stop their countries 
from slouching toward dictatorship.3

	 This creates a scary precedent for the countries that have only 
just elected strongmen to the highest offi ce in the land. In India, Po­
land, and the Philippines, authoritarian populists have taken power 
over the course of the past decade. It is as yet diffi cult to foretell 
just how far their assault on liberal democracy will go, or how ef­
fective the growing resistance to them will prove. But what is be­
yond doubt is that they have set out on the same path as their ideo­
logical comrades in countries that can no longer be considered 
democracies.4

	 The first three steps taken by Narendra Modi in India or Jaro­
sław Kaczynski in Poland bear a striking resemblance to the first 
three steps taken, for instance, by Recep Erdoğan in Turkey. Does 
that mean that they will ultimately take steps five and eight and ten 
as well?
	 We won’t know for sure for another few years. There is every 
possibility that these countries will manage to reverse course. But 
the path of least resistance now seems to descend into the same 
abyss.

s
India is the most populous democracy in the world. Poland has 
long been hailed as the most successful case of postcommunist 
transition. If authoritarian strongmen manage to consolidate their 
rule in either country, it would be a big blow for the hope that free­
dom and self-government might eventually take root around the 
world. But it is less clear what a slide toward dictatorship in one of 
these countries would imply for the fate that awaits liberal democ­
racy in its traditional heartlands.
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	 In most parts of North America and Western Europe, democracy 
has been around for much longer than it has in countries like Hun­
gary or Turkey, Poland or India. The region’s political culture is 
more deeply ingrained. Its institutions are more entrenched. Its citi­
zens are more affl uent and educated. So how can we know whether 
the rise of authoritarian populists will prove as disastrous here as it 
did there?
	 No clear precedent can help us answer this question. Never be­
fore have the citizens of supposedly consolidated democracies been 
so critical of their political system. Never before have they been 
so open to authoritarian alternatives. And never before have they 
voted for populist strongmen who openly disdain the basic rules 
and norms of liberal democracy in such great numbers. But though 
it is far too early to come to a confident projection, much less a 
definite conclusion, the last months have provided us with a crucial 
test case: the election of Donald J. Trump.

Worried that a demagogue may one day capture the presidency, the 
Founding Fathers entrusted the legislature and the judiciary with 
the tools they need to stand up to an errant executive: The Supreme 
Court can rule that an order given by the president violates the 
Constitution. And if he breaks the law or ignores the courts, Con­
gress can impeach him.
	 But these institutions are ultimately composed of nothing more 
than flesh-and-blood politicians and bureaucrats. If, out of com­
plicity or cowardice, they do not use the tools with which the 
Founding Fathers have entrusted them, the letter of the law will 
quickly turn out to be of little consequence. So what, in practice, 
would it take for Congress and the courts to stand up to the presi­
dent?
	 Not long ago, most political scientists predicted that a man with 
the views and the character of Donald Trump could never be 
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elected president of the United States. Even once he was elected, 
they kept insisting that there were some red lines a president can 
never cross without incurring instant rebellion. If a president de­
manded a pledge of personal loyalty from the director of the Fed­
eral Bureau of Investigation or if his closest advisors collaborated 
with a hostile power, if he repeatedly refused to condemn white su­
premacists or called for his adversary to be put in jail, the blow­
back would be swift and it would be mighty.
	 The reality, it turns out, is rather more equivocal.
	 In his first months in offi ce, Trump crossed each of these sup­
posed red lines.5 But as soon as we looked back at them through the 
rearview mirror, they started to appear orange, or yellow, or green.
	 As I am writing this conclusion, most congressional Republicans 
have not yet denounced Trump’s repeated assaults on American de­
mocracy. He retains the fervent support of a substantial minority 
of voters, including a large majority of self-identified Republicans. 
As he himself likes to boast, it is not clear what he would have to 
do for this to change.6

	 Things could easily get worse. In the coming months and years, 
Trump could disregard a court order or fire even more offi cials in­
vestigating his alleged misdeeds. He could shutter a newspaper or 
refuse to accept the result of an election.
	 If Congress and the courts act with courage and resolve in such 
circumstances, they have every chance of containing his authori­
tarian instincts. But the Constitution cannot defend itself. Until 
Trump’s allies and accomplices prove willing to put country above 
party, the imminent danger to the American Republic will not be 
banished.

So far the pessimistic scenario. Without a doubt, plenty of signs 
suggest that liberal democracies might prove more susceptible to 
populist takeover than scholars have long believed. But there are 
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also some good reasons to be optimistic about America’s ability to 
renew its democracy after Trump leaves offi ce.
	 Since the inauguration, millions of Americans have voiced their 
opposition to his most egregious actions and policies. Grassroots 
opposition groups have been very effective at demonstrating that 
the president does not speak in the name of all Americans. If his op­
ponents are able to retain some of their energy in the years to come, 
they will pose a formidable obstacle to any major power grab.
	 Independent institutions have not opposed Trump nearly as 
swiftly or as strongly as political scientists might have predicted a 
few years ago. And yet, they too are finally starting to take impor­
tant steps in the right direction. Robert Mueller’s appointment as 
Special Counsel has helped preserve the independence of the coun­
try’s law enforcement agencies. Even congressional Republicans are 
gradually becoming more willing to take on the president.7

	 Public opinion is starting to shift as well. The polls are not nearly 
as disastrous for Trump as his opponents like to believe or the 
cherry-picked surveys they spread on social media would suggest. 
But Trump’s popularity really did decline during his first nine 
months in offi ce, leaving him with less support than any of his pre­
decessors enjoyed at a comparable stage of their tenure.8

	 It remains completely unclear what the rest of Trump’s presi­
dency might bring. But at this point, it does seem likely that the 
coming years will be a minefield for his administration. So, by the 
time you’re reading this, his popularity may have fallen to new 
lows. Congressional Republicans may finally have found the cour­
age of their convictions. Some of his closest advisors may have been 
indicted. It is not beyond the realm of possibility that he himself 
might be facing impeachment hearings—or has already resigned. 
And even if nothing quite so drastic should come to pass, he is 
probably more likely to lose than to win his bid for reelection.9

	 It’s tempting to take the optimistic scenario one step further, 
then: If Trump winds up flaming out, his brief presidency might 
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help to inoculate the United States against illiberal democracy. Af­
ter years in which citizens took an increasingly dim view of their 
political system, the prospect of the country’s imminent descent 
into authoritarianism has already reawakened some citizens’ at­
tachment to the Constitution. If Trump should leave offi ce in dis­
grace, his demise could forge a new spirit of unity. Determined 
never to repeat the ghastly experience of his presidency, Americans 
might rally around the flag and embark on a phase of civic renewal. 
And by fighting off the current infection, they might just build up 
the necessary antibodies to remain immune against new bouts of 
the populist disease for decades to come.

Both the straightforwardly pessimistic and the straightforwardly 
optimistic scenarios ultimately seem implausible.
	 Trump will likely find it hard to recover from the turmoil he has 
created during his first year in offi ce. With his approval ratings con­
tinuing to fall and his legislative agenda stalled in Congress, with a 
major investigation into his campaign proceeding apace and Re­
publican legislators gradually growing more willing to distance 
themselves from the president, he probably lacks the support to 
concentrate power in his own hands.
	 But optimists should recall that Trump could inflict immense 
damage on American institutions (or provoke an unnecessary war) 
even if he continues to be relatively isolated and reasonably un­
popular. At some point over the coming years, he may well provoke 
a constitutional crisis. Even if the president should ultimately be 
forced to back down from any power grab, the damage to Amer­
ica’s constitutional norms would likely be enormous. The acute 
danger he poses to the rules of the democratic game is far from 
over.
	 Similarly, it is certainly within the realm of imagination that a 
failure of the Trump presidency could somehow unite Americans 
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around a renewed commitment to liberal democracy. But it is prob­
ably more likely to deepen the country’s poisonous partisan divide. 
A significant minority of Americans who now regard Trump as a 
hero would then see him as a martyr, growing even more angry at 
the political establishment. And even some of the erstwhile sup­
porters who do turn on him might conclude that they need to put 
their trust into an even more radical and uncompromising tribune 
if they are to drain the swamp.
	 Like populist insurgents around the world, Trump is as much a 
symptom of the current crisis as he is its cause. He could only have 
conquered the White House in the first place because so many citi­
zens have grown deeply disenchanted with democracy. In turn, so 
many citizens could only have grown so deeply disenchanted with 
democracy because of longstanding social and economic trends.
	 So when Donald Trump leaves offi ce, he may well be succeeded 
by a surprisingly conventional figure. For a few election cycles, the 
reins of government may once again rest with a capable politi­
cian who respects the basic norms of liberal democracy. But unless 
politicians from both sides of the aisle come together to address 
the trends that are driving citizens’ disenchantment with the status 
quo, a new crop of populists is likely to arise. And when the next 
would-be authoritarian enters the White House fifteen or thirty 
years from now, I fear that America may turn out to be even more 
vulnerable to his appeal. If the current erosion of democratic norms 
continues apace, and the deep partisan divide continues to fester, 
the American immune system will have become even more compro­
mised at that point. The virus of authoritarianism could then rav­
age the body politic without meeting much resistance.

The Trump presidency will, most likely, be no more than the open­
ing salvo to a much more protracted fight—one that will last well 
beyond his retirement and extend well beyond the United States. 
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And so the historical example that most haunts me when I think 
about the likely future of France or Spain, of Sweden or the United 
States is neither Hungary nor Turkey; it is the Roman Republic.
	 By the second century bc, rapid social change and longstanding 
economic conflicts had fused into a toxic brew of anger and resent­
ment. Promising to fix the woes of poor Romans by redistributing 
land, Tiberius Gracchus was elected Tribune of the Plebs in 133 bc. 
Old patrician elites were horrified and tried to stop his most radical 
reforms. When he attempted to override their veto, and the ensuing 
constitutional crisis showed no sign of abating, the conflict turned 
violent. In a chaotic scene fueled by mutual apprehension, Tiberius 
and three hundred of his followers were clubbed to death. It was 
the first outbreak of large-scale civic strife in the history of the Ro­
man Republic.
	 In the wake of Tiberius’s assassination, relative calm returned to 
Rome. But a decade later, his brother, Gaius Gracchus, succeeded 
him as Tribune. Trying to institute even more radical reforms, and 
provoking an even deeper constitutional crisis, he too was killed by 
his political opponents. This time, 3,000 of his followers were put 
to death.10

	 Over the next decades, much the same pattern played out over 
and over again. The tumultuous rule of a proud people’s tribune 
led to violent clashes with obstinate patricians. Normality was re­
stored for a little while. Passions subsided. Peace returned. But the 
republic’s underlying problems had not been solved, and the anger 
they occasioned was only waiting in the wings.
	 As a result, the brand of politics propagated by the Gracchi and 
perpetuated by their opponents shaped the Roman Republic long 
after they themselves had left the scene. Every dozen or so years, a 
new follower was able to capture power. Each time, the norms and 
rules of the Roman Republic were a little less capable of containing 
the assault.
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	 There was no one breaking point, no clear moment at which 
contemporaries realized that their political institutions had become 
obsolete. And yet, over the course of a tumultuous century, the Ro­
man Republic slowly withered. As the old norms of restraint crum­
bled, violence spiraled out of control. By the time ordinary Romans 
recognized that they had lost the freedom to rule themselves, the 
republic had long been lost.11

s
At the height of his cruel reign, Nero set about humiliating his ri­
vals and killing his relatives. He murdered his mother and his step­
brother. He executed a long succession of senior statesmen. Then 
he turned his attention to an influential senator from a storied Ro­
man family. Florus, he commanded, was to dance at his games, 
making a fool of himself in front of a jeering crowd.
	 Florus did not know what to do. If he obeyed the command, he 
would legitimate Nero’s rule and bring shame upon his family. If he 
refused, Nero would likely have him killed. Desperate for advice, 
he turned to Agrippinus, a famous Stoic philosopher.
	 The Stoics were known for arguing that people with the right 
philosophical training could always triumph over their circum­
stances. Nobody, their logic went, can sway your mind. As long as 
you learn to be indifferent to everything outside of that—giving up 
your attachment to material things and even to other people—your 
well-being is under your own control. A true philosopher, they con­
cluded, can be happy even when he is being tortured on the rack.
	 So in turning to Agrippinus, Florus was hardly making a neutral 
choice. Given what he would have known about Stoic philosophy, 
he must have expected the advice to be unequivocal: “Stand up to 
the tyrant. Don’t worry about what happens once you’ve done the 
right thing.”
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	 But that is not what Agrippinus told Florus. Instead, he said 
that his choice no longer made a difference: “Go take part in the 
games!”
	 Florus was flummoxed. “So why don’t you take part in them 
yourself?” he asked.
	 “Because I haven’t even considered the possibility,” Agrippinus 
explained. “Anybody who stoops to think about this kind of thing 
is already on the way to losing his character. Is life preferable to 
death? It is. Is pleasure preferable to pain? Of course it is. ‘If I don’t 
take part in the tragic spectacle,’ you tell me, ‘he’ll cut off my head!’ 
Go, then, and take part in the games. But I will not.”12

I’ve been thinking about the Stoics a lot in the past months. There 
is something off-puttingly austere about their worldview. As they 
recognized, the only way to gain complete control over your fate is 
to become indifferent to everything around you. If you love another 
person, you cannot be happy if terrible things are happening to him 
or her. If you like your fellow citizens, you cannot be content if they 
are suffering economic hardship or facing racial discrimination. 
And if you care about values like freedom or equality, you cannot 
be serene when the fate of liberal democracy hangs in the balance.
	 For all these reasons, I do not consider myself a Stoic. Far from 
being indifferent about things outside of my control, I value them 
so much that I am willing—even keen—to entwine their well-being 
with my own. To be content as everything around me is falling 
apart does not seem to me to be the life of an enlightened philoso­
pher but rather that of a cynic or a sociopath.
	 And yet, there is a deep font of wisdom in the teachings of the 
Stoics. For they rightly recognize that I am never going to do the 
right thing if I calculate what the likely outcome of my actions is 
going to be at each and every turn. When I am faced with real dan­
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ger, my incentives are always going to point me in the direction of 
inaction or acquiescence:
	 “I should probably say something. But what difference will it 
make?”
	 “I should probably call them out on this. But how will I feed my 
family if I lose my job?”
	 “I should probably stand up to the government. But what will I 
do if its loyalists come after me?”
	 Agrippinus, then, was completely right on one important point: 
If I wait for imminent danger to figure out what risks I am willing 
to take, I am likely to lose myself in the one moment that truly 
counts. Since I hope to do the right thing when courage will most 
be needed—and most diffi cult to come by—I am therefore trying to 
heed his advice. Long before I actually face a dangerous decision, I 
am building up the resolve to do the right thing.

One of the great privileges of living in a stable democracy is that we 
don’t usually have to confront these kinds of questions.
	 Until very recently, most of us lived in ordinary times. The stakes 
of politics have always been high. But it rarely took great courage 
to stand up for what we hold dear. Doing the right thing did not 
require huge sacrifices. If we lost an important battle, we knew that 
there would be another chance to win the war.
	 Now, by contrast, we are entering extraordinary times. The stakes 
of politics have become existential. In the years to come, it may 
take more and more courage to stand up for what we hold dear. If 
we are to do the right thing at the decisive hour, we need to be will­
ing to make a real sacrifice. For if we lose the next few battles to the 
populists, the war may be over much too soon.
	 Thankfully, there is a lot that those of us who want liberal de­
mocracy to survive the dawning age of populism can do: We can 
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take to the streets to stand up to the populists. We can remind our 
fellow citizens of the virtues of both freedom and self-government. 
We can push established parties to embrace an ambitious program 
capable of renewing liberal democracy’s promise of a better future 
for all. And if we do win—as I very much hope we shall—we can 
muster the grace and the determination to bring our adversaries 
back to the democratic fold.
	 It is, as yet, impossible to predict what the ultimate fate of our 
political system will be. Perhaps the rise of the populists will turn 
out to be a short-lived phase, remembered with some mix of baffle­
ment and curiosity a hundred years from now. Or perhaps it will 
turn out to be an epochal change, heralding a world order in which 
individual rights are violated at every turn and true self-government 
vanishes from the face of the earth. Nobody can promise us a 
happy end. But those of us who truly care about our values and our 
institutions are determined to fight for our convictions without re­
gard for the consequences. Though the fruits of our labor may re­
main uncertain, we will do what we can to save liberal democracy.
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Wave 2 (1990–1994), Wave 5 (2005–2009), and Wave 6 (2010–
2014), World Values Survey Association; http://www.worldvalues​

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org


	 Credits    361

survey.org. European Values Study (EVS), Wave 2 (1990) ZA4460, 
Wave 3 (1999) ZA3811, and Wave 4 (2008) ZA4800, GESIS Data 
Archive, Cologne.

155	 Percentage of children whose household income at age thirty is big­
ger than their parents’ household income was when they were thirty 
years old, by decade of birth, for the United States. Source: Raj 
Chetty, David Grusky, Maximilian Hell, Nathaniel Hendren, Robert 
Manduca, and Jimmy Narang, “The Fading American  Dream: 
Trends in Absolute Income Mobility since 1940,” The Equality of 
Opportunity Project, December 2016; http://www.equality​-of-oppor​
tunity.org/assets/documents/abs_mobility_summary.pdf.

167	 Foreign-born population in the United States. Source: US Census Bu­
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At the end of “The End of History?,” Francis Fukuyama revealed 
that he had some doubts about whether history would really end:

The end of history will be a very sad time. The struggle for 
recognition, the willingness to risk one’s life for a purely ab­
stract goal, the worldwide ideological struggle that called forth 
daring, courage, imagination, and idealism, will be replaced by 
economic calculation, the endless solving of technical prob­
lems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of sophisti­
cated consumer demands. In the post-historical period there 
will be neither art nor philosophy, just the perpetual caretak­
ing of the museum of human history. I can feel in myself, and 
see in others around me, a powerful nostalgia for the time 
when history existed. Such nostalgia, in fact, will continue to 
fuel competition and conflict even in the post-historical world 
for some time to come. Even though I recognize its inevitabil­
ity, I have the most ambivalent feelings for the civilization that 
has been created in Europe since 1945, with its north Atlantic 
and Asian offshoots. Perhaps this very prospect of centuries of 
boredom at the end of history will serve to get history started 
once again.
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to a system that has treated them exceptionally well is, as much as 
anything else, driven by a desire to alleviate their boredom.
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to show off their daring, their ability to attract so much support 
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content that is driving opposition to liberal democracy is founded 
in real grievances. Unless we commit ourselves to addressing those 
grievances, the coming decades will turn out to be rather too ex­
citing.
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dom to write whatever they want. Instead of cherishing this privi­
lege, all too many secretly wished for a time in which their freedom 
would be more embattled, and they might more easily find oppor­
tunities for bravery and heroism.
	 That moment has now come. Reared in ordinary times, we have 
entered extraordinary ones. What writers do suddenly matters. And 
doing the right thing may take much more courage than we could 
have imagined a few short years ago. Instead of falling into the trap 
of romanticizing this situation, we must do what we can to return 
to the boredom of times in which the stakes of politics were, at 
most, medium-high.
	 But that doesn’t mean that we can’t enjoy the few consolations 
this moment brings with it. For me, a new sense of purpose and 
community has been foremost among these. There are the people 
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for them; now, they seem like comrades. And then there are the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:51 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



364    Acknowledgments
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