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INTRODUCTION



Imagine four history textbooks written in 2050, each one reflecting a different version of our future. They all explain that the 2020s began as a decade of crisis, plagued by a broken climate, deep inequality, and clashes over basic facts like whether vaccines work and how many votes were cast in recent elections. In these decades, the books recall, people around the world asked whether democracy had already failed. They blinked at the future and wondered who would save them.


The first textbook tells how strongmen saved us—some of us, anyway. Their enemies called them nationalists, populists, and bullies, and they gladly played the part. Some of their supporters didn’t like the ways their countries were changing—in race, language, sex and gender roles—and wanted older codes back in place. Others felt that politics had become a joke, a charade whose only point was to keep well-connected insiders comfortable. They wanted leaders who talked straight even—especially—if they offended or alarmed the insiders.


In Poland, Hungary, Brazil, and the United States, these strongmen served their clans—partisan and ethnic. When politicians in the United States said “America first!” no one doubted which Americans they meant. They treated the country as the property of the right kinds of people, and sometimes they looked after those people. Sometimes they left them to take their chances with pandemics, climate change, and a global capitalism that the strongmen occasionally decried but somehow never actually challenged. Popular loyalty survived these tests of faith. The strongmen—and women, soon enough—did what it took to make sure that only their favored candidates won elections.


In fact, this came to be what democracy meant. “Defend our democracy!” chanted supporters of Donald Trump Jr. in November 2032, as they mobbed the offices of election boards across the country. After that, the history books explain, it became clear that there was nothing sacred about getting more votes. The point was for the right people to win. After a struggle, they did. The years from roughly 1965 (when the Voting Rights Act became law and the Hart-Celler Act ended four decades in which immigration was tightly restricted and mostly confined to white Europeans) to 2024 are officially remembered as a failed experiment in political equality and cosmopolitanism. The year 2016 is remembered as the beginning of the end for the elite that orbited universities, the professions, nonprofits, political staffs, and legacy media.


The second history book tells the story of how experts saved us. Politicians couldn’t solve the climate crisis. Their thinking was narrow and short term, and their constituents combined these limitations with flat-out ignorance and fantasy. Stepping into the breach, the central bankers of the rich countries joined technologists to create a sweeping innovation agenda that halfway saved the planet and was also very profitable. They even shaped their program to soften racial and regional inequality, likening it to a new New Deal, greener and more inclusive than the first. Some would-be strongman politicians railed against the bankers and techies, but the balance of public opinion was for solving problems, and the strongmen faded because they offered no solutions. Other politicians bowed to the experts, who barely bothered to return the courtesy.


The experts, the engineers, and the very rich had done what needed doing when governments could not. Their success put politics in its place—as a sideshow. In hindsight, the first decades of the twenty-first century were the time when a new global constitution grew in response to crises that traditional politics could not master. Historians explain that the emergency measures that central bankers took to avoid complete economic meltdown in 2008–2009 and to keep economies afloat during the pandemic that began in 2020 were premonitions of a new regime built on an old principle: the legitimate ruler is whoever can keep us safe. The COVID pandemic also showed, historians later relate, that it is madness to trust questions of life and death, which have scientific answers, to the whims of voters (especially the kind who, given the chance, might choose strongmen).


Elections continue in the experts’ 2050, but the most important decisions are beyond the scope of politics: who can create money, whose debts or other assets get purchased by the Federal Reserve and its sister institutions, what limits on movement the current public health situation requires. The textbooks tell how, in the early decades of the twenty-first century, people of goodwill realized that democracy does not mean that majorities rule; it means a rational system of governance that shows concern and respect for every member of society. If some stakeholders (a term that has replaced the antique-sounding “citizens”) see it differently, their governors will still take their interests—their real interests—seriously and hope their children will see things more rationally.


The third textbook is a mess of clashing stories and lessons. It is issued in almost unrecognizably different versions to satisfy the discordant expectations of schools and readers across a fractured country. In this future, no one saved us. There is endless quarrel over where to lay blame for the failure. Most countries have their own version of the Great Decline that began in 2016. Here, in capsule, is the American one. In some election years after 2020, waves of enthusiasm swept the cities, the countryside, or both. Partisans girded up to save the country from the other side. Sometimes they also had a program to restore it or to make it truly great for the first time. But the filibuster, the Supreme Court, the Electoral College, and social media all did their work. Every river of reform was lost in a great swampy delta of institutional vetoes and impassioned popular resistance.


Historians agree that the signal political facts of the early twenty-first century were the two presidential elections that Republican presidents won in 2000 and 2016 without popular majorities, the Supreme Court’s 6–3 Republican majority after only one Republican president won the popular vote between 1992 and 2020, and the persistent belief among partisans that the 2020 election was stolen. As it slouched toward 2050, the country remained divided between what were, in effect, two minority parties—the right-wing one unable to win popular majorities, the center-left one unable to take control of a national government skewed to small states and rural voters—neither able to change much besides reversing each other’s regulatory policies and marginally moving marginal tax rates. After a nationalist Republican won the Electoral College (losing the popular vote) and entered the White House in 2028, California’s governor announced that their state would no longer recognize federal authority over certain matters, including immigration. Four years later, the woman whom many expected to be Texas’s last Republican governor reciprocated amid claims that the Democratic president-elect had won by fraud. Talk of secession migrated, depending on which party dominated in Washington.


Meanwhile, the planet heated up, and more people died in every season of storms, heat waves, and crop failure. In 2050, those who are able stock up on what they hope will help them survive real breakdown: for some that means guns and solar arrays, for others second and even third passports. Those who don’t have money hunker down and cultivate relationships with their neighbors, whose help they expect to need. Mutual aid studies becomes a major field in the remaining schools of public policy, and a book called Dancing in the Ruins is a best seller in what is called, for reasons no one recalls, Blue America. In Red America, which has its own best-seller list, Joy in the End Times is riding high. In international airports, Americans off to shop for real estate in New Zealand pass Chinese returning from doing the same in British Columbia. Depending on where you are, your history textbook will give you one story or another of how the Great Decline got started.


These three futures are already with us. The strongman scenario doesn’t need much elaboration. It resembles what citizens of many countries saw, or feared, in the 2010s: in far-right electoral wins in Brazil, India, the United States, Hungary, Poland, and elsewhere and in nationalist irruptions from France to Burma. The experts-save-us future is a little less in the headlines, but two of the most important and creative political acts of the twenty-first century so far are the massive debt purchases that central banks launched during the economic near collapse of 2008–2009 and the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. This show of ingenuity and power, in a time of hobbled and inept government, has prompted a range of commentators to urge that the institutions that are able to govern should be encouraged to do so. In 2020, the historian and prominent interpreter of global economics Adam Tooze argued in Foreign Policy that “it is time to give our financial and monetary system a new constitutional purpose” to address environmental crises, inequality, and slow growth. In 2021, the Financial Times commissioned Kim Stanley Robinson, a beloved science-fiction author and self-described democratic socialist, to urge “carbon quantitative easing” in which central banks would effectively finance a Green New Deal. Both Tooze and Robinson took care to say that their proposals would need democratic authorization. But the logic of events may call for more. If voters and elected officials can’t get their act together, will institutions that have the capacity to do something go ahead and take political silence, or cacophony, as a form of permission? Should they? After all, the next best alternative might be the no-one-saves-us scenario in which the political system spins the wheels of its own dysfunction in a world that can’t afford inaction.


There is a fourth history book on the shelf. It tells how we saved ourselves, how, in the early twenty-first century, democratic citizens overcame their impasses and addressed their crises. This one is the hardest to forecast. The scenarios recounted in the other three textbooks all but write themselves as extensions of the events of the early twenty-first century. A democratic revival would be a change in direction powered by the creativity and action of citizens. It would be a reminder that history is not just something that happens to us or the cacophony of stories we tell about the mess we were born into: it is also something we make.


It is easy to disbelieve quietly in democracy, to treat it as a nice idea but one that, taken literally, would be impossible to achieve and dangerous to attempt. So we give it other meanings: endless conversation, broad consultation, the rule of law, the free market, or whatever set of policies we and our friends believe would be obviously good.


I argue that we should try taking democracy literally. In its Greek root it means rule by the demos, the ordinary free people of the polity, which today should mean everyone in our political order. Both roots of the word are essential: demos, people, and kratia, rule. At its core, democracy is a disposition of power. To be sure, it is not only that: it has ethical, cultural, and constitutional dimensions; there are rights that a democracy must respect and ways that the losers of elections must be protected. But the linchpin principle of democracy is that when there must be a decision binding on all, the people decide, and majorities are the best stand-in for the people. In a phrase, majorities rule.


Of course we don’t need to make a collective decision—and shouldn’t!—on the merits of James Joyce’s Ulysses. But on policing and national health insurance, we do. On God’s existence and Romare Bearden’s paintings, people can live by their own judgments. But on the tax code and how to pay for education, there is no getting out of a shared decision. On those questions, which unavoidably set the terms of our common life, democracy means that the decision belongs to the majority of the people who will live with the result.


As I write in the years after Joe Biden’s election to the presidency in 2020, the odds are often thought to be running against a democratic future. We are a country of people who have discovered that politics is wildly important, a matter of life and death, but who also feel abraded, assaulted, and exhausted by it and more than halfway wish it would just go away. Many of us both find ourselves more passionately attached to democracy than ever before and also suspect it is a childish dream, an ideal that humanity can’t sustain. In 2020, the highest share of Americans voted since 1900, but what drove them to the polls was more grim worry than eager hope. As the election approached, 89 percent of Donald Trump’s supporters said they believed that, if Biden won, he would bring lasting harm to the country. Ninety percent of Biden’s supporters said the same about Trump. Fear of fellow citizens and the country they would create if they won was the fuel that fired the vote.1


Both before and after rioters in January 2021 stormed the United States Capitol to protest what they imagined was a conspiracy to deny Donald Trump the presidency, commentators warned that American democracy was undergoing a “near-death experience.” In the Trump years, “Is Democracy Dying?” became a standard question, and a raft of books carried titles such as How Democracies Die, How Democracy Ends, and The People vs. Democracy. Biden’s safe arrival at the White House on Inauguration Day didn’t allay the anxiety. In February 2021, nearly a third of the country denied that he had won legitimately, including two-thirds of Republicans. They thought democracy had died. Not surprisingly, growing numbers of people said they expected political violence was likely to result from elections in the near future.2


In 2020, surveys showed the highest level of discontent with democracy ever recorded. In the United States, the share of people saying they are not satisfied with democracy as they know it climbed from under 25 percent in 1995 to over 50 percent in 2000. This sentiment began rising after the 2008 financial crisis and election and stairstepped up in the presidential election years of 2012 and 2016, suggesting that the more Americans’ attention was drawn to politics, the more it alienated them.3


Dissatisfaction is not the same as despair. It can mean, rather, holding government to a high standard, asking more of it than it is doing. There is a strand of this constructive angst in attitudes toward democracy. Less than a quarter of Americans express confidence that the national government will do the right thing “most of the time,” down from 77 percent in 1964. (This is not a steady decline. It was lower in 1994 and 2010–2011 than in 2021, but it has been below 25 percent since 2007—a long run of pessimism.) Nonetheless, people see the national government as having broad responsibilities, including ensuring clean air and water (87 percent), high-quality education through high school (79 percent), health insurance (64 percent), and adequate retirement (58 percent). It is quite a bind to believe that Washington needs to do these things but will probably do them badly or not at all. You might well conclude that a political system that didn’t do its job was failing. If instead it produced a lot of political theater that seemed to make violence ever more likely, you might conclude that it was dying. You might wonder whether its dying could be for the best, or at least something to be accepted.4


Those who announce themselves the most passionately committed to the defense of democracy are often eager to confess (sometimes but not always quietly) that they do not, really, believe it can work. Sometimes they present these confessions as political wisdom. In February 2021, Democratic senator Chris Murphy explained his support for the second impeachment of Donald Trump, calling it necessary “in order for our democracy to survive.” The previous summer, Murphy had told the New York Times: “I have a real belief that democracy is unnatural. We don’t run anything important in our lives by democratic vote other than our government. Democracy is so unnatural that it’s illogical to think it would be permanent. It will fall apart at some point, and maybe that isn’t now, but maybe it is.” Murphy’s cultivated pessimism is emblematic. The casual declaration that “we don’t run anything important in our lives by democratic vote,” which is supposed to be worldly, suggests a failure to spare a thought to labor unions, quite a few religious communities, and many self-governing civic organizations that do decide important questions by majority vote. In this light, the call to save democracy has the tone of proposing one last try for a relationship, emphasis on last.5


Yet we are asking more of politics than the country has in many decades. For the left, the calls include a Green New Deal, universal health care, free higher education, a jobs guarantee, deep reform of policing and public safety, and repair of the wrenching racial inequality whose roots run from slavery through Jim Crow and mass incarceration, and through decades of policy that have excluded working people of color from building wealth. On the right, they include various forms of taking back control, such as retrenching global capitalism in favor of candidly nationalist industrial and trade policy and cutting back dramatically on economic migration. These new demands on politics do not overlap in many particulars, but they start from a shared sense that in essential respects things are not fine and will not be unless we find a way to take them in hand.


The economy is not fine: globalization and automation have hollowed out industries and regions, inequality in wealth and income has spiraled upward for nearly fifty years, privileged groups find ways to hold on to everything from family wealth to seats in “meritocratic” colleges and professions, and many tens of millions of people go through life with low wages, little security, and fear that illness or injury, a lost job, or another piece of bad luck will sink everything. Those who have gathered some wealth know that their assets have been buoyed by more than a decade of bubbles engineered by monetary policy and expect another crisis, although no one can confidently say when or how it will come. Those who have little find themselves targeted by social-media misinformation and “innovations” in opioid marketing and compelled to take jobs driving for Uber or fulfilling Amazon orders. A global pandemic shook the lives of many workers but increased the concentrated wealth of billionaires and online merchants. The big get bigger. All of this is the result, more or less, of the “natural” play of capitalism. It will go on this way unless we find a politics that can get control of it and give it a different shape. Politics—whether left or right, aimed at taxing “the billionaire class” or high-salaried professionals, for or against affirmative action—has become fiercely distributional because the economy is fiercely distributional, and we are past the time when majorities could be persuaded to pretend otherwise.6


The planet is not fine. In 2021, record-breaking and deadly heat waves, forest fires, and floods seemed to come weekly. These are only a glimpse of what climate change promises in the next century. Yet despite weak-tea promises to cut greenhouse gas emissions, those emissions increased by 50 percent in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. For many adults reading this book, global carbon levels have risen more in their lifetimes than in all previous human history. Other pressures on the planet’s health are rising at similar rates: demand for fresh water, exploitation of farmland and fisheries, manufacture of plastics and concrete, use of toxins. If we somehow managed, almost miraculously, to stabilize global climate trends, we would need to turn to a host of looming and neglected crises. It is painfully clear that the environmental politics of the coming decades will center on doing less than we need to do and struggling over who bears the consequences and over how best to mitigate what we fail to prevent.7


Society is not fine. Fifty-eight percent of Americans say they believe that others would take advantage of them if they got the chance. Social trust is declining with each new generation. Almost half of people younger than thirty express low trust in others across the board, compared to less than a fifth of people over sixty. Rising rates of suicide and drug overdose deaths have driven life expectancy down overall in recent years, a reversal of many decades of steady gains. The pandemic that began in 2020 was a stress test on social trust: almost overnight, it was impossible to know who might be dangerous—including oneself—and new practices, from masking to distancing to vaccination, were the only remedy. Yet suspicion and conspiracy theories slowed and sometimes thwarted the effort to be, as the hopeful signs had it, “in this together.” Cultivating mistrust was a political strategy in itself. There is a larger lesson here. Part of the reason politics is frightening is that through it we change ourselves, and the change can be for the worse as easily as for the better. Democracy can work only if people are willing to hang together, at least enough to master the crises they can’t avoid. It requires a certain kind of civic feeling, including a willingness to abide by the majority’s decisions. But democratic politics can perversely reward electoral strategies that destroy this willingness and make democracy itself impossible. We seem to be experimenting now with this self-canceling version of democracy.8


The stakes of politics are high, yet there is reason to believe politics is failing and will fail to rise to the occasion. So an age of political passion is also haunted by varieties of political nihilism. The most visible and corrosive version is the politics-as-entertainment trolling of the Trumpist right, which is two parts menace, one part sick joke, and often content to settle for the joke—if all of this comes to nothing, at least we sold some merch and owned the libs. Seen as an episode in the careers of grifters, the Trump presidency began when an entertainer’s branding campaign accidentally won the Electoral College and met its poetic denouement when Trump’s early strategist, Steve Bannon, was arrested for embezzling funds from a supposed nonprofit that promised to finish Trump’s ballyhooed wall on the Mexican border.


But this way of putting it understates the seriousness of the new right-wing politics. Seen in terms of the base that rallied to him, Trump’s presidency began when a novelty campaign became a social movement, more charismatic to those who felt it than any since Obama’s 2008 run, and ended only when the hard core of that movement stormed the Capitol trying to overturn by force an election loss they found so intolerable as to be obviously illegitimate. One of these time lines describes a bad joke that gets worse, the other an upheaval that almost breaks democracy. But there is a unity to the seeming opposites. The Trump administration was in many respects an assault on liberal and democratic government, but it was also so lazy, slipshod, and shambolic that hardly anyone involved developed a program for using the power of the state, other than for self-enrichment. It was, to the relief of many, a singular political victory that ushered in four years of willful incompetence and neglect. The arc of the Trump years fed on and reinforced the feeling, already widespread, that politics is cathartic theater, occasionally jolted by episodes of public violence. We all now live with this species of nihilism, which denies itself nothing and offers the same. Talk of a coming civil war, sometimes a touch ironic and sometimes not ironic at all, can be a way of giving up on politics, whose basic fact is coexistence. Taking your gun, or your laptop, and going home is a personal secession.


Among those who fiercely opposed the Trump administration, there is also nihilism, although it is compatible with high-mindedness. It takes the form of living as if the American experiment had already failed, perhaps even while talking about the need to keep it alive. It means piling up what resources you can for your family and friends while quietly cutting ties of common fate with people, regions, histories that you have decided are irredeemable. It may mean taking a certain satisfaction in “knowing” that the country has never been good and is living on borrowed time—an emotional alchemy that splits outrage into cynicism and self-righteousness.


The phrase “burn it all down,” which gets voiced mostly on the left and mostly online, is the objective end of all shades of political nihilism. If politics fails, everything burns in time. A failed politics will even start the fire. Yet the nihilistic temptation offers the relief of giving up on something that has felt both obligatory and impossible. It cuts the knot of believing that we cannot escape politics yet cannot make it work, offering the briefly sweet release of “Fuck it. Fuck those people.”


Here I am going to ask a favor of you, the reader. I would like you to consider your own feelings and those of the people around you—family, friends, coworkers, whoever. Do you sometimes feel anxious, worried, repelled by other citizens who seem, in your estimation, to be doing their best to wreck the country? Do you wonder whether our politics is going to destroy itself and take some of us with it? Do you turn back to daily life—parents, children, sports, entertainment, quiet—with a sense of relief, hoping public life stays boring for a few days, even a few months, but seeing no way to avoid the fires flaring up again? Do you fear, when you think about it, that we are living on borrowed time? If so, please hold those feelings open and keep them in mind. In this book, I am writing about politics, history, economics, philosophy, and the law, but I am also trying to address those feelings, to understand where they come from, what truth is in them, and whether, in fact, we have a way to get beyond them. I have those feelings, too.


This book is a response to political nihilism and, I hope, a partial remedy—not because it shows that everything is actually good or is going to be OK but because it shows something about how we got here, the ways we have misunderstood democracy and allowed it to be weakened and distorted. This is not a book about the Trump years but about a longer and slower-burning set of crises, which prepared the way for the Trump presidency but did not begin in 2016.


Our political crises did not just befall us like fate. They were conjured up by politics. Sometimes—not always, contrary to certain hopeful formulas—what we have made we can remake once we understand it. The point of politics is precisely that: to turn collective life from fate to shared choice. This is what we have to do now if we are to turn our politics back from a miserable fate to a way of choosing a future.


Politics is not optional, even though we may wish it were. Political life has been the petri dish of many pernicious and vile fantasies, but the most dangerous political fantasy is the antipolitical conceit that we can do without politics. This conceit fosters the neglect of politics, and the cynical practice of it, which worsens its deformations just when we need to ask the most of it. So we tighten the knot of our dilemma, in which politics is both necessary and impossible. We must decide in favor of its necessity if we are going to weaken the grip of its impossibility. Otherwise, we really shall have to give up on it. That loss would be very great—greater even than we tend to realize.


What is often called the crisis of American democracy is not the result of too much democracy but of too little. Too few Americans are able to vote, and those who do vote are prevented from ruling. The national majority that voted for Hillary Clinton in 2016 was thwarted by the antiquated Electoral College, which is prescribed by the Constitution. The national majority that elected a Congress that expanded Medicaid to the working poor in 2010 was thwarted by a Supreme Court that ruled in 2012 that the means of funding the expansion was unconstitutional. As I write in 2021, national majorities that support paid parental leave and public support for childcare are being thwarted in the Senate, where identical representation for each state gives extra power to older, more rural, and whiter voters and therefore, in a polarized country, to Republicans. These are partisan examples, partly because the Republican Party is presently a minoritarian party adapted to an antimajoritarian political system; but tens of millions of Donald Trump’s supporters voted to express their own version of the perception that, as a pair of political scientists put it in 2014, “under most circumstances, the preferences of the vast majority of Americans appear to have essentially no impact on which policies the government does or doesn’t adopt.”9 The pathologies of contemporary politics—angry partisan clannishness, overheated elections combined with weary doubt that government can do anything—are not evidence that democracy is failing but symptoms of our failure to be democratic.


Our crises are rooted in a decades-long depoliticization, a collapse of political vision, energy, and faith, whose hinge was, most ironically, the democratic victories of 1988–1991, when the Soviet Union disowned one-party rule and dissolved its empire, and “velvet revolutions” swept away autocracies, tore down the Berlin Wall, and dissolved the Iron Curtain between West and East that the wall symbolized. A world that had seemed permanently divided now rushed together, as people were churned by the freedom to move around, to buy and sell, to have a voice and a life on their own terms. In the two decades that followed, many people found it easy, even natural, to imagine that politics had done its historical work, carrying nations to the threshold of what some dissidents from the former Soviet bloc poignantly called “a normal society”: a liberal, capitalist order where voters would tack between the reasonable right (a little more market competition, a little more military spending) and the reasonable left (a little more social spending, a little more attention to the environment). The point of elections was mainly to rotate politicians before they got too comfortable and, besides that, to affirm that things were on the right track.


Our understanding of democratic politics is still shaped by those decades, in which it was easy not to think closely about what so many people took for granted. Some Americans came to imagine politics, if they thought about it at all, as a free-form activity that blurred effortlessly into entertainment, dialogue, or entrepreneurship. For others, politics seemed a basically moral enterprise whose goal was to make sure that the right set of human rights was respected, whether through elections or courts or treaties. The apex of democracy—a word that often meant nothing more specific than “good politics”—was not a collective decision among equals about how to live together but a constitution that enshrined the right answers from the start. Images of democracy as basically identical with capitalist markets, the rule of law, or endless conversation threaded through all these ideas. What united these otherwise varying attitudes was a consistent evasion: a turning away from the ideas that politics is centrally about deciding how we will live together and that democracy is the politics in which the power to make those decisions belongs to majorities.


During the same years that liberals and centrists drifted toward these conflict-free visions of politics, in which history seemed to promise consensus among people of goodwill, right-wing politics was coming to be all about conflict, decision, and power. Beginning with Republican scorched-earth campaigns against moderate Democrat Bill Clinton in the 1990s, and culminating (for now) in Donald Trump’s refusal to acknowledge defeat in the 2020 presidential election, its creed has been: whatever power our side does not control is not legitimate. Its democracy is an identity politics of “real” Americans and a claim that the country belongs to them.


Drained of conflict or drunk on it, each of these political trends distorted democracy. Democracy is not another name for markets and civil rights, for managing society toward a proper outcome that is already set, let alone a synonym for eternal conversation. And it is, most certainly, not an ethnic “real people’s” control of a country.


Democracy is rule by equals. This phrase captures two commitments, which are also two sides of the same coin: to be ruled by majorities of our fellow citizens and to regard all those citizens as our political equals. Democracy is the only form of politics that makes real what we modern people, Americans and others, often say that we believe: that people are equal and free and can shape our shared lives accordingly. This shared power is what makes us citizens. For that power to fall instead to judges or economists or others who are thought to know what the future expects of us, or what the past requires, is a usurpation. So is hoarding that power for a favored group. The soft consensus of experts and jurists can undercut democracy and so can the hard populism of nationalists, who do not see their fellow citizens as genuine equals.


Rule by equals is the keystone of democracy. The core question of politics is who has the power to make a shared world. The democratic answer is that the people who live with those choices should control them and that majorities are the best stand-in for the whole people. The two strongest reasons for this are plurality and equality. We live in a deeply plural world, made up of many desires, plans, points of view, and histories (personal and collective) of feeling and experience. This plurality is a good thing: it arises because we ourselves are not all the same and we care about our lives. Unlike ants, we must decide how to live together: our common life is not just a fact but a perennial question. And the people who must live together are one another’s equals. Equality is not just a fact about IQ scores or physical strength or gender but a moral commitment, indeed the fundamental moral commitment of democracy: that I have no greater or lesser right to decide how we will live together than you have. Anchoring legitimate power to the vote of the majority is not enough to make this equality real, but a democrat believes it is the only and indispensable way to begin.


Unless I say otherwise, I use the word citizen to refer to anyone who lives in a political order that, like ours, calls itself democratic. I do not restrict it to those who have the legal status of citizenship. This usage fits democratic principles. The power of citizenship, joint authorship over the conditions of common life, is too essential to be limited to a politically privileged caste.


If democracy is the rule of majorities, what about individual rights? May majorities do whatever they want and still call their governments democracies? No: there are limits. They are the limits necessary to protect democracy itself. Democracy is a form of political freedom partly because a genuine democracy produces no permanent majorities. It is always open for the lines of social conflict and solidarity to shift, through deliberate argument and organizing, so that anyone who has been out of power may find themselves in power instead. To make this principle real, a democracy may not deny full rights to vote and to participate politically to any of its members for any reason. American disenfranchisement of prisoners and people convicted of felonies is a serious mark against the country’s standing as a democracy. So is the denial of voting rights to noncitizen residents.


For the same reasons, a democracy must not sustain a caste system in which members of some electoral minority are pressed into dishonored positions, denied the resources and support for full social participation, and generally treated as people who could not plausibly rule their “betters.” The possibility of composing a new majority must be socially real, not just theoretically conceivable, and caste systems make it unreal. A democracy must prepare us to live under one another’s sovereignty. A democracy also must not permit those in power to suppress criticism, undermine opposition groups, or prohibit the discussion of ideas they regard as dangerous. Democratic principle demands respect for the peaceful transition of power. In these ways, democracy is linked to the rule of law and the protection of individual rights, values central to modern liberalism, including the liberal traditions of social democracy and democratic socialism.10


What do these qualifications leave majorities? A great deal—indeed, everything that is legitimately up for decision. Because the cornerstones of democracy are the recognition that there are shared questions we must answer, and the commitment to answering them as equals, majority rule is not a license for any majority to do whatever it wants with everyone else. There must be, for every democratic citizen, a genuine and perennial chance to be a part of ruling, to give answers to unavoidable questions. A majority that denies that denies political equality and kicks the strut out from under its own claim to democracy.


All of this may seem unduly abstract. We live in a time that likes to think of itself as practical and unapologetically technical. Nerd and geek are terms of pride for people who understand how complex systems work. From politics to sports, we listen to statisticians and technicians. There is no better way to catch the attention of self-consciously smart people than to announce that you are about to talk about something boring—which is to say, technical and specific. After all, our everyday reality is that small technologies solve problems while big ideas drive people mad or make them, well, actually boring. In politics, the preference for the technical can foster a sense that we don’t need to talk abstractly about democracy, let alone blockier ideas like sovereignty; we need to get into the weeds of voting systems and legislation, where the gearheads go. I share in all of this. I study and teach law, particularly constitutional and environmental law, because I believe we don’t understand anything until we see how it works—and, ideally, how to take it apart and put it together a little differently. But decades of work on these questions persuades me that we also need to think clearly about some big questions, such as what we mean when we talk about defending, or achieving, democracy and why it matters so much.


Some of our shying away from thinking too hard about democracy expresses an understandable impulse to shy away from political life altogether. The chief human experience of politics has been to hope to avoid being harmed by it. To be ruled less, and less actively, is a normal and widespread desire, rooted in both the value of everyday life and the rational fear of things getting worse. Everyone has something to lose from politics: work, a home, loved ones, life itself. Much of modern political life is the story of people’s efforts to shrink, confine, or get out from under the state and the mass of their fellow citizens who might use it to get power over them. “You must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself,” James Madison wrote, and he reckoned his constitution had achieved this by “THE TOTAL EXCLUSION OF THE PEOPLE IN THEIR COLLECTIVE CAPACITY” from American government. (Yes, he capitalized it this way, as if the Constitution’s antidemocratic machinery had prompted a very excited text message.) What saved the American idea of popular sovereignty from tyranny and disaster, Alexis de Tocqueville argued nearly fifty years later, was that Americans did not really mean what they said about the supremacy of the people and lived actually in a rather stable political culture of property rights, limited government, and racial solidarity. Only the horizons of their culture kept democrats within safe bounds.11


This skepticism toward politics, and democracy in particular, continued in the twentieth century. The “dogma of democracy,” Walter Lippmann wrote in 1930, promised to make people their own enlightened masters, but in reality the effort to build majorities from disparate and distracted citizens only created “an intensification of feeling and a degradation of significance.” That was not a misfire but the nature of the thing: “We must assume that a public is inexpert in its curiosity, intermittent, that it discerns only gross distinctions, is slow to be aroused and quickly diverted; that… it personalizes whatever it considers, and is interested only when events have been melodramatized in a conflict.” A democratic public, Lippmann concluded, was the worst thing in the world to confront the problems of modern economics, technology, or international affairs—or, really, any matter requiring competent knowledge and sustained attention. The only sane thing to do was to confect a system of governing that would direct people mostly to their private affairs, where they were more likely to be prudent and take the trouble to get informed.12


Madison, Tocqueville, and Lippmann: the first the preeminent constitutional framer and an early president; the second a literary genius and arguably the most influential interpreter of Americans to themselves; the third perhaps the most important American intellectual of the first half of the twentieth century, when the country took its place astride the world and launched the short American Century. Their three formulas epitomize the touchstone strategies for putting democracy in its place. Madison, the classical liberal republican, proposes a constitutional design to keep the people out and recruit responsible elites who, in turn, will check and balance one another’s accumulation of power. Tocqueville, the liberal conservative (not a paradox, except in our parochial lexicon), looks to mores, the deep culture of a people, to baffle radicalism and constrain democratic power. Lippmann, who in 1938 helped coin the term neoliberalism for a social philosophy that aimed to tamp down democracy’s alleged excesses, looks to shift attention to personal affairs, especially economic ones, keeping competing visions of society out of politics except as decoration and enabling competent administrators to oversee stable market competition.13


Each begins by saying that the people cannot rule. The very idea is dangerous nonsense. Each then shifts the work of social order someplace else: constitutional design, culture and norms, the economy and private life (properly administered from above). These formulas ebb, flow, and shift, but they have been the perennial antipolitical counterparts of the age of democracy. And, to a great degree, they converge: all hope for the stabilizing effects of responsible elites, all celebrate the narrowing and attenuation of political decisions about the shape of social order, all seek buttresses that will preserve private life and settled custom from the purview of the state. Still today, the familiar guardrails of politics are the putative wisdom of the Constitution and its interpreters at the Supreme Court, the norms that bind responsible politicians and voters, and the more or less autonomous rationality of the economy, which makes its own demands and which no politician can afford to ignore or abuse too far.


These ideas are not just the ideological excuses of people who would like to avoid change. They might well appeal to anyone who is not sure they trust any given majority in their country or any given congress or president. (At the time of writing, in the United States these categories include, not to put too fine a point on it, everyone.) An antidemocratic insult of the Lippmann variety is sure to strike many partisans as a sharp description of the other side. This is why we who live in the age of politics also live in the age of antipolitics. Our institutional and intellectual life, our culture and common sense, are made up substantially of warnings against politics and appeals to alternative sources of order: enduring constitutions, sober norms, the wisdom of markets. These are antipolitics, not just nonpolitics, because they are formulated in reaction to modern politics, with its dangerous promise of world making and because—as the examples I have given suggest—they are actually a form of politics themselves, a series of agendas for using and understanding the state.


In the abstract, the back-and-forth between politics and antipolitics could populate an unending seminar on modern life. In practice, antipolitics is killing us. Antipolitics can have value, even a kind of wisdom, when it points to ways of peacefully, safely, and decently ordering our lives without going through politics and the state. But today, it is the global capitalist economy that makes humanity the enemy of the only planet we have. The economic order now remakes the planet itself, at every scale, from the chemistry of the global atmosphere to the risk of fires or storms in every region, on every mountainside or plain. These changes sort people into wildly varying ecological fates: as hedge funders who can buy refuge in favored climates, as farmers’ children who can no longer farm, and as refugees from land inundated by rising seas or from places inhabited for tens of thousands of years that are becoming too hot for human life.


Rather than cooling democratic passions, as it was once imagined to do, constitutional antipolitics is heating up the worst political energies. It is the constitutional order that, along with an infusion of oligarchic energies, has given Americans spurious right-wing majorities and rewarded minority-rule strategies that feed on fear. Our common culture, such as it is, has not buffered us from these troubles but increasingly taken their shape, as commodified partisan clannishness. In these conditions, the assurances of antipolitics are unavailing. There is no reason to trust that we can secure the order we need outside the hazards of political change.


Politics is not optional. It is not optional because certain questions arise inevitably from our living together, and the shape of our lives depends on the answers we give them. How is the world’s wealth shared—this landscape, that city, these rivers, that power to create money at a keystroke? Who may show up at a hospital and get care? Who may cross a border for work? What kind of power can owners have over workers, what kinds of agreements may those workers enter, who can fire whom and when? Is education a public good or an expensive commodity? May internet platforms choose preferred vendors or speakers and shut down the rest? Is vaccination mandatory? For what might you go to jail? For what might you be ordered to risk dying, and what happens if you refuse? What distinguishes these questions is that they are so involved in our interdependent lives that we cannot each have our own answer. We must live with shared answers, to the disappointment, or worse, of many who would have liked to see things go differently. Politics is how we provide that shared answer. Even if you would like to see some of these questions dissolved out of existence, that project would be a political one.


Democracy is scary. It means that the people we live with rule us and vice versa. And every effort to make it real must grapple with deep problems: the people can’t literally decide anything. The demos is always artificial, a name we give certain institutions and practices, such as elections and constitutional conventions. It isn’t surprising that Richard Posner, one of the most influential legal scholars of the late Cold War and its aftermath, called the idea that the people can achieve a common will “a pipe dream hardly worthy of the attention of a serious person.” Many serious people have thought this, more openly or more privately.14


Democracy also sets a high standard. Because we are all potentially one another’s rulers, a democracy must ensure genuinely equal political rights for all, reject social caste and exclusionary definitions of the national community, and treat no group as unworthy of ruling as well as being ruled. Another way to put this is that genuine democracy must produce no permanent electoral losers, no population whose fate is to be ruled. At the same time, there must be enough mutual loyalty, enough embrace of a shared and chosen fate, that each citizen can find a way to perceive an election outcome as speaking for them, even if the result, in any given cycle, also feels like an affront. None of this is easy. None of it is impossible. To the extent that we achieve this sort of democracy, we can say that we have chosen our common world. A community of equals who choose how to live together: this is the possibility that goes out of the world if we drift, tumble, or are dragged away from democracy.


Democracy provides a way of answering inescapable questions on the basis of human equality and social solidarity. Its ambition is to overcome the half-random hierarchies and divisions we are born into and move toward a world that we can see ourselves as building together. Democracy aims at creating a life in which we are less fundamentally strangers, less one another’s problems and threats, and more nearly collaborators—even when we disagree, even if we detest one another. This may seem abstract, even romantic. But we live in a world shaped by the largely peaceful political revolutions that democracy allows. American civil rights laws repudiated Jim Crow and set in motion the uprooting of legalized white supremacy. Labor law turned workers’ unions from often illegal “conspiracies,” dangerous for those who tried to organize them, into pillars of the twentieth-century economy. The New Deal lifted fear of abject poverty from tens of millions, especially the elderly and disabled, who had often lived and died poor. These watershed events, in which political majorities changed their world, are examples of what I mean by choosing how we shall live together. The fact that all three are, in various ways, battered and even crumbling is only a reminder that democracy needs constant renewal.


There is another reason to embrace democracy, one that its first theorists saw clearly in classical Athens but which has become more obscure recently: democracy is a politics of class. It is the only system in which those who make up the people are also the ones who do most of the work and suffer most of the injuries of common life. Because we live in complex and stratified societies, a political order always has a class composition. Sovereignty tends to belong to some set—the experts, the scholars, the generals, the captains of industry, the financiers, or some blend of these. Only democracy offers what its earliest students sometimes candidly called “the rule of the poor”—the free, male poor, anyway, in ancient Greece. We can update that formula, in our rather different world, to something like the rule of the great middle, of people who work and worry, who wish they had more control over their lives and could promise more to their families, who feel sometimes that the world must have been made for other people. The quietest, most ordinary form of tyranny is government in which these lives are invisible, these voices silenced. Democracy is the only political order in which they cannot be ignored for all that long, and the power to make the world is really theirs if they can take it.


To make these ideals even partway real, we have to do what no polity, including the United States, has ever done: we have to put democracy first. Holding a few cycles of successful elections does not, it turns out, mean we can expect stable elections into the future. History does not move in only one direction and certainly not only toward what we regard as progress. A resilient democracy is not a side effect of economic growth or posttraditional or postmaterial values. Democracy does not take care of itself, any more than the economy, society, or the environment does. If we need democracy to address crises in all of those areas, we also need to tend democracy’s own crises.


What does it mean to put democracy first? It means asking whether our culture, our economy, and our politics help us to see one another as equals who can rule together. It means recognizing how culture, economy, and politics can undercut both democratic equality and the civic solidarity and trust that people need if they are to rule together. It means unlearning the habit of imagining that things will take care of themselves and crises will ease spontaneously, that political responses are unnecessary and dangerous, and that in any case we really cannot rule ourselves and should not try. These ideas have worked themselves deep into our thinking. We cannot afford to assume they are true.
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A POLITICAL HISTORY OF THE PRESENT


When the Berlin Wall fell in November 1989, the people who would define the first two decades of twenty-first-century politics were already adults, products of a polarized world who suddenly found themselves in one that seemed destined for American-led unity. As the Soviet Union collapsed, Donald Trump promoted a ghost-authored advertisement for himself called The Art of the Deal and recast his inherited real estate enterprise into a business model based on pure self-promotion. He first appeared on the cover of Time magazine—a hard-to-imagine big deal in that pre-internet world—in 1989, some months before the wall fell. Bernie Sanders had recently served two terms as the mayor of Burlington and was preparing his first run to represent Vermont in Congress, which he won in 1990. Hillary Clinton lived in the Arkansas governor’s mansion, where her husband was serving his fifth term, and sat on the boards of the Children’s Defense Fund and Walmart. In Cambridge, twenty-eight-year-old Barack Obama was considering a bid for the presidency of the Harvard Law Review. He became the first Black president to preside in Harvard’s Gannett House nineteen years before he entered the White House.


The wall’s demolition began the short epoch in which these political rivals all made the careers they will be remembered by, a time that half ironically called itself the end of history. The phrase was elevated by a young political scientist and State Department official, Francis Fukuyama, who published an attention-getting article titled “The End of History?” in summer 1989, when the wall still stood but Soviet-led communism already looked to be in terminal crisis, and a follow-up book in 1992, whose title dropped the question mark. Because the claim of that title was so grand, it was de rigueur when discussing it (as many prominent people did) to insist that, of course, no one could really believe such a thing. The phrase kept coming up, however, because so many people did believe something like what Fukuyama actually spelled out: that the basic questions about how to organize political and social life had been resolved. The liberal, capitalist order, whose regular elections were essentially housekeeping, came to seem natural and inevitable to the gatekeepers of respectable opinion.


It also seemed inevitable to some who might have been a tougher audience, visionaries who had seen beyond the Cold War world. When Soviet-backed regimes fell through mostly bloodless transformations, which were dubbed velvet revolutions, the people who stepped into the political vacuum were often reflective, idiosyncratic, and very brave misfits who had spent their best years resisting an empire that most observers expected to outlive them many times over. Their revolutions, unlike most that came before them, were bids for an ordinary life, aimed not at remaking the world order but at joining it. Czech president Václav Havel, a long-imprisoned dissident playwright, wrote: “Though my heart may be left of center, I have always known that the only economic system that works is a market economy.” To many who saw dissidents like Havel step into power as an empire fell apart in the background, it seemed that the countries once dominated by Soviet power had simply unfolded into the modern form of human coexistence, like flowers blooming. A few so-called strategists, and many more ideologists, contended that something similar would ensue from Afghanistan to Iraq, once American power stripped away anachronistic tyranny. The thought that both markets and elections could conspire in new (and old) forms of tyranny was hard to conjure.


The task of government seemed to be supervising, expanding, and maintaining markets. The work of cultural life, meantime, seemed to be to adapt to the perennial disruption that markets brought—disruption that was often named with the more euphonious “openness.” If politics had been about deciding what sort of world to make together, a world in which that question was settled seemed to need a politics at once more modest in its ambitions and more definite in its program. Words like governance and administration seemed the better fit—not choosing among open futures but keeping the present on track for a future whose only viable shape we already knew. Elites and would-be elites prided themselves on being postideological, which is to say, not pretending more was at stake in politics than marginal disagreements over the shape of good governance. Accordingly, they tacked toward becoming postpolitical altogether. “Running government like a business” was taken to be an obviously good thing, even through the economic crises of 2008–2009 and very nearly until 2017, when the country began to learn more about what that might imply to someone actually interested in profit.


The seemingly solid post-1989 world was shakier and less preordained than it seemed, and the vision of the future that came with it was accordingly incomplete. It mattered immensely which version of the West was poised to collect history’s laurels at the end of the Cold War. Ronald Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom represented very particular versions of their own nations. If the oligarchic Soviet autocracy had collapsed in the mid-1960s or the mid-2010s, communism’s failure would not have seemed to imply that capitalism posed no existential threats of its own. Rather, those who survived World War II or learned from its survivors often concluded that capitalism’s recurring crises, grinding inequality, and disorienting cultural churn had produced a global depression and European fascism. The British Labour Party, which had helped win the war in coalition with Winston Churchill’s Conservatives, threw out Churchill and built a modern welfare state, including the National Health Service and millions of units of public housing. Germany’s Christian Democrats built a social market that buffered capitalism with public spending and strong unions that helped govern their companies. In the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower, Republican president and former Allied supreme commander in Europe, spoke in the 1950s about the dangers of corporate power and the importance of a strong state in ways that earlier—or later—Republicans would have dismissed as socialism.1


That generation was on its way out by the 1980s, and in the meantime, a sea change had occurred. A strand of American politics that had always resisted the New Deal, lionized the market, and seen government mainly as a problem had a renaissance in the 1970s when it made the Republican Party its own. A similar change, led by future prime minister Margaret Thatcher, shifted Britain’s conservatives from oligarchic caretakers of the welfare state to its dismantlers. Both Thatcher and Reagan were ideological cold warriors, and at the end of the 1980s the countries they had spent a decade reshaping were tribunes of the West that had “won.” With an assist from post–Cold War euphoria, they scored their biggest ideological victories by stamping their embrace of the market on the opposition parties that succeeded them. Asked to name her most important legacy, Thatcher once snappily replied, “Tony Blair”—the Labour Party leader who had defeated her Conservative Party but adopted much of her promarket perspective. Reagan might have said something similar when Bill Clinton announced, in 1997, “the era of big government is over.” The Democrats and New Labour might have found their hearts beating slightly to the left of center, as Havel had put it, but their minds and, increasingly, their funders were solidly on the side of market-making governance. A smarter and more tolerant path to the same future was what they promised. What came after ideology was competence, and they were the parties of the meritocrats.


By the time the centrist Democrat Bill Clinton was rounding out his second presidential term in 2000, it was all too easy to imagine that American politics had arrived at a great convergence. The “compassionate conservatism” that Texas governor and Republican presidential nominee George W. Bush advertised suggested a leftward tilt of the heart, and there were hardly any ideological fireworks in his race against Clinton’s vice president, Al Gore. Both seemed to be candidates of continuity, and it was considered astute political analysis to ask whether Gore’s stiffness and propensity to be a bore about such personal hobbyhorses as catastrophic global climate change, combined with the teetotaling Bush’s imagined congeniality to a beer-drinking voter, might upend the usual course of democracy: Could this be the presidential year in which the shorter candidate won? In the event, the officially six-foot Bush defeated the officially six-foot-one Gore, suggesting posthistory might still offer a few interesting plot twists.
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