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And the many other unsung heroes of the struggle for democracy
. . . of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing demagogues, and ending tyrants.
—ALEXANDER HAMILTON, 17871
In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility—I welcome it.
—JOHN F. KENNEDY, 19612
The desire for liberty may be ingrained in every human breast, but so is the potential for complacency, confusion, and cowardice.
—MADELEINE ALBRIGHT, 20183
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ONE
INTRODUCTION: THE CRISIS
No cause is left but the most ancient of all, the one, in fact, that from the beginning of our history has determined the very existence of politics, the cause of freedom versus tyranny.
—HANNAH ARENDT, On Revolution, 19631
On a gray Sunday afternoon two days before the November 2016 U.S. election, I entered the Berkeley Repertory Theatre with twenty Stanford students to see the final performance of a production of It Can’t Happen Here. Adapted from the classic 1935 novel by Sinclair Lewis, the play traces the rise of an ultranationalist demagogue who, in the midst of the Great Depression, snatches the 1936 Democratic presidential nomination away from Franklin Roosevelt, wins the presidency, and establishes a dictatorship in the United States.
In the novel, Lewis memorably describes his authoritarian ruler, Buzz Windrip:
Certainly there was nothing exhilarating in the actual words of his speeches, nor anything convincing in his philosophy. His political platforms were only wings of a windmill. . . . There were two things . . . that distinguished this prairie Demosthenes. He was an actor of genius. . . . He would whirl arms, bang tables, glare from mad eyes . . . [and] in between tricks would coldly and almost contemptuously jab his crowds with figures and facts—figures and facts that were inescapable even when, as often happened, they were entirely incorrect.2
The parallels to Donald Trump, the 2016 Republican candidate for president of the United States, were too stark to ignore. I watched the play with a level of anxiety I hadn’t expected even a few weeks before—and didn’t want to fully share with the students. They were also shaken by the drama, but we reassured ourselves with the obvious facts. The play was a time-bound work of fiction. Roosevelt had been reelected in 1936. The United States wasn’t sunk into anything close to a depression. Trump wasn’t an actual fascist. And in any case, he wasn’t going to win on Tuesday, right?
When the Berkeley Rep began writing its new stage adaptation of the novel in January 2016, no primary election votes had yet been cast. There was no reason to expect that a modern-day demagogue could win the nomination of a major American political party.
Indeed, since Trump had declared his candidacy in 2015, I had spent more than a year reassuring people around the world that it couldn’t happen here in the United States. First I assured them that Trump had no serious chance of winning the Republican nomination. Then I told them that he had scant chance of winning the general election. To democratic activists gathered in Seoul for the World Movement for Democracy Assembly in November 2015, to Vietnamese dissidents who had come to Taiwan to watch the January 2016 presidential election there, to college students and civic activists in Hong Kong who had organized the 2014 Umbrella Movement protests against Chinese repression, to students, professors, journalists, and legislators in Burma and Argentina, I repeated it over and over: It won’t happen in the United States.
Our institutions were too strong, I insisted, to permit a reality-TV star with no prior government experience to win a major-party nomination for president, much less the Oval Office. Our democratic norms were too resilient to produce a president who crudely demeaned the press, the judiciary, and immigrants; who encouraged his supporters to physically attack protesters and to scream for his opponent to be locked up; who refused to release his tax returns; and who appealed in thinly veiled code to base racist sentiments.
I wasn’t naïve. I knew that lying, race-baiting, and dirty tricks had long played their roles in presidential politics. I knew that unscrupulous men had won the office. But Trump would be a wholly new and almost unimaginable low. Polarized and unsettled though America’s voters were, I didn’t believe they could elect a man who, in the words of The Guardian’s Jonathan Freedland, “mocked opponents for their looks, belittled women, disparaged war heroes, damned ethnic and other minorities in crude, bigoted language, jeered at disabled people, beat his chest with bellicose promises of state-sponsored violence that would trample on the US constitution and trigger a third world war, and told dozens and dozens of lies every day.”3
I was wrong. And so were most of my fellow political scientists and scholars of democracy.
It was not simply the shock of Donald Trump’s election that moved me to write this book. It was the anguished knowledge of what his presidency would mean for democracy around the world.
Over forty years of travel to more than seventy countries, I had gained a deep appreciation for the unique importance of the United States to the global struggle for freedom. Even people who resented America for its wealth, its global power, its arrogance, and its use of military force nevertheless expressed a grudging admiration for the vitality of its democracy. Even those who were keenly aware of our tragic history of slavery, racism, inequality, and corporate monopolies marveled at the ability of American democracy to reform and renew itself. And the fiercest critics I encountered were, I found, often disarmed by an American speaker’s readiness to criticize his government while praising its constitutional system.
Wherever I met people struggling to achieve or build democracy, I heard the same hope: that the United States would somehow support their cause. Wherever I met dissidents risking everything to challenge corruption and oppression, I felt the heavy weight of moral expectation: that the United States would stand behind them and, perhaps as a last resort, give them refuge. And now, we had elected a president whose worldview was “America first,” whose policies were rooted in contempt for immigrants and refugees, and whose rhetoric was suffused with praise for dictators.4
The timing of Trump’s rise was particularly worrisome. For the past decade, I had been warning of a gathering tide of political corruption, polarization, and decay that was disillusioning ordinary citizens in many democracies and diminishing and destabilizing previously durable democratic systems. For most of that decade—and most of my career—I had been worried about the emerging or embattled democracies of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, as well as the formerly Communist states in Eastern Europe. Of course, I was also deeply concerned about the worsening state of my own democracy, and I had increasingly come to feel an urgent need to repair and reform democracy in the United States. But I never imagined that democracy here could be in danger.
Now everything was in flux. China was relentlessly rising in global power, wealth, and ambition. Another, far weaker autocratic power, Vladimir Putin’s Russia, was increasingly reasserting itself as an aggressive geopolitical bully—and had just intervened with a brazen digital hacking and propaganda campaign to try to tip the American presidential election to an open admirer of Putin with autocratic leanings of his own.
Much as the post–World War II liberal order is rooted in U.S. leadership, so too is democracy worldwide anchored in democracy in America. But the global standing of the world’s leading democracy had been badly hurt by both the fiasco of President George W. Bush’s war of choice in Iraq and then the financial collapse of 2008. His successor, Barack Obama, had partially restored America’s global image with his inspirational barrier-breaking story, his pursuit of international cooperation, and his rescue of the financial system. But with the United States chastened by Iraq and the financial crisis, Obama had drawn back from vigorous global leadership, and China and Russia were filling the void.
Other worrisome forces were on the march too. In the wake of wars in Syria and elsewhere, an immigration crisis had converged with social and economic stresses to feed a growing wave of illiberal populism across Europe. Far-right, xenophobic leaders were attacking democratic norms and institutions in Hungary and Poland. Britain had recently voted to leave the European Union. A menacing populist who had boasted of personally killing lawbreakers had won the presidency in the Philippines. The ultranationalist bigot Marine Le Pen appeared to have a real chance of winning the French presidency. Things seemed to be unraveling. Karl Marx’s famous phrase from The Communist Manifesto kept ringing in my head: “All that is solid melts into air.” A decade-long democratic recession in the world was giving way to something much worse: a crisis.
Why Democracy?
Why do we care? Why is democracy so important that people continually risk their lives for it? And why have I spent my life studying and trying to advance it? Lord knows it’s not a perfect system. When the people can choose and replace their rulers, they may well embrace bad leaders and shortsighted policies. They may be swayed by money or demagoguery. They may become bitterly divided against one another and undermine their country’s stability. Democracy may fail to function well—or at all. Every generation has its share of skeptics who insist that “the people” cannot govern themselves as well as an enlightened elite could. And today, we are hearing a new generation of intellectuals proclaim the superiority of “the China model” of autocratic rule combined with capitalist growth.5
But here’s the problem: you cannot have freedom without democracy. That may seem obvious, but it’s a point often lost. Philosophers may sing the praises of “benevolent” dictatorships, but there is nothing benevolent about suppressing an individual’s right to speak, publish, think, pray, rally, satirize, criticize, read, and search the internet. Apologists for authoritarianism insist that people have a right to order—but without the rule of law, only the ruled are constrained, not the rulers. This kind of “order” too readily descends into tyranny and brings all of its worst consequences: torture, terror, mass imprisonment, and genocide.
Without constitutional constraints on power, there is only a republic of fear. What saves citizens from the knock on the door in the dead of night, from the risk of being silenced or removed, is a constitution, a robust body of laws, an independent judiciary to enforce them, and a culture that insists on free elections, human rights, and human dignity. Not all democracies do a good job of defending liberty, but all the political systems that protect liberty are democracies. Not all democracies do a good job of controlling corruption and abuse of power, but no dictatorship does a good job of it.
Human nature being what it is, power that is not checked will sooner or later be misused. Virtually all of the world’s least corrupt governments are democracies. And they are less corrupt because their citizens are free to expose abuse and their courts are free to prosecute crimes.
For reasons I cannot fully explain, these things became generally clear to me at an early age. Mine was not a very political family, but from my earliest days in elementary school, I was drawn to politics and moved by the appeal of freedom. As a grandchild of Jewish immigrants to the United States who had fled the pogroms of tsarist Russia, I knew that bigotry begets persecution. I saw that persecution on the tattooed arm of a family friend who had survived one of Hitler’s concentration camps. I hated fascism. And I hated communism too, not simply because my country was locked in an existential struggle against it but because I hated any form of overbearing state control.
I grew up inspired by visions of freedom and self-determination: the birth of new African countries, the American civil rights movement, and President John F. Kennedy’s call to wage “a long twilight struggle . . . against the common enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war itself.” Mesmerized and horrified, I read about World War II, the Holocaust, and the mass crimes committed in the name of “the people” in the Soviet Union and China. Frightened and alarmed, I read about the excesses committed in the name of anticommunism by Senator Joe McCarthy, his fanatical followers, and his cowering apologists. I read about the vicious racists of the Ku Klux Klan and the extreme-right anti-Communists of the John Birch Society, which had a strong foothold in my native Southern California. I read the early 1960s political thriller Seven Days in May, about an attempted military coup in the United States, and I worried about the prospect of losing our freedom. In quick succession, I read George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and Animal Farm, and I was seized with dread at the prospect of a world in which liberty could disappear altogether. I didn’t realize it at that time, but for me, defending and extending freedom had become an overarching moral cause.
My enthusiasm for democracy has always been quite personal. I started running for office in elementary school; I lost a race for student-body president in junior high school and won one in high school. But in one respect, my political awareness lagged behind that of my peers: my hatred of communism had blinded me to the folly and escalating immorality of America’s war in Vietnam. Not until I arrived at Stanford to start college in the fall of 1969 did I fully turn against the war and join the peace movement.
In my freshman year, I majored in political activism, working late into many nights mobilizing protests and writing articles against the war. But the opposition I encountered on campus didn’t come from defenders of “the system.” It came from a small, intense clique of Marxist revolutionaries who thought America was beyond redemption and that violence was the only answer. I was and remain committed to nonviolence in the pursuit of democracy and social justice; the revolutionaries despised me for that and denounced liberal activists like me as naïve fools. Before they faded into well-earned oblivion, they did serious damage. On a warm spring evening in 1970, they provoked a police riot that resulted in numerous arrests and shrouded the core of Stanford’s pastoral campus in tear gas. As the protests peaked, university buildings were damaged and research was destroyed. During the late 1960s and early ’70s, much more serious violence plagued other American campuses and especially the country’s inner cities, even as European democracies faced more intense denunciations and even terrorist violence from the revolutionary left.
While my generation grappled with the roiling public order, an older generation of policy experts feared that something profound had gone wrong. A 1975 report for the Trilateral Commission (which brought together influential elites from the United States, Europe, and Japan) warned that the advanced democracies were losing their capacity to govern. Although the authors worried about common policy challenges such as inflation, economic stagnation, and oil prices, their principal concern was that an excess of democracy was generating “an overload of demands on government.” Rising pressure from protest movements, radical intellectuals, and hypercritical news media had, the report warned, resulted in an “adversary culture” that was relentlessly challenging the authority and eroding the legitimacy of democratic governments.
For the first time since the end of World War II, scholars and commentators were speaking of a broad crisis of democracy due to trouble at its core—the West.6 Indeed, the resignation of President Richard Nixon over his attempts to subvert the 1972 election and obstruct justice suggested that the rot had been dangerously advanced. Living through the Vietnam and Watergate era taught me two lifelong lessons: that political polarization and intolerance could prove poisonous to democracy, and that the instruments of democracy—elections, the media, the Congress, the courts—could restore its health.
Because of my political and antiwar activism, I couldn’t find the time to study overseas during college. But I remained intensely interested in political and economic development worldwide and resolved to experience it firsthand after I graduated. With a press credential from The Nation magazine, I set out to spend a month each in Portugal, Nigeria, Egypt, Israel, Thailand, and Taiwan, beginning in November 1974. Each country had a story to tell about political or economic transition, and I was eager to learn.
Over six months of travel and intense interviewing, I began to glean real-world insights into the two questions that had most fascinated me in college: Why do some countries develop while others remain poor? And why do some countries become democratic while others don’t?
Landing in Portugal seven months after the revolution that overthrew a forty-eight-year-old dictatorship, I was captivated. In the smoke-filled offices and cobbled streets of 1970s Lisbon, I found a live political struggle—not just among political parties but between two different visions of political order, democratic and authoritarian. With Soviet support, a powerful Communist Party was bidding for political control. Familiar revolutionary slogans hung in the air, but with the fate of a nation in the balance, not a college campus. Half a century of dictatorship had left Portugal’s political landscape fragmented and underprepared for democracy. But young and middle-aged politicians of extraordinary energy and courage were fighting for a democratic future. And ultimately, with Western support, they prevailed.
In Nigeria, I found a different story. In December 1974, the country was just a few years past a devastating civil war that had claimed roughly a million lives. Although the military regime had worked to heal the wounds of that conflict, the country remained deeply divided along ethnic lines, particularly among the Hausa in the north, the Yoruba in the west, and the Igbo in the east (who had attempted to secede and establish an independent state of Biafra). These divisions, along with endemic corruption, had doomed Nigeria’s first attempt at democracy after its independence in 1960. Now the Nigerian people were tired of the military’s venality, which was reaching scandalous proportions as oil wealth began gushing into government coffers.
In Nigeria, I encountered pervasive greed, incompetence, and waste as the get-rich-quick mentality filtered down to the lowest levels of government. But I also met journalists who were defying the country’s generals to press for a return to civilian rule and academics who were reimagining the country’s future. I met women in the markets who were natural entrepreneurs and saw students who demanded a political voice. For the first time in my life, I witnessed on a daily basis unimaginable poverty and squalor alongside uplifting resilience and hope.
Each country taught me something new about why countries develop or stagnate, about why democracies flourish or fail. I was hooked.
Democracy Under Siege
I am still learning today. After writing my doctoral dissertation on Nigeria’s failed first attempt at democracy in the 1960s, I spent a year as a Fulbright fellow in Nigeria, witnessing the failure of its Second Republic. Soon thereafter, I wound up back at Stanford and the Hoover Institution. Over the past three decades there, I have explored the ways democracies can survive and succeed—and how they can falter and fall.
I have worked with democratic dissidents from Cuba, Vietnam, and Egypt. I have supported human rights activists from North Korea, China, Russia, and Zimbabwe. I have advised political transitions in Iraq and Yemen. I have lectured in the midst of transitions in South Africa, Kenya, Tunisia, and Ukraine. I have tried to help democrats from Nigeria, Burma, and Venezuela devise strategies to shake off authoritarian rule. I have worked with politicians and civic leaders trying to improve democracy in Mongolia, Ghana, and Taiwan. These brave people have become not simply my teachers but my friends.
Late in a lifetime spent studying and promoting democracy, I would like to be able to say that things are heading in the right direction. They are not.
And that is why I have felt the need for this book. Trump’s election made me start thinking about a book that offers a comprehensive—and urgent—assessment of the rising danger to democracy in the United States and around the world. After three decades in which democracy was spreading and another in which it was stagnating and slowly eroding, we are now witnessing a global retreat from freedom.
In every region of the world, autocrats are seizing the initiative, democrats are on the defensive, and the space for competitive politics and free expression is shrinking. Established democracies are becoming more polarized, intolerant, and dysfunctional. Emerging democracies are facing relentless scandals, sweeping citizen disaffection, and existential threats to their survival. From Turkey and Hungary to the Philippines, wily autocrats are destroying constitutional checks and balances. And with the global winds blowing their way, authoritarian leaders are becoming more nakedly dictatorial.
These unfavorable gusts are not simply the exhaust fumes of decaying democracies. They are blowing hard from the two leading centers of global authoritarianism, Russia and China. And if the United States does not reclaim its traditional place as the keystone of democracy, Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, and their admirers may turn autocracy into the driving force of the new century.
Many other analyses are missing this crucial point. The extraordinary progress of democracy from the mid-1970s to the early 2000s was a global phenomenon, heavily facilitated by the strength, idealism, and energetic support of the United States and Western Europe. The gathering retreat of freedom is also a global phenomenon, driven this time from Moscow and Beijing. A reviving autocracy and an emerging Communist superpower are investing heavily—and often effectively— in efforts to promote disinformation and covertly subvert democratic norms and institutions. Their increasingly brazen challenge demands a vigorous global response: a reassertion of global democratic leadership, rooted in Washington’s renewed understanding of its far-reaching responsibilities, and a new worldwide campaign to promote democratic values, media, and civic institutions.
Part of that, I argue, must involve a serious attack on the soft underbelly of these autocracies: kleptocracy. The money being looted from public coffers in corrupt autocracies is not only sustaining abusive rulers; it is also being laundered into the banking and property systems of the world’s democracies, corroding our own rule of law and undermining our will to confront the spread of despotism. We can be the kleptocrats’ foes or their bankers, but not both. By fighting kleptocracy and money laundering, we can help reverse authoritarian trends both at home and abroad.
But as the old saying goes, you can’t beat something with nothing. We cannot defend and renew free government around the world unless we do so at home. Stopping the desecration of democratic norms and institutions by Donald Trump (and budding autocrats elsewhere) is vital but insufficient. The decline of American democracy did not begin with Trump, and it will not end with his departure from the White House. Our republic’s sickness has its roots in decades of rising political polarization that has turned our two parties into something akin to warring tribes, willing to skirt bedrock principles of fairness and inclusion for pure partisan advantage. America’s constitutional order has long been scarred by racism, deep injustices in our criminal justice system, and the soft corruption of our systems of lobbying and campaign finance. Now these deep-rooted problems are quickening in a society that has forgotten the purpose of civic education and is increasingly in thrall to social media, which privileges the profits of sensationalism and groupthink above the prophets of facts and evidence-based debate.
None of this is a cry of despair; all of it is a call to arms. As I explain in this book’s final chapters, it doesn’t have to go on like this. Promising and viable reforms are available. We can improve, empower, and heal our democracy—and much can be done even while Trump is in power. We can change this. We—democratic societies—must change this. But this effort starts with each of us as an individual.
The Power of the Powerless
In 1978, the Czech playwright Václav Havel—who would go on to become the first president of post-Communist Czechoslovakia—wrote one of the most important dissident treatises ever published. In “The Power of the Powerless,” Havel insisted that the oppressed have the power to overcome their powerlessness by “living within truth” and refusing to bend to the will and lies of dictatorship. His key theme is individual responsibility and the ability of citizens, through daily acts of defiance, to make a difference even under tyrannical rule.
In four decades of studying democracy, there is no maxim of which I have become more convinced than this: individuals can determine the fate of democracy. “It is from numberless diverse acts of courage and belief that human history is shaped,” said Senator Robert F. Kennedy in a moving 1966 address to South African students at the University of Cape Town, in the heyday of that country’s apartheid tyranny. At the time, those words became my conviction. After many decades of research and experience, they have become my conclusion. And sometimes, I have found, people in new democracies like today’s South Africa may remember RFK’s lesson better than the often comfortable, complacent, or even self-pitying citizens of older republics, who have forgotten how quickly liberty can die.
Eager to think of itself as a science, the academic study of politics these days is often dismissive of the role that leaders play in shaping political outcomes. But it is not abstract economic or social forces that bring about democracy or make it work. It is individuals—ordinary and extraordinary citizens—who stake claims, shape programs, form organizations, forge strategies, and move people.
Making a difference involves risk and sacrifice. And when liberty is on the line, the risks may be daunting and the sacrifice may be mortal. But across the continents and the decades, what has most inspired me has been the willingness of people—in the end, just people, like you and me—to risk everything they have in the fight for freedom.
Today, in the United States, it is our turn. And the fate of global democracy rests on all our shoulders.
TWO
WHY DEMOCRACIES SUCCEED AND FAIL
Nothing is more fertile in prodigies than the art of being free; but there is nothing more arduous than the apprenticeship of liberty.
—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, Democracy in America1
For the past three decades, I have taught a college course that asks a simple question: What makes for a stable democracy? That is not merely the logical starting question for this book; since Aristotle, it is a subject that has seized political philosophers and social scientists. Democracy does not always work; from the French Revolution of 1789 to the Arab Spring uprisings of 2011, history is littered with the corpses of revolutions for freedom that turned sour, fell apart, or descended into tyranny.
My students have often teased me about the complexity of a diagram that I introduce early in the course and keep coming back to. It looks like a really badly designed urban-transit system, with connections from many directions to the ultimate destination, which is labeled “Stable Liberal Democracy.” A lot of factors shape the odds that democracy will survive. How prosperous is the country? Is it saddled with massive inequality in wealth or income? Does it have strong independent media and robust civic organizations embedded between the family and the state? Do its party system and political norms promote compromise and toleration? Is its rule of law strong enough to protect citizens’ rights and check a leader who might be tempted to abuse power?
In this chapter, I’ll try to distill forty years of learning and that Rube Goldberg contraption of a causal diagram. But it all boils down to this. At the far right side of the diagram, just before “Stable Democracy,” is a box that says “Legitimacy.” Almost every other factor in the chart passes through this station before it affects democracy, for good or ill. Ultimately, what sustains democracy is a deep and unconditional belief in its legitimacy. Unless a country’s people and politicians are unconditionally committed to democracy as the best form of government—one worth obeying and defending even when their preferred parties, candidates, and policies lose out—democracy will rest on tenuous footing.2 Then, any crisis could topple it.
For people to believe in democracy, they must believe that it can work in the long run to solve their problems: to raise living standards, manage conflict, and create a better society. They have to see that their system really is democratic, providing free and fair elections with a rule of law that maintains order and protects citizens’ rights. So just before “Legitimacy” comes another box, “Performance,” which covers both economic and political performance. To be stable over time, a democracy must give all groups a stake in the system by producing, maintaining, and broadly distributing prosperity. And to do that, a democracy needs a capable, professional state that can implement decisions, deliver development, and maintain order. To bring progress fairly and effectively, a democracy must restrain the most toxic and alienating element of rotten performance: corruption. We call the capacity to do all this good governance.
If a democracy can earn people’s faith through good governance, it will survive. If it cannot, it’s in trouble. A broader culture of democracy—emphasizing tolerance, flexibility, and moderation—helps manage conflict and promote good governance. These so-called democratic norms thrive amid economic development, limited inequality, high levels of education, and a vibrant civil society. Institutional designs—ways to choose and constrain leaders, elect legislatures, and monitor government performance—can also affect how well and honestly government works. But in the end, it all comes back to legitimacy.
Beliefs about the legitimacy of democracy are not shaped just by what happens inside a country. In every era, they are shaped by the outside world, by international influences, foreign actors, and trends in global power. When a democracy dies, it is rarely a simple case of suicide; such deaths often carry a strong whiff of homicide, in which those who want to kill off democracy from the inside are aided and abetted by foes of democracy on the outside.
That’s a lifetime of study in a nutshell. In what follows, I’ll try to open up that shell a bit.
What Is Democracy?
First things first: What exactly is democracy? And how can we distinguish it from its pale and cynical imitations?
In its most minimal form, democracy is a system of government in which the people can choose and replace their leaders in regular, free, and fair elections. That may not sound like a lot to citizens of long established democracies, but it requires many complicated elements. To be free, elections must be open to competition from different parties and candidates, as well as to the participation—at least through voting—of all citizens.
In America, this took centuries. Every year, I ask my first-year class, “When did the United States become a democracy?” Was it in 1776, when we threw off the tyranny of King George III? Or 1789, when we finally adopted the workable federal constitution that remains in place (with surprisingly few amendments) to this day? Or 1865, with the ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery? Or 1920, when the Nineteenth Amendment gave American women the right to vote?
At some point, someone always volunteers the right answer: 1965. That was the year the United States passed the Voting Rights Act, prohibiting racial discrimination in voting and ending the sordid practices that southern states had used for a century to keep African Americans from exercising their democratic rights. Only in 1968 could an American presidential election plausibly be, for the first time, called free and fair.
Democracy also requires the freedom to vote and run for office, including running vigorous, energetic campaigns. But these liberties can be partial or illusory. Egyptians used to tell a joke about life under their longtime dictator, Hosni Mubarak: “There’s freedom of speech. There’s just no freedom after speech.”
Russia’s strongman, Vladimir Putin, always allows some opposition presidential candidates to surface in Russian elections, as did Mubarak toward the end of his twenty-nine-year reign. But the outcome is never in doubt: in Putin’s type of “electoral autocracy,” the serious alternatives to the entrenched ruler are disqualified, arrested, denounced by the state-controlled media, or otherwise confronted with such massive handicaps that any “election” becomes a farce.
If you look today at countries such as Hungary, Turkey, and Tanzania, you can find systems that look a little more like democracy. In their elections, opposition parties can campaign widely and may even win a lot of seats in parliament; challengers can criticize the ruling party without being locked up (though even that freedom has been dwindling in Turkey and Tanzania). But it’s not a fair contest. The ruling party controls most of the media that matter. It has browbeaten business owners into supporting it if they want to stay in business. It has rigged the electoral rules and districts to ensure that it retains power even if it fails to win a majority of the vote. And it uses its control over other levers of power—like the judiciary and the security apparatus—to ensure that no accidents happen on the road to reelection.3
No wonder the playwright Tom Stoppard has one of his characters remark, “It’s not the voting that’s democracy, it’s the counting.” Democracy requires elections that are genuinely free and fair, and those are possible only in a country with a significant degree of freedom to speak, organize, monitor, and move about.
But democracy is more than just the ability to choose one’s leaders. What we usually think of as full-fledged democracy is what political scientists call liberal democracy, which entails much more than just voting. It means strong protections for basic liberties, such as freedom of the press, association, assembly, belief, and religion; the fair treatment of racial and cultural minorities; a robust rule of law, in which all citizens are equal under the law and no one is above it; an independent judiciary to uphold that principle; trustworthy law-enforcement institutions to pursue it; other institutions to check the potential for high government officials to behave corruptly; and a lively civil society, made up of independent associations, social movements, universities, and publications, which together enable citizens to lobby for their interests and limit government power.
These elements constitute something closer to the full political package of a good democracy. And that is the kind of democracy that people want to keep.
The Imperative of Good Governance
Early in my career, when I began to look closely at the instability that plagued many emerging democracies, I noticed something striking. Failing democracies were invariably illiberal, “low-grade” democracies, with bad governance. If they had once been fully realized, rights-protecting liberal democracies, they had stopped being liberal before they started to fail. These crumbling democracies were either shallow and shaky from the start, like Russia in the 1990s or Nigeria in the early 1980s, or they had steadily declined in quality before they descended into authoritarianism, like Venezuela in the 1990s or Hungary today.
No liberal democracy has ever just suddenly had a heart attack and died. Its arteries of freedom, the rule of law, and the balance of power had started clogging noticeably well before the end. And it didn’t take the political scientist’s version of a cholesterol test or an EKG to spot the emerging symptoms.
Some of the most frequent warning signs of a democracy’s decline are easy enough to spot: endemic corruption, recurrent high-profile scandals over graft, power-abusing presidents, and governments that cannot deliver jobs, rising incomes, lower crime rates, or such basic services as electricity, water, roads, and decent schools. In such waning democracies, when things went bad, government seemed to grind to a halt. Politicians were so busy scrambling after the remaining spoils of power or demonizing their opponents that little in the public interest was accomplished.
That is what I saw in Nigeria in 1983 as the Second Republic—which began amid so much hope and goodwill in 1979 after years of autocratic misrule—gasped its way toward its bruising first electoral test. Nothing was getting done. A country in the midst of an oil boom could not build more than the hollow shells of hospitals, schools, or other public infrastructure; politically connected contractors were absconding with the funds after making a mere gesture of effort. Highways were left pitted with craters, fields without irrigation, towns without pipe-borne water—all while the cranes and bulldozers, the water pumps and pipes, stood abandoned by the side of the road. Students found themselves without promised scholarship money; soldiers and civil servants waited months for salaries that were being pilfered by higher-ups.
Meanwhile, as public money leached out to pay government “ghost” workers and fake contracts, the guilty were brazenly burning down government buildings to cover up their corruption. Rice—a food staple—became scarce as top politicians hoarded it for profit. Graft-driven shortages left the gas pumps dry, stranding taxis and trucks, and forcing middle-class drivers to inch forward for hours in long lines amid merciless heat.
Nigerians told me that they were looking to the August 1983 elections as a kind of last chance to rescue their system from the paralyzing plunder. But the ruling party stole that chance, through flagrant electoral fraud. The system was no longer really democratic, and I could sense calamity coming. I knew what my university students in Kano (northern Nigeria’s largest city) were thinking, and a preelection survey I had done in the state showed massive citizen disenchantment.
After the election, students marched in the streets with signs calling for the military to return. Perhaps because Nigeria’s Second Republic had begun amid such wealth and optimism, the public disillusionment was particularly bitter. But this is what democratic failure often looks like: governance is bad, the economy sags, order implodes, people lose faith, and the system limps along until it is pushed over by the military, extremist militants, or the ruler himself.
Tragically, bad governance often goes hand in hand with the manipulation of ethnic and religious differences. If parties and politicians are going to grab the gold that comes with power and then not deliver much in return, how can they recruit support from their unhappy citizens? The answer—with stunning consistency across regions and cultures—is that they rely on extended family ties. These are not immediate blood relations but a kinship of shared ethnic identity, based on language, race, religion, or some notion of common ancestry.4 Instead of boosting the entire society, corrupt politicians deliver patronage to their cronies and their ethnic kin. That can mean government contracts at inflated prices; government jobs for unqualified supporters; and all manner of other payments, kickbacks, and preferences.
This is the game of patronage politics on steroids. Such systems are not only a huge drag on economic development but also a formula for political instability—breeding ethnic conflict, political polarization, and pervasive citizen disgust. Once ordinary people see that the political class is grabbing public wealth and advantage at every turn, they ask, Why not me? And if they can’t get it through politics, they will get it through crime.
Moreover, unless you are a small, oil-rich kingdom, there is never enough public wealth to go around. So illicit activity of all kinds circles around politics in chronically corrupt states: drug trafficking, sex trafficking, kidnapping, smuggling, organized crime, money laundering. Just look at Mexico or Russia: the criminals in government and those outside it can become not only similar but inseparable.
When this kind of predatory system reaches its kleptocratic nadir, democracy is long gone, replaced by a dictatorship fueled by greed. But even if things do not get quite this dire, democracies can be left quite corrupt and riddled with patronage politics. And it is these low-grade democracies—whose logic is loot first and worry about the public later—that are most vulnerable and prone to fail.
With pervasive corruption comes a host of other ills. In such graft-ridden countries as Pakistan, Kenya, Guatemala, and Ukraine, the rule of law becomes anemic as the judiciary becomes corrupted. Without a justice system worthy of the name, citizens are left at the mercy of predatory police officers, landlords, mafias, and soldiers. Minorities, women, and the poor are prone to being targeted for abuse. The consequences for democracy are grim: a hollowed-out state that can’t deliver much; chronic ethnic conflict and violence; and a poverty trap in which the country can’t take off economically because few will invest in such a void of accountability, transparency, and the rule of law.
Over the years, I have found that the greatest damage to democracy is done where it is least visible: in the culture. When democracy withers, it often has a lot to do with what citizens think, believe, and value. Pervasive greed, opportunism, and corruption shatter trust not only in government but in our fellow citizens as well. Society then fragments as the poor cling to their local power brokers and try to capture the crumbs that fall from their political tables. No one expects that anyone else will behave honestly, so nearly everyone demands or pays bribes, buys or sells votes, and watches their backs.
In the 1990s, the Harvard political scientist Robert Putnam brilliantly captured this phenomenon in a classic work that explained why the southern part of Italy was so much poorer and less well governed than the country’s north.5 The root cause of the disparity, he found, was a dearth of social capital—the “trust, norms, and networks” that enable people to cooperate as equals to improve their community and their individual circumstances. When a democracy is on the right track, becoming what Putnam calls a “civic community,” people trust one another and form all manner of associations to combine in pursuit of larger ends. The culture of civic engagement and the practice of responsible governance then reinforce each other in a virtuous circle. Development proceeds, and democracy thrives.
This is the kind of society that Alexis de Tocqueville famously found and celebrated in his monumental nineteenth-century study Democracy in America. In such a civic community, people may disagree about politics and diverge over faith and culture, but they show mutual respect and tolerate their differences. Disputes are eased by citizens’ common attachment to their country, constitution, and laws. Entrepreneurs invest, workers produce, and parties compromise. Citizens pay their taxes, obey the laws, and respect the political system because it works, by and large, for the common good.
On the other hand, in a predatory system—one like Nigeria’s Second Republic, Haiti under the Duvaliers, or Cambodia under Hun Sen today—institutions exist but do not function. Legislators do not deliberate, judges do not adjudicate, and citizens do not participate. The police do not protect innocents, and the state does not deliver services. Every transaction is twisted to immediate advantage. No one has confidence in the future or their fellow citizens.
To lose in an election in such an unhappy country is to risk permanent disempowerment and destitution. Add in the deliberate mobilization of ethnic or religious grievance, and elections become “do or die” affairs in places such as Kenya, Nigeria, and Bangladesh. Defeat can mean not just an electoral setback but indefinite subordination to the ruling group.
While the extreme form of predatory society has taken shape in some severely repressive and failed states—countries like Congo, Somalia, Sudan, Zimbabwe, Iraq, Afghanistan, Burma, Haiti, and Turkmenistan—a lesser form is common in struggling democracies. Look at any measure of corruption, such as Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index, and you will find a pattern. The least corrupt countries, with the exception of Singapore, are the prosperous liberal democracies of the West, which have been highly stable (at least until now). The Scandinavian countries top the list, followed by the rest of northern Europe, New Zealand, Australia, and Canada, with the United States trailing behind, just ahead of Ireland and Japan.6 Then comes a mix of more recently established democracies from southern Europe, Eastern Europe, Asia, and Latin America, along with some authoritarian regimes.
Down below the midpoint among the 176 countries surveyed, the lights start blinking. This is where we find many autocracies, as well as countries that have endured repeated democratic failure and instability, such as Argentina and Sri Lanka (tied for the rank of 95), the Philippines and Thailand (tied at 101), Pakistan and Tanzania (116), Ukraine and Nepal (131), and Venezuela (166).
High levels of corruption are not only a cause of democratic failure but an effect of decadent institutions. Thus the path to controlling corruption—through robust accountability, the rule of law, and a vigorous civil society—is also the path to sustainable democracy.
The Formula for Success
That gives us a picture of what makes democracies fail. So what makes them succeed? Over the long haul, we have learned, democracies need a strategy for restraining the most destructive flaw in human nature: our greed for power and wealth. Without such a formula, a society’s most cunning and ambitious people will find ways to parlay small advantages into ever larger ones, build monopolies, and exploit the less fortunate. Then inequality will become entrenched, corruption will become a way of life, and society will sink into a vicious cycle of cynicism, distrust, and domination of the weak by the strong.
Those worried about the health of democracy today will naturally want to know what the formula is. The design of a constitution can make a big difference. So can effective state and political institutions, including the judicial system, independent agencies that control abuses of power, and civilian control over the military and police. It also helps a lot if a society is prosperous and limits economic inequality. The more liberal democracies are, the stronger and more resilient they are too.
But sustaining democracy begins and ends with culture. If people believe in democracy and are willing to defend it as a way of life, the level of economic development and the precise design of institutions matter a lot less. But if democracy lacks this kind of broad support, it will always be a fragile reed.
So what is the culture of democracy? How do we build it and keep it strong?
The paramount component is democratic legitimacy—the resilient and broadly shared belief that democracy is better than any other imaginable form of government. People must commit to democracy come hell or high water, and stick with it even when the economy tanks, incomes plunge, or politicians misbehave.
As the great social scientists Seymour Martin Lipset and Dankwart Rustow noted decades ago, that democratic commitment usually begins pragmatically: politicians choose democracy as a way to manage their differences, and citizens accept it because it gradually gives them better lives (and not just freer ones).7 But eventually, this belief has to sink deeply into people’s hearts and minds, so that it no longer depends on an answer to the question “So what have you done for me lately?” Usually, this sort of profound belief in democratic legitimacy results from long experience, from years in which a democratic system manifestly succeeds in maintaining order and improving living standards. Think of the United States, Britain, and Canada over many decades before the Great Depression, or of Germany and Japan in the decades after World War II.
My fellow democracy scholars call this widely shared and unconditional commitment to a constitution and its norms democratic consolidation. The problem is that it’s hard to know whether democratic commitments are solid or fair-weather until the political climate gets bad—a challenge we are witnessing today as the winds of authoritarianism and nativism whip again through Europe and the United States.
Moreover, advanced democracies face a newer challenge. For a long time, most of us assumed that consolidation was a one-way street; unless an asteroid hit the United States, we could be confident that democracy would endure. But what happens when the performance of the system suffers more than a temporary shock—when incomes for a large swath of the working and middle class stagnate for years or even decades, and when people no longer believe that their children’s lives will be better than theirs? That is the situation now in the United States, where by 2016 the median household income had recovered, after the financial collapse of 2008, only to its 1999 level.8 As wages for lower- and middle-income families decline or stagnate, significantly “fewer Americans are growing up to be better off than their parents,” with rural areas in the steepest decline, as a Brookings Institution study has noted.9 People who see their incomes and status slipping can be particularly susceptible to demagogic appeals that threaten democracy.
A deep and wide belief in democratic legitimacy can immunize the public against the siren songs of authoritarian populists in difficult times. It smooths the way to political compromise and prevents democracy from veering toward polarization and deadlock. It can inspire politicians to put the defense of democracy ahead of immediate partisan or personal advantage if an elected strongman starts to mess with the rules of the democratic game. And finally, it tends to draw ordinary citizens into more measured positions and more civil behavior.
Democratic legitimacy is a master norm that implies many others. A culture of democracy is also a culture of intellectual and political flexibility. Politicians and civic advocates may have strong ideologies and quarreling agendas, but the bulk of them must be open to evidence and reason and willing to bargain and compromise. Democracy requires trust in the decency and benevolence of other citizens, tolerance for different points of view, and thus a bit of modesty and doubt about one’s own political stances. Intellectual openness promotes tolerance, as the late China scholar Lucian Pye once put it, by embracing “the idea that no one has a monopoly on absolute truth and that there can be no single, correct answer to public policy issues.”10 In turn, political tolerance requires social tolerance, because democratic governance must reconcile not only divergent policy preferences but also the claims and sensitivities of different classes and identity groups.
A culture of democracy is also a culture of moderation. Democracy can’t function when politics is dominated by opposing camps of “true believers” who view compromise as betrayal and dismiss discordant evidence as fake. Democracy also requires a tone of civility and mutual respect. When contending politicians and activists vilify one another as evil and immoral, the rules of the democratic game can get stretched surprisingly quickly—often even to the point of violence, which is toxic to democratic stability. After all, how could you compromise with evil, accept its legislative victories, or—God forbid—let it assume power?
So all these norms are crucial to democracy: legitimacy, tolerance, and trust; moderation, flexibility, and compromise; civility, mutual respect, and restraint. Alongside them goes one more: a disposition toward authority that is, as my late Stanford colleague Alex Inkeles put it, neither “blindly submissive” nor “hostilely rejecting” but rather “responsible . . . even though always watchful.”11 If people are cynical about authority, government cannot win their cooperation and respect, resulting in political polarization and government deadlock—thereby further alienating citizens and driving them to defect from the democratic rules. But the opposite syndrome is also bad for democracy: a slavish deference to authority and a willingness to surrender one’s freedoms to some movement that promises to magically deliver society from all its woes.
The great social-democratic philosopher Sidney Hook, writing in the era of Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini, eloquently captured this insight in a way that anticipated the rise of modern autocrats like Putin, Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, and Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey. Working democracy, he wrote, requires “an intelligent distrust of its leadership,” including a hardy skepticism “of all demands for the enlargement of power, and an emphasis upon critical method in every phase of education and social life.” He added, “Where skepticism is replaced by uncritical enthusiasm and the many-faceted deifications which our complex society makes possible, a fertile soil for dictatorship has been prepared.”12
In a healthy democracy, intelligent skepticism on the part of the public is accompanied by prudent self-restraint on the part of political leaders. The Harvard political scientists Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt call this forbearance—the avoidance of “actions that, while respecting the letter of the law, obviously violate its spirit.”13 If the spirit of democracy is tolerance, trust, and compromise, then forbearance is the regulator valve that insulates these norms from political pressure. Forbearance keeps politicians from using every measure of their legal authority (and some that skirt it) to crush the other side in a quest for permanent political victory.
The most influential academic study of the transition to democracy, by the late Argentine political scientist Guillermo O’Donnell and my former Stanford colleague Philippe Schmitter, makes a similar point. Most often, replacing a dictatorship with a democracy requires a negotiated compromise in which bitter political rivals guarantee each other’s vital interests and agree not to push their own agendas to the hilt. The democrats say to the autocrats, in essence, Just leave power and we won’t prosecute you. The left says to the right, Allow a free and fair election and if we win, we’ll respect your property rights. And South Africa’s apartheid rulers said to the country’s black majority, Give us some constitutional protections for our wealth and rights, promise to abjure revenge, and we’ll grant you democracy.14
The problem for new democracies is that this mutual restraint may be merely tactical, honored only until such time as one side can win enough power to obliterate the other. Old democracies face the inverse problem: as the memory of tyranny fades, people tend to take democracy for granted. They lose sight of democracy’s fragility, become complacent about its norms, and carelessly cross the line into incivility, intolerance, and power grabbing.
When an old democracy loses track of what made it great, ruling parties refuse to listen to their opposition or compromise with it. Opposition parties retaliate with obstruction and government shutdowns. Hyperpartisanship intensifies, and the fabric of trust and mutual respect wears thin. This is the path to democratic dysfunction and crisis. And it is the path that the United States is now on.
The Social Conditions for Democracy
Many scholars once thought that much of the non-Western world was doomed to despotism, arguing that, say, Asian or Muslim countries lacked the liberal Enlightenment values often linked to a culture of democratic compromise and toleration. But even setting aside those hidebound assumptions about societies in the Middle East and Asia, time and more recent scholarship have shown that cultures do change, as a result of social and economic conditions that can enable a democratic culture to emerge and take root. Democracy is hardly just for the West. (Remember, the world’s largest democracy is India, with some 1.3 billion people, followed by the United States and then Indonesia, a Muslim-majority country of over 260 million.)
Political scientists know quite a bit about the conditions that make democracy more likely to thrive. One key condition is wealth, but not just any form of it. When countries rely on oil or other mineral wealth, the riches are usually controlled, skimmed, and squandered by a narrow elite running a corrupt state. In Saudi Arabia, Iran, Russia, and other oil-rich autocracies, this generates severe economic inequality, stunts free enterprise, and swells the state’s repressive apparatus. This is hardly a formula for tolerance, trust, and peaceful competition for power.
On the other hand, when countries become wealthy through the gradual expansion of private enterprise, small businesses, and the rule of law, a far healthier dynamic takes hold. Income and wealth are more fairly distributed. Levels of education and knowledge steadily rise. Social capital grows alongside financial capital. The landscape becomes thick with professional associations, interest groups, unions, cultural organizations, anticorruption watchdogs, mass media, and universities. Under such conditions, these different groups may clash, even intensely, over policies, but they will respect one another’s right to exist.
When most of society belongs to the middle class or a reasonably secure and improving working class, politics takes on a different hue. Then, as Lipset noted decades ago, even the lower classes can afford to approach politics with greater flexibility and a longer time horizon, seeking gradual reform instead of revolutionary change.15
Education is particularly key here. When people are educated at least through high school, it broadens their outlook on life. They become more tolerant of differences and nuances. This inclines them to become more active, informed, and rational citizens, and thus restrains them from being seduced by extremists. (Increasingly, though, in wealthy countries like the United States, college seems to be the educational threshold that brings these benefits.)
After all, it is a lot harder to be politically tolerant and patient when you don’t have a job, don’t know where your next meal is coming from, or live in dread of losing your grip on your rung of the economic ladder. Sinking status breeds bitter resentment. Desperate poverty breeds desperate politics.
All this explains why countries become more primed for democratic change—and more likely to make it stick—as they become richer and better educated. In his classic 1991 work The Third Wave, Samuel P. Huntington identified a per capita income “zone of transition”—roughly about $3,500 to $14,000 in today’s nominal dollars—in which democratic transformations tend to occur.16 The higher countries are in that zone (or even above it), the more likely they are to sustain democracy. Most of the durable democratic transitions of the past few decades—such as Greece and Spain, Brazil and Chile, South Korea and Taiwan, Poland and South Africa—occurred in this zone.
Yet poverty does not preclude democratic progress. A sizable minority of poor countries (including nations in the world’s poorest region, Africa) are democracies, although they tend to be of lower quality. Citizens in poor countries—especially those in Africa—often express strong commitments not just to democracy but to the liberal values of pluralism. And the prosperous and well educated are not always democracy’s most dedicated defenders.
Several developing countries, including Botswana, have also managed to launch and sustain democracy at a fairly low level of per capita income—but they overcame the odds because their wealth was better distributed and the values of tolerance and pluralism were well entrenched. In Botswana, which had been a colonial backwater, traditional norms constrained the ability of chiefs to amass oppressive wealth and power, and after the country won its independence, its government pursued a pragmatic policy of state-led capitalist development that distributed benefits all around.17
Still, as democracy has spread to all corners of the globe, its success has remained strongly related to economic prosperity. Consider the United Nations’ broader measure of development, the Human Development Index, which measures not only per capita income but also life expectancy and educational levels. By this U.N. yardstick, twenty-four of the world’s twenty-five richest countries are democracies (with tiny, wealthy Singapore the lone autocratic exception). With virtually every step down the ladder of development, the percentage of democracies declines. Among the world’s poorer countries, only 40 percent are democracies—and mostly low-grade ones. Among the eleven poorest of all countries, only two are democracies.
Ethnic divisions can also make it harder for democracy to take root. When a society is deeply divided along largely binary identity lines—secular vs. religious, Christian vs. Muslim, Sunni vs. Shia, white vs. black, Kikuyu vs. Luo, Sinhalese vs. Tamil—democracy is sorely strained. Deep ethnic divisions need not doom a country to authoritarianism or civil war, but democracies in such societies as India, Nigeria, and Iraq require well-designed constitutional systems to give each group a stake in power and a feeling of worth and security.
Getting the Institutions Right
For all the importance of these underlying conditions, countries are not captives of their histories and social inheritances. Their ability to become democratic depends on what political and societal leaders do with the power they gain—in particular, with how they design and operate the political institutions of democracy. Will they choose presidential or parliamentary government? Will they empower or constrain executives? How will members of parliament be elected? How will the government be monitored, the constitution defended, and the rule of law upheld?
My fellow political scientists have argued for decades about which setups work best, with many of our quarrels centering around the merits of presidential vs. parliamentary systems of government. Understanding the gist of these debates helps explain the strengths of democracies worldwide—and their vulnerabilities too.
The bulk of democracy experts tend to favor parliamentary rule, along the lines of Britain or Germany, for several reasons.18 A parliamentary system—in which control of government goes to the party or coalition with the most seats in the elected legislature—avoids the problems of American-style divided government, which can face paralyzing deadlock if one party controls the presidency but not the Congress. In a parliamentary system, a prime minister generally needs majority support in parliament to form a government; if she cannot get it solely from her own party, she needs to form a coalition; and if the coalition cracks, her government falls, requiring either a new coalition or new elections.
Democracy experts like the efficiency and elegance here. Such a system may strike many Americans as less stable than our familiar fixed terms for our presidents, but the parliamentary model actually offers greater flexibility in overcoming crises, better prospects for passing legislation, and an easier path to succession if the head of government should die or disgrace the constitution.
Many developing countries—first in Latin America, then in Africa and Asia—have tried to imitate the American presidential system. But the U.S. model has another major drawback: the presidency offers a more direct path to autocracy. The chief executive gets a guaranteed period in office and wide discretion to make appointments, issue orders, and oversee the security forces. No wonder many budding autocrats—most recently, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey—have finished their demolition of democracy by transforming their constitutions from parliamentary systems to presidential ones.
Still, abuse of power is not limited to presidents. Plenty of prime ministers have gored their own parliamentary democracies, including Indira Gandhi of India, who declared emergency rule in 1975, and, more recently, Sheikh Hasina of Bangladesh, who had trampled on constitutional norms so thoroughly by 2014 that the opposition party boycotted that year’s election, giving her even freer rein to oppress her critics.
Well-designed institutions can make a difference in several other realms. One is ensuring that the electoral system is well run and widely seen as fair. This has been a key factor in the mounting dysfunction of democracy in the United States, where our system has handed the presidency to two clear losers of the popular vote since just 2000, and where partisan elected secretaries of state administer elections in most states.
A second major problem area has to do with electing members of a legislature. In the United States, most members of Congress are elected through a system that scholars call first past the post. Only one person is elected per district, and whoever gets the most votes wins, whether he claimed a majority or not. This system, inherited from the British, seems natural to Americans. But it is no longer the way that most democracies elect their parliaments, and fortunately, as we will see, it is beginning to be challenged and replaced in some American cities and states.
Many democracies have found an appealing alternative: using some version of proportional representation, a system that elects legislatures not from single-member districts but from multimember districts of varying size. (In a few countries, like Israel and the Netherlands, the entire country is a single district.) Each party then receives a share of seats proportional to its share of the overall popular vote. (Citizens in such systems typically vote for a party list rather than just one candidate, and if, say, the Republican Party gets 53 percent of the national vote, it gets about 53 percent of the seats in the legislature.) Such systems do a significantly better job of representing their citizens’ preferences, making every vote count, including those of women and minorities, and encouraging people to cast their ballots.
But proportional representation’s strength is also its weakness: by enabling lots of parties to win at least a few seats in parliament (usually if they clear a minimum threshold of between 2 and 5 percent of the vote), this system can fragment the legislature and enable more extreme forces to enter. If the local Communist Party gets 4 percent of the popular vote, it shows up in the legislature. That was the curse of democracy in Weimar Germany in the late 1920s. Because of an extreme form of proportional representation, the German Reichstag was divided among many parties, crossing the whole political spectrum. As Germany’s economic and social crisis deepened in the next decade, the parties that gained the most were the Communists on the far left and the Nazis on the far right, making it harder and harder to form a government without one of them—with unspeakably tragic consequences.
After World War II, when grieving German democrats redesigned their system, they required parties to win at least 5 percent of the vote to enter parliament. For seventy years, that kept extremists out of the postwar parliament, the Bundestag. But in 2017, amid an anti-immigration backlash, the far-right Alternative for Germany unexpectedly won nearly 13 percent of the vote and became the third-largest party in parliament. That would not have happened in a first-past-the-post system.
Since both proportional representation and first-past-the-post systems have serious flaws, experts have looked for another way. The most promising alternative is known as ranked-choice voting, and it has been used for a century to elect Australia’s lower house of parliament. Under this system, a candidate in a single-member district must get a majority of the vote (or nearly so) to win. But instead of voting for just one candidate, people rank their choices—giving candidates a one, two, three, and so on. If no one wins a majority of the first-preference votes, the candidate with the lowest number of votes is eliminated, and those ballots are then recast for those voters’ second choices. This process continues in an “instant runoff” until someone wins a majority (or the largest vote in the last round).
I like this system a lot—and so does a growing array of democracy scholars and reformers. Ranked-choice voting, we are finding, encourages moderation, coalition building, and civility in political life. Where districts are competitive, candidates can no longer just appeal to a narrow base to win: they have to craft broader messages to attract the second- and even third-choice votes of people who did not rank them first. This dynamic makes it much more difficult for an extremist or single-issue grievance candidate to win. And it could help remedy much of what ails American democracy.
Restraints on Power
Even if your democracy has figured out a voting system that works for it, it will face another challenge: How can your political institutions constrain politicians from amassing wealth and abusing power? A strong liberal democracy needs robust checks and balances. The American Constitution was designed, in James Madison’s famous words, to make “ambition counteract ambition” by giving each of the three branches of the U.S. government “a will of its own.”19
But experience has shown that having an independent judiciary and legislature is not enough to ensure good government. Liberal democracy requires a network of other institutions to disperse and check political power. During the twentieth century, new independent agencies arose to monitor the government and perform sensitive functions of regulation and oversight: central banks, electoral commissions, audit agencies to examine government accounts, and specialized bodies to regulate finance, telecommunications, and public health.
The United States created many federal regulatory agencies to prevent monopoly practices and protect the public interest. Oddly, though, it never established something that other liberal democracies now routinely have: strong agencies with national authority to administer elections and investigate corruption in the executive branch and the legislature. As both the oldest democracy and a federal system, the United States is saddled with some antiquated arrangements: each of the fifty states administers its own elections, with varying rules on voting standards, and Congress investigates its own ethical lapses. Moreover, criminal investigation of a president falls to a Justice Department that is housed within the executive branch and to a federal law-enforcement agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, that presidents have tried to influence and use for their own ends—and that the current president, Donald Trump, has repeatedly tried to bend to his will.
Any extra mechanism to investigate malfeasance, such as an accountability commission or a more independent prosecutor’s office, must be fair, fearless, and politically independent, not beholden to the politicians it is supposed to monitor. Such watchdogs should be fired only for good and provable cause—not just because they threaten to bring down dishonest officeholders. And they need the power to prosecute or impose penalties, with guarantees of due process.
This is why, in the wake of Watergate, President Richard Nixon’s 1970s assault on the U.S. system of justice and free elections, Congress established the Office of the Independent Counsel to investigate charges of wrongdoing by high-level officials. But both parties came to see the institution, especially during Kenneth Starr’s sprawling investigation of President Bill Clinton, as a runaway train. It was replaced in 1999 with new regulations allowing the attorney general to appoint a special counsel when the Justice Department had a conflict of interest or saw a compelling “public interest.”20 The new rules gave special counsels operational autonomy but still enabled the president to order their dismissal.21 That vulnerability has been central to the crisis of American democracy under Trump.
Why would political leaders agree to have their power monitored and limited by bodies they cannot control? Even in well-established democracies, few leaders welcome the prospect of searching, independent scrutiny. So real independence comes only when civil society organizes to demand it.22 Without strong, well-focused public pressure, countries usually wind up with muzzled watchdogs. And public vigilance and devotion to these institutions must be sustained over time.
In an enduring democracy, power must be not only chosen but checked. To see why, look at the recent history of Thailand. After 1997, it adopted an innovative constitution with strong institutions of accountability. Then in 2001, a billionaire tycoon named Thaksin Shinawatra won a stunning electoral victory by mobilizing a resentful and neglected countryside against Thailand’s long dominant urban elite.
Like the election of the billionaire populist who would pull off a similar feat in the United States fifteen years later, Thaksin’s was bitterly controversial. Thailand’s National Anti-Corruption Commission ruled that, as a cabinet minister, Thaksin had falsified a mandatory declaration of his assets and thus was legally barred from becoming prime minister. Thaksin fought back, mobilizing “the people” against the elite and suing in the Constitutional Court. By a single vote (often rumored in Bangkok to have been purchased), the court allowed him to assume office.
As prime minister, Thaksin delivered on many of his populist promises, but he also subverted Thailand’s constitutional norms. He attacked his opponents as unpatriotic and “stupid.” He turned the country’s accountability institutions around to investigate journalists and critics. “Bad people deserve to die,” he declared as he launched murderous assaults on drug dealers and on violent resistance by minority Muslims in the south. He hounded the media, demanding “positive” news and threatening critics with libel suits and even criminal investigation.23 He won reelection in a landslide and accelerated his erosion of checks and balances. Then, in 2006, the military overthrew him. Thai democracy has not yet recovered.
The parallels are, I think, pretty clear. Thailand’s tragedy shows that even the most beautifully designed constitution can be abused. The ultimate defense of liberal democracy lies not in the constitution but in the culture—in free, informed, and principled citizens who will not tolerate the abuse of their democracy or their rights. And that is as true in the United States as it is in Thailand.
THREE
THE MARCH AND RETREAT OF DEMOCRACY
For a century and a half after Tocqueville observed the emergence of modern democracy in America, successive waves of democratization washed up on the shore of dictatorship. Buoyed by a rising tide of economic progress, each wave advanced further and ebbed less than its predecessor. History, to shift the metaphor, does not move forward in a straight line, but when skilled and determined leaders push, it does move forward.
—SAMUEL P. HUNTINGTON, The Third Wave1
The Tides of Freedom
History shows us that democratic change does not happen in isolation. Rather, democracy surges forward and retreats in waves, across regions and the whole globe. And in recent decades, the support of the United States—as an exemplar, an inspiration, and a source of aid and expertise—has had a great deal to do with whether the tide is coming in or going out.
As the late Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington explained, what defines a historical wave is its balance of gains and losses. In a democratic wave, the number of countries making the transition to democracy greatly exceeds the number moving away from it, and overall levels of liberty rise. In a reverse wave, the opposite is true: democracy shrinks, and so does human freedom. This concept isn’t perfect, but it reminds us that democratic progress can be rolled back. It also underscores why the current global assault on democracy—with scant protest from the United States—is simultaneously so historic and so troubling. To understand today’s crisis, we need to understand yesterday’s waves.
Huntington argued that the first wave of global democratization began with the democratization of the United States, which he dates (disputably) to 1828, when more than half of all white American males became eligible to vote. Gradually, the first wave engulfed most of Western Europe as well as a few countries in Eastern Europe (such as Poland), Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and four South American countries. A century later, more than thirty countries had “established at least minimal national democratic institutions,” Huntington wrote, although we would regard some of them today as only semidemocratic.2
While democracy expanded in the world, it also met setbacks: failed revolutions, aborted transitions, breakdowns of constitutional rule. As this first wave was cresting, a reverse wave began gathering in 1922, when the Italian Fascist Benito Mussolini marched on Rome, prompting Italy’s king to appoint him prime minister. Mussolini quickly disposed of what Huntington called Italy’s “fragile and rather corrupt democracy.” Democratic reversals soon followed in Portugal, Poland, and the Baltics.
The crucial turning point came in 1933, when the Nazis took power in Germany. Hitler and Mussolini spread fascism across Europe, while civilian and military upheavals finished off democracy in Japan and most of Latin America. As liberal societies struggled with the prolonged economic depression of the 1930s, doubts about democracy grew, even in Britain and the United States. With Nazi Germany and imperial Japan on the march, many concluded that dictatorship was the solution to national frailty, uncertainty, and decay—and even the expression of a new global zeitgeist. It took the defeat of the Axis powers in World War II to halt this momentum and launch the second wave of democratization.
The second wave restored democracy to most of Western Europe, introduced the first real democracies in Japan and Turkey, and spread democracy further into Latin America. But this wave was short-lived, ending in 1962. With the exception of Costa Rica, Venezuela, and Colombia, most of the new and restored Latin American democracies—including Argentina, Brazil, and Peru—fell in a wave of military coups.
The second wave also saw the birth of many new democracies (and quasi democracies) through decolonization, as the European empires in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East collapsed after World War II. These burgeoning democracies were mainly former British colonies that had some experience with elections and the rule of law—India, Sri Lanka, Jamaica, Botswana, Gambia, Ghana, Nigeria, Burma, and Malaysia. The first four of these democracies have survived (save for a brief period of emergency rule in India under Indira Gandhi in 1975–1977 and a more recent democratic interruption in Sri Lanka). But most multiparty constitutional systems in the Third World—including in Turkey, South Korea, Indonesia, the Philippines, and across Africa—ultimately gave way to military, one-party, or one-man rule. By Huntington’s count, the number of democracies during the second wave peaked at fifty-one before slipping back down to just twenty-nine.3
Democracy on the Upswing
On April 25, 1974, a youthful cabal of left-wing military officers overthrew one of the longest-surviving dictatorships in Europe, Portugal’s Estado Novo (New State). Thousands of citizens poured into the streets of Lisbon to cheer on the military rebels and place carnations in the barrels of their rifles, which gave the coup its name: the Carnation Revolution. The Portuguese were exhilarated at their liberation from nearly half a century of political oppression and economic stagnation. And the country’s NATO allies were relieved to be rid of an embarrassing anachronism—a religiously conservative autocracy, rooted in Europe’s fascist past and mired in pointless wars to try to hold on to its African colonies.
When Portugal’s dictatorship fell, no one imagined that it would launch a third global wave of democratization. Portugal had scant democratic experience, and its immediate neighbor, Spain, remained under Francisco Franco’s dictatorship. In the next year and a half, rival military factions plotted, workers went on strike, peasants seized farms, the Soviets backed the Communists, and the turmoil threatened to unleash civil war. But prodemocracy officers won control of the country’s fractured military, and courageous and pragmatic politicians like Socialist Party leader Mario Soares bested Portugal’s Communists in electoral politics. In 1976, Portugal became the second new democracy in the third wave.
In 1974, Greece had become the first, returning to democracy when its seven-year-old military dictatorship collapsed after a defeat by Turkey in Cyprus. In 1978, Spain became the third: after Franco’s death in 1975, a young conservative prime minister named Adolfo Suárez skillfully added his country to the democratic tide.
Most Westerners were too preoccupied to imagine a new democratic trend. On April 25, 1974, as soldiers were rebelling in Lisbon, Special Prosecutor Leon Jaworski was battling in Washington to obtain the sixty-four White House audiotapes that would help bring down Richard Nixon’s presidency. The United States was mired in the Watergate scandal and struggling to extricate itself from the war in Vietnam, even as Secretary of State Henry Kissinger was overseeing a dictator-friendly foreign policy amid a still raging Cold War. Outside of the West, few countries were democratic.
But aspirations for freedom were stirring in Asia and Latin America, and changes in U.S. politics and foreign policy would soon encourage them. In 1973, Congress began to push for human rights and punish offenders with cuts in American aid. Then in 1977, a new president of deeply Christian faith, Jimmy Carter, began to change U.S. foreign policy from the top down.
Carter elevated human rights in American foreign policy—and as the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. put it, “on the world’s conscience”—through strong public statements, foreign aid cuts for selected abusers, and the creation of a new bureau for human rights at the State Department.4 U.S. pressure not only spared the lives of political prisoners and activists but also gave hope to democratic movements worldwide. The new American policy undermined the legitimacy of military autocrats, pressured them to liberalize, and strengthened moderates. In 1978, for instance, Carter sent stern warnings and U.S. warships to the Dominican Republic after the military stopped the vote count to prevent the opposition from winning the presidency. The country’s strongman, Joaquin Balaguer, was defeated, and a new (if tentative) democracy emerged.5 In the late 1970s and early ’80s, a wave of transitions followed, moving Ecuador, Bolivia, Peru, Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay back from military rule to democracy.
The Democratic Revolution
When Ronald Regan defeated Carter in the 1980 presidential elections, there still seemed little reason to expect a new worldwide eruption of freedom. Reagan had vowed to take a tougher line against Soviet repression, but he and his new U.N. ambassador, Jeane Kirkpatrick, had condemned Carter for naïvely ignoring Communist tyrannies while pressuring authoritarian U.S. allies like the shah of Iran and Nicaraguan president Anastasio Somoza to liberalize. This double standard, they argued, simply ushered in even nastier regimes that were hostile to the United States to boot.6 In his 1981 inaugural address, Reagan vowed to “match loyalty with loyalty.”7 This meant renewing support to faithful autocratic friends of the United States, including Augusto Pinochet’s Chile, the Philippines under Ferdinand Marcos, a coup-prone South Korea, and apartheid South Africa.
By the time Reagan left office in January 1989, all four regimes would be gone or fading. So would the Soviet Union itself.
The transformation of Reagan’s foreign policy was the product of both circumstance and his own passionate belief in freedom. On June 25, 1982, Reagan delivered a historic speech at the British Parliament that turned Marxism on its head, predicting that the deepening contradictions of the Soviet system would leave it on “the ash heap of history.” Many American liberals still saw Reagan as an unreconstructed Cold Warrior, but at Westminster, he was among the first to recognize that a “democratic revolution” was sweeping the world—and that it deserved American support. Reagan proposed a new American initiative “to foster the infrastructure of democracy.” The next year, with unusually bipartisan support, Congress established the National Endowment for Democracy.
By 1982, the proportion of democracies in the world had increased only modestly, to 34 percent from the 30 percent figure of 1974. Even as some new democracies were arising, others were failing, including Turkey, Bangladesh, Ghana, and Nigeria. And the new growth in democracies was coming disproportionately in tiny island states with populations of less than one million people.
Then in February 1986, a political miracle happened. The people of the Philippines rose up in the first of a series of nonviolent popular movements to bring down dictatorships. After two decades in power, the venal Marcos had faced intensified condemnation ever since his main opponent, the charismatic Benigno Aquino, had been assassinated in August 1983. Human-rights abuses mounted; the ruling family’s plunder deepened. A seeming reincarnation of Marie Antoinette, First Lady Imelda Marcos embodied the regime’s sickening greed and excess, with her multimillion-dollar shopping sprees and her three thousand pairs of shoes.8 In November 1985, shortly after a visit from a Reagan emissary urging reform, the besieged Marcos suddenly announced what he termed a “snap election” to restore domestic and international confidence in his rule.
Marcos assumed that the opposition was too fractured to mount a serious challenge. But he failed to anticipate four factors that heralded a new era—for the Philippines and the world.
First was a dramatic reorientation of the Roman Catholic Church, whose gradual evolution toward activism against oppression had accelerated in 1978, when John Paul II became pope. In the mainly Catholic Philippines, Cardinal Jaime Sin—lovingly dubbed by Filipinos “the greatest Sin of all”—broke with the regime a year later, demanding an end to martial law and democratic elections. In 1986, Sin helped unite the opposition around the candidacy of Aquino’s widow, Corazon. When Marcos brazenly stole the election, Sin blessed and encouraged mass public protests. That was the second factor Marcos never anticipated: hundreds of thousands of Filipinos—“a living, breathing river of humanity,” as Secretary of State George Shultz put it9—mobilizing to defend the vote.
The third factor was proof that Marcos had stolen the election. More than half a million volunteers (along with numerous international observers) had watched the balloting and vote counting at most of the ninety thousand polling stations, documenting massive vote fraud and conducting a parallel “quick count” that suggested Aquino had won decisively.10 The military split in the face of the demonstrations, and Marcos prepared to use force to crush both the military rebels and the civilian protesters.
It took the fourth factor—American engagement—to produce the dictator’s peaceful exit. The Reagan administration dissuaded Marcos from suppressing the vote monitors, who had received financial support from the recently established U.S. National Endowment for Democracy.11 Reagan also sent an American delegation, led by Richard Lugar, a widely respected Republican senator, to monitor the election. When the crisis broke, Lugar endorsed the independent vote count, as did the local Catholic Church.
Even as evidence of massive fraud mounted, Reagan was reluctant to abandon Marcos, a steadfast American ally. But as the so-called People Power Revolution surged, Reagan turned. He threatened to cut off military aid if Marcos used force and agreed to recognize Aquino as president.12 On February 25, a U.S. Air Force plane flew the Marcoses to exile in Hawaii, with twelve bags full of gold, jewelry, clothing, and cash valued at $15 million.13
The democratic wave that had started in southern Europe and spread to Latin America now broke over Asia. In October 1986, under pressure from the U.S. Congress and increasingly bold internal opposition, Taiwan’s authoritarian ruler, Chiang Ching-kuo, lifted martial law and allowed opposition parties to organize. Over the next decade, the island—transformed by three decades of booming economic development—dismantled its antiquated authoritarian structures. In 1996, Lee Teng-hui became the first democratically elected president of Taiwan.
In April 1987, it was South Korea’s turn. Like Taiwan, South Korea had been a poor, rural country in the 1950s but had morphed into an urban, highly educated, middle-class society. Increasingly, the South Korean people wanted not just prosperity but freedom. But the country’s military dictator, Chun Doo Hwan, balked, which launched the burgeoning middle class into massive street protests. Chun wanted to use force to suppress the turmoil, but the Reagan administration warned him off.14 With internal and international pressure rising, Chun’s designated successor, Roh Tae Woo, agreed to hold a direct presidential election and release political prisoners. Six months later, Roh bested the divided opposition in a free election, inaugurating a democracy that, like Taiwan’s, has deepened over three decades.
Several more Asian transitions soon followed. For the first time since a military coup in 1976, Thailand’s parliament chose an elected member of parliament as prime minister in 1988.
In Pakistan, democratic change came after an increasingly Islamist military dictator, General Zia ul-Haq, was killed in a plane crash in August 1988. Three months later, the charismatic Benazir Bhutto, daughter of a martyred former prime minister, won democratic elections and became prime minister.
In the former East Pakistan, Bangladesh, opposition was mounting against the rule of another military strongman. The country elected a civilian government in 1991. That same year, a widespread People’s Movement emerged to challenge the absolute monarchy in Nepal. Despite bloody government repression, the protesters forced the king to legalize political parties and then surrender power.
But not every freedom movement succeeded. In April 1989, a small group of Chinese students and intellectuals gathered to mourn the death of Hu Yaobang, a reformist former general secretary of the country’s Communist Party. This soon swelled into a broader appeal for a free press, a pluralistic society, and the rule of law. In May, university students in Beijing launched a hunger strike, swelling the numbers of protesters in Tiananmen Square into the hundreds of thousands. Protests spread from Beijing to more than a hundred Chinese cities. As students, workers, and other social groups joined, their ranks expanded into the millions.
On June 4, the Communist Party launched a deadly military assault on Tiananmen Square. At the time, the Chinese government acknowledged some two hundred civilian deaths, but a recent British report has put that number at more than ten thousand.15 With them died the hope for democratic change in China for more than a generation.
Democracy’s Big Bang
By 1989, the proportion of democracies in the world had increased to 40 percent. This was impressive though not yet transformative. But much more explosive democratic change was gathering.
Most of the remaining authoritarian holdouts in Latin America were giving way. In 1988, Chile’s fractious political parties—with support from the Catholic Church and a staunchly prodemocracy U.S. ambassador named Harry Barnes—united to beat a plebiscite that would have given junta leader General Augusto Pinochet another eight years in power. Pressure from the Reagan administration and funding from the National Endowment for Democracy helped tip the balance. The next year, a broad democratic coalition defeated Pinochet’s favored candidate and completed one of Latin America’s most iconic transitions from military rule to democracy.
In 1989, a thirty-five-year-old dictatorship fell in Paraguay, and the drug-running Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega was ousted in a U.S. military invasion after fraudulent, violent elections and escalating harassment of Americans. Nicaragua’s far-left Sandinista dictator, Daniel Ortega, was soon defeated at the polls after U.S. economic and diplomatic pressure got him to agree to international election monitoring.
The most historic changes, however, were occurring in Europe. Mikhail Gorbachev’s liberalizing reforms of the Soviet Union diminished the prospect that Moscow would use force to crush Eastern European protests, as it had in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968. Anti-Communist demonstrations proliferated across the Soviet empire, inspired by the stirring moral leadership of dissidents like the Czech playwright Václav Havel, the dogged resistance of the Polish trade-union movement Solidarity, and the defiance of other writers, journalists, students, and activists.
On October 18, 1989, East Germany’s aging hard-line ruler, Erich Honecker, was ousted amid massive demonstrations. Tens of thousands of citizens fled west across East Germany’s borders. Having vowed that the Berlin Wall would stand for “a hundred more years,” Honecker was left to watch helplessly as it collapsed—soon followed by the East German state. A year later, Germany was reunited as a democracy.
Throughout 1989, democratization swept through the region. The change was largely peaceful, except in Romania, where a week-old revolutionary movement executed the country’s hated dictator, Nicolae Ceausescu, and his wife, Elena, following a hasty trial.
By 1991, Poland had elected its first democratic leader in more than sixty years; Hungary and Czechoslovakia had become nascent democracies; Bulgaria was moving toward full democracy; and Yugoslavia was breaking up into its component republics. (Rapid multiparty elections were not an unalloyed good, however: the voting would bring to power ultranationalists in Serbia and Croatia who would drag the Balkans into war and give the world the hideous phrase “ethnic cleansing.”)
In 1991 came the biggest change of all: the Soviet Union collapsed. Gorbachev had failed to grasp what Ronald Reagan had long clearly seen—the irreparable contradictions of the Communist system. Gorbachev’s reforms, too little and too late, only paved the way for the Soviet empire’s disintegration.
In one of history’s great ironies, the godless Soviet state died on Christmas Day. Post-Soviet Russia struggled to establish democracy. The nearby Baltic states did far better, hoping to integrate themselves quickly into Europe. But in Uzbekistan and other republics in central Asia and the Caucasus, the old party bosses and secret police leaders simply reconstituted their long-standing dictatorships without the Communist label.
The Soviet collapse produced global shock waves. In Africa, it ignited a “second liberation,” heralded by two events in February 1990. In bankrupt Benin, a coalition of civil-society forces peacefully seized power from a quasi-Marxist military dictator and launched a transition to democracy that survives to this day. And in South Africa, the white supremacist rulers of the apartheid state—reeling from years of international sanctions but now less worried about the specter of a Communist takeover—released Nelson Mandela from twenty-seven years of imprisonment, legalized his African National Congress, and entered into negotiations over a transition to democracy. This produced another miracle in 1994: a peaceful end to apartheid and the country’s first multiracial and genuinely democratic elections. Black South Africans endured hours-long lines to cast their first votes, which gave the presidency to the beaming, stunningly magnanimous Mandela.
Across Africa, opposition parties were legalized, personal and press freedoms were widened, new constitutions were adopted, and multiparty elections were held. Often, as in central Asia, authoritarian rulers simply reinvented themselves as Potemkin democrats. But in Zambia and Malawi, dictators were defeated at the polls. By 1997, most African states had held multiparty elections. More than a dozen of them were democracies—a record for the continent.
Percentage of Democracies in Countries of More Than One Million People, 1974–2017
Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2018,” and the author’s own assessments.
For the first time in history, most of the countries on Earth were democracies (at least in the limited form of choosing their leaders in free and fair elections), and a third of all states were fairly liberal, or what I call “robust,” democracies (see chart on page 52).16 And for the first time, democracy had become a truly global phenomenon, with a critical mass of freely elected governments in every region except the Middle East.
In the early years of the twenty-first century, three more “people power” revolutions unfolded. First in Serbia in October 2000, then in Georgia in November 2003, and finally in Ukraine in the fall of 2004, massive popular mobilizations defeated autocrats in elections. When the rulers nevertheless declared victory, these movements turned out hundreds of thousands of citizens to protest peacefully, at great personal risk. In Georgia, demonstrators marched with roses as they peacefully took control of parliament. In Ukraine, marchers wore the color orange as they claimed the central square in Kiev.
Each of these color revolutions, as they came to be known, took advantage of slivers of media independence to expose the old regimes’ vote frauds and publicize protests. And each prevailed, in part, because the security forces split in the face of widespread nonviolent civil resistance.17
A Third Reverse Wave?
It was virtually inevitable that democracy’s rapid march during the 1980s and ’90s would at least slow. By 2000, most of the countries with favorable economic, social, and geographic conditions for democracy had already adopted it. And at least some countries that became democratic under unfavorable conditions—of poverty, ethnic conflict, and totalitarian legacies—seemed likely to slip back. But with the world’s sole superpower, the United States, joining with Europe in promoting democracy, and with democracy riding high as the only legitimate form of government in the aftermath of the Cold War, there seemed no reason to presume that a third reverse wave was inevitable. Even in the five years after the shock of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States, the world added seven more democracies.
However, after 2006, three decades of progress ground to a halt. The proportion of democracies peaked that year at 62 percent of all countries (and 58 percent of those with populations over one million). Since then, democracy has eroded, falling in 2017 to just 51 percent of countries with more than a million people.
By then, the Arab Spring had come and gone. In 2011, when Arab populations rose up to challenge their dictators, it seemed like democratic change was finally coming to the last major regional holdout from the third wave. By February 2012, popular protests had toppled autocrats in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen, challenged them in Syria and Bahrain, and cried out for reform in Morocco, Algeria, Jordan, Iraq, Kuwait, and Oman. But most of these openings were soon shut by internal divisions, external subversion, and the obstinacy of established power centers like the military in Egypt. As of 2019, only Tunisia’s democratic experiment has survived. Syria and Yemen are mired in civil war, Libya has collapsed, and most Arab regimes are as authoritarian as—or more so than—they were on the eve of the Arab Spring.
The backlash of the Arab autocrats was part of a steady global slump in human rights. The independent group Freedom House found that 2017 was the twelfth consecutive year in which the number of countries declining in liberty significantly outstripped the number of those gaining. Most worrisome, big declines in freedom are now being seen in some Western countries, including Poland, Hungary—and the United States.
The world has plunged into a democratic recession. For some time, many of my colleagues disagreed, arguing that the big picture seemed to stand: the majority of states are democracies; most people in the world live in democracies; and there is a critical mass of democracies in every region (except the Middle East).18 But as the numbers continue to creep downward and as liberal democracy’s rivals gain momentum, the case for democracy’s global health gets harder and harder to make.
The numbers mask a deeper decay. The next chapters will detail the key elements of this alarming deterioration: the rise of illiberal, anti-immigrant populist movements in Europe and the United States; the steady decline in the quality of American democracy; and the surge in global power of Russia and China, which are avidly undermining democracies and liberal values around the world. Without U.S. leadership, the democratic recession could spiral down into a grim new age of authoritarianism.
In earlier reverse waves, military coups were the main method of the democratic recession. Not today. The death of democracy is now typically administered in a thousand cuts. In one country after another, elected leaders have gradually attacked the deep tissues of democracy—the political independence of the courts, the business community, the media, civil society, universities, and sensitive state institutions like the civil service, the intelligence agencies, the military, and the police.
Whether the agent of destruction was a right-wing nationalist like Vladimir Putin in Russia or a left-wing “Bolivarian” socialist like Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, the effect was the same. The structures and norms of democracy were gradually eviscerated, one by one, until all that was left was a hollow shell. Elections were still held, and opposition parties even won seats, but the ruler and his party had an iron grip on power that only grew tighter over time.
When democracy is slowly suffocated, it can be hard to locate the precise moment of asphyxiation. In the once vibrant democracy that used to be Venezuela, the moment of death came no later than 2004, when a referendum to recall President Chávez was defeated by extensive institutional fraud.19 By then, Chávez had already rewritten the constitution to inflate his powers, and he moved ruthlessly to neuter any institutions that could check his power. Under Chávez’s brutal and inept successor, Nicolás Maduro, Venezuela has increasingly become a failed state.
In Russia, where democracy was thinner and younger, it was killed off more quickly, at the hands of Vladimir Putin.20 After inheriting the presidency from the ailing Boris Yeltsin, Putin—a politically insecure former KGB agent—ravaged Russia’s weak and nascent democratic structures. Lacking a real party, he staffed the Kremlin with KGB and military loyalists. He ruthlessly subdued Russian oligarchs who had become billionaires when state assets were up for grabs in the go-go 1990s. Russia’s wealthiest men either fell in line with the new tsar or were stripped of their media empires, their business fortunes, and even their lives. Gradually, many of Russia’s most intrepid journalists, critics, and opposition leaders were assassinated.
In Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdogan watched Putin’s power grab with keen interest. After he became prime minister in 2003, at the helm of a moderately Islamist party, liberal and secular Turks feared that he would bring creeping Islamization to a country founded by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk as a resolutely secular republic. But in his early years in office, as Erdogan and his Justice and Development Party (known by the Turkish acronym AKP) pursued integration into the European Union, Turkish democracy grew stronger. When the EU authorized the start of formal negotiations on Turkish membership in 2005, more liberalization followed, including wider freedom of expression and greater scope for the Kurdish minority to use its language and culture.
But as the prospect of EU membership faded, so did the restraints on Erdogan’s strongman instincts. Following the authoritarian playbook of Putin and Chávez, Erdogan and his party solidified control over the judiciary and the civil service, arrested journalists, intimidated dissenters in the press and academia, threatened businesses that might dare to fund opposition parties, and extended control over the media and the internet. After eleven years as prime minister, Erdogan won the presidency in 2014 with the explicit goal of converting Turkey from a parliamentary democracy to a presidential regime.
Amid growing fears that Erdogan was becoming a dictator, middle-ranking military officers staged an ill-advised and poorly executed coup attempt in July 2016. Erdogan beat back the putsch by rallying his followers. This gave him a pretext to launch what Freedom House has called “a sprawling witch hunt, resulting in the arrest of some 60,000 people, the closure of over 160 media outlets,” and the dismissal of nearly one hundred elected mayors.21 Turkey is now a fractured country, one where despotic rule has alienated even some of Erdogan’s earlier, more moderate allies.
The global trend is sour. Freedom, tolerance, and the rule of law are being challenged in even the most advanced liberal democracies. Across the poorer countries of Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East, the descent of democracy continues. The whole spectrum of regimes is shifting downward.
In the Philippines, a ruthless populist president, Rodrigo Duterte, has engineered the removal of the chief justice, jailed a leading senatorial critic, hounded human rights activists, dismissed the mass media as “bullshit” and “garbage,” and waged a “drug war” that has claimed more than twelve thousand lives in extrajudicial killings.22 Democracy is under serious pressure from autocratic leaders or parties in Bolivia and Peru; from religious extremism in Indonesia; and from corruption and criminality in Brazil, Mexico, and South Africa. With Brazil mired in the most sweeping corruption scandal in its history and a wave of violent urban crime that is claiming 175 lives per day, a right-wing populist with open authoritarian sympathies, Jair Bolsonaro, was decisively elected president in an October 2018 runoff election.23 The lone surviving democratic experiment from the Arab Spring, Tunisia, is withering under pressure from corruption, poor economic performance, regional insecurity, and the resurgence of old authoritarian forces. In Asia, Burma’s once promising democratic opening has reverted to military domination while a feckless civilian leadership fails to restrain the large-scale ethnic cleansing of the country’s Muslim Rohingya minority—now an ongoing crime against humanity.
The problem is not just that democracies are declining; it is that autocracies are becoming steadily more repressive and aggressive. When the Cold War ended, authoritarians like Hun Sen in Cambodia and Yoweri Museveni in Uganda felt compelled—even as they rigged elections and arrested critics—to tolerate opposition parties, presidential challengers, a nettlesome press, and a vigilant civil society. But as the global climate has changed, those restraints have evaporated. Inspired by the new swagger of Xi Jinping’s China and Vladimir Putin’s Russia, and emboldened by the new silence from Donald Trump’s America, today’s autocrats tyrannize their opponents openly and without apology.
In October 2017, Museveni—then in his thirty-second year in power—sent soldiers onto the floor of parliament to beat up opposition legislators for opposing his effort to lift presidential term limits. Several of the legislators were hospitalized, and some had grenades tossed into their homes. That month, a leading Ugandan human rights activist, Nicholas Opiyo, wrote me: “The whole region is in a steep democratic recession partly because of the loud silence from their western allies. In the past, the state was a little reluctant to be this brute and violent and had some measure of shame. It is all gone.”
FOUR
THE AUTHORITARIAN TEMPTATION
I get a growing feeling that liberal democracy is something we have taken for granted for too long.
—PER OHLSSON, COLUMNIST FOR THE SWEDISH NEWSPAPER Sydvenskan1
In April 2010, a former prime minister named Viktor Orbán stormed back to power in Hungary, still youthful but slightly paunchier. When he first won the office twelve years earlier, aged just thirty-five, Orbán had displayed an authoritarian bent, purging the civil service and centralizing political power, but he had lacked the parliamentary numbers to remake Hungary’s democracy. Now, after eight years in opposition and two bitterly close electoral defeats, Orbán was determined never to lose power again.
His quest for permanent dominance was aided by economic stress and his foes’ political blunders. In 2006, Orbán’s main rival, Socialist prime minister Ferenc Gyurcsány, told his parliamentary caucus in private, “We lied morning, noon, and night” to the electorate.2 The speech soon leaked; rarely had a governing party been caught admitting such flagrant deception. Moreover, the Socialist government spent freely and piled up debt, leaving Hungary ill prepared for the global financial crisis that broke in 2008.
In 2010, with the winds of scandal, deceit, and economic hardship blowing hard, Hungary’s Socialists lost more than half their vote and the bulk of their parliamentary seats. The big winner was Fidesz, which Orbán had reshaped from “a liberal party for upwardly mobile young professionals into a conservative-nationalist party catering to those who saw themselves as the losers of the transition.”3 It became the first party in post-Communist Hungary to win an absolute majority of the vote.
Magnifying the landslide was a Hungarian quirk. Seeking more stable government, Hungary’s constitutional drafters had ensured that larger parties would get additional seats beyond their proportion of the vote. So Fidesz won more than two thirds of the seats. That supermajority gave it the ability to amend Hungary’s constitution at will, and thus to destroy the institutional pillars of liberal democracy.
Orbán and his party wasted no time. “In its first year in office, the Fidesz government amended the old constitution twelve times, changing more than fifty separate provisions along the way,” one study noted, removing checks on Orbán’s ability “to impose upon Hungary a wholly new constitutional order using only ideas and votes from Fidesz.”4
First, Fidesz eliminated the requirement for a near consensus in parliament to rewrite the constitution. Next it packed the Constitutional Court. There followed a burst of measures to strip and politicize other institutions meant to constrain executive power. Fidesz dismissed members of the Election Commission and replaced them with party loyalists. It established a new Media Council with “powers to levy hefty fines” on outlets whose coverage Orbán’s government did not deem “balanced.”5
Now unfettered, Fidesz rammed an entirely new constitution through parliament. That document further reduced the authority of the Constitutional Court, established a new party-controlled body to politicize the rest of the judiciary, and extended party control over other accountability institutions—including the State Audit Office, the Central Bank, even the Central Statistical Office.
Fidesz has since governed by the dictum attributed to the mid-twentieth-century Brazilian autocrat Getúlio Vargas: “For my friends, anything; for my enemies, the law.” Opposition figures were arrested in front of television cameras. State-owned radio and TV stations were purged and converted into government mouthpieces.6 Critical media outlets saw their advertising revenues plunge. Whistle-blowers were harassed. Meanwhile, Fidesz enriched its relatives and allies, creating a new class of friendly business oligarchs.7
Within two years, Orbán and his party had not only secured unassailable power; they had also wired the Hungarian system to explode if the opposition somehow managed to win a future election. Aided by gross gerrymandering, Fidesz retained its two thirds parliamentary majority in the 2014 elections, even though its vote share fell below 45 percent.
Orbán has become Europe’s most influential right-wing populist, trumpeting what he terms a new type of “illiberal democracy,” hostile to immigrants and so-called foreign influences. He has played on historical resentment over the fall of the Hapsburg Empire and bolstered sympathy for Hungary’s wretched, bigoted post–World War I authoritarian regime.8 Vowing to “defend European Christianity” against the migrant exodus from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere, Orbán has denounced refugees as “poison” and erected more than one hundred miles of razor-wire fences to keep them out.9 After years of his escalating pressure on Budapest’s Central European University, one of post–Communist Europe’s most important bastions of independent thought, the university finally announced in October 2018 that it would relocate to Vienna.
Borrowing a page from Russian president Vladimir Putin, whom he openly admires, Orbán passed a law requiring Hungarian associations to disclose whether they receive foreign grants. Like Putin, Orbán keeps “weaponizing an indignant xenophobia,” as the Hungarian human rights activist Miklós Haraszti has put it, to deflect discontent over his corruption and misrule.10 As parliamentary elections approached in 2018, the prime minister resorted to unvarnished racism by telling a group of city councils, “We do not want our color . . . to be mixed in with others.” Hungary has few nonwhite immigrants, but, as the top U.N. human rights official has noted, Orbán “has managed to portray Muslims and Africans as an existential menace to Hungarian culture.”11
Orbán says he has founded an “illiberal democracy.” His government is indeed illiberal, as seen in its intolerance of pluralism, its crackdown on dissent, its contempt for European values, and its warmth for Putin. But Orbán’s system is no longer democratic. A decade after joining the European Union in 2004, Hungary became the first EU country to leave democracy.
The Populist Peril
Populism is as old as politics itself, but today, it has become the primary internal, self-generated threat to democracy worldwide. To understand why so many democracies are at risk today, we must understand populism.
The word implies its key feature: a cheap and cynical route to popularity. This involves mobilizing the honest, deserving “people” against a range of enemies to be confronted and quashed: corrupt elites, powerful international institutions, foreign banks and governments, refugees, migrants, and undeserving alien minorities.12
The enemies and aims may vary, but all forms of populism share four core features. Populist movements are antielitist, condemning the arrogance and dominance of the powerful and the privileged, who look down upon and exploit “the people.” They are anti-institutional, vowing to uproot institutions that the populists deem hostile to the interests and values of the people. They are plebiscitary, mobilizing the popular majority in a direct, emotional relationship with the populist leader and movement, rather than working through the filters of representative democracy. And finally, they are ultramajoritarian, opposed to the checks and balances that might limit an elected government’s power to swiftly impose radical reforms.
These four features spell danger for democracy, but they do not necessarily ensure a descent into authoritarianism. At times in the life of a democracy, some elements of populism can deliver helpful reforms that break up monopolies, lessen injustice, and expand political participation. That was the lesson of the Progressive era in the United States.
But populist politics always means dancing with the devil. All forms of populism tend to become runaway trains. If you weaken the brakes on political action, you may pass reforms faster, but you also risk smashing checks and balances, the rule of law, and even the foundation of democracy: the free and fair competition for political power. In the 1930s, President Franklin Roosevelt’s attempt to pack the U.S. Supreme Court was motivated by a democratic impulse—to overcome some conservative justices’ obstruction of his New Deal agenda. But if Roosevelt had succeeded in remaking the court, he would have done serious long-term damage to America’s democratic institutions.13
Increasingly, populism is showing a snarling face—in Venezuela, Turkey, Bolivia, Hungary, Poland, and more. Three other aspects of populism give it this authoritarian menace. First is its hostility to pluralism, the core democratic principle that different political views and interests are legitimate and necessary. Second is illiberalism, which seeks to restrict the rights of opponents or ethnic minorities, narrowing their freedoms of speech, information, association, and assembly. And the third is nativism, which demonizes foreigners and immigrants and whips up fears of cultural pollution and physical threat to mobilize the “true” people.
The more populism demeans all forms of difference, the more it threatens all forms of democracy. The weaker the institutional restraints, the greater the risk that populism will become autocratic. So authoritarian populists always set out to knock away the checks and balances as quickly as possible.
As we have seen, democratic failures these days usually don’t happen through the old-fashioned means of a sudden military coup. Rather, they come through creeping authoritarianism, a more subtle but equally lethal process that gradually eviscerates political pluralism and institutional checks until the irreducible minimum condition for democracy—the ability of the people to replace their leaders in free and fair elections—is eliminated.
Creeping authoritarianism moves relentlessly, with no fixed sequence or neat separation to its stages. But it does have a generic playbook, which I call “the autocrats’ twelve-step program”:
Begin to demonize the opposition as illegitimate and unpatriotic, part of the discredited or disloyal establishment, hopelessly out of touch with the real people.
Undermine the independence of the courts—especially the constitutional court—by purging judges and replacing them with political loyalists, or by restructuring the judiciary so it can be packed and placed under partisan control.
Attack the independence of the media, by denouncing them as partisan fabulists, mobilizing public fervor against them, starving them of advertising revenue, taxing them, regulating them—and finally taking over their ownership through politically loyal businesses and party-linked crony capitalists.
Gain control of any public broadcasting, politicize it, and make it an instrument of ruling party propaganda.
Impose stricter control of the internet, in the name of morality, security, or counterterrorism, thus further chilling free speech and the freedom to organize.
Subdue other elements of civil society—civic associations, universities, and especially anticorruption and human rights groups—by painting them as part of the arrogant, effete, selfish elite that have betrayed the people and the country. Make university professors afraid to criticize the government in their writings and classrooms. Render student groups liable to prosecution for peaceful protest. Create new, fake civic organizations that will be faithful to the populist leader and party.
Intimidate the business community into ending its support for political opposition. Threaten to unleash tax and regulatory retribution on businesses that fund opposition parties and candidates—and then bankrupt them if they do.
Enrich a new class of crony capitalists by steering state contracts, credit flows, licenses, and other lucre to the family, friends, and allies of the ruler and his clique.
Assert political control over the civil service and the security apparatus. Start referring to professional civil servants and military officers loyal to the democratic constitution as members of a “deep state.” Purge them and use the state’s intelligence apparatus as a weapon against the enfeebled opposition.
Gerrymander districts and rig the electoral rules to make it nearly impossible for opposition parties to win the next election. Ensure that the ruling party can retain its grip on power even if it fails to win most of the vote.
Gain control over the body that runs the elections, to further tilt the electoral playing field and institutionalize de facto authoritarian rule.
Repeat steps 1 to 11, ever more vigorously, deepening citizens’ fear of opposing or criticizing the new political order and silencing all forms of resistance.
This program may sound familiar. It is, more or less, the way that populist leaders such as Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, and Viktor Orbán in Hungary dismantled the democratic systems that once stood in their way. (In Russia, Vladimir Putin—though not a full-blown populist—used many of these same techniques, but he moved more quickly and ruthlessly.) It is a playbook that other autocrats in the former Soviet empire, such as Poland’s Jarosław Kaczyński, have studied and sought to emulate. And it is a script that has unsettling echoes for the long established democracies in Western Europe and the United States.
Eastern Europe’s Illiberal Wave
In recent years, a tide of illiberal populism has swept through Central and Eastern Europe, warped politics in Western Europe and the United States, and tested the limits of liberal democracy. In the former Soviet satellites, populist parties have had an ambitious goal: to capture the state outright. The exact formula for such a takeover has varied, but it has included attacks on the institutions that could stop ruling parties from permanently holding power, assaults on courts that could protect civil rights, and the sustained marshaling of resentment against diversity, migrants, globalization, and the European Union.14
No post-Communist democracy has moved more quickly to copy—and even outdo—Hungary’s authoritarian turn than Poland. Once again, a conservative party that had lost parliamentary power was determined never to surrender it. In Poland, the populist right’s bitterness was deepened by the death of President Lech Kaczyński in a 2010 plane crash that many of the party faithful—including the president’s twin brother and successor as party leader, Jarosław Kaczyński—blamed on Russian sabotage.
After the right-wing Law and Justice Party (known by the Polish acronym PiS) returned to power in October 2015, the new government swiftly set out to pack Poland’s Constitutional Tribunal; it refused to swear in three judges appointed by the previous government and added five handpicked judges of its own. Then Poland’s new government effectively prevented the tribunal from annulling any of its legislation by requiring a two-thirds majority of judges to make a decision binding and by giving parliament the power to terminate a judge in midterm. The tribunal ruled this legislation unconstitutional, but the PiS government refused to recognize the ruling. In December 2015, Orbán and Kaczyński jointly committed themselves to the twin goals of “illiberal democracy”: placing their understanding of the people’s will over the rule of law and placing their national sovereignties over the dictates of the European Union.15
Poland’s slide away from liberal democracy quickly accelerated. Circumventing normal parliamentary debate, the PiS passed a law taking control of all public broadcasting boards. As in Hungary, the government led a “purge of journalists and media workers suspected of lacking enthusiasm for the government’s political agenda.”16 Public television became a crude, progovernment, anti-Muslim bullhorn.
Another hasty law strengthened domestic surveillance and limited freedom of assembly, in the name of fighting terrorism.17 Tens of thousands of Poles mobilized. These protests mushroomed in July 2017, when the PiS offered new legislation to fire all judges of the Supreme Court (the country’s highest appellate court) and politicize the judiciary. Under rising pressure from its citizens, Europe, and the United States, the government temporarily backed down, but in July 2018 the PiS forced the retirement of twenty-seven of the seventy-two Supreme Court justices, again sparking nationwide protests18 and then another tactical retreat under EU pressure. In November 2017, neofascist organizations brought tens of thousands of marchers into Warsaw’s streets, hoisting signs screaming “White Europe,” “Sieg Heil!,” and “Ku Klux Klan.” The PiS interior minister declared it “a beautiful sight.”19
One of the key forces driving the illiberal slide in the former Soviet imperium was the region’s intense backlash against Europe’s refugee crisis, the EU’s shared asylum policies, and the EU’s “compulsory quotas to redistribute refugees among EU member states.”20 Poland, Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic angrily rejected this shared humanitarian burden.21
The brutalities of Hitler and Stalin had left these four countries ethnically homogeneous, without the diversity of today’s Western Europe.22 These countries hosted some of the lowest proportions of foreign-born citizens in Europe (near zero in Poland, less than 5 percent in Slovakia and Hungary, and 7 percent in the Czech Republic, compared with roughly 13 percent in Germany and the United Kingdom), but they were among the most vulnerable to nativist fearmongering.23 Orbán railed against a nonexistent “Muslim invasion” to engineer a surge in his declining popularity.
But the migration crisis, which proved alarming to many European societies with little direct exposure to Islam or racial diversity, was hardly the only driver of political change. Neither was economic recession: Polish voters had their share of grievances, but Poland’s economy increased by two thirds between 2000 and 2014 and was growing at a respectable 3.5 percent rate in 2015, the year of the PiS landslide.24 In democracies, one can never dismiss the electorate’s cyclical readiness for political change. In Poland in 2015, after eight years of rule by a smart, liberal, yet slightly boring and detached ruling coalition, the populist insurgents had the fresher message, the snappier command of social media, and the more generous social welfare promises.
The surge of illiberal populism took root amid a deeper economic and sociological divide—one separating urban, younger, better-educated, and more mobile cosmopolitan citizens from rural, small-town dwellers who tended to be older, less educated, and more bound to national, religious, and cultural traditions. In Central and Eastern Europe, these were easily seen as, respectively, the “winners” and “losers” of the post-Communist era.25 And the same type of social divide between globalization’s beneficiaries and victims was starting to fuel a populist wave in the West as well.
The fear of collapsing economic security and falling social status has always provided fodder for extremists. In his 1960 classic Political Man, Seymour Martin Lipset warned that declining middle-class groups were a crucial base of support for far-right movements, in reaction—or revenge—against sweeping social and economic changes; big, impersonal corporations and institutions; and urban, intellectual elites.26 Authoritarians’ appeals have always tended to find greater resonance among people in more rural and isolated areas who are less exposed to diverse people and views.27
A related cultural factor was also at work. In much of post-Communist Europe, liberal values never became deeply entrenched the way they had in Western Europe, and civil society was generally weaker and less political. This rendered Eastern European societies “more vulnerable to attacks on abstract liberal institutions such as freedom of speech and judicial independence,” as the Polish analyst Sławomir Sierakowski has put it,28 and on liberal values such as secularism, feminism, and LGBT rights.
Left and right began to blur as cultural and economic nationalism merged. Opportunists on the left embraced the new xenophobic mood; with Orbán paving the way, opportunists on the right discarded market principles in favor of welfare programs and a stark suspicion of foreigners. Instead of the old European ideological divide between the pro-market right and the pro-welfare left, a new split emerged, one pitting illiberal nationalists against pro-European liberals.
By 2017, populist parties had won power in seven Central and East European countries (Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Bosnia, and Serbia). They had become junior coalition partners in two more, and they constituted the primary opposition in another three. Between 2000 and 2017, the average populist vote share in the region more than tripled, to 32 percent, and the number of populist parties doubled, to twenty-eight.29
The virus was spreading. In 2016, Slovakia’s beleaguered, scandal-plagued social democratic prime minister, Robert Fico, campaigned for reelection by trying to harness anti-immigration and anti-Muslim sentiment. “I will never allow a single Muslim immigrant under a quota system,” he vowed.30 He held on to his job, but only at the helm of a fragmented coalition; his party lost 40 percent of its seats. A neo-Nazi party entered Slovakia’s parliament for the first time, winning nearly 10 percent of the seats, and the total vote share of the right- and left-wing populist parties swelled to a majority.
In the Czech Republic, the left-of-center president, Miloš Zeman, embraced the anti-immigrant fever while nurturing strong ties to Moscow. It wasn’t enough. In parliamentary elections in October 2017, populist parties decimated the political establishment. The populist, anti-immigrant billionaire Andrej Babis—who campaigned against corruption while being under police investigation for it—became prime minister, even while the left-wing populist Pirate Party and the far-right, extremist, anti-Muslim Freedom and Direct Democracy Party each won 10 percent of the vote. Hungary’s ruling illiberal party also faces a rising challenge from the far-right Jobbik, a formerly anti-Semitic party that now describes itself as “radically patriotic Christian” and which won a fifth of the vote in 2018, making it the third-largest party in parliament.
The populist surge reminds us that European nations can quickly forget their history too. In Croatia, the agent of right-wing nationalist backlash was a culture minister who openly declared his admiration for the country’s Nazi puppet state during World War II.31
The region’s drift toward authoritarianism affirms an age-old lesson: institutional restraints are only as strong as the norms that underpin them. Courts need outside support from parties, civic associations, media outlets, universities, and religious actors unwilling to be complicit in the erosion of democracy.32
A final factor has made life easier for Europe’s new illiberal populists: the relatively weak response from the European Union. The prospect of EU membership had been a powerful inducement for entrenching liberal institutions and norms in the 1990s, and maintaining good standing in the EU—with its full voting rights and lucrative subsidies—could well have restrained the authoritarian trend of recent years. For far too long, the EU balked at imposing sanctions on Hungary, in part because center-right parties in the European Parliament had included Orbán’s Fidesz in their parliamentary bloc and feared that kicking him out could help their more liberal rivals.33 Moreover, Orbán deftly exploited fears among European liberals who worried that the main alternative to him was the much more extreme Jobbik Party. Finally, in September 2018, Orbán’s transgressions against democracy, civil rights, and the rule of law became too much even for many on the right and center right, and the European Parliament voted by more than the required two-thirds margin to pursue EU sanctions on Hungary.34
The EU had a freer hand against Poland’s populists since the PiS sits outside the European Parliament’s main party coalitions, enabling the EU to move more quickly to condemn Polish assaults on judicial and media independence. But the European response has so far failed to move much beyond rhetoric and scrutiny, though those steps are escalating.35 The union’s most powerful weapon—suspending a country’s voting rights—requires unanimous agreement from the other states, and the norm-busting governments of Hungary and Poland have vowed to protect each other from this fate.36 And so illiberalism breeds more illiberalism.
The Wave Rolls West
Throughout Western Europe, in some of the most established democracies on Earth, more and more people are also heeding the siren’s call. They have come, as the Bulgarian political scientist Ivan Krastev has put it, to “associate migration with the rising risk of terror attacks, with the Islamization of their societies, and with the overburdening of the welfare state.” The result has been growing anxiety and a “fear that foreigners are taking over their countries and endangering their way of life.”37
Internal migration within the European Union only exacerbated the jitters, helping deliver a shocking British vote to leave the EU on June 23, 2016. That so-called Brexit vote came after a decade of surging migration from Central and Eastern Europe. By 2016, Britain hosted some 3.5 million migrants from other EU countries, with two thirds of them holding jobs.38
The more immigration in Britain rose, the more the country’s divide over diversity and national identity deepened. Once again, socially conservative, less educated, working-class white voters who felt left behind by socioeconomic change were pitted against highly educated, cosmopolitan, young urbanites.39 As older, white, and working-class voters outside Britain’s big cities grew alienated from the traditionally blue-collar Labour Party and felt ignored by the Conservatives, they drifted either out of politics or toward the far-right British National Party and the anti-EU, anti-immigrant U.K. Independence Party. By 2015, UKIP had become Britain’s third-largest party, winning one of every eight votes. A year later, the “left behind” constituencies combined with the prosperous but less racially diverse Conservative suburbs to produce huge votes for Brexit, giving the referendum its narrow, 52 percent majority.
Brexit was a turn away from European integration, not liberal democracy. But Brexit’s support base was strikingly similar to that of anti-immigrant populist parties across Europe—and behind the American nativist Donald Trump. The new populist parties fared distinctly less well in Western European parliamentary elections than they had in the East, but their average vote share still crept up to 13 percent by 2017.
In 2017 in Germany, roughly that same percentage was enough to launch the anti-immigrant Alternative for Germany (AfD)—which contains a substantial far-right faction that “shades over into ethnic and even racist nationalism”40—into parliament for the first time. At a stroke, the country that knew the perils of democratic collapse better than any other in Europe had an illiberal populist movement as its third-largest party.
France was also rocked by the new populism. In the 2017 elections, the anti-immigrant National Front had hoped to efface its shabby history of racism, xenophobia, and anti-Semitism and enter the political mainstream. The National Front’s presidential candidate, Marine Le Pen, was soundly beaten by a young, charismatic centrist, Emmanuel Macron, a surprise political phenomenon who emerged from outside the established party system. However, as The New York Times reported, “nearly 34 percent of eligible voters did not cast a ballot or cast a blank or null one, suggesting that a large number of people could not bring themselves” to vote for Macron.41 Worse, Le Pen doubled her party’s best previous showing, winning a third of the vote and positioning her far-right movement as an alternative if Macron falters. By September 2018, as Macron struggled to address France’s economic and social problems, polls showed the National Front drawing even in popularity with Macron’s centrist party.
Populist parties have also advanced elsewhere in Western Europe. The right-wing populist Freedom Party failed in its 2017 electoral bid to lead Austria’s government, but it won more than a quarter of the vote and became an influential coalition partner. In 2015, in the depths of Greece’s economic crisis, the left-wing populists of Syriza won power with 36 percent of the vote. The party’s Spanish ideological cousin, Podemos, which staked out a similarly radical stance against austerity and inequality, won a quarter of the seats in Spain’s 2016 elections.
Even in Europe’s historically most liberal democracies, populist parties have been gaining as the proportion of immigrants has risen— to 17 percent in Sweden, roughly 12 percent in the Netherlands and Norway, and 9 percent in Denmark.42 The far-right, anti-immigrant Sweden Democrats nearly doubled their parliamentary strength in 2014 by winning 13 percent of the vote; they did even better in September 2018, capturing 17.6 percent of the vote and coming close to the second-largest party. In 2015, the ideologically similar Danish Peoples Party nearly doubled its vote share to 21 percent, becoming proudly tolerant Denmark’s second-largest party. In 2017 in the Netherlands, the far-right Freedom Party won 13 percent of the vote after promising “to reverse the ‘Islamization’ of the Netherlands,” including closing mosques, banning the Quran, and “forbidding women from wearing headscarves.”43
Nowhere in Western Europe have populist parties made more dramatic electoral gains than in Italy. In 2018, two such parties took power after routing a sober, establishment, center-left coalition: the far-right anti-immigrant League Party (which pledged to take Italy out of the eurozone) won 17 percent of the vote, while the fiercely euroskeptic and antiglobalist Five Star Movement won 33 percent. Five Star has progressive leanings on some economic, environmental, and social issues, but it and the League share a populist antipathy to immigration, globalization, the EU, and the Italian political establishment. Whether or not their postelection coalition government lasts, they have turned Italian politics in an unsettling new direction.
The rise of Europe’s far right has exerted a gravitational pull on its center right, pulling older conservative parties to the right on immigration and other issues and toward younger leaders with more extremist leanings. From Austria and Greece to France and Britain, traditional right-wing parties are lurching toward anti-immigrant populism.
Moreover, the growing presence of populist parties in Europe’s parliaments has made it harder to form coalition governments with some ideological coherence.44 After a disappointing electoral showing in 2017, Germany’s ruling Christian Democrats again had to turn to their chief rivals, the Social Democrats, to assemble a government, leaving the far-right populist AfD to lead the opposition. Established parties in Europe increasingly face a painful choice: bring the new populists into government, as in Austria and Switzerland, or unite as a ruling coalition against them, at the risk of making them the leading alternative if voters decide to punish the entire establishment.45
All this helps “normalize” the new populist parties. As they march deeper into the political arena, these movements are becoming more professionally organized and superficially acceptable without abandoning their core illiberal beliefs.
In Western as in Eastern Europe, right-wing populist parties generate, stoke, and mobilize the fear that immigration will erase cultural heritages and national identities. Some such parties, like the Sweden Democrats and Germany’s AfD, have at least some roots in previous fascist, Nazi, and white supremacist movements. Others, like the French National Front and the Austrian Freedom Party, claim to have shed their earlier histories of neo-Nazism and anti-Semitism, evolving toward a more mainstream mélange of nativism and libertarianism blended with a loathing of immigration and globalization and a crowd-pleasing push for social welfare programs for the indigenous population (but not for minorities or newcomers). Many parties shelter factions that are even more extreme than their official face.
With a few minor and ambiguous exceptions, today’s European populist parties are not overtly antidemocratic. But their demagogic appeals to the “true” people and their hostility to pluralism, minority rights, foreign influences, and the deliberative elements of representative democracy are unmistakably illiberal—and potentially authoritarian.
Nativist parties and movements do not fit well with a commitment to liberal values, as American history has shown.46 All political projects rooted in cultural exclusion tend to slide down some alarming slippery slopes. And it is no coincidence that right-wing social conservatives have repeatedly revealed an affinity for authoritarians.47 Indeed, in the United States in 2016, they flocked to just such a candidate: Donald Trump.
The Rise of Authoritarian Populism in America
When Trump was elected president on November 8, 2016—the twenty-seventh anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall—Europe’s new populists celebrated. As one account put it, “Orbán was euphoric. ‘I feel liberated,’ he said, from the constraints of the European Union and political correctness.”48
Long before the Brexit vote, Trump had identified the voter base for a populist assault on the liberal institutions and values of American democracy. He was the American Orbán, targeting the same constituencies that powered the right-wing populist march across Europe: older, white, working- and middle-class voters outside the major cities who feel threatened by immigration, globalization, drugs, and new cultural norms associated with multiculturalism, gay rights, feminism, and “political correctness.” No wonder Trump’s erstwhile chief White House strategist, Steve Bannon, embraced Europe’s illiberal populists; in March 2018, he told a cheering crowd at France’s National Front party convention, “History is on our side.”49
As adroitly as Orbán and Kaczyński at their most demagogic, the American former reality-TV star painted a stark portrait of the threat from Mexican and Muslim immigration. In his June 16, 2015, speech announcing his candidacy, Trump declared of Mexican immigrants, “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”
But the demagoguery had begun years earlier, in the spring of 2011, when Trump first considered a run for the presidency and signed on to the racist “birther” movement insinuating that Barack Obama was not a legitimate, U.S.-born president. Even after the Hawaii-born Obama wearily released his long-form birth certificate in April 2011, Trump kept tweeting deliberate falsehoods about the president’s birthplace and suggested that Obama’s “real” birth certificate might show he was Muslim.50
Trump’s attacks on Islam and its adherents, sometimes presented in the guise of tough talk on counterterrorism, were similarly unsubtle—and profoundly illiberal. He called for surveilling American mosques, possibly closing some of them, and considering a database to track Muslims living in the United States. After a terrorist attack in December 2015 murdered fourteen people in San Bernardino, California, Trump demanded “a complete and total shutdown of Muslims entering the United States until our country’s representatives can figure out what is going on.”51 He falsely and repeatedly insisted that he had watched “thousands and thousands” of Arab Americans in New Jersey cheering as the Twin Towers fell on 9/11. On CNN, he flatly declared, “Islam hates us.”52
The unifying thread of Trump’s campaign was the manipulation of grievances and fears: of immigrants, terrorists, Muslims, minorities, and criminals, especially nonwhite ones; of a hostile world that was cheating America in trade deals, stealing its jobs, and attacking its people; of lies and betrayal and weakness by the country’s corrupt political establishment. And so he made a promise, in his speech accepting the Republican nomination, to “laid-off factory workers,” to “communities crushed” by unfair trade pacts, and to “the forgotten men and women” of America: “I AM YOUR VOICE.”53 His “Make America Great Again” slogan was code for restoring the pre-1960s social order on race and gender.
No major presidential candidate since George Wallace in 1968 had played so blatantly to racial prejudice and fear, to anxieties about crime and social change, and to resentment of what Wallace termed “bureaucrats and intellectual morons trying to manage everything” for the true and deserving people.54 The segregationist Wallace—with his contempt for elites, hippies, “welfare cheats,” and the Supreme Court—appealed not just to white southerners but also to white working-class voters in America’s industrial heartland. Foreshadowing Trump’s isolationism, Wallace dismissed foreign aid as money “poured down a rat hole” and vowed to make America’s European and Asian allies pay more for their own defense.55 Like Trump, Wallace drew and wouldn’t reject the support of ultraright elements, including the John Birch Society and white supremacists. But Wallace ran in 1968 as a third-party protest candidate with no chance of winning—though he did get more than 13 percent of the vote and carry five states with forty-five electoral votes. In 2016, decades after the civil rights movement, Trump won a major-party nomination, and then the presidency itself.
It was not just Trump’s program but his contempt for democratic norms that heralded the entry of authoritarian populism into the main arena of U.S. presidential politics. As with Wallace in 1968, violence hung in the air of Trump’s campaign rallies, and he encouraged it. At his final rally before the Iowa caucuses, Trump urged, “If you see somebody getting ready to throw a tomato, knock the crap out of them. . . . I will pay for the legal fees.”56 The next month, when a supporter did just that to a protester at one of his rallies, Trump promised to consider covering the legal bills.57 Trump celebrated “the good old days” before “political correctness,” when you could punch protesters “in the face” and watch them “be carried out on a stretcher.” Trump suggested that if his democratically nominated rival, Hillary Clinton, won, the only way to stop her from picking liberal, pro-gun-control judges would lie with “the Second Amendment people”—a clear reference to gun violence and assassination.58
Exceeding even Wallace’s authoritarian cynicism, Trump fanned hysteria about the integrity of the election, warning that Clinton was rigging the election, that the dead would rise, and that illegal immigrants would swarm in the millions to cast fraudulent ballots against him. He vowed to accept the election result only “if I win” or if it is “clear.”59
All this was more than rank opportunism. Trump’s incitement was a violation of the hallowed but unwritten rules of conduct that bind democratic politicians and their supporters to the U.S. constitutional system and keep our electoral struggles from descending into violence. These norms entail respect for the Constitution, the democratic process, and the rule of law; they affirm the rights of candidates to compete, of journalists to monitor, and of skeptics to criticize. But now, for the first time since 1860, as the historian Douglas Brinkley warned, a major-party candidate for president was questioning the legitimacy of the democratic process—and three quarters of his own party followers were persuaded by his slurs.60
Throughout the campaign, Trump heaped scorn on Clinton, threatened to jail her, and encouraged fevered, banana-republic-style rally chants of “Lock her up!” He derided the reporters covering his campaign as “absolute scum.”61 The Republican nominee dismissed their reporting of inconvenient facts as “fake news,” tweeted tirades against critical journalists and news outlets, and vowed as president to “open up those libel laws” to enable public figures to sue a newspaper for writing a “hit piece.”62
As a candidate, Trump questioned the rules of the democratic game, the legitimacy of his political opponents, freedom of speech and the press, and “politically correct” norms against violence—something no American president had ever done.63 Trump ran as a norm-shattering, nativist, illiberal, antidemocratic populist. He would govern as one too. And as the world’s most powerful democracy began to yield to the authoritarian temptation, dictators and demagogues around the world saw an opening, and even a model, for their own escalating attacks on freedom.
FIVE
THE DECLINE OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY
He moves restlessly back and forth as the ovation continues . . . , making jerky salutes, darting intense glances as he grins, rejoicing, exultant, feeling his power and measuring with pleasure the hecklers who are essential to his act. His very first sentence denounces The New York Times. The crowd roars as he flecks the intellectuals, the hecklers. . . . There is menace in the blood shout of the crowd. . . . [He] is the ablest demagogue of our time, with a bugle voice of venom and a gut knowledge of the prejudices of the low-income class.
—RICHARD STROUT, ON GEORGE WALLACE’S 1968 CAMPAIGN RALLY AT MADISON SQUARE GARDEN1
After Donald Trump’s 2016 victory, many shocked Americans—out of hope as much as fairness—waited nervously for his inauguration to get a sense of what kind of president he would be. After all, Trump had been a real estate deal maker and a reality-TV star. Perhaps the menacing populism of his campaign would yield to the pragmatism of a businessman who prided himself on mastering “the Art of the Deal” and who, in his earlier life in New York City, had not been particularly ideological or even partisan.
Those hoping for Trump to pivot might have recalled Richard Nixon’s victory speech on November 6, 1968, after one of the closest, most polarizing campaigns in American history. Nixon had been harsh, savaging Hubert Humphrey, his opponent, and the Democrats as soft on communism, weak on crime, and vacillating on the Vietnam War. Nixon had embraced a “Southern strategy,” invoking “states’ rights” and law-and-order themes to attract whites upset over federal action to end segregation. He even tried to sabotage peace talks by secretly urging South Vietnam to wait for a better deal under him.2
On the night of his victory, however, Nixon embraced a sign seen on the campaign trail: “Bring Us Together.” His presidency advanced pragmatic, bipartisan initiatives to establish the Environmental Protection Agency, launch a war on cancer, negotiate arms control with the Soviet Union, and open relations with China. If Nixon, the anti-Communist demagogue, could go to China, maybe Trump could pirouette as well.
But if Trump shares Nixon’s paranoia and vindictiveness, he showed from the outset that he lacks the pragmatism and grasp of governance that let Nixon accomplish much before he self-destructed with Watergate. Trump has proven unable to rise above his divisive, defensive, and duplicitous instincts. He falsely insisted that he would have won the popular vote save for millions of (nonexistent) fraudulent votes for Hillary Clinton, tweeted that flag burners should be deported or jailed, denounced critical media outlets as “fake news,” promoted absurd conspiracy theories about his political opponents, refused to divest himself of massive conflicts of interest, dismissed Russia’s interference in the 2016 campaign, and became the first elected president in half a century to refuse to release his tax returns—and all before his inauguration.
Trump’s presidency has brought more direct and chilling assaults on the norms and institutions of democracy, including:
attacking judges and courts who ruled against his attempts to fulfill his campaign pledge to ban all Muslims from entering the United States;3
pardoning a notorious Arizona sheriff, Joe Arpaio, who had been convicted of “willfully defying court orders to stop detaining illegal immigrants and racially profiling Latino drivers”;4
lying so routinely and egregiously that, at one point in 2018, The Washington Post’s fact checkers estimated that the president was making more than 6.5 false claims per day;5
demonizing the media as the “enemy of the people” and threatening to exert regulatory pressure against such independent outlets as NBC, CNN, and The Washington Post;
refusing to defend American security in the face of overwhelming evidence of a coordinated Russian digital assault on the 2016 U.S. election, and a resumption of Russian malevolence in the 2018 midterm election;
pressuring U.S. intelligence officials to go beyond the known evidence to declare that his 2016 campaign had not colluded with Russia;
demanding expressions of loyalty to himself from the director and deputy director of the FBI;
firing FBI director James Comey—the first time an FBI chief had been fired in the absence of clear ethical violations;6
bullying Attorney General Jeff Sessions, one of his earliest and most important campaign backers, to end his recusal from the Russia investigation and turn a blind eye to likely criminal wrongdoing by some Republican lawmakers, and then firing Sessions the day after the 2018 elections;
unconstitutionally appointing as acting attorney general to replace Sessions an individual who had not been confirmed by the Senate;7
dictating from Air Force One in July 2017 a false statement for Donald Trump Jr. that mischaracterized the purpose of his son’s meeting during the campaign with a Russian lawyer offering dirt on Hillary Clinton;
demeaning and obstructing Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation of the Russian intervention and laying the groundwork in conservative media outlets for Mueller’s firing;
attacking the Office of Government Ethics, an independent watchdog agency, and pressuring it to stop investigating Trump’s conflicts of interest;
halting the long-standing White House practice of releasing visitor logs;8
appointing a tendentious Commission on Election Integrity to investigate not Russia’s election hacking but baseless charges of large-scale voter fraud that supposedly hurt the GOP;
refusing to clearly condemn the white supremacists and neo-Nazis who staged violent, racist demonstrations in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017;
holding rallies as president that hooted for the jailing of his vanquished 2016 Democratic rival;
writing on Twitter that America’s “biggest enemy” is not Russia, ISIS, or North Korea but our own news media;9
scorning constitutional guarantees of due process by tweeting that undocumented immigrants should be “immediately” sent back from where they came, “with no Judges or Court Cases” to evaluate their claims;10
and repeatedly branding his foes as traitors—from saying that The New York Times had “virtually” committed “treason” by running a critical essay in September 2018 by an anonymous senior administration aide to calling some congressional Democrats “un-American” and “treasonous” for not applauding a passage in his 2018 State of the Union address.11
And this is only a partial list. It omits Trump’s willful exaggeration of the size of his inaugural crowds, his misogynistic comments, his shameless promotion of his hotel and golf properties, his nepotism in giving his daughter and son-in-law senior White House jobs, his petty vindictiveness against critics (for example, revoking the security clearance of former CIA director John Brennan), his lax management of security precautions and clearances, his false depictions of crime statistics and other data, and his eliciting of obsequious televised praise from one cabinet officer after another. Nor does it address other alarming aspects of his mental and moral unfitness for office: his unrelenting fury over the Russia inquiry, his lack of impulse control, his overflowing vengefulness, his contempt for the professional work of military and intelligence officials, his impatience with and inattention to his national security briefings, and “his lack of understanding about how government functions and his inability and unwillingness to learn.”12
All of this demeaned the office of the presidency, the ethical standards of government, and the culture of our democracy. But we must distinguish boorish and erratic statements from undemocratic ones—and bad policies from authoritarian and illegal actions.
We can survive sleaze and vulgarity in a president. We can challenge and reverse bad policies. But the threat that Trump poses to America’s democratic institutions and norms is unprecedented. Only Richard Nixon at the height of the Watergate crisis so squarely shook the pillars of American democracy—and by then he was heading toward impeachment and removal from office, before he was finally driven to resign. Trump, by contrast has posed a unique threat to our constitutional system from the outset of his presidency, for he is, in the words of Madeleine Albright, “the first anti-democratic president in modern U.S. history.”13
As this book goes to press, some of the restraining institutions in our democratic system have more or less held. Despite what Washington Post media analyst Margaret Sullivan has called “the most sustained attack any president has ever made on the press,”14 the independence, investigative energy, and subscriptions of major mainstream media outlets have thrived.15 Trump has failed to intimidate judges and investigators. Comey’s successor as FBI director, Christopher Wray, has defended the battered bureau’s independence and continued to probe Russian malfeasance. Mueller has pressed on with his investigations, which have led to an escalating cascade of indictments and plea agreements. Trump was forced to disband his risible “election commission” after states refused to play along, out of widespread and bipartisan concern that the body’s real aim was to promote voter-ID laws that would have suppressed African American and Latino votes.16 Numerous administration officials caught up in corruption, venality, or illegality have been forced to resign, including National Security Adviser Michael Flynn, Health and Human Services Secretary Tom Price, Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke, and Environmental Protection Agency Administrator Scott Pruitt. American public opinion has remained consistently disapproving of Trump’s conduct in office. Hence, despite robust economic growth and a continuation of the longest period of sustained job growth in modern U.S. history, the American electorate dealt Trump a sharp rebuke in November 2018 by giving control of the House of Representatives back to the Democratic Party.
But Trump has still done profound damage to American democracy, and so long as he remains in office, much worse is possible. Trump has already seriously eroded the independence and morale of the panoply of American intelligence agencies, the Justice Department, and the nation’s premier law-enforcement agency, the FBI. Some of these actions—such as the firing of FBI director Comey and later the hiring of the rabidly biased Acting Assistant Attorney General Matthew Whitaker—seem to be thinly veiled attempts to obstruct justice in the Mueller investigation.17 His first Supreme Court nominee joined with four other conservative justices to uphold the third version of Trump’s ill-disguised and discriminatory attempt to ban foreign Muslims from entering the United States, as he promised on the campaign trail.18 His assaults on the media have continued so relentlessly that they prompted retired admiral William McRaven, who oversaw the 2011 Navy SEAL raid that killed Osama bin Laden, to denounce them as “the greatest threat to our democracy in my lifetime.”19 Trump has also kept hammering away at the legitimacy of political opposition, and the ability of Muslims, Latinos, transgender people, and more to be full American citizens. And he has shown an abiding scorn for the vision of political pluralism laid out by our Founders.
The current crisis is even more dangerous than the Watergate era, in several respects. During the first two years of Trump’s presidency, enthusiastic or enabling Republicans controlled both houses of Congress, leaving Trump largely free from the rigorous congressional scrutiny enshrined in the Constitution to prevent executive abuses. In particular, Republicans on the House Intelligence Committee, led by Chairman Devin Nunes, persistently sought to undermine the investigation into Russia’s election meddling and defend Trump at all costs.20 Second, the country—and especially the Congress—is far more politically and ideologically polarized than during the 1970s. Even though Trump’s overall public-approval ratings hovered under or around 40 percent during most of his first two years in office, they exceeded 80 percent among Republicans.21 And third, the rise of Twitter and other forms of social media now give a president the ability to communicate constantly, directly, and emotively with millions of intensely loyal followers while fragmenting American society into bitterly opposed and increasingly extreme networks of belief and opinion. Add to this the staunch support that Trump draws from the uber-partisan Fox News channel, and the United States has seen, in the words of the New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, a “president with no shame” being “backed by a party with no spine and a network with no integrity.”22
As a result, during Trump’s first two years in office, very few congressional Republicans (even obvious skeptics) were willing to openly confront Trump’s serial violations of democratic norms. And the one who most forcefully did so—Senator Jeff Flake of Arizona—felt liberated to fully speak out only when he announced, from the Senate floor on October 24, 2017, that he would not seek reelection.
Flake leveled a damning charge against his fellow Republican politicians: complicity. The senator had grasped one of the most important lessons about why democracies crumble. Democracy is never vanquished by the actions of a lone autocrat. It takes a complicit and divided legislature, court system, and civil society to let an autocrat get away with it. Flake went on to censure what none of his fellow Senate Republicans have had the courage to do, the entire pattern of Trump’s governance: “the personal attacks, the threats against principles, freedoms, and institution, the flagrant disregard for truth and decency.” He also warned of the damage to global freedom and prosperity by the withdrawal of American leadership. And he continued:
Without fear of the consequences and without consideration of the rules of what is politically safe or palatable, we must stop pretending that the degradation of our politics and the conduct of some in our executive branch are normal. They are not normal. . . .
And when such behavior emanates from the top of our government, it is something else. It is dangerous to a democracy.23
Flake urged his fellow senators not to “remain silent and fail to act . . . because we might provoke a primary challenge.” But it was precisely the likelihood of defeat at the hands of angry pro-Trump voters in the next Arizona Republican primary that led Flake to withdraw from a reelection fight and speak his mind instead. Flake had considerable popularity, but he had concluded that “a traditional conservative,” one “who is devoted to free trade, who is pro-immigration, has a narrower and narrower path to nomination in the Republican Party.”
We cannot have a healthy democracy when one of our major political parties is seriously ill. We cannot have a thriving republic when Congress shirks its constitutional duties. Trump is certainly exacerbating the woes of American democracy, but he is not their sole author. The quality of our republic has been decaying for decades—all of which makes today’s crisis more grave.
The Great Estrangement
In 2012, when Jeff Flake was a six-term congressman, he won the Republican Party’s Senate nomination in a primary that drew 516,000 voters—only a sixth of all registered voters in Arizona. Adding the 12 percent who voted in the Democratic primary, that was a 28 percent turnout—compared with 74 percent of registered Arizona voters in that November’s general election.
When party primaries draw such a small slice of the electorate, the most ideologically motivated voters tend to turn out: more conservative Republicans, more liberal Democrats. In Arizona, it takes only about 8 percent of the total number of registered voters to choose the Republican nominee—which can mean the angriest, most right-wing, and most pro-Trump 8 percent of the overall electorate. Flake didn’t think he could stand up to Trump and survive the wrath of that fanatical 8 percent—and he was almost certainly right. Moreover, had Flake tried to placate the far right, the lurch rightward could have fatally weakened his chances in the general election, which he won in 2012 by only three percentage points.
Increasingly in American politics, congressional voting behavior—and congressional cowardice—is being driven by this fear of being “primaried” into oblivion. Such worries have spurred Republicans in particular to eschew compromise and fall into line with extreme positions. GOP politicians today must fear not only the decentralized anger of militant voters but the concentrated—and immensely well-funded—opposition of special-interest groups like the National Rifle Association (NRA), political action committees (PACs) like the Club for Growth, and deep-pocketed “independent expenditure committees,” or super PACs.
Among the single-issue groups, the NRA is typically one of the most powerful electoral forces, spending more than $50 million in 2016 on campaigns. If you want to understand why so many Republican members of Congress don’t want to touch serious gun-safety legislation, think about the damage that even a modest portion of that $50 million could do in a low-turnout primary election. And think about the mobilizing power of a lavishly funded organization with five million loyal, dues-paying members who are willing to cast their vote on gun issues alone and who receive regular, stark instructions from the NRA on how to do so.24
A tidal wave of opaque money is drowning American democracy. As a result of the 2010 Supreme Court decision in Citizens United (and related federal court rulings), super PACs can raise and spend unlimited amounts of money from corporations, unions, and individuals to campaign for and against candidates, so long as these efforts are not coordinated with any candidate.25 For the 2016 electoral cycle, more than two thousand super PACs raised and spent over a billion dollars.26
Then there are the 501(c)(4) social welfare organizations, including the NRA. Under the law, they can spend tax-exempt donations to elect and defeat candidates—and they do not even have to disclose the identity of their individual or corporate donors, so long as they “spend less than 50 percent of their money on politics.”27 In 2016, the top five “dark-money” election spenders were all conservative Republican organizations.28 In 2018 (for the first time since 2008), liberal groups had a slight edge in dark-money campaign spending, and total outside spending by all kinds of groups was almost evenly divided between liberal and conservative groups.29
Even if the partisan balance remains, however, the problems for political transparency and accountability persist. As the nonprofit Campaign Legal Center observed in 2017, since the Citizens United decision, the country has faced “a proliferation of super PACS that are staffed by close associates of candidates, receive blessings from the campaigns they support, and spend more than ever.”30
The combination of rising polarization and gushing campaign-finance spigots has claimed several prominent Republican casualties in recent primary election cycles. Among the most stunning was the May 2012 primary defeat of Richard Lugar, the widely respected six-term Indiana senator who had served as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Lugar lost by twenty points to a little-known, hard-right challenger, Richard Mourdock, who explicitly criticized Lugar’s bipartisanship. The insurgent candidate mobilized a fervent grassroots effort with support from the NRA, the national Tea Party PAC, the conservative PAC Club for Growth, and FreedomWorks (which grew out of the political network of the wealthy, conservative Koch brothers). Lugar’s real crime, as the Christian Science Monitor noted, was being “too willing to compromise with Democrats.”31
Lugar was one of several prominent Republican Senate candidates defeated by the Tea Party in the 2010 and 2012 primaries. All were seen by the GOP’s right flank as too moderate, flexible, and pragmatic, even though they were all well to the right of center. Lugar and Utah senator Robert Bennett, defeated for renomination in 2010, both voted conservative well above 60 percent of the time on key bills.32
This dynamic often backfired on the GOP. In the 2012 general election, the giant killer Mourdock was defeated by Joe Donnelly, then a Democratic congressman, after suggesting that it was God’s will that a pregnant rape victim should bear the child of her assailant. In Nevada, Colorado, and Delaware, other far-right Tea Party candidates also blew winnable seats for the Republican Party. And in the biggest shocker, Democrat Doug Jones won a December 2017 special election for a U.S. Senate seat in the deeply red state of Alabama when his Tea Party Republican opponent, Roy Moore, became mired in credible charges of sexual predation on teenage girls.
But with Tea Party support, several high-profile conservative challengers have won, going on to reshape the Republican Party on Capitol Hill. Since coming to the Senate in 2010 after knocking out Robert Bennett, Utah’s Mike Lee has maintained a 100 percent conservative voting record (as scored by FreedomWorks). Other Tea Party success stories from 2010 and 2012 have been almost as faithful to the movement: Kentucky senator Rand Paul has a lifetime score of 98; South Carolina’s Tim Scott, 85; Texas’s Ted Cruz, 88; and Florida’s Marco Rubio, 80.33
Fewer prominent Republican moderates have fallen since 2012, but that is mainly because fewer of them remain. Most have either retired, been defeated, or moved preemptively to the right. When moderate Senator Bob Corker (with a lifetime voting score of 69) announced his retirement in 2018, a more conservative, unabashedly pro-Trump congresswoman, Marsha Blackburn (score of 86), easily won election as his replacement from Tennessee.
Apart from Trump’s own stunning march to the nomination, the most shocking Tea Party upset came in 2014, when Eric Cantor of Virginia became the first House majority leader to lose a primary election. Considered a likely future Speaker of the House, Cantor had money, power, and a rising national profile. But his far-right, establishment-bashing challenger, David Brat, accused Cantor—a strong conservative who had nevertheless shown some flexibility on immigration—of favoring “amnesty” for illegal immigrants. Brat won by more than 10 points. (However, in the “blue wave” election of 2018, he was defeated for reelection by a moderate Democrat, Abigail Spanberger.)
These Tea Party victories intensified a long-term trend of increasing polarization in Congress. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a wide political gulf separated the Democratic and Republican parties in the Senate and especially the House. Then for half a century, from the late 1920s until the 1970s, ideological polarization abated. Moderate Republicans from the Northeast and the West and conservative Democrats from the South gave each party enough diversity in its congressional ranks to enable shifting coalitions that cut major deals on budgets, taxation, civil rights, environmental protection, and other major issues.
But since the late 1980s, party moderates have become a dying species in Congress, which is also increasingly polarized along geographic lines. Save for House districts dominated by racial minorities, the South has gone virtually solidly for conservative Republicans. Meanwhile, the coasts have been drifting more solidly to the left: liberal Democrats now hold all six West Coast Senate seats and most of those in the Northeast. In the 2018 elections for the House of Representatives, Republicans were virtually wiped out in the eight Northeastern states extending down to New Jersey.34
As Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein noted in their prescient 2012 book It’s Even Worse Than It Looks, the 111th Congress (during the first two years of Barack Obama’s presidency) marked the first time in modern U.S. history that Republicans and Democrats in the Senate had no ideological overlap.35 As National Journal (then a weekly magazine, now a website) put it in 2014, “The ideological sorting of the House and Senate by party, which has been going on for more than three decades, is virtually complete.”36 And the same polarizing trend is now apparent in state legislatures as well.37 In fact, the 2018 elections were the first in 108 years to give a single party control of both houses of the state legislature in every state but one. “It’s a reflection of polarization,” said one expert. “We have red state legislatures and blue state legislatures.”38
Mann and Ornstein argued that congressional polarization is “asymmetrical,” driven mainly by the Republican Party’s leap rightward. There are some signs that this may be changing as progressive primary voters push the Democratic Party to the left in the Trump era. Most dramatically, in a mirror image of Cantor’s defeat, a likely future Democratic House Speaker, Joseph Crowley, was defeated in his 2018 New York primary election by a charismatic twenty-eight-year-old democratic socialist, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. Another democratic socialist, Rashida Tlaib, narrowly won the Democratic nomination for a Michigan House seat. Both candidates were easily elected in November (Tlaib unopposed), but so were a number of Democratic moderates like Spanberger in swing districts.
Polarization in America still disproportionately means a tilt to the right. The political scientists Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal have developed a sophisticated scoring system to measure the ideological character of congressional voting, in which a score of 1.0 is perfectly conservative and a score of -1.0 is perfectly liberal. From the mid-1970s on, House and Senate Democrats became somewhat more liberal, as moderate-to-conservative Southern Democrats retired or were defeated. But the big changes were among the Republicans. House Republicans grew steadily and dramatically more conservative, moving from an average score of 0.2 in the late 1970s to one of about 0.7 by 2014—a huge shift. Senate Republicans also moved sharply right, and in both the House and the Senate, moderate Republicans almost disappeared.39 As a result, Poole and Rosenthal conclude, “polarization in the House and Senate is now at the highest level since the end of Reconstruction.”40 This trend will likely accelerate with the retirement and defeat of a number of Republican moderates in 2018.
That doesn’t mean that the American public is hopelessly polarized. As my Stanford colleague Morris Fiorina has long argued, it is not primarily the public that has become deeply divided along partisan and ideological lines but rather politicians, political activists, and campaign donors.41
Why? One key factor has been the massive geographic realignment. The South has become overwhelmingly Republican, and New England has become overwhelmingly Democratic.42 As the Democratic Party pushed through sweeping civil rights initiatives in the 1960s, Republican senator Barry Goldwater carried five states from the heretofore reliably Democratic Deep South in 1964; the Democrats then lost every southern state but President Lyndon Johnson’s own Texas in 1968. Nixon pursued his Southern strategy, and the South has remained heavily Republican in most subsequent presidential elections. In the 1980s and early 1990s, the insurgent House Speaker Newt Gingrich enlarged and radicalized the Republican House caucus with slash-and-burn tactics that refused all cooperation with Democrats in committee and on the floor. Hyperpartisanship intensified on each side while trust in Congress plummeted.43
Underlying this partisan realignment have been deeper regional shifts in economic activity, social values, and identity. As Jonathan Rodden, another Stanford political science professor, explains, manufacturing moved from the dense northeastern cities to more sparsely populated exurban and rural areas with cheap land and labor. These rural areas shifted heavily Republican, and religious and social conservatives flocked to the changing GOP. Meanwhile, Democrats became more exclusively a party of the postindustrial, socially liberal cities, with their ethnic diversity, high rates of public sector unionization, and immersion in globalization, immigration, innovation, and the knowledge economy.44 Thus political polarization in the United States (and other advanced democracies) now falls heavily along an urban-rural divide, with the suburbs as the battleground.
Increasingly, culturally conservative Americans living in the country’s heartland view the urban knowledge elite—defined by Fiorina as “people who work in academia, the professions, the entertainment industry, the media, and the higher levels of government”45—as arrogant and condescending. Working-class white Americans in the Rust Belt often feel that they are losing ground economically and that the country’s cultural and political elites are biased toward every group but them. Rural and exurban whites are increasingly trying to define themselves as an identity group, seeking to recover a lost sense of recognition and respect.46 This has helped fuel an intense politics of resentment.
Trump instinctively grasped how to exploit such cultural grievances, winning more than 70 percent of the vote among whites with no college education.47 A quick glance at a map of the 2016 presidential vote by county would no doubt please Trump: the country is overwhelmingly red, save for the coastal areas and some scattered urban patches of blue in the Midwest.48
These days, Democrats and Republicans live not just in different regions but in separate moral worlds. Even though America has more political independents than ever before (and more than either Republicans or Democrats), the two parties are more homogeneous and further apart than at any point in decades.49
A contributing factor to this great rift has been partisan gerrymandering—the process of drawing electoral district boundaries to give one party a partisan advantage. To ensure “one person, one vote,” legislative district boundaries must be redrawn after each decennial census. In most states, this task continues to fall to the legislature. When one party controls both houses of the state’s legislature as well as its governorship, that party can muscle its way to maximizing its likely share of seats for both state legislative races and the U.S. House.
Both parties have brazenly gerrymandered when they had the power to do so, but Republicans have benefited the most. The table on pages 97–98 shows the worst victims of partisan imbalance in 2016—parties whose share of the seats trails their share of the votes by more than 10 percentage points, in states with five or more House representatives. In fifteen of these nineteen states, Democrats are the victims of extreme gerrymandering.
Take North Carolina, where Democrats got 47 percent of the congressional vote but only three of the thirteen House seats. The Republican chairman of the state legislature’s redistricting committee—which was forced by the courts to redraw the lines before the 2016 elections—freely admitted to drawing “the maps to give a partisan advantage to 10 Republicans and three Democrats because I do not believe it’s possible to draw a map with 11 Republicans and two Democrats.”50
This sort of cynical partisanship goes a long way toward explaining why the Republicans were able to capture more than 55 percent of the House’s seats in 2016 by garnering only 49 percent of the total vote (compared with 48 percent for the Democrats). And the unfairness is becoming more extreme as the revolution in “big data” and computer modeling enables legislators to slice and dice districts ever more precisely to maximize partisan advantage. Having nonpartisan commissions redraw districts clearly makes for more democratic results, as is apparent from the part of the table showing the results for four states that use this method to draw congressional districts.
Imbalance in 2016 Between House Vote and Seats in Selected States
Source: https://ballotpedia.org/United_States_House_of_Representatives_elections,_2016.
Gerrymandering is only part of the great estrangement. Democrats tend to be tightly clustered in urban centers, where their votes are more concentrated geographically.51 Drawing district boundaries that simply look “natural” can thus give an advantage to the Republicans. But gerrymandering accentuates the unfairness. And it does something else. When Democratic seats in conservative southern states are limited to districts with high concentrations of African Americans, the possibility of electing more moderate Democrats from swing districts in those states is largely foreclosed. The reverse is true—a loss of possible moderate House Republicans—when liberal Democrats dominate redistricting in states like Massachusetts and Maryland. More generally, when dominant parties gerrymander, they reduce the number of competitive “swing” districts, which are somewhat more likely to produce moderates who have to appeal to independents to win. That only aggravates the polarization that is diminishing our democracy.
The Fragmented Media Landscape
Another new factor driving today’s polarization has been the transformation of the media landscape, both through the proliferation of partisan outlets prone to “narrowcasting” and the rise of social media. The days of a common public sphere, in which most Americans got their news from one of the three nonpartisan network news broadcasts and their local newspaper, are long gone. Americans’ news sources are far more fragmented—among cable TV news and opinion programs, radio talk shows, and social media sites, especially Twitter and Facebook.
In 1987, the Federal Communications Commission revoked its famous Fairness Doctrine, requiring equal time for contrasting views. Conservative radio talk shows ushered in a new era of hyperpoliticized broadcasting. Hosts including Rush Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, Laura Ingraham, and the conspiratorial Glenn Beck gained huge national followings and commercial success by airing hard-edged conservative viewpoints and take-no-prisoners denunciations of Democrats, the left, and any kind of compromise with them.
This became the formula for a new generation of extreme commentators and media platforms. Breitbart.com blazed a similar trail online. The eight most popular radio talk shows are all conservative, and for the past three decades, the flame-throwing Limbaugh has consistently led the list, with fourteen million listeners today.52
The rise of highly partisan news broadcasts, notably Fox on the right and MSNBC on the left, is further deepening the rift. These cable networks still have many fewer viewers than the three main TV networks, but, like talk radio, they intensify and polarize the views of activists. These harder-line activists, in turn, disproportionately influence which candidates get political money, energy, and volunteers—and thus who wins party primaries. On the right, these activated media consumers advanced the Gingrich revolution in Congress during the Clinton administration and then helped drive the Tea Party surge during the Obama years. On the left, such partisans have driven political insurgencies of their own: Howard Dean in 2004, Obama in 2008, Bernie Sanders in 2016.
Social media sites are ideally suited to the politics of provocation. Online content travels instantly and can go viral in minutes. Twitter lets users post without disclosing their real identities, which may enable whistle-blowers to expose corruption and human rights activists to confront dictatorships, but also enables racists to spew venom and lets hostile governments mess with election campaigns.53 When anyone can style her- or himself as a journalist, a columnist, or a videographer, the media landscape may be democratized, but it is also stripped of professional standards.
The more lasting danger to democracy from social media may simply be that it is making the electorate less capable of handling complexity. As sources of information have proliferated, attention spans have radically diminished. Social media companies—especially Facebook, Google, Instagram, and Twitter—are locked into what the Center for Humane Technology calls a “zero-sum race for our finite attention, which they need to make money.”54 Hence social media engineers design platforms and write algorithms that prioritize what captures people’s attention—sensational and emotive messages, even if they are based on outright falsehoods or conveyed by computerized “bots,” automated accounts that pretend to be human (such accounts may comprise 10 percent or more of all Twitter accounts). As people get hooked, shocking posts go viral, the number of users keeps growing, the ad revenues pour in, and American society gets angrier, more polarized, and more readily manipulated.
Social media firms are also accumulating staggering amounts of user data, which enables companies, governments, political campaigns, and criminals to “microtarget” all kinds of constituencies. In 2016, the Trump campaign, which outspent Hillary Clinton on Facebook, reportedly targeted “13.5 million persuadable voters in sixteen battleground states, discovering the hidden Trump voters, especially in the Midwest, whom the polls had ignored.”55 And of course, Trump himself made incessant and electrifying use of Twitter, driving news coverage and drowning out his more temperate rivals.56
The Center for Humane Technology sees a worrisome menu of manipulation. It includes pushing lies directly to specific zip codes, races, or religions; finding people who are already prone to conspiracy theories or racism; delivering messages timed to prey on citizens when we are emotionally vulnerable (such as Facebook’s finding that depressed teens buy more makeup); and creating millions of fake accounts and bots impersonating real people, fooling millions with the false impression of consensus.57
Recent research suggests that the average American probably encountered multiple fake propaganda stories in the final month of the 2016 campaign.58 This is actual “fake news,” and it can spread farther and faster than the real thing—often in organized campaigns accelerated by trolls (online human provocateurs who post deliberately inflammatory and disruptive propaganda) and bots. Examining all news stories distributed on Twitter from its founding in 2006 through 2017, three MIT researchers found “that falsehood diffused significantly farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly than the truth in all categories of information.” In particular, fake political news spreads wider, travels faster, reaches more people, and goes more viral than any other category of information.59
The internet offers many gifts, from helping children with their science homework to providing support systems to cancer patients. But it is also a medium made for populist demagoguery. Donald Trump understood that better than anyone who has ever sought the presidency. Unfortunately, Vladimir Putin understood that too.
Democracy Diminished
The United States has never been a perfect democracy. Since its inception, our new republic has been scarred and limited by slavery, racism, sexism, nativism, the near extermination of the Native American population, monopoly capitalism, corruption, and repeated assaults on civil liberties.
Within a decade of the adoption of the Constitution, the Alien and Sedition Acts under President John Adams put it under strain. President Abraham Lincoln suspended habeas corpus during the Civil War. President Woodrow Wilson persecuted critics of U.S. involvement in World War I under a new Sedition Act. In the early days of World War II, more than 100,000 Japanese Americans were rounded up in a wave of nativist phobia and detained in internment camps. During the Cold War, Senator Joseph McCarthy destroyed many lives with his demagogic brand of anticommunism. During the Vietnam War, protesters were often targeted for government surveillance, much of it illegal. And after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the George W. Bush administration’s counterterrorism agenda ballooned to include the secret, warrantless wiretapping of many Americans’ communications and the use of torture by the CIA to interrogate terrorism suspects.
We should bear this history in mind when we ponder the danger to constitutional rights and norms in the Trump era. Even with the troublesome USA Patriot Act after 9/11, Americans’ civil liberties have still been far better protected in recent years than they were in previous periods of war. But in the future, wars, terrorist attacks, or exaggerated fears of foreign subversion could provide Trump with pretexts to assail core American freedoms. (Just imagine what Trump might propose in the wake of a mass-casualty jihadist attack on U.S. soil.)
In recent years, independent assessments have documented the decline in the quality of democracy in the United States. The widely respected group Freedom House rates political rights and civil liberties on a scale from zero to 100; the United States slid from a peak of 94 in 2010 to 86 in 2017—a sharper fall than in any other major Western democracy.60 This decline has been fed by deepening congressional dysfunction, the flood of money into our politics, and racial injustices in our criminal justice system. But Freedom House also identifies several causes unique to the Trump era: the Russian hacking of the 2016 election, the apathy of the Trump administration’s response, the administration’s pervasive “violations of basic ethical standards,” and a worrisome “reduction in government transparency.”61
As Washington has become more starkly polarized, norms of civility have melted, and Congress’s ability to work across party lines has plummeted. The frequency of legislative gridlock on major issues has doubled in half a century, to an annual average of about 60 percent.62
Polarization has also prevented Congress from checking presidential abuse of power and from deliberating seriously and openly. To pass the Republicans’ promised tax reform—a sweeping, immensely complicated piece of legislation—in December 2017, the House and Senate raced the bills through while “Democratic Senators complained that they only received copies of the bill and amendments within hours of voting on them, and from lobbyists rather than the legislative sponsors.”63
Our democracy is also being eroded by the dark flows of political money mentioned earlier. Those funds have strings attached. The problem is not just campaign spending but lobbying, which remains highly skewed toward corporate and industry actors. Leading the pack in 2017 was the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which spent $82 million in lobbying.
Of the top twenty spenders on lobbying in 2017, only one was not a corporation or industry association: the Open Society Policy Center (in eleventh place), supported by the liberal billionaire George Soros, which spent roughly $16 million advocating progressive policies on human rights, immigration, and criminal justice reform.64 The top ten lobbyists spent almost twenty times as much plumping for the interests of pharmaceutical companies, real estate agents, hospitals, doctors, Boeing, Google’s parent company Alphabet, and business in general.
Toward the end of his campaign, Trump proposed some reasonable reforms to “drain the swamp,” limit the political influence of donors and special interests, and slow the revolving door between lobbyists and government. But the early years of his administration saw instead a surge in sleaze. At the end of 2017, the nonpartisan Campaign Legal Center warned that Trump’s top donors were winning troubling levels of access and influence—and that “more than half of Trump’s nominees have ties to the industries they are now tasked with regulating.”65
How Resilient Is Our Democracy?
Is the picture I’ve painted an alarmist one? If anything, I fear it is understated.
After Trump’s first year in office, many and perhaps most political analysts and observers seemed to conclude that U.S. institutions were proving to be resilient and limiting the long-term damage that he could inflict on American democracy.66 As they saw it, Trump was talking a nasty line but not doing much to undermine civil liberties and constitutional constraints. Yes, he snarled at the media, but he did not seize journalists’ files, jail them, shutter media outlets, or censor the press.67 Yes, he pilloried federal judges who ruled against him, but a great many of them continued to do so.
I don’t buy this, grateful as I am for the courage shown by reporters, jurists, and others. I am more alarmed by Trump’s presidency than anything I have seen in American politics in my career—and I find the arguments for complacency thoroughly unconvincing.
Clearly, the United States is not Hungary or Turkey, where the weakness of counterbalances has given illiberal leaders the whip hand. But then, authoritarian assaults on democracy often proceed gradually, and a key factor in their success is how long they are permitted to proceed. Two years are not a very robust test, and Trump’s early tenure has been profoundly disturbing.
What is most distressing is not Trump himself but the willingness of so many Republican politicians, conservative groups, and right-leaning media outlets to go along with him or exploit his ascendancy. In a striking reprise of President Franklin Roosevelt’s ill-fated Depression-era effort to pack the U.S. Supreme Court, the head of the Federalist Society, a judicial advocacy organization, proposed in 2017 “to double or even triple the number of authorized judgeships on the federal Courts of Appeals”—a transparent attempt to overcome resistance by judges who have stood in Trump’s way.68 The Wall Street Journal’s editorial page has, after an internal purge, gone from opposing Trump on principle as a vulgarian bereft of conservative values to apologizing for his excesses and indulging his conspiratorial mind-set. Elsewhere, Republicans in Congress who have long believed in U.S. leadership abroad have shrugged at Trump’s protectionism because he passed a tax cut that favored corporations. Evangelicals who have long preached family values have overlooked his vulgarity and dalliances with porn stars because he has nominated youthful conservatives to the Supreme Court. And well before Trump became president, more than twenty states, largely through Republican-controlled legislatures, were working to roll back efforts to make it easier for citizens—especially poor people and racial minorities—to register and vote. In the wake of the surge of African American and other minority voting in 2008, when Barack Obama was elected president, virtually the entire South has moved in this undemocratic direction, and in 2018 Republican-controlled states also sought to suppress the Native American vote.69
We also do not know how lasting the damage to the federal government will prove—not just to the FBI, the CIA, and other intelligence agencies but also to the Internal Revenue Service, the Environmental Protection Agency, the foreign service, the career prosecutors and staff of the Justice Department, key regulatory agencies like the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, and the many other elements of the civil service that Trump has systematically belittled, demoralized, ignored, or starved of funding. So sweeping has been the Trump administration’s blithe contempt for government that it even infected the Department of Agriculture, which serves Trump’s most loyal constituency—rural voters.70
Nor can we fully judge the harm from Trump’s indulgence of the far right and his open invitations to physical violence. We do know that cities that hosted Trump campaign rallies in 2016 had a 12 percent higher rate of assault on the day of the rally than on a typical day.71
Years before the 2017 violence in Charlottesville that left one dead, and before the 2018 murder of eleven Jewish worshipers at Pittsburgh’s Tree of Life Synagogue, neo-Nazi and white supremacist groups had been growing in the United States.72 Now hundreds of thousands of “heavily armed citizens filled with hate and anger” toward African Americans, Jews, Latinos, and other minority groups are rallying behind a new generation of charismatic leaders of the self-styled “alt-right.” But they are also marching in support of Trump’s agenda. As Daryl Johnson, a former senior analyst for domestic terrorism at the Department of Homeland Security, has put it: “the border wall, the travel ban, mass deportations of illegal immigrants—these ideas were touted on white supremacist message boards merely ten years ago. Now they’re being put forth as official U.S. policy.”73
As long as this is what passes for presidential leadership, American democracy will be in grave and deepening danger.
SIX
RUSSIA’S GLOBAL ASSAULT
The Russians interfered in our election during the 2016 cycle. They did it with purpose. They did it with sophistication. They did it with overwhelming technical efforts. It was an active, measured campaign driven from the top of that government. . . . They’re coming after America. They think that this great experiment of ours is a threat to them. So they’re going to try to run it down and dirty it up as much as possible.
—FORMER FBI DIRECTOR JAMES COMEY, SENATE TESTIMONY, JUNE 8, 20171
After World War II, as Americans were settling into what they hoped would be a long period of peace, George F. Kennan punctured many of his fellow citizens’ illusions with one of the most influential cables in American diplomatic history. Writing from Moscow, where he was the number two official in the U.S. embassy, the writerly diplomat warned in his now famous Long Telegram that the Soviet Union was waging a global effort to enlarge its power and undermine Western democracies. Underpinning the “Kremlin’s neurotic view of world affairs,” Kennan argued, was “a traditional and instinctive Russian sense of insecurity” and a “fear of more competent, more powerful, more highly organized” Western societies. The USSR’s leaders knew that their “fragile and artificial” regime was “unable to stand comparison or contact with political systems of Western countries.”
Kennan saw the Soviet leadership as anxious, fearful, and hamstrung by a lack of good information. From this portrait, he predicted a relentless Soviet campaign to “disrupt national self-confidence” in the United States and Western Europe, “to increase social and industrial unrest, to stimulate all forms of disunity” within Western democracies.2
When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, many hoped that Russia’s historic tendencies toward autocracy, insecurity, and insularity would give way to a more open and democratic state. For a moment, that seemed genuinely possible. Under President Boris Yeltsin, Russia saw the emergence of competitive politics, independent media, civic organizations, and a nascent market economy. This was all shallow and tentative, but it harbored prospects for genuine Russian cooperation with the West.
That hope was short-lived. With freedom and openness came massive corruption, economic dislocation, and the concentration of power in the new Russian presidency. The old Soviet state was “privatized” by a new generation of Russian oligarchs who captured fantastic wealth even as ordinary citizens were being cut loose from the old socialist safety net. Under Yeltsin, according to a 2018 U.S. Senate report, “hyperinflation, austerity, debt, and a disastrous privatization scheme combined to decrease GDP by over 40 percent between 1990 and 1998, a collapse that was twice as large and lasted three times longer than the Great Depression in the United States.”3 For most Russians, the demise of the USSR brought not modernization and integration into the West but poverty and national humiliation. And then there emerged a new leader, Vladimir Putin, who vowed, in essence, to make Russia great again.
Putin, a former KGB officer who had been posted in East Germany when the Berlin Wall fell, rose with astonishing speed through the turbulent politics of the 1990s: deputy mayor of St. Petersburg, head of the KGB’s successor organization (the FSB), deputy prime minister, prime minister, and finally acting president when the faltering Yeltsin abruptly resigned at the end of 1999. Masterfully manipulating intense nationalism fanned by the brutal Russian war in Chechnya, Putin won election in his own right a few months later, in a balloting marred by irregularities and criticized by international observers. He quickly centralized power in the Kremlin, eliminated rivals and critics (some of whom died in unsolved murders), and amassed one of the largest personal fortunes of any ruler in the world.4
Since 2000, Putin has made Russia an ever more repressive kleptocracy. Aided by massive oil and gas revenues, he has rebuilt Russia’s military strength, invaded Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014, and provoked conflicts with the West. Putin needs to keep Russian society distracted from his failures to modernize the economy, improve ordinary Russians’ quality of life, and stop Russia’s population size from declining during his nearly twenty years in power.
Putin’s view of Russia and the world is strikingly similar to that of the Soviet leaders whom Kennan described in the Long Telegram. Putin believes that the West is seeking to encircle Russia and keep it weak. He views the “outside world as evil, hostile and menacing, but as bearing within itself germs of creeping disease,” to borrow Kennan’s phrasing.5 Despite Putin’s unrivaled power, he is deeply insecure about the legitimacy of his rule. Hence he panics at the sight of popular demonstrations, which he blames on Western plots to unseat him.
This is precisely what happened in December 2011, when tens of thousands of Russians took to the streets of Moscow and other cities to protest fraud in recent parliamentary elections, shouting, “Putin is a thief” and “Russia without Putin.”6 Putin blamed Secretary of State Hillary Clinton for inciting the demonstrations, the largest since he came to power. Clinton had expressed “serious concerns about the conduct of the election” and called for full investigations into the reports of fraud and intimidation.7 Putin was furious. He claimed that hundreds of millions of dollars in “foreign money” were being spent to foster political change in Russia.8 And in language whose meaning would become clear only years later, he declared, “We need to safeguard ourselves from this interference in our internal affairs.”9
Russia’s despot had long resented U.S. and European efforts to support democratic “regime change” in the region and beyond, including the 2004 Orange Revolution in Ukraine and the Arab uprisings of 2011. He was particularly unnerved by the Libyan revolution that overthrew (and lynched) the longtime dictator Muammar Qaddafi—and he was infuriated by Ukraine’s 2013–2014 Euromaidan Revolution, which brought down one of his key partners, the autocratic, pro-Russian president Viktor Yanukovych.10 As the Russian-born American journalist Julia Ioffe noted, “To Putin, it was clear what had happened: America had toppled his closest ally, in a country he regarded as an extension of Russia itself. All that money America had spent on prodemocracy NGOs in Ukraine had paid off.”11
These challenges sent Putin back to the playbook Kennan had described in 1946—now updated for the digital age. He would try, as Kennan had warned, to stimulate division, increase social and racial unrest, and undermine the self-assurance of the major Western democracies—and work to divide them from one another. But his means would be something the Soviet Union never imagined but would have eagerly employed: social media. His immediate target would be Hillary Clinton and the 2016 U.S. presidential election. But more broadly, his target would be democracy itself.
The Hacking of American Democracy
In March 2016, Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign and the Democratic Party became the target of an “all-out blitz” of highly sophisticated email “phishing” attacks, “part of a massive operation aimed at vacuuming up millions of messages from thousands of inboxes across the world.”12 Among the prizes the attackers obtained were 50,000 emails from Clinton’s campaign chairman, John Podesta. The attacks, which were part of a Russian government–linked operation known as Fancy Bear, continued throughout the spring. They cracked into the files of the Democratic National Committee and targeted a wide range of Democratic elected officials, campaign workers, strategy firms, and think tanks. Ultimately, the Russian operation captured more than 150,000 emails from more than a dozen Democrats.
These intercepted messages would subsequently be leaked (mainly through WikiLeaks)—by Russia’s military intelligence organization, the GRU13—at moments exquisitely timed to foment division within the Democratic Party, discredit Clinton, and reverse her campaign’s momentum. When the first emails were leaked on the eve of the Democrats’ July 2016 convention, they inflamed anti-Clinton sentiment on the party’s left, forced the resignation of the party’s chairwoman, and moved some Bernie Sanders supporters to sue the Democratic National Committee. On October 7, the Podesta emails began to appear, snapping attention away from the previous day’s Washington Post blockbuster: the discovery of a 2005 videotape in which Trump bragged obscenely about his sexual assaults on women. With each week in the campaign’s final stretch, a new batch of hacked emails would pour onto social media sites, triggering a fresh “media stampede” looking for scandal.14
Soon after the July email leaks, both technical and political experts pointed to the Russian government—and its leader—as the likely source. Throughout the campaign, Trump had heaped praise on Putin, but Clinton had a long history of confronting the Russian leader. Within the Obama administration, she had often taken a tougher line than the president, including comparing Putin’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 to “what Hitler did back in the ’30s.” Michael McFaul, who had been Obama’s top White House official on Russia and then U.S. ambassador to Moscow, astutely speculated in July 2016 that the leaked emails were Putin’s “payback” against Clinton.15
Only after the 2016 election did we begin to learn the full scope of Russia’s operation. U.S. intelligence agencies were unanimous in concluding—as Trump’s own spy chief, Director of National Intelligence Dan Coats, later confirmed—that Russia was responsible for hacking emails as well as distributing “fake news” during the campaign.16
In January 2017, the outgoing director of national intelligence, James Clapper, issued an assessment—representing the consensus judgment of the CIA, the FBI, and the National Security Agency—that Putin had personally ordered an “influence campaign” to damage Clinton’s campaign, help elect Trump, and “undermine public faith in the U.S. democratic process.” The U.S. intelligence assessment added that “the Kremlin sought to advance its longstanding desire to undermine the U.S.-led liberal democratic order, the promotion of which Putin and other senior Russian leaders view as a threat to Russia and Putin’s regime.”17
The intelligence community’s report concluded that “Putin, his advisers, and the Russian Government developed a clear preference for President-elect Trump over Secretary Clinton.” When Clinton seemed likely to win, the Russian campaign sought to damage her credibility and capacity to govern. But as Trump gathered momentum, Moscow tried to help put him over the top.
The U.S. intelligence assessment noted that “Moscow’s influence campaign” had blended “covert intelligence operations—such as cyber activity—with overt efforts by Russian Government agencies, state-funded media, third-party intermediaries, and paid social media users or ‘trolls.’” Moscow’s digital operatives also probed the voter-registration databases in more than twenty American states and gained entry into several of them18—raising the possibility that Russia could wreak future havoc not just on election campaigns but on the fundamentals of the American electoral process itself.
In February 2018, Robert Mueller, the special counsel investigating Russia’s election interference, announced a federal grand jury indictment of thirteen Russian individuals and three Russian organizations. Mueller revealed a more audacious and carefully prepared Russian campaign than had previously been understood.
Among the indicted entities was the vast Internet Research Agency, run by a Russian oligarch close to Putin. By May 2014, the indictment alleges, the agency was charged with waging “information warfare” against the American electoral process. (The Russian agency’s attacks came shortly after Moscow annexed Crimea and launched a covert war in eastern Ukraine, plunging U.S.-Russian relations to new post–Cold War lows.) The Kremlin effort aimed not only to sow discord and distrust but also to defeat Trump’s Republican primary opponents and help elect him president. As one news report put it, “The indictment details an extremely sophisticated conspiracy in which defendants traveled to the United States to conduct research, employed specialists to fine-tune social media posts to ‘ensure they appeared authentic,’ and stole real people’s identities to purchase online ads.”19
The Russian operatives’ research guided them to target voters in swing states, especially Florida.20 Their Facebook ads (some purchased with Russian rubles) exploited hot-button social and racial issues and, as The Washington Post noted, “showed a shrewd understanding of how best to use Facebook to find and influence voters most likely to respond to the pitches.”21 The operation was even nuanced enough to realize that one shrewd way to cut Clinton’s support among minority voters was to urge them either not to vote or to cast a ballot for Jill Stein, the Green Party candidate. (As CNN political analyst Harry Enten has noted, “the number of votes cast for Stein” in the three pivotal states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin “exceeded Trump’s margin of victory over Clinton.”)22
The Russian onslaught of disinformation spewed forth from organized “factories” of trolls. Plunging into online conversations posing as angry Americans, they pushed “both sides of hot-button issues like race, immigration, guns, and even the Confederate flag,” as Vice News noted, and organized “real-life rallies on both sides of the same issue.”23
In one infamous case, two online communities (each with a quarter of a million members or more) organized rival protests at an Islamic center in Houston on May 21, 2016. One group, Heart of Texas, mobilized to “Stop Islamization of Texas.” The other, United Muslims of America, rallied to “Save Islamic Knowledge.” Neither group was Texan or American in origin; they were both established and run from St. Petersburg, Russia, by paid trolls whose job it was to tear American society apart.24
After the 2016 election, Russian trolls continued using fake social media accounts to organize rallies protesting Trump’s victory—and competing rallies supporting him. One now famous troll operation, masquerading as the “Unofficial Twitter of Tennessee Republicans” (going by the Twitter handle @TEN_GOP), spent two years boosting Trump, Brexit, and the European far right. The account buddied up with leading American conservatives while pummeling Clinton, progressives, Muslims, and the mainstream media. As Ben Nimmo of the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensics Research Lab has noted, the account “was a heavyweight voice on the American far right. It had over 130,000 followers; it was retweeted by some of Trump’s aides. When it was suspended, in July 2017, voices across the American far right protested.”25
Today, Russian information warfare against American democracy continues, employing what Nimmo calls “a full-spectrum state communications effort” including both social and traditional media. The work of Russian trolls and bots is amplified by tweets from RT, Russia’s international television broadcaster, and even from Russia’s diplomatic missions.26 Russian trolls have created hundreds of Facebook and Instagram accounts, such as Black4Black and BlackMattersUS, which have gathered hundreds of thousands of followers. These accounts feverishly pit identity groups against one another even as they gather personal and business information that can help them refine their political messaging, buy political ads, and intervene more deftly in American politics—or simply commit criminal fraud.27
Special Counsel Robert Mueller is likely to have the last word on whether Trump or his campaign actively colluded with Russia’s vast digital effort on his electoral behalf. But we do know that, one month after the March 2016 email hack, a Russian-linked intermediary boasted to one of Trump’s foreign policy advisers, George Papadopoulos, “that the Kremlin had ‘thousands of emails’ worth of dirt on Clinton.”28 And that June, when one of his father’s former Russian business partners offered, as “part of Russia and its government’s support for Mr. Trump,” to “provide the Trump campaign with some official documents and information” that “would incriminate Hillary and her dealings with Russia,” Donald Trump Jr. wrote back, “I love it.”29 The president’s son agreed to a follow-up Trump Tower meeting between a “Russian government attorney who is flying over from Moscow” and the younger Trump, “campaign boss” Paul Manafort, and Trump son-in-law Jared Kushner.30
This was not simple “meddling.” It was deep and flagrant political intervention—and a serious attack on American democracy. Russia’s efforts had a significant impact on the 2016 presidential campaign. The “drip, drip, drip” of the hacked emails deepened divisions in the Democratic Party and intensified negative views of Clinton. The effect was especially damaging among Bernie Sanders’s supporters—12 percent of whom voted for Trump in the general election.31
The impact probably grew as the race narrowed in its fateful final month, when, as FiveThirtyEight notes, Americans “were clearly paying attention to” each new weekly tranche of sensational WikiLeaks releases.32 Given the relentlessness of Russia’s campaign, Facebook’s own estimate that 126 million Americans received fake Russian posts on its site, Russia’s strategically targeted online attempts to suppress Clinton’s voter turnout in key battleground states, and the fact that Trump won the Electoral College with only very narrow margins of victory (totaling some eighty thousand votes) in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin,33 I have concluded that Hillary Clinton would almost certainly have won the Electoral College if there had been no Russian intervention. The most exhaustive academic analysis to date, by the widely respected University of Pennsylvania professor of communications Kathleen Hall Jamieson, comes to the same assessment.34 James Clapper, then the director of national intelligence, is even more emphatic. Noting the precise and savvy targeting of the Russian influence campaign, Clapper writes in his memoir, “Surprising even themselves, [the Russians] swung the election to a Trump win.”35 Putin succeeded in both of his apparent aims in hacking the 2016 election: on the one hand, to sow division and discord in American democracy, and on the other, to punish Clinton and elect Trump.
In February 2018, President Trump’s own intelligence chiefs warned that Russia viewed its 2016 intervention as successful and was preparing to try it again in the 2018 midterm elections.36 By then, the German Marshall Fund’s Alliance for Securing Democracy was tracking some six hundred Twitter accounts linked to Russian influence operations.37 These were seizing on new political controversies to inflame American sociopolitical tensions—for example, blasting out extreme pro- and anti-gun messages within hours of the tragic shooting of seventeen people in a high school in Parkland, Florida. The Russian accounts were also flaying prominent Republicans who favor policies “detrimental to Putin’s interests, notably on Ukraine or in support of sanctions against Russia.”38 Laura Rosenberger, a former Obama administration staffer and Clinton campaign aide, observed, “America is under attack, has been under attack, remains under attack, and . . . the U.S. government is not doing enough about it.”39
Russia’s Malign Reach
The United States in 2016 was not the first target of Russian election interference, and it will not be the last. The German Marshall Fund has identified Russian efforts to undermine some twenty-five democracies since 2004, including the Baltic states and most other European Union countries, as well as Georgia and Ukraine. Building on Soviet-era tactics of subversion and disinformation, a Senate report also finds, these operations have spread money, lies, propaganda, and various tools of harder power to aid those sympathetic to Moscow and damage its critics—as well as the NATO alliance and democracy itself.40 These Russian activities are opportunistic and promiscuous, willing to support parties and movements at both extremes: in Germany, for example, Moscow has tried to help both the far-right Alternative for Germany and the far-left Die Linke, which succeeded the East German Communist Party.
The unifying thread in all this is Russia’s assault on truth itself—on the very notion that there can be “an objective, verifiable set of facts.”41 Nowhere was this better captured than in the title of Peter Pomerantsev’s 2014 book on the deceit and decadence of Putin’s Russia, Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible.42 Kremlin disinformation operations do not need to—and do not really aim to—persuade democratic publics that Russia’s positions are right, only that a democracy’s government and political leaders cannot be believed or trusted. As John Lansing, the CEO of the Broadcasting Board of Governors (an independent federal body now known as the U.S. Agency for Global Media), put it in public testimony in 2017, “If everything is a lie, then the biggest liar wins.”43
Russia’s media tactics heavily exploit the old Soviet-era tactic of “whataboutism.” Russia’s propagandists deflect all criticism onto grounds of moral relativism by asking such questions as “What about the police shootings of blacks in the United States?” We criticize Putin’s annexation of Crimea; Putin asks, What about the U.S. annexation of Texas? We criticize Russia’s military intervention in Syria; the Kremlin propaganda machine asks, What about the U.S. invasion of Iraq? As the Washington Post reporter Dan Zak observed, this time-tested deflection technique “appears to broaden context, to offer a counterpoint, when really it’s diverting blame, muddying the waters and confusing the hell out of rational listeners.”44
Wittingly or not, Trump has repeatedly played the “whataboutism” game himself as he has sought to defend or soften criticism of Russia and Putin. In February 2017, for instance, when Bill O’Reilly, then a Fox News host, asked the president how he could deal with a “killer” like Putin, Trump replied, “There are a lot of killers. You think our country’s so innocent?”45
Before he began working to compile the famous “dossier” on Trump’s Russia ties, the former British MI6 agent Christopher Steele surveyed Russian efforts to influence the politics of Britain, France, Germany, and Italy. As summarized by The New Yorker’s Jane Mayer, Steele’s “Charlemagne” report chronicled “persistent, aggressive political interference by the Kremlin: social-media warfare aimed at inflaming fear and prejudice, and ‘opaque financial support’ given to favored politicians in the form of bank loans, gifts, and other kinds of support.”46 The Kremlin favored several right-wing, illiberal populist, or ultranationalist parties and politicians, including former Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi and the far-right French leader Marine Le Pen, whose National Front received some eleven million euros in Russian loans in 2014.
As in the 2016 U.S. election, the Kremlin’s European operations had dual purposes. In the long run, Moscow sought to undermine liberal democracies by strengthening their extremist political forces. More immediately, it sought to wreck the European Union and thereby end the painful sanctions that Europe and the United States had imposed on Russia as punishment for its aggression in Ukraine.
Numerous other accounts have substantiated the key findings of Steele’s “Charlemagne” report. In particular, a trenchant and comprehensive analysis by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee’s minority Democratic staff, released in January 2018, documented “Putin’s Asymmetric Assault on Democracy” throughout Europe. The report noted that today’s “malign influence operations” have built on the logic and history of Soviet “active measures” campaigns from the Cold War. Putin has used many of the same tools to establish total political control at home and to undermine democracy abroad. Russian propaganda, disinformation, and covert funding have targeted national elections in such European countries as France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Sweden, and they also fanned support for the 2016 Brexit referendum that took Britain out of the European Union.
At the same time that Russian trolls and bots were working to tilt the 2016 American election, they were tweeting pro-Brexit messages from thousands (and possibly tens of thousands) of fake accounts, which suddenly disappeared after the June 23 vote that shook the foundations of the European Union.47 The Brexit campaign—whose erstwhile leader, Nigel Farage, has strenuously opposed sanctions on Russia—might also have received significant illicit Russian funding.48 In short, in a close referendum vote, Russia helped tip Britain into leaving the EU—a major achievement for a Kremlin that has the destruction of European unity as one of its major aims. The Kremlin’s ambition to fracture the Atlantic alliance would later get an additional boost when President Trump took to hectoring and berating America’s European allies during the July 2018 NATO summit.49
An emboldened Kremlin also tried to break apart Spain by stoking separatist sentiment online in advance of the October 2017 referendum on independence for the restless region of Catalonia.50 In Italy’s March 2018 parliamentary election campaign, Russian disinformation networks again used “questionable sources, biased experts, and sensationalist headlines that were shared by tens of thousands” of social media accounts. As one Spanish journalist put it, Russian networks became “very influential in radicalizing the public debate over the immigration crisis,” which came to dominate all other issues in the Italian election and paved the way to victory for right-wing, populist, anti-immigrant parties.51
In short, Russia is waging a global assault on democracy. Moscow’s goals are not limited to election campaigns, and its means are not restricted to social media. Putin’s lavishly funded state media outlets—notably RT and Sputnik (a radio and internet news network operating in thirty-one languages)—reach across the globe with “high production value and sensational content.” Their programs elevate pro-Russian and anti-Western voices (ideally from inside the West), advance Russian policy objectives (such as Brexit and Catalonian independence from Spain), distort facts, promote cynicism about democracy, and, as in the Soviet era, propagate wholly manufactured conspiracy theories to discredit the United States.52
During the Cold War, the Soviet Union peddled wild-eyed fictions about the CIA killing President John F. Kennedy and Washington creating the AIDS virus as a biological weapon. Now Putin’s propaganda machine manufactures stories that the United States has been covertly testing chemical-warfare methods in Ukraine. A leading target has been Ukraine’s embattled democratic government, which Kremlin-controlled propaganda outlets denounce as fascist and accuse of atrocities in a military conflict that Russia refuses to acknowledge as its own.
The Russian attack machinery also operates through a vast network of other state or state-linked actors, including the security services, public and private companies, organized crime, think tanks, and pseudo-independent organizations. As the Senate Foreign Relations Committee’s minority report noted, these “infiltrate decision-making bodies . . . promote the Kremlin’s narrative,” and funnel money to sympathetic parties, politicians, and front groups.53 Although the Kremlin seeks allies on both the far left and the far right, Putin has a particular affinity for ultraright, white nationalist, anti-Semitic groups that despise Muslims, immigration, gay rights, and feminism and claim to defend “traditional values.”54 The foes of democracy abroad are aiding and abetting the foes of tolerance at home.
Sharp Power
Of course, Russian officials do not see things this way. They insist that Russia’s efforts to influence politics, opinions, and policies in the West is much the same as the “soft power” that Western democracies project through their foreign broadcasts, cultural activities, educational exchanges, and grants to independent media and civil-society organizations.
But for scholars like Harvard University’s Joseph Nye, who invented the concept, soft power is a country’s ability to persuade, attract, and inspire others to adopt a favorable view of its policies, values, and overall system. This does not require democracy, but it does imply openness, positive engagement, and some willingness to reason with facts.55 Russia, China, and other authoritarian states like Iran are doing something quite different when they try to work their will in other countries through means other than the old-school, hard-power techniques of military might and economic coercion. Today’s autocrats increasingly use wealth, stealth, deception, and diversion to discredit democracy, corrupt influential voices, control information flows, censor unfavorable reporting, and intimidate critics. They seek to shape thinking more through negation than attraction. This is not a “charm offensive” but something much more covert, corrupting, and sinister.
In an influential 2017 report for the National Endowment for Democracy, Christopher Walker and Jessica Ludwig vividly call the autocrats’ efforts not soft power but “sharp power.” Like the tip of a dagger, they write, these regimes are attempting “to cut, razor-like, into the fabric of a society.” For Russia, this entails “a relentless, multidimensional attack on the prestige of democracies” and on the ideas, norms, and values of democracy itself.56
Russia is also making strides to modernize its military power, particularly its ability to wage a high-speed, mechanized war, enhanced by the use of drones, high-tech tanks, electronic jamming, computer hacking, and long-range air defenses. Combined with its improvements in the range and accuracy of its weaponry, these aggressive investments pose a new and serious threat to NATO.57 Nevertheless, Russia is fundamentally a declining power whose malign intentions and nationalist bravado cannot disguise its outstripped economy and shrinking importance to the twenty-first-century world.
Another autocratic power is also cutting deep into the fabric of democracies around the world: China, an enormous, proud country that is rapidly emerging as the next superpower. China’s methods are more patient and incremental than Russia’s, relying heavily on the geopolitical leverage that comes with Beijing’s massive aid and investment, the omnipresence of its firms and immigrants, and the burgeoning flows of its money—overt and covert—to associations, parties, politicians, media, think tanks, and universities abroad. Increasingly, these forms of influence seek to compromise the independence of critical democratic institutions, stifle public criticism of China, and preempt foreign and defense policies that could hinder China’s rise to global dominance.
In the long run, the greatest external threats to global democracy are the ambitions of a rising China, not the resentments of a falling Russia. China’s global reach and power will increasingly and inevitably dwarf Russia’s. Through China’s “hidden world of inducements, threats, and plausible deniability,” as the Australian journalist and policy adviser John Garnaut has put it, a quiet invasion is unfolding.58 And all this is happening at just the moment when Donald Trump’s United States is retreating from its decades-long role of global leadership and when the American model of liberal democracy is decaying from within.
SEVEN
CHINA’S STEALTH OFFENSIVE
It is increasingly clear that China and Russia want to shape a world consistent with their authoritarian model—gaining veto authority over other nations’ economic, diplomatic, and security decisions.
—NATIONAL DEFENSE STRATEGY OF THE UNITED STATES, 20181
In November 2017, an Australian book manuscript caused a storm of international controversy. Unsparing and richly documented, Silent Invasion by Clive Hamilton, a professor of public ethics at Charles Sturt University in Canberra, exposed a stunning array of Chinese efforts to manipulate Australia’s politics and society. The independent publishing house Allen and Unwin was set to publish this work, as it had for others by the author. But as the book was about to be typeset, Allen and Unwin pulled the plug, fearful of retaliation and legal action from the Chinese government or its agents.2 (Reportedly, two other publishing houses also backed away from the manuscript.)3
Like many other Australians, Hamilton had grown uneasy over signs of growing Chinese influence in his country. In April 2008, as the Olympic torch passed by on its way to Beijing, he had joined a pro-Tibet protest on the lawn of Parliament House in Canberra, only to find tens of thousands of “angry and aggressive” Chinese students abusing a much smaller crowd of Tibetan protesters and Australian sympathizers.4 The bullying encounter left him shaken, but he returned to his scholarship and advocacy on environmental issues.
Then in mid-2016, Australia was rocked by a scandal involving a rising star in the opposition Labor Party, Sam Dastyari. The youthful senator not only had received undisclosed personal payments and generous campaign donations from business interests linked to the Chinese government but had also become a leading advocate for accommodation with Beijing. Defying his party, Dastyari urged Australia to respect China’s claim to virtually all of the South China Sea.
The resultant “cash for comment” scandal triggered more serious scrutiny of an expanding web of Chinese influence in Australia. Central to this web were Chinese business interests and wealthy Chinese immigrants to Australia, who had become among the largest donors to both of Australia’s main political parties.
Dastyari, who denied intentionally echoing Beijing’s line, was briefly demoted to Labor’s parliamentary back bench but soon returned to a position of leadership. In December 2017, however, he was forced to resign from the Senate after a double bombshell. First, a video surfaced showing that, contrary to his claims, his earlier deference to China’s territorial claims had been explicit, extended, and read from prepared remarks. Then reports revealed that Dastyari had warned Huang Xiangmo, a Chinese businessman who had funneled money to him, that his phone was probably being bugged by Australia’s intelligence services.5 That same month, The Australian newspaper reported that China’s security tsar had privately threatened earlier in 2017 to pull Chinese-Australian support away from the Labor Party if it did not back an extradition treaty that Beijing wanted.6
By then, Clive Hamilton had finished his manuscript. After months of controversy, the book was published in 2018 by a different house, Hardie Grant. Hamilton’s work remains an alarming exposé of a campaign by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), starting around 2004, to penetrate Australia’s society, economy, and politics—“from our schools, universities and professional associations to our media; from industries like mining, agriculture and tourism to strategic assets like ports and electricity grids; from our local councils and state governments to our political parties in Canberra.”7
Most shocking is the success China has enjoyed in co-opting major Australian civic and political figures, including former prime ministers and foreign ministers. “When they travel to China, they are feted and fawned over,” Hamilton writes. In a decade and a half of facilitating business deals after leaving as prime minister in 1991, Bob Hawke built a personal fortune in the tens of millions of dollars.8 Soon after Andrew Robb left office as trade minister in 2016, he signed a deal with a CCP-linked Chinese conglomerate that paid him nearly $700,000 annually “for unspecified services.”9
A crucial object of Beijing’s influence strategy in Australia is the Chinese diaspora, more than a million strong. They have been subjected to intense monitoring and growing intimidation by Chinese informant networks and intelligence operatives. Some have been warned that their relatives in China will face harm if they don’t stop their “anti-China activities.”
China is working not only to silence criticism of its government but to mobilize active Australian support for its policies. The modus operandi is to make actions choreographed from Beijing look authentically Australian. Rallies are “astroturfed,” made to look like effusions of grassroots sentiment when they are really funded, promoted, and organized by the CCP through its Australian “united front” networks.
In late June 2018, the Australian parliament passed a bill—hailed as “the most significant counter-espionage reforms in Australia since the 1970s”10—that strengthens the state’s ability to prosecute covert foreign-influence operations in politics and civil society. Another bill created an American-style registry of foreign lobbyists.11 In November, the parliament adopted a third bill that bans foreign donations to political parties, candidates, and campaigns. But China has now become central to Australia’s prosperity, accounting for a third of its export earnings while sending it a million tourists a year.12 A growing array of Australian business leaders and policy elites offers claims like “China is our destiny” and “We are living in a Chinese world.”13 Beijing’s ultimate goal is to compromise Australia’s sovereignty, break its alliance with America, pull it into the Chinese orbit, and, as Hamilton puts it, secure Australia “as a reliable and stable supply base for China’s economic growth.”14 And China’s ambitions hardly end there.
How China Wields Sharp Power
Like Russia, China is using the openness and pluralism of democracies to subvert them, at the very time that Beijing’s rule at home is becoming increasingly rigid, repressive, and personalistic. As the cautionary tale of Australia shows, China and Russia offer the world’s democracies a one-way street for influence: the giant dictatorships enjoy largely unfettered access to American society while allowing foreign journalists, researchers, students, universities, foundations, think tanks, and corporations to engage their societies only on terms they tightly control.
China’s goals, however, are more sweeping than Russia’s—and so are its resources. Like Russia, China seeks to weaken the Western democracies’ alliances, undermine the U.S.-led liberal order, and expand its own economic and geopolitical power. Like Russia, China seeks hegemony over what it sees as a rightful regional sphere of influence. But beyond this, we start to see striking differences between the two huge autocracies.
The problem with Russia is managing the anger, insecurity, and resentments of a former superpower; the problem with China is managing the ambitions, swagger, and overreach of a new one. Russia wants to renew its dominance over the areas Moscow once controlled within the Soviet Union and its Communist satellite states, and to regain some of the broader international influence the USSR once enjoyed. China seeks hegemony over all of Asia and the Pacific, and it is aggressively cultivating ties with ethnic Chinese communities to sway policy in countries like Singapore.15 But it also increasingly aspires to challenge the United States for global leadership—economically, politically, and, some believe, eventually militarily.
Beijing’s goal is nothing less than “Globalization 2.0,” based on the “China model” of authoritarian, state-directed capitalism, which produces impressive growth rates while dispensing with tedious Western standards of accountability or moralistic Western lectures on freedom and rights.16 China’s leaders think their model can compete head-to-head with their increasingly battered rival, American-style democracy and capitalism. Increasingly, Beijing’s influence operations extend far beyond Asia, into every region of the twenty-first-century world that China wants to lead.
China’s methods of projecting “sharp power” differ in important respects from Russia’s. For one thing, Beijing has a lot more money to spend. In recent years, its foreign aid flows have averaged $38 billion per year, though the bulk of that comes as export credits or loans at market or close-to-market rates.17 If one calls that “aid,” this would make China the largest bilateral source of foreign assistance, surpassing even the United States.18
This type of lending can plunge weaker countries into a debt trap that requires them to sell off their strategic assets to China. Such was the plight of Sri Lanka, whose corrupt, autocratic ruler had piled up an estimated $8 billion of debt to Beijing.19 To whittle that down by about a billion dollars, Sri Lanka granted China in 2017 a ninety-nine-year lease of its deepwater port in Hambantota, which faces Indian Ocean trade routes and enables China to thrust its economic might and its naval forces “into India’s sphere of influence.”20
The technological edge of China’s efforts is also raising concerns. As part of its “digital silk road,” China is enlisting its giant telecom companies (such as Huawei) in modernizing the information infrastructure of countries across Asia and Africa. Their assistance can include upgrading mobile-phone spectrums and laying high-speed, fiber-optic lines.21 But this means that China’s technological leaps into the digital surveillance of its own citizens may well be baked into the systems that it builds abroad—and passed along to other authoritarian regimes.22 Already, China has been exporting internet-control technology to other autocrats, and new possibilities for surveillance will emerge as China builds its own space-based communications network, which will utilize more than 150 satellites covering the entire globe.23
China is also using its riches to create new international financial institutions, the New Development Bank and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, in which China is the largest shareholder and leading player. The latter bank, to which China has pledged $50 billion, has more than eighty countries as members, including all the major industrialized countries save the United States and Japan.24 Through its Belt and Road Initiative, China is prepared to spend more than a trillion dollars to forge a bloc of economic and strategic ties stretching throughout south, central, and west Asia, all the way to Europe and Africa.25 Eager for “subsidized Chinese loans to pay for badly needed infrastructure projects,” more than seventy countries have signed up—and by 2017, Chinese lending to these countries had, as the veteran China scholar Minxin Pei noted, “reached a staggering $292 billion.”26 Many of these countries might have been lured by the vast opportunities for corruption that go along with huge infrastructure projects, especially when financed by a donor uninterested in transparency.
As David Shambaugh, a longtime China expert at George Washington University, observes, “This scale of investment is unprecedented: even during the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union did not spend anywhere near as much as China is spending today.” China’s pledges of foreign spending “add up to $1.41 trillion; in contrast, the Marshall Plan cost the equivalent of $103 billion in today’s dollars.”27 Nothing like this global vision or investment is coming from the United States—or any collection of Western democracies. The huge cost of the Belt and Road Initiative is provoking rumbles of criticism within China,28 but even if it is only partially realized, it will vastly extend China’s economic clout and political sway.
While China’s foreign aid goes disproportionately to the world’s autocrats (often helping earn compliant U.N. voting in return), its influence activities focus on the world’s democracies.29 Through media deals, investments, partnership agreements, charitable and political donations, positions on boards of directors, and more, China is playing a longer and more patient game than Russia. Beijing is seeking wider and deeper infiltration into the vital tissues of democracies: their media, publishing houses, entertainment industries, technology companies, universities, think tanks, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)—and even their governments and political parties.
China thus utilizes a much more far-flung and comprehensive network of organizations than Russia can muster, based on the discipline and muscle of the CCP.30 Communist united-front activities exploit divisions inside democracies and build alliances with overseas Chinese social groups and prominent individuals while also managing information, promoting propaganda, and engaging in espionage.31 Of course, such Leninist tactics still pervade Russian influence efforts as well. But China’s initiatives now proliferate more widely and resourcefully (if less visibly) than Russia’s. And China’s Communist Party goes far beyond anything that Russia can mount in manipulating bonds of identity and community within its enormous diaspora—some sixty million people32— to spread propaganda, mobilize influence, and brand protests against its infiltration as “anti-China, anti-Chinese, and Sinophobic.”33
Media. A key prong of China’s global influence operations has been the aggressive, multibillion-dollar international expansion of its state-controlled media agencies. These include the Xinhua News Agency, China Daily (the party’s English-language newspaper), Global Times (a tabloid affiliated with the People’s Daily, the party’s official newspaper), China Global Television Network (the international arm of China’s domestic state broadcaster), and China Radio International. Xinhua’s 180 overseas bureaus give it the fourth-largest global presence among wire-service agencies (behind the independent Agence France-Presse, Associated Press, and Reuters).34 Simultaneously reporting news and disseminating party propaganda, these official media outlets “constitute the major weapons in what China considers a ‘discourse war’ with the West,” warns Shambaugh.35 Unlike public and private media in Western democracies, such as the BBC, CNN, or Germany’s Deutsche Welle, these state and party media offer a uniformly rosy view of China, its government, and its intentions. A 2015 estimate put China’s external propaganda spending at $10 billion—some five times the 2016 U.S. budget for public diplomacy.36
China’s state media, like China Daily, also push their content to international audiences indirectly, through agreements with national and local media outlets to carry their articles. Paid newspaper inserts are laid out to look like a local newspaper’s own editorial work. Even if the immediate impact is modest, the revenue that these inserts provide “creates dependencies” that can “influence content in the parent publication.”37 Media-cooperation agreements provide additional Chinese funding, as well as partnerships and exchanges that discourage media criticism of China and advance an alternative media model very different from democratic-style “watchdog journalism” to scrutinize the powerful.38
In 2014, the state-supported Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) “made the extraordinary concession of largely eliminating news and current-affairs content from its Chinese-language programming,” as the Australian China expert John Fitzgerald put it.39 When Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull visited China in April 2016, the ABC “even censored Chinese translations of its own commentaries” dealing with sensitive issues like human rights or the South China Sea dispute.40 The next month, China signed six agreements with private Australian media conglomerates, which consented “to circulate CCP propaganda on network television and in prominent publications.”41 In addition, the party’s Central Propaganda Department was granted outright control of content for Chinese Australian community media outlets.42 In Australia’s Chinese-language media, Chinese authorities vet guests and even callers to ensure compatibility with Beijing’s views. In Australia today, the BBC’s Chinese-language broadcasts are gone; “virtually all that can be heard on these stations is local chatter supplemented by the voice” of the Central Propaganda Department, carried live from Chinese state radio broadcasts.43 A similar cloud of censorship has befallen the Chinese-language print media in Australia, as more and more of their owners toe Beijing’s line in exchange for “business opportunities in real estate, education and professional services” in China.44 And establishments large and small have been pressured to stop carrying publications critical of the Chinese government, especially those linked to Falun Gong, a spiritual movement banned by Beijing.
While Australia has been on the cutting edge of China’s strategy to gain control of Chinese-language media abroad, it is far from unique. In the United States, “China has all but eliminated the plethora of independent Chinese-language media outlets that once served Chinese American communities,” both by buying or co-opting existing outlets and by establishing new ones.45
Universities. China exerts growing influence in colleges and universities around the world through cooperative agreements and exchanges, especially involving a global network of some 525 Confucius Institutes.46 Funded and directed by the Hanban, an organization within the Chinese Ministry of Education that has links to the party’s external propaganda arm, these institutes promote the study of Chinese language and culture while often conveying the Chinese government line.
In addition to a cash grant, each Confucius Institute comes with a Chinese partner institution that provides the instructors and textbooks. On prestigious American campuses, the relationship may involve little more than funding and polite association. But where Beijing’s money is more sorely needed, its leverage is also greater, and the institutes can place sensitive speakers and topics off limits, such as the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre, Tibet, and human rights. “Most agreements establishing Confucius Institutes feature nondisclosure clauses and unacceptable concessions to the political aims and practices of the government of China,” the American Association of University Professors warned in 2014. “North American universities permit Confucius Institutes to advance a state agenda in the recruitment and control of academic staff, in the choice of curriculum, and in the restriction of debate.”47 Similar concerns have been raised in Australia, Europe, and Latin America. The compromise of academic freedom and transparency has led “at least seven schools in four countries” to terminate their Confucius Institutes. More are now doing so in the United States.48
China also seeks to deter critical reporting and analysis by denying entry to “scholars, journalists and others who write or speak in ways that Chinese officials deem politically offensive.”49 Upon landing in Beijing in July 2014, the Indiana University historian Elliot Sperling was deported for what was presumed to be his vocal support of a leading Uighur human rights dissident, Ilham Tohti. The distinguished American sinologists Andrew Nathan and Perry Link were banned from traveling to China after they edited and published The Tiananmen Papers, a 2001 compilation of secret Chinese documents on the 1989 protests. Independent foreign correspondents and news organizations, like The New York Times and Bloomberg, have been blacklisted or have encountered greater obstacles to operating in China.
As China grows more powerful, Chinese think tanks are being tasked with promoting the party line, and foreign academics are feeling pressure to adapt.50 As David Shambaugh has noted, “like its propaganda apparatus, China’s censorship machine is going global. And it appears to be having an impact. In a troubling trend, foreign China scholars are increasingly practicing self-censorship, worried about their continued ability to visit China.”51
An especially troubling vehicle for Beijing’s influence is the Chinese Students and Scholars Association, which connects and supports overseas Chinese students—including the roughly 350,000 who study in the United States—through a network of campus chapters that includes 150 in America and some 200 in France, Germany, and Britain. While these chapters often function as run-of-the-mill campus social clubs, they have become controversial for their frequent lack of transparency, financial ties with Chinese embassies and consulates, parroting of Chinese government positions, and periodic efforts to suppress criticism of Beijing. The associations have also been accused of monitoring campus activities, alerting Chinese authorities to campus events on issues like Tibet or human rights, and reporting back to the government on “unpatriotic” Chinese students and even research.
Some Chinese students at U.S. universities have been harassed for speaking their minds. After her May 2017 commencement address at the University of Maryland, a Chinese senior named Yang Shuping was pilloried on Chinese social media for praising America’s cleaner air and political openness and then declaring, “Democracy and freedom are the fresh air worth fighting for.”52 Free-speech advocates have criticized the Chinese Students and Scholars Association (and the Chinese embassies and consulates supporting and instructing its campus chapters) for attempting to censor or control the speech and behavior of overseas Chinese students, including directing them to protest “anti-China” activities. When the University of California, San Diego, selected the Dalai Lama as its 2016 commencement speaker, the association’s local chapter (which admitted coordinating with the Chinese consulate in Los Angeles) threatened the university with “tough measures.”53
Business and Politics. China’s vast overseas investments are not only extending Chinese economic leverage; they are also building politically valuable partnerships by making many influential local actors rich.
As in Australia, high former government officials in Great Britain, France, and Germany are finding lucrative work with Chinese interests after they leave office.54 Such dubious deals are increasingly realigning politics and foreign policy even in democracies. For instance, in exchange for “a more forthcoming Czech attitude” toward China, the populist Czech president Miloš Zeman secured a prized license for Czech business in China.55 Then a leading Chinese oil and financial services conglomerate, CEFC China Energy, led by the tycoon Ye Jianming, began making enormous acquisitions in the country as top officials “rotated back and forth between the president’s office and CEFC.”56 As the money poured in, Zeman became, according to The New York Times, “a big backer of Beijing,” endorsing its claims over Taiwan and heaping praise on the Belt and Road Initiative.57 Claiming “to have liberated Czech foreign policy from EU domination,” Zeman even appointed Ye—who has strong links to China’s military—as an economic adviser.58
Throughout Europe, Beijing is gaining sway among politicians and intellectuals keen “to attract Chinese money or attain greater recognition on the global plane.” Hence, European countries “increasingly tend to adjust their policies in fits of ‘preemptive obedience’ to curry favor with the Chinese side,” as one important study put it.59 With Chinese investment pouring into Greece, transforming Piraeus “into the Mediterranean’s busiest port,” Greece has repeatedly blocked EU resolutions condemning China’s human rights record and its aggression in the South China Sea.60
Playing the China card also serves the interests of authoritarian populist rulers in Central and Eastern Europe. It erodes confidence in liberal democracy by suggesting the existence of a more successful authoritarian model, and it gives illiberal populists another way to warn the EU off serious sanctions.
Chinese diplomats and journalists have also been reaching out to Europe’s new far-right parties, like Alternative for Germany.61 And across Latin America, China is forging sympathetic ties with parties, politicians, officials, and other leaders with generously funded trips, exchanges, and other support, in hopes of enlisting “influential people” as “de facto ambassadors of the Chinese cause.”62
China’s vast market and economic might give it enormous leverage, enabling it to pressure American and other Western companies into toeing the CCP line on the status of Taiwan and Tibet and influencing their home governments’ policies toward China. At the same time, the growing presence of Chinese corporations in Western countries permits China to achieve various strategic objectives, not least of which is the acquisition of intellectual property.63
Philanthropy. Recent years have seen a stunning expansion in charitable donations from wealthy Chinese individuals and foundations linked to the Chinese government and the party. These gifts provide new avenues for projecting Chinese sharp power. While they do not necessarily come with explicit political strings, the prospect of such generous funding can encourage self-censorship.
The current lead player in this sphere is the China–United States Exchange Foundation, which “promotes the positions of the Chinese government through the research grants it gives to American institutions.”64 Its founder is Hong Kong’s former chief executive, Tung Chee-Hwa, a billionaire with close ties to China’s Communist leaders who is currently vice chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (a prestigious advisory body to the government). As Bethany Allen-Ebrahimian has noted in Foreign Policy magazine, foundation representatives say that it is not an agent of the CCP, but “the foundation has cooperated on projects with the People’s Liberation Army and uses the same Washington public relations firm that the Chinese Embassy does.” It has also registered in the United States as a foreign agent.65 In January 2018, the University of Texas, under pressure from Senator Ted Cruz and other China critics, rejected the foundation’s offer to fund the university’s new China center.
In New York in 2017, a charitable foundation was established by one of China’s largest, most opaque, and heavily indebted business conglomerates, HNA Group.66 With an estimated $18 billion in assets, the Hainan Cihang Charity Foundation is set to be the second-largest foundation in the United States. But because its ownership structure is so murky—its resources come from what many observers presume to be a front company for the Chinese state or the Communist Party—it cannot get and is not seeking tax-exempt status in the United States.67 The foundation, headed by a former German vice chancellor, has pledged major gifts to Harvard and MIT and has promised to give away $200 million over the next five years.68 This is a lot of money with which to foster charitable views toward the world’s most powerful dictatorship.
Popularity Contest
For decades, American politicians have assumed that their model—liberal democracy with an open market economy—was far more appealing to people worldwide than China’s model of dictatorship and state-run capitalism. These days, that is less and less true.
Among thirty-six countries it surveyed on the question in 2017, the Pew Research Center found that the gap in favorable global attitudes between China and the United States was narrowing. Positive views of the United States declined, on average, from 64 percent in surveys in 2014–2016 to 50 percent in 2017. Meanwhile, favorable views of China went down only slightly, from 52 percent to 48 percent. In Australia, the Netherlands, and Spain, favorable views of China exceed those of the United States by more than ten percentage points. In Canada, Germany, France, and Britain, levels of positive feeling toward the United States and China are within five points of each other. Only in Italy, Poland, and Hungary does the United States have a clear, large advantage in public opinion. But in four Muslim-majority, Middle Eastern countries and in several Latin American countries (including Mexico, Chile, and Peru), China is now better liked than the United States. No doubt much of this shift stems from distaste for Donald Trump’s performance as president.69 But China’s patient, resourceful efforts to win friends and influence people are also paying off.
That is particularly clear in Asia. From 2014 to 2016, across the twelve countries surveyed by the Asian Barometer (a consortium of public-opinion survey projects in east and southeast Asia), on average, 50 percent of people chose China as the most influential country in the region; only 30 percent picked the United States. In Asia, 74 percent (on average) see U.S. influence positively, but China is also in positive territory, with 58 percent taking a favorable view of Chinese influence.
China’s gains in Africa can be seen through the Afrobarometer, which conducts similar surveys across thirty-six African countries. In 2015, 31 percent of Africans on average thought that the United States had the best model, while a quarter chose China’s. (The survey was conducted before the election of Trump, with his unsubtle appeals to racism and his January 2018 description of African states as “shithole countries.”)70 Across Africa, two thirds of the public say that China’s increasingly robust economic activities—including its infrastructure and business investment—have “a lot” or “some” influence on their economies, and 62 percent see that influence as positive. Africans generally strongly support democracy, but they are drawing closer to the world’s most powerful authoritarian regime.
China’s New Brawn
As China’s influence is growing, so are more traditional measurements of its power, including its economic and military might. China’s economy will inevitably exceed that of the United States. (A country with one quarter of China’s population cannot forever maintain an economy more than four times as large as China’s.) The United States and Europe will probably remain richer in per capita terms than China for decades, but by 2050, China’s economy may be half again as large as America’s. Inevitably, China’s growing wealth will give it growing power.
The United States retains the world’s most powerful military, but that balance is rapidly shifting. “China has increased its defense spending nearly fivefold over the last decade,” notes the Center for Strategic and International Studies, an independent Washington think tank, in a 2018 report. China’s military spending is now more than twice Russia’s; it exceeds the combined defense outlays of Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam and is second only to the United States.71 China is also busily building up air, sea, and satellite capabilities designed to push the United States farther back into the Pacific and make China the dominant military power in Asia, including highly accurate antiship missiles that could sink an American aircraft carrier.72 Already, Steven Lee Myers of The New York Times writes, China can “challenge American military supremacy in the places that matter most to it: the waters around Taiwan and in the disputed South China Sea.”73
China’s economic rise and military expansion are closely linked to its quest for technological superiority. Under its “Made in China 2025” national industrial strategy, China is aggressively seeking to gain global dominance in cutting-edge, transformative technologies, including artificial intelligence, supercomputing, cloud computing, robotics, drones, electric cars, virtual reality, blockchain, gene editing, and other biotech.74
China has been using any and all means to pursue these technologies—from industrial espionage and cyber theft to the dispatch of large numbers of students to U.S. graduate programs in science and technology to investments in American and European tech start-ups. It has even compelled foreign corporations to transfer their technologies as a condition for access to the vast Chinese market.75 These relentless efforts to steal, appropriate, or force the transfer of U.S. high technology were a major factor precipitating Trump’s imposition of punitive tariffs on China in mid-2018, an initiative that cheered many Asians worried about China’s hegemonic ambitions.
In addition, China is rapidly developing its own scientific breakthroughs, partly by building on the foundations of stolen or acquired technology. China’s spending on research and development has now risen to about 2.5 percent of GDP, up from 2.1 percent just a few years ago. While the U.S. overall effort is higher, at 3 to 4 percent, the U.S. government component of that has declined from 2 percent in the 1960s to 0.7 percent today.
Someday, China’s unabating, carefully orchestrated campaign to capture the technologies of the future will end U.S. military superiority—and perhaps sooner than we care to imagine. Already, the United States and its Asian allies are finding it hard to push back. China keeps flexing its muscles and having its way. Beijing’s 2013 declaration of an air-defense identification zone overlapping with South Korean and Japanese airspace now appears to be a fact of regional life. So does Beijing’s 2012 naval seizure of the Scarborough Shoal, a strategic, disputed reef much closer to the Philippines than to China. And so does China’s audacious dredging of reefs in the hotly disputed Spratly Islands, creating artificial islands on which China has been building military bases, including a runway that can handle strategic bombers. China is digging in to control the South China Sea. The idea, as Minxin Pei has noted, is “to show countries in East Asia that China is the strongest player in the region, while the United States is not to be relied upon.”76
Today, China is the world’s most dynamic power. Plenty of political leaders and commentators abroad dislike its heavy-handed attempts to win influence and gain control—which in many cases amount to a new form of colonialism—but many others are lured to China’s side by money, power, ambition, and simple admiration for its sheer success.
Both China and Russia are taking advantage of an epochal moment in post–World War II history. The edifice of liberal institutions so carefully constructed after World War II by President Harry Truman, Secretary of State Dean Acheson, and the victorious democratic alliance is badly cracking. America and Europe cannot indefinitely dominate such bodies as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund without hollowing them out and tempting China to establish powerful rival structures.
That is why the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), the twelve-nation Pacific Rim free-trade agreement signed in 2016, was so visionary and so necessary. Not only did the TPP advance economic integration and offer impressive labor and environmental standards; it was also a strategy for constructing a new economic and political order in Asia dominated by transparent rules rather than Chinese mercantilism, all while preserving a vital leadership role for the United States. President Trump’s decision to withdraw the United States from the TPP was the most grievous self-inflicted wound to America’s global leadership since the creation of the liberal world order after World War II. Trump’s pullout was a massive gift to authoritarian China and a body blow to democratic aspirations in southeast Asia. It was also a stunning symbol—and accelerator—of both China’s rise and America’s descent. As the great democracy that dominated world politics in the twentieth century retreated, the great dictatorship that aims to dominate world politics in the twenty-first could hardly believe its luck.
EIGHT
ARE PEOPLE LOSING FAITH IN DEMOCRACY?
The claim of a universal value is that people anywhere may have reason to see it as valuable.
—AMARTYA SEN1
Not only is autocracy on the march, but its practitioners now purport to embody the moral and cultural spirit of our times. In Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, and even parts of the democratic West, a growing chorus of elites is arguing that “the China model” of authoritarian state-led capitalism is the wave of the future. Following in the footsteps of Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew, the strongman who led his country from rags to riches in just two generations, today’s autocrats insist that rapid economic development requires order over freedom, and that despotic rule provides a much better fit with non-Western cultures than liberal democracy.
But is this what the autocrats’ people want? And what do citizens in the established democracies think of the authoritarian challenge? Are people losing faith in democracy?
The short answer is: no. None of the large-scale surveys of public opinion show any popular groundswell for dictatorship.
That does not mean we can relax, however. In the United States and its peer democracies, doubts about democracy are increasing. So are significant pockets of support for authoritarian options—growing constituencies that illiberal populists could rally to erode freedom in times of trouble.
That looming danger is more palpable in a few countries—such as Brazil, Mexico, the Philippines, and Tunisia—where democracy has done a poor job of containing crime and corruption. Yet citizens in established democracies still overwhelmingly see democracy as the best form of government. And the self-serving cultural arguments for autocracy—that it better reflects “Asian,” “Islamic,” or other non-Western values, or that poor people are too preoccupied with survival to care about freedom—simply do not square with the mountains of evidence. In fact, people in Africa, the world’s poorest continent, exhibit strikingly high levels of support not simply for democracy but for a host of liberal values and institutional checks on their rulers. And even in the Arab world—which remains a desert for democracy—the data shows widespread aspirations for democratic and accountable government.
The main threat to democracy today is not the values or opinions of the people; it is the corruption and lust for power of the rulers (even many elected ones), as well as the weakness of oversight institutions like parliaments and courts.
It is hard to write a book on government by the people without understanding something about the opinions of the people. Yet it is hard to assemble a comprehensive snapshot of global views of democracy because different surveys are conducted at different times using different measures. Nevertheless, the data tells a powerful story. People around the world can resist the lure of autocracy and embrace democracy—if their leaders deliver economic progress and govern with respect for democratic principles and the rule of law.
What Do the American People Think?
In a provocative 2016 article in the Journal of Democracy, the political scientists Roberto Foa and Yascha Mounk challenged the long-held assumption among my fellow experts that the advanced industrial democracies of the West are firmly entrenched. Political scientists call democracies consolidated when they enjoy such broad and deep legitimacy that no significant political force would dare try to acquire power by undemocratic means—and when no leader who tried to eviscerate the norms, checks, and balances of democracy could get away with it. Under such happy conditions, democracy becomes the only game in town. But for a democracy to be truly resilient, this consensus must prevail among not only its elites but also its major parties, interest groups, and mass public. This unconditional faith in democracy as the best and most just form of government roots democracy like an oak.2 And this faith, Foa and Mounk argued, is precisely what is now beginning to weaken.3
Tracking public attitudes toward democracy in the United States and Europe over two decades, Foa and Mounk warned of an emerging “crisis of democratic legitimacy” in Western public opinion. “Citizens in a number of supposedly consolidated democracies in North America and Western Europe have not only grown more critical of their political leaders,” they wrote. “Rather, they have also become more cynical about the value of democracy as a political system, less hopeful that anything they do might influence public policy, and more willing to express support for authoritarian alternatives.”4
Recent survey evidence suggests that Foa and Mounk are only partially correct—but that we still have serious cause for concern. Let’s look at the United States first. In July 2017, I joined other scholars in the independent, nonpartisan Democracy Fund Voter Study Group to survey attitudes toward democracy among a representative sample of five thousand Americans.5 The good news was that the American public still overwhelmingly backed democracy as the best form of government: some 86 percent said it’s a good or very good system, 82 percent said it’s very important to live in a democracy, and 78 percent said democracy is always “preferable to any other kind of government.” And Americans were not as disillusioned with our democracy as one might have thought, given Washington’s polarization and dysfunction. About six in ten Americans were at least somewhat satisfied with the way democracy is working in the United States,6 which compares well with other advanced democracies.
But we found some bad news too. In addition to the above three questions about support for democracy, our 2017 survey also measured people’s feelings toward two authoritarian options: “a strong leader who does not have to bother with Congress and elections,” and rule by the army. Nearly a quarter of Americans (24 percent) turned out to hanker for a strongman. That was significantly less than what Foa and Mounk found in 2011, but according to a thirty-eight-nation survey conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2017, it was higher than in several other peer democracies, such as Canada (17 percent), France (12 percent), and Germany (just 6 percent, thanks to bitter memories of the Nazi past).7
Moreover, support for military rule has steadily risen in the United States, from 8 percent in 1995 to some 18 percent in 2017. This is not only much higher than in Canada (10 percent) and Germany (4 percent) but also higher than in democracies that depend profoundly on the army—namely, Israel (10 percent) and South Korea (8 percent). (However, in-depth interviews by the Voter Study Group suggest that American respondents think of “army rule” more in terms of the military’s maintaining law and order rather than its suspending the constitution and governing directly.)
Several other disturbing trends are lurking beneath the surface. First, American support for democracy is not as robust as we would have hoped. Across all five questions we asked in our 2017 Voter Study Group poll (the three about democracy and the two about authoritarian options), only a modest majority of Americans—54 percent—consistently held a prodemocracy position. In fact, 28 percent gave a nondemocratic response on at least two of our five items.
Worse, our public’s ambivalence and hostility to democracy are caught up with today’s highly polarized politics. We have endured waves of illiberal sentiment in America before, of course. We don’t know how much of the American public was willing to support a dictator during the 1930s or the anti-Communist hysteria of the 1950s, and those numbers might have been higher than today’s. But in those previous eras, for all their challenges, we did not have a president whose own commitment to democracy was profoundly in doubt. In this respect, Donald Trump represents an unprecedented danger to American democracy, and that peril is reflected in the deeper patterns of our data.
Among Americans who supported a candidate in the 2016 presidential primaries, Trump supporters were substantially more supportive of a “strong leader” (32 percent) than supporters of any other major-party candidate, all of whom favored a “strong leader” at some 20 percent or less. Those who voted for Trump in the 2016 general election were nearly twice as likely as Hillary Clinton voters to back a strong leader (29 percent to 16). And those who switched from voting for Barack Obama in 2012 to Donald Trump in 2016 had the most authoritarian leanings of all, with an alarming 45 percent of Obama-to-Trump voters supporting a “strong leader.”
Such patterns are familiar from overseas; it is quite common for citizens on the political right to be more supportive of authoritarian options than those on the left. For instance, Italian fans of Silvio Berlusconi’s center-right Forza Italia and British backers of the nativist U.K. Independence Party are much more supportive of the “strong leader” option (at a rate of over 40 percent) than others in their countries. French citizens sympathetic to the country’s xenophobic National Front favor military rule much more than do the backers of other parties.
In Trump’s America, such autocratic attitudes are increasingly mixing with hyperpartisanship and ideological polarization. In the Trump era, Republicans are much more likely to endorse a “strong leader” than are Democrats (by 31 percent to 21). Self-identified conservatives are more than twice as likely as liberals to endorse a “strong leader” (30 percent to 13). And when we divide our sample into cultural conservatives, moderates, and liberals (according to their views on issues such as abortion, gay rights, race, and religion), the gap between cultural conservatives and cultural liberals on backing a strongman is even wider—some 20 percentage points.8
In the United States today, racism and religious intolerance turn out to strongly correlate with support for autocracy. An alarming one in six Americans was willing to embrace a racial, or arguably plain-old racist, view of American identity, saying that being of European heritage is important to being an American. Those Americans are four times more likely to favor a “strong leader” than those who say European heritage is “not important at all”—and are much more likely to question democracy itself.
A similarly depressing pattern holds true with Americans who favor increased surveillance of mosques or the targeting of Muslims during airport screenings. Such respondents are three times more likely to favor a “strong leader” than those who strongly oppose such religious profiling.9 These are the subterranean constituencies that Trump continues to mobilize when he harps on culture-war issues, stokes anti-Muslim animus, declines to unequivocally condemn white supremacists, or attacks the intellects of African American critics, from Representative Maxine Waters of California to the basketball star LeBron James.10
Trump-era partisanship is also increasingly eroding American public support for checks and balances on presidential power. Overwhelming majorities of Americans still say that the president should be monitored and held accountable by the courts (91 percent), Congress (81 percent), and the media (75 percent). But the president’s backers are dramatically less supportive of such checks on his power than are his critics. Pro-Trump Americans are nine times more likely than their anti-Trump fellow citizens to oppose congressional oversight of the president (36 percent to 4), ten times more likely to oppose media scrutiny of him (48 percent to 5), and five times more likely to say that the president “should not be bound by laws or court decisions he thinks are wrong” (15 percent to 3).
A final worrying pattern encompasses both America and other major democracies: people with lower education levels tend to be substantially more supportive of authoritarian options.11
All these rumblings in American public opinion are particularly concerning because of the uniqueness of our historical moment.12 Trump is not the only one testing and trashing democratic norms; a wave of illiberal populism is sweeping across many advanced industrial democracies, led by demagogues who target immigrants and minorities. The polling data suggests a close affinity between politicians who play the race and immigration cards and citizens who opt to “follow the leader.” As more voters feel threatened by tectonic shifts beyond their control—including immigration, globalization, income inequality, and economic insecurity—illiberal populists such as Trump, Viktor Orbán, and Marine Le Pen claim that they are merely responding to these anxieties. They are actually stoking them.
Moreover, as we saw in chapter 5, America’s two big political parties are more ideologically sorted and distant from each other than they have been in a century, even as they are about as closely competitive with each other as they have ever been. This dynamic is driving an increasingly hyperpartisan style of zero-sum politics. When party affiliation takes on the intensity of tribal identity, the odds get stacked against political compromise, and it becomes exceedingly hard for moderates to confront extremists and norm breakers in their ranks. It is especially difficult for Republicans in Congress to do so when the main norm trampler is their party leader and president.
And of course, the worrisome trends in U.S. public opinion are seriously exacerbated by social media’s corrosive ability to swiftly spread false, hateful, and extremist messages—and by the cynical exploitation of America’s political polarization and susceptibility to viral propaganda by Russia and other foreign actors who wish our democracy ill.
The danger, then, is not that alarmingly high numbers of Americans are defecting from democratic ideals; the problem is that American levels of democratic commitment appear fragile and partisan at precisely the moment when our democratic politics are under unprecedented assault.
Is Democracy a Luxury for the Rich?
These trends at home are profoundly unsettling. But I draw considerable hope from looking at public opinion in some far less fortunate parts of the planet.
For a long time, experts presumed that poor people were much less likely to care about democracy. A particularly influential theory, first propounded by the American psychologist Abraham Maslow in the mid-1940s, argued that there is a universal hierarchy of human needs, under which the basic requirements for material sustenance and physical safety take precedence over “higher-order” needs for esteem, belonging, and personal fulfillment.13 Over the years, as the theory has been refined, its adherents have argued that people in poor, chaotic countries will favor “survival values” that focus on income and safety, while people in prosperous countries will back “self-expression values” that emphasize people’s ability to choose, respect diversity, and demand not just democracy but a deeper structure of freedom and accountability.14 From this perspective, socioeconomic development is exceptionally powerful: the more prosperous the society, the more it will propel countries in the direction of the “self-expression values” and, as a result, toward democracy.15
This school—known as modernization theory—expects that if democracy does arise in the world’s poorer countries, it will rest on thinner cultural ground and be less liberal than in democracies in wealthier nations. Public support for democracy in impoverished areas, this theory argues, will be rather shallow and one-dimensional, lacking the commitments to freedom, tolerance, the rule of law, and checks and balances that distinguish truly liberal democracy.
How does this theory hold up in the face of public-opinion data? It works rather well to explain the continuing strong support for democracy in most wealthy democracies. And with its emphasis on the links between economic well-being and democratic attitudes, it can also explain some of the erosion in support for democracy in the United States and parts of Europe as a result of “declining real income linked with rising income inequality.”16 But public support for democracy in many middle-income and poor countries turns out to be higher, broader, and deeper than is often assumed.
First, consider the developing world region with the largest proportion of democracies, Latin America. Among the eighteen Latin American countries surveyed in 2017 by Latinobarometer, a major annual public-opinion survey, majorities in every country continue to agree with the proposition (inspired by Winston Churchill) that “democracy may have its problems but it’s the best system of government.” On average, 69 percent agreed with that sentiment, with percentages ranging from 54 percent in Mexico to 84 percent in Uruguay.
This regional average has declined ten points since 2013, when it hit a peak of 79 percent. Underlying this has been a steady decline in satisfaction with democracy’s performance in Latin America. In Mexico, Colombia, Peru, and Brazil—all of which have experienced chronic problems of violence or corruption—less than 20 percent of the public are satisfied with the way democracy is working. Only 3 percent of Brazilians think that their country is governed for the benefit of all, rather than for the gain of a “few powerful groups.”17
The picture is murkier in East Asia, where we have public-opinion data from the periodic Asian Barometer, with which I have also been involved.18 If we compare the region’s three richer democracies (Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan) with four democracies in the middle-income range (Indonesia, Mongolia, the Philippines, and Thailand), we see some of the shallowness of support for democracy that the modernization theorists would have anticipated.
All these countries, from the richest to the poorest, do overwhelmingly value democracy in the abstract; on average, in 2014–2016, 89 percent of people in these countries agreed with our proposition that “democracy may have its problems but it’s still the best form of government.” But when these publics are asked about authoritarian alternatives, people in East Asia’s less prosperous countries are more likely to equivocate, or worse. When we asked whether “we should get rid of parliament and elections and have a strong leader decide things,” support for this type of strongman rule was endorsed by a third of the public in upper-middle-income Thailand and the lower-middle-income Philippines—which actually elected a strongman ruler in 2016, Rodrigo Duterte.
The Asian Barometer also probed Asians’ commitment to such liberal values as free expression, the rule of law, and legislative scrutiny of the executive branch.19 That includes asking whether people agree or disagree with such illiberal ideas as letting the government “decide whether certain ideas should be allowed to be discussed in society,” having judges accept “the view of the executive branch” in important cases, and agreeing that a government that is “constantly checked by the legislature” cannot “possibly accomplish great things.”
Income levels seem to make a big difference in these responses. On average, these illiberal propositions were rejected by three quarters of the public in prosperous Japan and about two thirds of those in South Korea and Taiwan. But the people of some less well-off Asian democracies were less firm. Only about 50 percent of Indonesian respondents opposed these ideas, on average, and the numbers were a little over 40 percent in Mongolia, Thailand, and the Philippines. (That rejection level was essentially the same in four nearby autocracies, Cambodia, Malaysia, Burma, and Singapore.)
For old-school political scientists, the region with the most surprising public views is the world’s poorest, Africa. We might expect support for democracy and such liberal values as free expression and the rule of law to be much weaker in low-income Africa than in middle-income Asia. Not so. Across twenty-two countries in sub-Saharan Africa and nearly thirty thousand respondents surveyed in 2016–2018, high proportions of the African public—from Benin to Zimbabwe—embraced not only democracy but its liberal components too. On average, 72 percent of the public in these mainly poor countries agreed that “democracy is always preferable” to other forms of government.20
African support for democracy is somewhat lower than the average response among the above seven middle- and upper-income countries that we discussed in East Asia, significantly wealthier places that have had mainly democratic experiences over the past generation. But Africans’ enthusiasm for self-government is notably higher than Latin Americans’. And Africans—many with painful firsthand experience of abuse at the hands of dictatorships and juntas—dislike authoritarian options at least as much as East Asians. On average, 85 percent of Africans surveyed rejected one-man rule, compared with 69 percent of East Asians. And some 75 percent of both Africans and East Asians spurn rule by military junta.
An older generation of political science theorists would have been most astonished by Africans’ robust commitment to liberal values, such as a multiparty system, parliamentary scrutiny of government performance, and media checks on the powerful. Roughly three quarters of Africans supported free elections and two-term limits on the presidency, and 70 percent backed media scrutiny of government wrongdoing.21 Moreover, average levels of support for these core principles of liberal government—and for democracy itself—have been strikingly resilient in Africa since 2005.
If you ask ordinary Africans what the problem is with their countries, they are pretty clear: their rulers. Across the eighteen countries that have been surveyed four different times from 2005 to 2016, the pattern is always the same: a whopping gap between Africans’ demand for democracy (74 percent in 2015) and their perceptions that democracy is being delivered (47 percent).
I should conclude with a word about the Arab world. If any region might be expected to devalue democracy, it would probably be the Middle East, which has the world’s lowest levels of democracy. After popular uprisings for freedom broke out in 2011, the short-lived Arab Spring went down to crushing defeat everywhere except tiny Tunisia.
But the data from another regional survey, the Arab Barometer, shows the same surprising pattern of public aspirations for democracy and hostility to authoritarian rule.22 Across ten Arab countries surveyed in 2011 and a dozen polled in 2013, 72 percent of Arabs, on average, agreed with the old Churchill thesis. For the six countries where the question was asked in 2016, average support was even higher—81 percent.23 When Arabs were asked more specifically about a democratic system that ensures civil rights, political equality, and executive accountability, they were even more positive: in 2013, about 85 percent approved of such a system.
Arab publics do strongly prefer—by about 75 percent, on average—that political reform be gradual, not immediate. But they are not longing for dictators to deliver them from disorder. In fact, the average percentage of Arabs who reject an “authoritarian president” untroubled by a parliament and elections has increased over time, from 75 percent in 2007 to 80 percent in 2011 and 83 percent in 2013 (with a similar percentage among the six countries surveyed in 2016). That compares quite favorably with other regions, as shown below. Nor do Arabs evince much enthusiasm for Islamist dictatorship; solid majorities everywhere see it as thoroughly “unsuitable.”
In Tunisia, the one Arab Spring country still trying to make democracy work, people hold withering assessments of their elected government, which they view as pervasively corrupt and ineffective. Between 2011 and 2016, the proportion of Tunisians saying that democracy is bad for the country’s economy increased from one sixth to one half. Yet Tunisians’ view of democracy as the best system of government grew from 70 to 86 percent during those same years.24 Perhaps people are not as impatient and materialistic as some of the theorists assume.
Attitudes Toward Democracy and Authoritarianism, by Region
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The regional patterns can be summed up simply: democracy is a universal value. In every region of the world surveyed, large to overwhelming majorities of the public, on average, said that democracy is the best form of government and that an unaccountable strongman is a bad idea. Indeed, regions of the world often written off as apathetic if not autocratic turn out to support democracy and reject strongman rule at average levels about equal to those among wealthy G-7 democracies like the United States, Great Britain, France, and Japan.25
The Public’s Faith
All told, the global public-opinion data has a clear and perhaps surprising message: the greatest enemy of democracy is not poverty. Poor people across Africa and in Asian countries like Cambodia and Burma want democracy; they just want it to work for them, not their ruling elites.26 Citizens in the developing world still often see the lure of authoritarianism, but it tempts not so much the poor as the disillusioned.
Economic progress and fairness are vital to the growth of democracy. But the most important condition for sustaining public commitment to democracy turns out to be fidelity by those in power to liberal norms: transparency, accountability, tolerance, respect for the law, and an insistence on the essential role of political opposition. Democracies that govern decently and embrace these values will not only deliver more prosperity, they will also renew public faith in democracy as the best form of government yet devised.
NINE
MEETING THE AUTOCRATS’ CHALLENGE
This is exactly what our adversaries want. . . . They know that their power and influence are inferior to ours, so they seek to subvert us, and erode our resolve to resist, and terrorize us into passivity. They know they have little to offer the world beyond selfishness and fear, so they seek to undermine our confidence in ourselves and our belief in our own values.
—SENATOR JOHN MCCAIN, REMARKS TO THE MUNICH SECURITY CONFERENCE, FEBRUARY 17, 20171
People around the world may want democracy, but Russia and China do not want it for them. The most threatening feature of the current global order is the surge in power and initiative of these giant autocracies. Of course, we should not ignore the challenge to democracy posed by regional autocrats—especially those in Iran—or by nonstate terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda and ISIS. But among the world’s foes of democracy, only two leaders—Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping—have enough power and ambition to undermine the entire global liberal order. Any campaign to defend and revive democracy around the world must thus be defined by a strategy to confront and contain the authoritarian thrusts of Russia and China.
Our goal should not be a new cold war. But we will need the same sobriety, foresight, and tenacity of that earlier “long twilight struggle.” More than we did in the Cold War, we must recognize the limits of American power, and thus the need for democratic alliances. And we will need to navigate between two extremes: a vigilance so extreme that it provokes paranoia, xenophobia, and imperial overreach; and a confidence so disabling that it leaves vacuums to be filled by surging authoritarianism.
Seventy years later, the famous Long Telegram that the visionary American diplomat George F. Kennan sent from Moscow remains eerily salient. But today’s challenge is more complicated because it stems from two powerful global adversaries, not one, and because it comes at a time of diminished American strength and resolve, amid alliances that are eroding rather than gathering. Even so, eight strategic principles from Kennan’s day still apply.
First, we must grasp the nature of the threat. Around the world, free societies face a wide range of efforts by Russia and China—from the overt to the subtle—to enhance their power by infiltrating democratic processes, eroding democratic values, and breaking democratic alliances. We must not only document efforts to project authoritarian power—soft, sharp, and hard—but see the larger pattern of malice that connects them.
Second, we must educate democratic societies about the scale, motive, and elements of the autocrats’ threat. Denial and hysteria are common human instincts in the face of peril, but neither is useful in crafting a strategy. Because authoritarians can now project power in such diverse and often elusive forms, and because the postindustrial democracies are decades removed from their existential struggles to defend freedom, it is easy to deny or downplay the threats that Russia and China pose. Most people don’t want to admit vulnerability—for themselves or their country. And it is understandable that democratic citizens should want their countries to pull back from heavy international burdens after their leaders misled them into wasteful debacles like the 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. The impulse to put spending at home over major investments in defense and diplomacy is a natural one, and even more powerful in Europe than in the United States. But if the democracies are to forge a serious strategic response to the autocrats’ offensive, they will need to build public support for it.
Third, the democracies must strengthen their collective military resolve and capacities in the face of China’s and Russia’s rapidly expanding and modernizing military power. Few things are better demonstrated in history than this: appeasement will fail to deter aggression by rising (or reviving) authoritarian powers. In the face of such threats, peace and security can be preserved only through a robust combination of military strength and diplomatic initiative. We must seek to cooperate and de-escalate tensions with Beijing and Moscow whenever possible, whether that involves new arms-control agreements or finding common ground on such regional challenges as North Korea. We should also avoid gratuitous actions and rhetoric that demonize or demean our adversaries (not to mention stigmatizing their ethnic kin in the United States) while doing little to improve our own security. But where Russia and China commit limited acts of aggression—whether in Ukraine or the South China Sea—they must face resistance and costs, or more brazen acts of aggression will follow. Kennan’s observation about Soviet power in 1946 remains true of Russia and China today: these autocracies may be impervious “to the logic of reason,” as Kennan put it, but they are “highly sensitive to the logic of force.” As such, they “can easily withdraw”—and usually do—when “strong resistance is encountered at any point. Thus, if the adversary has sufficient force and makes clear his readiness to use it, he rarely has to do so.”2
Fourth, we should treat Russia’s and China’s leaders and societies with respect. Moscow and Beijing are trying to project power today, in part, as responses to profound experiences of national humiliation. For many Russians, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 was shattering, carrying with it the loss of the Soviet empire, the end of Moscow’s leading role in global affairs, and the shredding of the socialist safety net. Russian per capita income (in U.S. dollars) fell by 60 percent between 1990 and 1999.3 From 1990 to 2013, average life expectancy in Russia improved at only a fraction of the rate of the rest of the world (by 1.8 years, compared with 6.2 years for the world), placing Russia “in 108th position—between Iraq and North Korea.”4 In this same period, China has been a huge economic success story, but it is still responding to the “century of humiliation” at the hands of Western and Japanese imperial powers, beginning with the Qing Dynasty’s defeat by Britain in the first Opium War in 1839–1842 and continuing through the second Sino-Japanese War overlapping with World War II. Since the Communist Party seized power in 1949, it has been determined to recover the territories and glory that China lost during this painful period. Respect does not mean conceding to Russian claims on its former Soviet territories (or even on Crimea) or Chinese claims to the South China Sea, not to mention any effort to menace democratic Taiwan. But avoiding unnecessary conflict does require recognizing that China and Russia are great and proud countries with historical grievances that must be understood—and with contemporary ambitions for global influence that can sometimes be accommodated without greatly damaging our core interests and values.
Fifth, when possible, we should separate corrupt leaders from their societies and deter autocratic regimes with carefully targeted measures. Treating Russian and Chinese societies as enemies is dangerous. The authoritarian regimes in Moscow and Beijing are using increasingly forceful and far-reaching methods of propaganda to generate intense “patriotic” support for their own leadership and spur nationalist resentment of the West while also censoring international information that could create more complex and skeptical public views. Gratuitous confrontations that pit Western democracies against Russian or Chinese society only play into the hands of leaders who are adept at exploiting international conflicts to boost their public support and delegitimize their critics. Our goal must be to punish the regime—the ruling oligarchical elite in Russia, the Communist Party leadership in China—and not the larger societies. This requires creative and surgical methods to sanction individuals, expose gross corruption, and thwart thrusts abroad. But a general trade war with China, of the kind that President Trump launched in 2018, carries huge risks of collateral damage. We should look for more precise, effective ways to engage each society and create distance between it and its leaders.
Sixth, we must remain true to our democratic values. In the Long Telegram, Kennan urged his colleagues to find the “courage and self-confidence to cling to our own methods and conceptions of human society. After all, the greatest danger that can befall us . . . is that we shall allow ourselves to become like those with whom we are coping.”5 We cannot prevail in a global struggle to defend freedom by descending to the cynical tactics of disinformation, coercion, and corruption of our authoritarian adversaries. If we do so, Putin will achieve his purpose: to show that no virtues, ideals, or real differences separate the Russian and Chinese systems from those of the Western democracies—that every country is just an amoral rival in a global struggle for power.
Seventh, we must reinvent the postwar liberal democratic order for the current era. In the twenty-first century, as Brazil, India, Nigeria, South Africa, and other emerging-market countries play a larger role in world politics, we are witnessing what Fareed Zakaria has termed “the rise of the rest.”6 We must develop a more inclusive, multipolar world order that can secure our democratic values and interests. We must, as Kennan urged in 1946, offer “a more much more positive and constructive picture of the sort of world we would like to see.”7 With its Belt and Road Initiative and other global strategies, China is trying to shape a world order that replaces strong Western leadership with Chinese authoritarian leadership. We must draw the emerging-market countries—particularly India—into an alternative vision, one built on inclusive governance, a balance of power, and the rule of law.
Finally, we must repair and strengthen our own democracies so they can be models worth emulating. Unless we have confidence in our own system of free government and show that it can work to address the problems of our society, we cannot compete effectively with rival authoritarian models.
The rest of this book is dedicated to tackling the above challenges. As the old saying goes, “you can’t beat something with nothing.” Unless the democracies of the world improve their own performance, they will provide increasingly fertile ground for Russian and Chinese efforts to penetrate and subvert them. Unless the United States and other wealthy democracies wage a vigorous global campaign to counter authoritarian disinformation and advance democratic ideas, knowledge, and tools, China and Russia will win the information war. Unless the established democracies renew their resolve to support aspiring democrats around the world, their authoritarian competitors will triumph, boosted by lavish assistance from Russia and China—which will expect to have their debts repaid. Unless we launch a concerted global campaign against kleptocracy and money laundering, we will leave ourselves vulnerable to foreign manipulation even as we ignore the most glaring weaknesses of our authoritarian foes. And unless we work to make the internet a safer space for democracy, the online world will become a highway to political polarization, acrimony, and authoritarian propaganda.
All this we can—and must—do. And the obvious starting place is the many specific things we can—and must—do to counter and contain the dangers that Russia and China pose to democracy in the United States, the West, and around the world.
Standing Up to Putin
Russia under Vladimir Putin is a resurgent but still opportunistic power. Putin is like a burglar walking down a corridor of apartments, testing to see which doors are unlocked. When he gets the chance, he breaks in; when he cannot, he moves on. We must lock our doors and raise the costs of his criminal behavior, whether in the digital, financial, or physical worlds.
Any strategy to counter the Kremlin’s global assault on democracy should start with listening to the people who share our liberal values and understand Putin much better than we do: Russia’s democrats. One of the bravest of them is Vladimir Kara-Murza, a journalist and activist whom the Putin regime has twice tried to murder by poison. These assassination attempts were made with a highly sophisticated toxin that could probably have been administered only by one of Russia’s intelligence services. Each attempt nearly killed Kara-Murza, forcing him to endure a perilous and lengthy recovery. The first attempt on his life came just three months after the assassination of his political mentor and dear friend, Boris Nemtsov, a top leader of the Russian opposition who was gunned down in February 2015 just steps from the Kremlin. Despite all this, Kara-Murza has not flinched in his campaign for reform in Russia.
Kara-Murza offers three guidelines for dealing with Putin’s threat to democracy. “First,” he told me, “stop saying Russia when you mean Putin.” Putin wants to frame the conflict as a battle between a decadent and overbearing West and the Russian people, who are merely trying to preserve their culture and sovereignty. But our conflict is not with the Russian people; it is with Putin’s predatory ruling elite, which has hijacked Russia’s state and its vast natural-resource wealth. We are not the only victims of Putin’s crimes; more than 140 million Russians are his victims too. Western diplomatic statements must clearly distinguish between Putin’s kleptocracy and the Russian people who chafe beneath it. And we need to constantly work to separate the two.
Second, do not offer Putin gratuitous praise. The last thing we should do is to congratulate him on his election “victories”—a mistake both Presidents Obama and Trump have made. These were not real elections but charades meant to mimic a democratic process and lend some shroud of legitimacy to Putin’s dictatorship. Russian democrats are urging us: Please don’t validate this sham exercise in democracy. Don’t encourage Putin. And don’t discourage Russian democrats who are trying to fight for the real thing. We need a new golden rule for autocrats like Putin: If you can’t say something critical about him, don’t say anything at all.
Third, we need to pressure regime elites where it hurts: their assets and their ability to enjoy them. This means targeted sanctions on those responsible for human rights abuses, predatory corruption, and other crimes. A milestone on the road to accountability came in 2012 when President Obama signed the Magnitsky Act, named for the Russian anticorruption whistle-blower Sergei Magnitsky, who was beaten to death in a Russian prison in 2009. The Obama administration placed eighteen Russian government officials and businesspeople on the law’s list, barred them “from entering the United States, froze any assets held by U.S. banks and banned their future use of U.S. banking systems.”8 In March 2014, after Russia annexed Crimea and launched military operations in eastern Ukraine, a U.S.-led coalition of Western governments began imposing sanctions on numerous other Russian government officials, military officers, oligarchs, banks, and companies—thereby preventing them from traveling to or doing business with the West.
Targeted sanctions are effective because they punish corrupt and abusive individuals, not the Russian people at large. Kara-Murza recalls Nemtsov’s saying that the Magnitsky Act was the most pro-Russian legislation ever passed in a foreign country “because it targets the people who abuse the rights of Russian citizens and who steal the money of Russian citizens.” “For now,” Kara-Murza says, “we can’t stop the kleptocrats from stealing in Russia, but we can stop them from spending their stolen riches in the West.” Putin and his ruling mafia’s intense desire to be rid of these punitive measures seems to have been a major factor motivating them to try to elect a more sympathetic American president in 2016.
The Kremlin now appears to be suffering from at least some buyer’s remorse. On April 6, 2018, the Trump administration announced new sanctions that cut much more deeply into the core of Putin’s power network. Citing Russia’s intervention in the 2016 election and its ongoing cyber attacks, Washington froze the U.S. assets of “more than three dozen Russian individuals and entities,” blocked them from doing business in America, and barred their access to Western financing. Among those sanctioned were some of “Putin’s closest business allies and the companies they own.”9 These included Putin’s son-in-law, Kirill Shamalov; Russia’s ninth-richest businessman, Viktor Vekselberg (worth an estimated $14 billion); the chief executive of the Russian state-owned energy giant Gazprom, Alexey Miller; and Oleg Deripaska (worth about $6.7 billion), a close Putin business ally who was previously linked to disgraced former Trump campaign chairman Paul Manafort.10 When markets opened the following Monday, the Russian stock market fell 11 percent, the ruble dropped more than 4 percent, and Russia’s fifty richest businessmen were estimated to have lost $12 billion in wealth.11
These new sanctions closely followed a wave of expulsions of Russian “diplomats” (actually known or suspected intelligence operatives) from Western embassies and consulates after the Kremlin’s audacious attempt to murder one of its former intelligence agents, Sergei Skripal, in the United Kingdom with a Soviet military-grade nerve agent. In March 2018, the United States, Britain, and some twenty-five other Western democracies expelled more than one hundred Russian operatives “in a show of solidarity” that The Guardian called “the biggest concerted blow to Russian intelligence networks in the west since the cold war.”12
But the West is still pulling its punches. Despite the assassination attempt on Skripal, the use of chemical weapons on British soil, and a string of more than a dozen spectacular murders and suspicious deaths of Putin’s enemies living in the United Kingdom, the country remains, in the words of anticorruption activist and author Oliver Bullough, “wide open to the Kremlin’s kleptocratic cash.”13 Its government and private institutions—including “banks, law firms, accountants, private schools, art galleries, and even Conservative Party fundraisers”14—have been deeply and in many cases knowingly complicit in laundering and profiting from these looted riches. To varying degrees, other Western democracies have also provided havens for pro-Putin oligarchs to launder their wealth, burnish their reputations, and live in arrogant splendor. As Washington Post columnist Anne Applebaum has noted, “the Russian government treats Britain with disdain because the Russian government thinks it has bought the British elite. Worse than that, it may be right.”15
Trump has long claimed to have been tougher on Russia than Obama, despite Trump’s refusal to condemn Putin and admit that the April 2018 sanctions were largely forced on him by Congress and his own national security team. But neither American president—and no Western government—has been tough enough on Putin. And none has implemented the kind of robust and comprehensive strategy that is needed. What would such a strategy look like?
As we shall see in the next chapter, its cornerstone would be a determined global campaign against kleptocracy. This will require legal and regulatory changes to make our democratic societies more lawful and transparent, even if they make some of our banks, real estate agents, law firms, and lobbyists less magnificently rich.
We can also extend targeted sanctions to a broader swath of Putin’s allies. This should include bans on visas for not only the oligarchs but their families, as well as a radical revision of the “golden visa” programs that let wealthy foreigners, often with dubious sources of wealth, instantly obtain visas (and fairly rapidly move toward permanent residency and even citizenship) in exchange for “investing” some minimum sum.16 In their crudest forms, in countries such as Malta and Cyprus, these schemes “offer virtually scrutiny-free EU citizenship for rich outsiders” in exchange for “quick cash.” The main beneficiaries are “Russian and Chinese businesspeople who would otherwise be barred” from the European Union.17
We can raise the costs and ramp up the pressure on Putin’s circle in many other ways. For starters, we need to make bolder, more energetic use of our intelligence means to expose the corruption of the Russian ruling elite, starting with Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin. The Russian dictator is believed to have a personal worth in the tens of billions of dollars.18 He is deeply insecure about his legitimacy and regards any reporting about his rapacious corruption (and that of his closest cronies) as an existential threat. We do not need to resort to Putin’s own tactics of Soviet-style disinformation. Financial intelligence—which we may already have—and truthful investigative reporting can do a lot to weaken and delegitimize him.
We also must do a much better job of documenting Russian subversion efforts and explaining to the public the danger they present. We must not allow the response to become a partisan issue. As Laura Rosenberger and Jamie Fly (themselves a bipartisan policy team) write, we need an integrated, well-coordinated effort across the full range of U.S. and allied government agencies to track and deter Russia’s ambitious campaign. The advanced democracies will need new ways to share intelligence and “learn lessons from each other about what countermeasures work, and which don’t.” (French president Emmanuel Macron’s campaign blunted the impact of Russian disinformation during his 2017 race by planting false information on his campaign’s own servers, for instance.) Fortunately, both NATO and the EU are developing coordinated approaches to identifying and rebuffing Russian cyber attacks by disinformation and other means.19
This is urgent. The Russians, the Chinese, and other adversaries have been hacking, sacking, and probing our electricity grids, banks, corporations, and other critical infrastructure. In the case of Russia, this cyber aggression has included 2016 intrusions into more than twenty state voter-registration databases, as well as the 2017 NotPetya malware campaign, which Trump’s own White House called “the most destructive and costly cyberattack in history.”20 In July 2018, the Department of Homeland Security revealed that hackers working for the Russian state had penetrated the most secure digital control rooms of American electric utilities, putting the Kremlin in a position to cause major power blackouts in the United States. “They are waging a covert war on the West,” said Michael Carpenter, a former senior Pentagon official.21 We must not only modernize our digital systems and harden our defenses against malware but disrupt our foes’ cyber warfare capacities and deter them by developing stronger offensive capabilities.
Beyond all this, some general steps would help defend democracy from both Russian and Chinese influence operations. For one thing, democracies should boost their capacities to monitor Russian and Chinese news bureaus, journalists, and businesspeople, who often serve as intelligence agents for their authoritarian states. This means better electronic and human intelligence, as well as investing in Russian- and Chinese-language training for our own operatives and analysts. For another, the United States and its West European friends need to train scholars, journalists, watchdog organizations, and policy professionals from less prosperous democracies in Russian and Chinese methods so that they can identify, expose, and resist covert operations to which poorer countries are especially vulnerable.22
We also need to tackle the problem of Chinese and Russian state-run media outlets. A basic asymmetry is at work: these authoritarian propaganda instruments can freely broadcast in our democracies, even as the independent news networks of Western democracies, such as CNN and the BBC, have little to no access to the Russian and Chinese viewing publics. The same is true for journalists: ours are severely restricted in China and Russia (or even denied visas) while theirs have much freer rein in the United States. The problem, of course, is that we oppose censorship in principle, and they do not. We should not block internet access to the autocrats’ programming. But it isn’t obvious why they should enjoy market access to American cable television when America’s free and tough-minded news media do not have a similar opportunity to reach Chinese or Russian viewers. We should be demanding symmetrical access for Western electronic media, as both a trade issue and a freedom issue. And we should take into account the extent of reciprocal access for American journalists when deciding on American visas for Chinese and Russian journalists.23
Standing Up to Xi
In the summer of 2018, as I was completing this book, I took an extensive trip across parts of Asia that are on the front lines of China’s ambitions: India, Thailand, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. In India, I talked with foreign policy thinkers, scholars, human rights activists, and recently retired diplomats, including a few who had risen to the pinnacle of India’s impressive career foreign service. In Taiwan, I met with old friends who now held senior roles in that nation’s progressive government and other figures in Taiwan’s vibrant democratic politics, civil society, and news media. In Thailand and Taiwan, I lectured to students and colleagues about the rising challenge posed by China. In Hong Kong, I spent moving and memorable hours with elected legislators, politicians, and student leaders from the so-called pan-democrat camp, from moderates who simply want Beijing to deliver on its promises of autonomy and democracy for Hong Kong to radicals who are fed up with the intimidation of the Chinese Communist Party and demand outright independence.
Many of my interlocutors were quite progressive and antiestablishment, including Joshua Wong, a slender, bespectacled student protest leader from Hong Kong’s 2014 Umbrella Movement. After being sentenced to a second stint in prison in early 2018, he declared, “They can lock up our bodies, but they cannot lock up our minds.”24
In the United States, these activists would have been part of the “resistance” to Donald Trump, and indeed, most of them were appalled by his vulgar rhetoric, illiberal attitudes, and authoritarian instincts. Yet they joined with many savvy strategists and conservative commentators in a surprisingly widespread—and to me, stunning—sentiment: gratitude at seeing a U.S. president finally stand up to China.
From India to Japan, from Singapore to Taiwan, I found not only mounting fear of China’s ambitions but also growing hunger for a counterweight to it. And you can’t counterbalance a rising autocratic superpower without the existing democratic one.
Any such counterstrategy would need civic, political, economic, and military dimensions. Democracies must start by understanding how China is exercising its influence, forging ties, and attaching conditions on its friendship.
That includes confronting Chinese sharp power in the crucial realm of education. University administrators and other education leaders are increasingly recognizing that secret agreements and foreign-government dictates are inconsistent with the mission of education in a free society. That doesn’t mean banning all partnerships with China, which would be antithetical to the spirit of democracy and open inquiry. But all agreements for Confucius Institutes and similar ventures should be fully transparent. Faculty, students, and the public should know what personnel and resources China is providing—and whether strings are attached.
Many Chinese offers will need vetting and control. Some colleges and universities will have the resources to assess the language textbooks and other curricular materials that China is providing. Those that can’t need help. These schools could form a consortium and recruit expert advisers to ensure that China’s materials do not promote political propaganda or bar discussion of certain subjects.
Chinese students abroad deserve protection for their intellectual freedom. Colleges should provide some confidential means to ring the alarm bell when China’s government uses the long arms of its influence to try to suppress discussion of subjects it considers taboo or intimidate overseas Chinese students who publicly defy the CCP line on sensitive matters. And student organizations should have to report any funding they receive from a foreign government and secure approval from university authorities. When funding is coming from an autocracy known for trying to stifle freedom of expression at home and abroad, the burden of proof should be on the student organization to demonstrate that its independence and freedom of expression are not being compromised by its receipt of funds.
This principle goes for think tanks and university research projects as well. Foreign funding of all research and program activities should be fully disclosed, along with any objectives or conditions on which the funding depends, so that outside observers can assess whether the money’s source might be compromising.
An even stronger imperative is to strengthen U.S. government tracking of Chinese (and other foreign) efforts to influence American policy. When foreign grants have that purpose, U.S. recipients are legally required to register under the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA). This legislation, and the Justice Department’s enforcement of it, could stand to be strengthened.25
Democracies need to raise both public awareness of and legal barriers to authoritarian intrusions into their political lives. For starters, this requires banning foreign contributions to political campaigns, as the Australian government recently passed into law. Such contributions are illegal at the federal level in the United States, but not in all states and municipalities. Anyone in the United States lobbying for a foreign government should have to register under FARA, not simply be allowed to register as a lobbyist, as is now the case. And this should apply to lobbying state and local governments as well. Beyond this, the so-called Drain the Swamp Act, from Representative Peter DeFazio, an Oregon Democrat, would ban all former political appointees to U.S. government positions from lobbying for a foreign government or political party. I would go further: we should extend such a ban to former members of Congress as well (not to mention former presidents, vice presidents, or, in other democracies, prime ministers). The door to political corruption from abroad should be firmly and irrevocably shut.
Since Chinese influence operations are increasingly global, many countries around the world urgently need help in developing tools and knowledge to expose and resist them. Foundations in the wealthy democracies could help to train other countries’ journalists and academic researchers in how China’s influence activities work, how to track Chinese corporate investments in their countries, and how to monitor the business ties of their own former officeholders. American state and local governments and civil society actors need help—ideally from a federal agency that they could voluntarily approach—in vetting the authenticity of approaches from Chinese individuals, associations, and companies seeking various forms of cooperation and partnership.26 These may be as they purport to be, and worth evaluating on the merits. Or they could be embedded in the murky and complex architecture of China’s official international influence operations, seeking covertly to extend CCP influence into the deep tissues of American democracy.27 Democracies should also learn from one another about which laws, standards, and tools work best for disclosing (if not banning) foreign campaign contributions, and what digital tools China is selling autocracies to censor the internet and intercept citizens’ communications. Finally, financial support from nongovernmental foundations could help independent media in less affluent democracies to better resist China’s efforts to buy favorable coverage and bully criticism. We must all be far more aware of the ways that authoritarian influence can penetrate and corrupt open societies.
The High-Tech Threat
On March 22, 2018, President Trump ignited a storm of controversy by authorizing the imposition of tariffs on up to $60 billion in Chinese imports, which he called a response to Beijing’s relentless efforts to capture U.S. technology through theft, hacking, and pressure on American companies. The president had a point about China’s agenda, even if his riposte was ham-fisted: no development would more profoundly threaten the future of freedom than for an increasingly authoritarian China to achieve military superiority over the United States.
That prospect would have seemed far-fetched even five years ago. But China is now so rapidly advancing its capabilities—in cyberspace, hypersonic weapons, antisatellite systems, drones, robotics, artificial intelligence, advanced computing, and more—that within a decade or two, it may be able to win a war with the United States.
That does not, of course, mean that Trump can win a trade war today. In starting one with China, Trump risked harming not only American farmers and industries but also many economic actors in other parts of Asia. We need a smarter, more comprehensive response. And fortunately, as Congress wakes up to the scope of China’s challenge, support for this kind of approach is growing.
The definitive report on China’s strategy to acquire by any and all means cutting-edge technology—prepared for the Defense Innovation Unit Experimental (DIUx), a small Pentagon program founded late in the Obama administration and headquartered in Silicon Valley—suggests several more targeted measures to address China’s drive for dominance.28 In particular, we need to strengthen the key mechanism for reviewing foreign investments that could threaten American national security, the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS). Although CFIUS has long had the power to block foreign investments, the process has been too cumbersome—involving fourteen different U.S. government agencies—to pull off within the committee’s mandated ninety-day time frame. With limited resources and jurisdiction, CFIUS has been able to review only about 150 transactions per year—a fraction of the number that have serious implications for U.S. national security.
In an important step forward, in July 2018, Congress gave CFIUS significantly greater scope to review and block foreign acquisitions of U.S. companies and real estate that could harm American national security or competitiveness.29 The committee may need even more resources and authority to respond quickly to the multiple threats (and not only from China) to American technological leadership.
China’s actions also have major personal-security implications in the digital age. Consider the recent Chinese corporate acquisition of the gay dating site Grindr, which is headquartered in Los Angeles.30 The purchaser was a little-known Chinese online gaming firm called Kunlun, which is not a state company, and Grindr has assured its users that their data will be safe. But some cybersecurity experts have rung alarm bells about the possibility that Beijing could gain broad access to user data. Grindr often serves to facilitate discreet gay hookups, making it “a tantalizing source of information” for Chinese intelligence agencies, which, as one report noted, are building “massive databases” on individual Americans “to have handy” and perhaps use “as leverage in blackmail scenarios.”31
The DIUx report identifies several other steps to ensure that China does not become the dominant technological leader for decades to come. A crucial one is to increase federal government funding for research and development, which has fallen from 2 percent of GDP in the 1960s to 0.7 percent today (a level below that of China, Japan, South Korea, Germany, and several other countries). Of course, the U.S. private sector invests considerably more than that, but federal funding is crucial to ensuring that we make big, bold bets on complex future technologies, some of which require outlays on infrastructure.32
We also need a smarter approach to the question of visas for expert talent. America must do much more to incentivize our students to study science, technology, engineering, and math (the so-called STEM fields). For now, the United States has “a persistent and dramatic shortage of STEM workers.”33 Meanwhile, many Chinese students hope to do graduate work in these critical areas. Either we need to rethink our open doors to Chinese students keen to do advanced graduate study in those technological fields most critical to our national security, or we need to induce them to stay in the United States indefinitely once they get their valuable degrees. Shortening their visas to work in America after they graduate, as the Trump administration announced it would do in May 2018, seems entirely the wrong approach.34
At the same time, we need to recruit much more science and engineering talent from countries that do not pose a manifest threat to our national security, such as India. More broadly, the United States should greatly expand the number of foreign expert (H-1B) visas it grants each year so that our companies and universities can hire from abroad the STEM stars we will need to lead the industries of the future. U.S. corporate demand for visas to recruit such foreign workers vastly outstrips what Washington now grants. Studies show that not only does each expert foreign worker create 1.83 jobs among resident Americans, these workers also increase the number of patents awarded to U.S. firms—and thereby buttress America’s edge in technological innovation.35
All this casts today’s debates about immigration in a different light. Immigration is a national security issue, but not in the way that Donald Trump and his fellow nativist populists assert. Part of what distinguishes the United States from its two great autocratic rivals is its ability to attract people from all over the world brimming with technical gifts and creative energy. Keeping our gates open to this influx of talent and entrepreneurship will continue to make America great. And assimilating these immigrants into taking on democratic citizenship is a profound opportunity for American democracy. It is a field on which China and Russia—and every other autocracy in the world—simply cannot compete.
TEN
FIGHTING KLEPTOCRACY
The pathway of kleptocracy . . . is: steal, obscure, and then spend.
—OLIVER BULLOUGH1
In 2006, the widow of a discount-retail magnate sold her 23,000-square-foot mansion in Washington, D.C., for $15 million in cash. The ornate residence—with seven bedrooms, eleven and a half bathrooms, an elevator, a cinema, “Italian marble floors and a chandelier that had once hung in the Paris Opera House”—is perched strategically in the capital’s prestigious Embassy Row district, among the homes of the city’s celebrities and power brokers, half a mile from the official residence of the vice president and a mile from the Russian embassy. One of Washington’s top political lawyers, Vernon Jordan, lives across the street, and after the 2016 election, the top Trump aide Kellyanne Conway would move in next door. At the time, the home’s sale was one of the most expensive in Washington’s history. Yet the only thing known about the buyer was the name of the obscure company to which the mansion was officially sold.2
Eleven years later, a Washington Post report would reveal that the likely real owner was one of Russia’s most powerful oligarchs, Oleg Deripaska—the same man who was added to the U.S. sanctions list in April 2018 for his ties to the Russian government and for suspicions of money laundering, “threatening the lives of business rivals, illegally wiretapping a government official, and taking part in extortion and racketeering.”3
Deripaska, one of the world’s largest aluminum producers, with vast holdings in such other sectors as energy, insurance, and transportation, is a close ally of Russian president Vladimir Putin. The oligarch had long had difficulty getting a U.S. visa, but this did not stop him from periodically traveling to the United States on a Russian diplomatic passport. That let him visit his reported Washington mansion and two Manhattan residences he is said to have purchased through a trust in the British Virgin Islands—a $4.5 million town house in 2006 and a $42.5 million house in 2008.4 During those years, the Russian metals magnate was not prevented from forging ties with Washington fixers like Paul Manafort, who would briefly chair Donald Trump’s presidential campaign and then go on to be convicted of bank and tax fraud in 2018. Nor, according to Harper’s, was Deripaska barred from donating money through his holding company to prestigious organizations such as the Council on Foreign Relations (which says it was unaware that the money was coming from Deripaska) and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (which says it wouldn’t take such funds today).5 Much more troubling is the vast array of lawyers and lobbyists who stand ready—for generous fees—to help dubious figures like Deripaska launder their reputations and break free of international sanctions. “Oleg Deripaska understands better than most Russian oligarchs how money buys influence in Washington,” said Michael R. Carpenter, a former official of President Obama’s National Security Council.6 And, observe New York Times correspondents Andrew Higgins and Kenneth P. Vogel, “helping deep-pocketed foreign interests massage [American] sanctions and tariffs” has become “one of the fastest-growing elements of the lobbying business.”7
Standing behind global oligarchs like Deripaska are the autocratic rulers who lead, in effect, state-sponsored crime rings. Putin may be the richest, but he is only one of many. Take Malaysia’s former prime minister Najib Razak: he and his cronies are accused by the U.S. Justice Department of stealing some $4.5 billion between 2009 and 2015 through an astonishingly brazen “pump and loot scheme” that siphoned off money raised from government-backed bonds. The Malaysian conduit for the theft was a government development company, 1MDB, which laundered the funds through a complex global web of regional financial centers, secretive shell companies, and giant European and American banks. U.S. court filings allege that “the money went to buy luxury real estate in Manhattan and Beverly Hills; paintings by Monet and Van Gogh; a chunk of one of the world’s biggest music-publishing companies; a $35 million Bombardier Global 5000 business jet; a $260 million superyacht called Equanimity; and $8 million in jewels bestowed as gifts upon Australian supermodel Miranda Kerr.”8 The stolen funds also covered $85 million in “Las Vegas gambling debts” and tens of millions more invested in a movie production company, which then made a critically hailed Hollywood epic about delirious greed, The Wolf of Wall Street.9
Like corrupt autocrats and oligarchs from dozens of other countries around the world, Oleg Deripaska and Najib Razak could penetrate American society because of gaping legal holes that not only permit but welcome the laundering of dirty money. As one keen observer has put it, the lack of effective regulation has made the United States, not notorious financial safe havens like Switzerland and the Cayman Islands, “the leading incorporator of anonymous companies.”10 The U.S. Treasury Department estimates the annual flow of laundered money into the United States at $300 billion—equal to 2 percent of the American economy.11 The comparable estimate is even more startling in the United Kingdom: some $120 billion, equal to nearly 5 percent of the British economy.12 By one estimate, as much as 8 percent of total global wealth, 30 percent of African wealth, and 50 percent of Russian wealth is held in largely secret offshore accounts.13
Global transfers of untraceable funds have enabled a stunning array of venal dictators and their family members, political allies, and business cronies to acquire property and influence in the West as well as to corrupt democracy and the rule of law within free nations. The West “has largely failed to export its democratic norms and is instead witnessing an increasingly coordinated assault on its own value system,” warned the Russian anticorruption analyst Ilya Zaslavskiy in a recent paper for the Hudson Institute’s trailblazing Kleptocracy Initiative. “This destructive import of corrupt practices and norms comes not only from post-Soviet kleptocratic regimes like Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Russia, but also from China and other countries around the world whose ruling elites now possess far-reaching financial and political interests in the West.”14
As Charles Davidson, the executive director of the Kleptocracy Initiative, warned in 2017 congressional testimony, kleptocracy is “a relatively new” but ominous threat to our democracies that “should have us on high alert.”15 The online Cambridge Dictionary defines kleptocracy as “a society whose leaders make themselves rich and powerful by stealing from the rest of the people.” Modern-day kleptocracy, however, is something more than massive, predatory corruption: it also uses the international financial system to move, mask, and secure ill-gotten fortunes across borders.
As we have seen, nothing more readily saps democracy of its public legitimacy than the widespread perception that government officials are mainly there to enrich themselves, their cronies, and their parties rather than to serve the public. From Brazil to Mexico, from Ukraine to Tunisia, from Mongolia to Moldova, large-scale, endemic corruption poses the single most urgent internal threat to democracy—and renders it all the more vulnerable to external subversion.
The opportunity to loot the public treasury also perpetuates undemocratic behavior and gives both official and hidden ruling elites an overriding incentive to cling to power. From Russia to Venezuela, from Nigeria to Kenya, from Pakistan to Malaysia, kleptocracy has been the most important obstacle preventing democracy from emerging and taking hold. And when illicit funds pour covertly into the banking systems, property markets, and company registries of “advanced” democracies such as America and Great Britain, they too become corrupted and diminished.
In the absence of strong rules and explicit oversight, a powerful authoritarian state like China can work through its wealthy associates to penetrate the politics and policy debates of democracies. A growing number of kleptocracies are “using corrupt businessmen as proxies to advance their political goals” in the West, warns Zaslavskiy.16 Publicly, these regimes employ lobbyists and publicists to influence Western governments; covertly, they lure current and former public officials with the prospect of money and lucrative employment.
China often deploys such tactics, but probably no Chinese business association with a Western notable can top the relationship that former German chancellor Gerhard Schröder has built with Russia’s energy industry. Since he left power in 2005, Schröder—a Social Democrat who pursued an increasingly pro-Russia course during his seven years in power—has become a very wealthy man, “serving as a board member of several consortia in which Russian-government-controlled energy company Gazprom is either the majority or sole shareholder.”17 An outspoken opponent of Western sanctions against Russia, Schröder was elected in September 2017 as chairman of the board of a major target of those sanctions, Russia’s largest oil company, Rosneft.
Smaller kleptocracies can play this game adroitly as well. Another post-Soviet regime awash in oil money, Azerbaijan, has managed to neutralize the Council of Europe, a body “whose function is to defend the European Convention of Human Rights” and which the late Czech president Václav Havel once called “the most important European political forum.”18 In 2000, many liberal members of the Council of Europe’s parliamentary assembly went along with a motion to admit Azerbaijan, hoping that membership would gradually transform its authoritarian practices. Instead, as Gerald Knaus, chairman of the European Stability Institute, has put it, “Azerbaijan set out to transform the Council of Europe.” The regime showered council deputies with “silk carpets, gold and silver items, drinks, caviar and money,” all while relentlessly attacking the dictatorship’s European critics. Elections in Azerbaijan continued being flagrantly rigged, and the country’s president, Ilham Aliyev (whose family has ruled Azerbaijan for twenty-five years), continued holding some one hundred political prisoners—while insisting that he could not possibly have any because he was a member of the Council of Europe. In 2009, a parliamentary delegation from the council endorsed a referendum Aliyev was pushing to remove presidential term limits, calling it a vote for “greater stability.” The two German members of that delegation later became paid lobbyists for Azerbaijan. Subsequent Council of Europe monitors praised Azerbaijan’s farcical electoral charades with terms like “free, fair and transparent.”
Few examples of reciprocal corruption have been as brazen as the recycling of kleptocratic oil revenue from francophone Africa to political campaigns back in France. Since the 1960s, French politicians have maintained a special relationship with oil kleptocracies like the Bongo regime in Gabon, which has bled the country’s treasury for half a century. French companies got favorable terms to produce and market African oil; African autocrats got stupendous personal wealth and security guarantees from the French military. (The Bongo family’s thirty-three French properties include three mansions in Paris and a villa on the Riviera.) In return, as the intrepid political scientist Brett Carter has reported, the autocrats “transferred a share of the oil revenue . . . back to France to fund” Gaullist and other party election campaigns. The bagman for President Jacques Chirac and his government claimed to have collected some $20 million from African kleptocrats between 1997 and 2005.19
When his country’s oil wealth proved insufficient for the Republic of Congo’s plundering dictator, Denis Sassou-Nguesso, he borrowed money on international markets and then hired lobbyists and bribed politicians to win debt relief. When he ran into debt trouble again in 2017, he hired the disgraced former head of the International Monetary Fund, Dominique Strauss-Kahn, to push for a new round of relief.20 Like other African kleptocrats, Sassou-Nguesso has also doled out generous contracts to Washington lobbying and PR firms in an effort to launder his reputation and win favorable treatment for his government.21
Some francophone kleptocratic dictators seem to have been investing in international media to launder their image. The magazine Forbes Afrique, which routinely heaps praise on Sassou-Nguesso, is owned by a Canadian Congolese businessman who “has been implicated in Sassou-Nguesso’s money-laundering apparatus.”22 The corrupt dictators of Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea, Paul Biya and Teodoro Obiang, jointly own the magazine Africa 24. As Carter notes, the most prominent magazine in francophone Africa, Jeune Afrique, “has long had a reputation for selling political coverage to Central African autocrats,” which was partially confirmed by a 2005 leaked document.23
Kleptocracy, with its corrosive reciprocal effects on democracy, is not limited to Africa’s francophone states. Since it struck oil in the 1960s, Nigeria has seen its political elite make off with tens of billions of dollars, the bulk of it recycled into Western property, investments, and banks. The most extreme kleptocrat, the former military dictator Sani Abacha, is believed to have stolen more than $4 billion, most of it sent abroad, during his five years of rule in the 1990s.24
In Angola, in just the year 2008, a report by the anticorruption watchdog Global Witness identified a discrepancy of up to $10 billion in the government’s own reporting of its oil revenues. Isabel dos Santos, the daughter of Angola’s longtime kleptocratic president, José Eduardo dos Santos, “has become one of Portugal’s most powerful figures by buying large chunks of the country’s banking, media and energy industries,” according to The New York Times.25 Even after Isabel dos Santos was fired as head of Angola’s oil company in late 2017, after her father finally stepped down from the presidency, her net worth was estimated at $2.2 billion.26 Such wealth and ambition have won her a place among the West’s jet-setting glitterati, letting her swan around at international film festivals while Angola ranks at 150 out of 188 countries in the world in overall human development.
This is not because Angola is poor—in pure money terms, it is a middle-income country—but because its ruling elite have plundered its wealth. Average life expectancy at birth in Angola is only fifty-three years, one of the lowest in the world. Nigeria’s is similar. Each of these two oil-rich countries also lags behind the African average in infant mortality and child mortality. As a result, 7 percent of Angola’s and Nigeria’s infants die before their first birthday, and 10 to 12 percent of children die before they turn five.27
In 2015, I ran up against the corrupting impact of this wealth in a small but unsettling way. I was speaking in El Salvador at the Ministerial Conference of the Community of Democracies, which gathers the foreign ministers of some one hundred democracies every other year to renew a commitment to their shared values. But somehow Angola—one of the world’s most authoritarian governments—was participating as a full member. In all the years of contentious debates and inevitable compromises over which governments should participate (and thus enjoy a claim to democratic status), this was by far the most egregious affront to the founding purpose of the community. I denounced the decision to include Angola in my public remarks at the conference, only to have the Salvadoran foreign minister defend it with the hackneyed claim that every country had to move at its own pace toward democracy. In private conversations, I was told that Angola was there because Portugal, a member of the community’s governing council and Angola’s former colonizer, had insisted on it. Months later, after discreetly inquiring in Portugal, I was told that the Portuguese government had pressed the matter as a result of pressure from . . . Isabel dos Santos.
One could dismiss this as a small and symbolic matter. But in Portugal itself, efforts to investigate Angolan corruption and money laundering were short-circuited a few years ago—with an apology from the Portuguese foreign minister—when Angola threatened to pull its investments from the country. And international reports continue to fault Portugal for lax enforcement of multilateral standards on international bribery and money laundering.28
International flows of dirty money are not just degrading our own democracies in the West. They are also threatening national sovereignty and security worldwide. By entrenching and empowering the new kleptocrats, these transactions heighten the dangers of political violence, human rights abuses, or the outright collapse of fragile states. When the bottom falls out of political order—whether in Libya or Haiti, Liberia or Yemen—the United States and its Western allies are frequently drawn in. And when kleptocracy sets in, as in Afghanistan, it can be difficult for the United States to get out.29
More directly, our security is threatened by a simple fact: if corrupt foreign officials can utilize U.S. shell companies to launder their finances, so can terrorists, drug cartels, human traffickers, and other organized crime networks. Consider the following:
For years, the notorious Russian arms dealer Viktor Bout allegedly used one of his U.S.-based shell companies to transfer arms to the Taliban.30 Fortunately, Bout was arrested in Thailand and then extradited to the United States in 2010. He was also a significant arms supplier to African warlords and a major stoker of civil wars. Bout was convicted in 2011 of intending to sell arms to Colombia’s FARC rebels to use against U.S. forces. He is now serving a twenty-five-year prison sentence in the United States.
In four American states—Delaware, Nevada, South Dakota, and Wyoming—it is now so easy to register an anonymous shell company that, as one Kleptocracy Initiative report warned, “ISIS could be operating companies and trust funds domiciled in Delaware.”31
In a recent investigation, the U.S. Government Accountability Office was unable “to identify the true beneficial owners of foreign-owned buildings used for about one-third of the federal government’s 1,400 ‘high-security’ leases.” This raises the absurd and dangerous possibility that the leasing agencies—including the FBI, the Secret Service, the Drug Enforcement Agency, and the Department of Homeland Security—could be working in buildings owned by the very “international criminals or malign foreign powers they are tasked with investigating.”32
Beyond the national security threats that kleptocracy poses is the humanitarian devastation that it inflicts, especially on poor countries. By definition, all government corruption is a crime against the people—a theft of resources (or a distortion of decisions) that could have advanced the public good but instead were diverted for private gain. Roads and bridges, schools and hospitals, access to justice and clean water, a decent distribution of income—all suffer as a result.
I discovered this viscerally when I lived and taught in Nigeria in the last year of its larcenous Second Republic, in 1982–1983. I watched a kleptocratic political class loot and destroy a democracy and a society, until economic chaos and public anger were so pervasive that students were demonstrating in the streets to urge the military to come back to power. After the generals did so in a New Year’s Eve coup, Nigerians discovered that the military was just as venal as the politicians—and even less inclined to circulate some of its plunder around.
Hence, when formal democratic institutions were restored in Nigeria in 1999, they came with greater immunity against future military intervention. Since then, some halting steps have been taken to control corruption, lifting Nigeria from the very bottom few countries to merely the bottom fifth of Transparency International’s annual rankings of corruption.33 But despite earning more than $300 billion in oil revenue since its independence in 1960, Nigeria remains one of the world’s poorest countries, in terms of both per capita income and human well-being.
In 2014, while preparing to deliver a lecture in Nigeria, I wondered what difference it would have made if, instead of ranking near the bottom when it came to governance, Nigeria had a similar level to that of nearby Ghana—a genuine democracy that rates near the middle among countries in controlling corruption. What if, instead of having one of every eight of its children die before the age of five, Nigeria had Ghana’s rate of child mortality, of one death out of every fourteen? The difference in child deaths over time would have exceeded the death toll of the Nigerian civil war of 1967–1970: more than one million people. And that difference is entirely due to bad governance.34 This is why the former U.N. high commissioner for human rights, Navi Pillay, said in 2013 that “the money lost to corruption every year could feed the world’s hungry eighty times over.”35 In poor countries, kleptocracy kills on a grand scale.
Clearly, kleptocracy is a paramount threat to democracy, the rule of law, national security, social justice, and human well-being. But fortunately, it is a menace that we can do something about.
Recovering from Kleptocracy: A 10-Step Program
Beyond the moral imperative, there is one overriding reason to make the battle against kleptocracy a global priority. It would help revive democratic progress in the world.
Just as widespread corruption threatens the legitimacy of democratic rule, its rot undermines autocracies as well. Predatory corruption is the soft underbelly of authoritarian rule. If these dictators’ pillaging of their countries was revealed and internationally prosecuted, the domestic and international support base for their rule would begin to unravel.
The most important condition for fighting kleptocracy is political will. Kleptocracy is not just megacorruption; it is the movement and laundering of stolen money across national borders. Kleptocracy thrives not just because the legal and political systems in the countries of origin are debased but because powerful interests in the world’s wealthy democracies—“including bankers, real estate brokers, accountants, lawyers, wealth managers, and public-relations agents,”36 not to mention American state governments—want to cash in on this debasement. This complicity is degrading and endangering our democracies.
The path to reform is not mysterious. It requires closing the loopholes that permit international criminal actors—whether drug lords, terrorists, or corrupt politicians—first, to place their illicit funds in legitimate banks and businesses in the West, using front individuals, anonymous companies, and sophisticated lawyers; second, to layer the money, concealing its origins by transferring it “through multiple bank secrecy jurisdictions” or anonymous shell companies, trusts, and limited partnerships; and third, to circulate the illicit money in the bloodstream of the legitimate economy through the purchase of assets like real estate. When a former Ukrainian prime minister buys a $5 million home in Marin County, California, for example, that should be a red flag.37
A 10-step program can close loopholes in the U.S. legal system, strengthen enforcement mechanisms, and generate broader momentum for an international war on kleptocracy. While I offer these steps with the United States in mind, they invoke general principles that all liberal democracies should rally behind. (Many of these reforms are drawn from the superb work of the Kleptocracy Initiative.)38
End anonymous shell companies. Federal law should require the real ownership of all U.S. companies and trusts to be disclosed and listed in a register, which would be accessible at least to law-enforcement agencies and ideally to the public (as is done in the United Kingdom). Deception by owners or agents to mask real ownership should meet with serious civil or criminal penalties. Moreover, the United States should encourage other states to adopt similar laws requiring full transparency in business ownership.
End anonymous real estate purchases. Washington should require all real estate purchases in the United States to reveal the true owner behind the purchase. Real estate agents, lawyers, and other professionals and firms involved in these transactions should have to undertake serious due diligence to verify the true identity of the purchaser, with biting penalties for negligence or deliberate noncompliance. And a new law should forbid any U.S. government agency (especially those conducting sensitive work) from leasing office space from unknown owners or from any owner or business linked to an authoritarian or corrupt government.
Modernize and strengthen the Foreign Agents Registration Act. We should close the loophole that enables many agents for foreign principals to simply register under less onerous reporting requirements as lobbyists. We need an integrated system for reporting all lobbying and public relations advocacy on behalf of foreign interests. This line of work has exploded in recent years, with “an estimated 1,000 U.S. lobbyists working for foreign principals” and receiving “half a billion dollars for their services annually,”39 but almost no one is ever prosecuted for noncompliance with the law. The U.S. Justice Department has a staff of only eight people working to enforce FARA;40 the department needs more staff, more investigative powers, and more painful civil or criminal penalties for violations.
Strengthen prohibitions and monitoring of political contributions by foreign actors. Foreign political and campaign contributions are forbidden in the United States (except by permanent residents), but only comprehensively at the federal level, and some foreign contributions could be filtering in through donations made by lobbyists and agents for foreign actors. Foreign contributions to all candidates and political campaigns, at every level of government, should be prohibited in the United States, and all political contributions by foreign agents should be monitored by a well-staffed federal agency. Other democracies around the world should also ban foreign financial contributions to their political parties and campaigns.
Ban former U.S. officials and members of Congress from lobbying for or representing foreign governments. Soon after entering the White House in January 2017, President Trump signed an executive order restricting the future lobbying activities of his political appointees and banning them for life from lobbying for foreign governments or political parties.41 This lifetime ban should be embedded in law and extended to retired members of Congress as well. And the Justice Department should maintain a list of foreign businesses, foundations, and organizations that, because of links to their authoritarian governments, are also off-limits for representation by former U.S. officials. We may even want to go further: do we really want to allow some future retired American official or member of Congress to work for a company effectively controlled by the Kremlin or the Chinese Communist Party?
Modernize the anti-money-laundering system. The current U.S. system has a key flaw: it relies on someone to report suspicious activity, rather than empowering the Treasury Department’s Financial Crimes Enforcement Network to conduct its own investigations. As a result, money launderers “face a less than 5 percent risk of conviction” in the United States, according to the Financial Action Task Force, an independent intergovernmental body that fights money laundering.42 We need a robustly funded and staffed watchdog mechanism that applies to financial institutions as well as to the “enablers” of money laundering—lawyers, investment advisers, real estate agents, and so on. In addition, the United States should adopt something like Britain’s landmark 2017 legislation, which holds that if a foreign person with links to crime or public wealth in his home country makes an extravagant purchase (for example, property or jewels) that seems to be beyond his explainable means, law-enforcement agencies can investigate the source of the money. If the source is found to be corrupt or the individual cannot account for his or her wealth, the assets can be seized.
Increase the resources that the United States and other rule-of-law states devote to monitoring, investigating, and prosecuting grand corruption and money laundering. This should include greater cooperation among various national intelligence and law-enforcement agencies to identify illicit funds and property and track and disrupt money laundering.
Strengthen cooperation among democracies in fighting kleptocracy and ending “golden visas.” Because Russian kleptocracy represents such a serious common threat, NATO is a logical forum for the Western democracies to share intelligence, upgrade and harmonize their laws and strategies, and cooperate in tracking, sanctioning, and apprehending suspects. This will prevent kleptocrats from obscuring their wealth by playing off one jurisdiction against another.43 More must be done to call out countries with lax enforcement and help them plug loopholes, perhaps through a new State Department office to coordinate U.S. antikleptocracy efforts. One especially high priority for standardizing these rules should be closing down the racket in securing residency and citizenship abroad; it is far too easy for the rich to buy a pathway to citizenship in major democracies such as the United States, Britain, Canada, and Australia—and it is easier still in small EU countries that give kleptocrats a gateway to the rest of the European Union.44
Raise public awareness about kleptocracy in Russia and other offending states. The people of Russia—and other deeply corrupt states—deserve to know exactly who is pillaging their wealth, laundering it, and extravagantly investing it abroad. The Kleptocracy Initiative recommends establishing a Fund for the Russian People, into which seized assets could be deposited until such time as they could be returned to “a state governed by the rule of law.”45 But why not create such a fund—and publicize the details of known cases of money laundering and asset seizures—for all of the world’s leading kleptocracies? And why not offer fast-track asylum and financial rewards to whistle-blowers from all countries who expose colossal government corruption that is laundered through the United States and other advanced democracies?
Increase international support for investigative journalism, NGOs, and official institutions working to monitor and control corruption around the world. The best lines of defense against kleptocracy are usually found within the countries where it originates. This demands more than rewards for a few daring whistle-blowers. We need to do much more to support the frontline defenders of the global rule of law. Courageous journalists are working at great risk to expose grand corruption and increase government accountability in their troubled countries. NGOs like the local chapters of Transparency International are lobbying to plug loopholes in monitoring and reporting, establish effective freedom-of-information laws, and give anticorruption agencies more power, resources, and autonomy. In many corrupt, low-grade democracies, dedicated civil servants and even some political appointees are trying against great odds to strengthen their countries’ institutions to fight endemic corruption. All these efforts need our financial and technical support—as well as our diplomatic backing, to help spare brave anticorruption activists from arrest and assault. A prime example of the kind of global effort that merits support from democracy-promotion foundations and private philanthropies is the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, which broke the Panama Papers story and now draws together more than 220 investigative journalists and more than 100 media organizations from some 80 countries to collaborate on in-depth investigative stories.46
These ten steps constitute an ambitious but feasible agenda for a serious assault on global kleptocracy. We might reach for one more distant star in the future: U.S. district court judge Mark Wolf has proposed establishing an international anticorruption court with a global role similar to that of the International Criminal Court. Where national judicial systems are capable of investigating and prosecuting grand corruption, they would continue to do so. But in countries whose judicial systems are too weak, politicized, or corrupt to act, the new court could step in. Such a court might not only punish global corruption but help return its rotten fruit back to the country of origin once a more transparent government was in place. Today, the concept is no more than a gleam in the eye of some farsighted international lawyers. But many innovations have started audaciously. Quoting a line often attributed to Nelson Mandela, Judge Wolf says, “It’s always impossible until it happens.”47
The Autocrats’ Accomplice
We cannot reverse the worldwide surge of authoritarianism unless we rein in its accomplice, kleptocracy. Increasingly, the destruction of democracy, the repression of civil liberties, the plundering of public wealth, and the international laundering of this loot are intertwined in what amounts to a death embrace for freedom and the rule of law. While the West’s liberal democracies now account for less than half of the global economy,48 they remain the principal financial and cultural destinations for ill-gotten wealth. This gives these democracies enormous leverage. They must use it.
This is a question of survival, not just morality. Kleptocracy is a cancer that is eating away at the vital organs of our own democracies—our norms, our rule of law, even our electoral processes. Fighting back is essential to the defense of freedom.
ELEVEN
A FOREIGN POLICY FOR FREEDOM
We must be staunch in our conviction that freedom is not the sole prerogative of a lucky few, but the inalienable and universal right of all human beings. . . . The objective I propose is quite simple to state: to foster the infrastructure of democracy, the system of a free press, unions, political parties, universities, which allows a people to choose their own way to develop their own culture, to reconcile their own differences through peaceful means.
—RONALD REAGAN, ADDRESS TO THE BRITISH PARLIAMENT, JUNE 8, 1982
The most obvious response to the ill winds blowing from the world’s autocracies is to help the winds of freedom blowing in the other direction. The democracies of the West cannot save themselves if they do not stand with democrats around the world.
This is truer now than ever, for several reasons. We live in a globalized world, one in which models, trends, and ideas cascade across borders. Any wind of change may gather quickly and blow with gale force. People everywhere form ideas about how to govern—or simply about which forms of government and sources of power may be irresistible—based on what they see happening elsewhere. We are now immersed in a fierce global contest of ideas, information, and norms. In the digital age, that contest is moving at lightning speed, shaping how people think about their political systems and the way the world runs. As doubts about and threats to democracy are mounting in the West, this is not a contest that the democracies can afford to lose.
Globalization, with its flows of trade and information, raises the stakes for us in another way. Authoritarian and badly governed regimes increasingly pose a direct threat to popular sovereignty and the rule of law in our own democracies. Covert flows of money and influence are subverting and corrupting our democratic processes and institutions. They will not stop just because Americans and others pretend that we have no stake in the future of freedom in the world. If we want to defend the core principles of self-government, transparency, and accountability in our own democracies, we have no choice but to promote them globally.
It is not enough to say that dictatorship is bad and that democracy, however flawed, is still better. Popular enthusiasm for a lesser evil cannot be sustained indefinitely. People need the inspiration of a positive vision. Democracy must demonstrate that it is a just and fair political system that advances humane values and the common good.
To make our republics more perfect, established democracies must not only adopt reforms to more fully include and empower their own citizens. They must also support people, groups, and institutions struggling to achieve democratic values elsewhere. The best way to counter Russian rage and Chinese ambition is to show that Moscow and Beijing are on the wrong side of history; that people everywhere yearn to be free; and that they can make freedom work to achieve a more just, sustainable, and prosperous society.
In our networked age, both idealism and the harder imperatives of global power and security argue for more democracy, not less. For one thing, if we do not worry about the quality of governance in lower-income countries, we will face more and more troubled and failing states. Famine and genocide are the curse of authoritarian states, not democratic ones. Outright state collapse is the ultimate, bitter fruit of tyranny. When countries like Syria, Libya, and Afghanistan descend into civil war; when poor states in Africa cannot generate jobs and improve their citizens’ lives due to rule by corrupt and callous strongmen; when Central American societies are held hostage by brutal gangs and kleptocratic rulers, people flee—and wash up on the shores of the democracies. Europe and the United States cannot withstand the rising pressures of immigration unless they work to support better, more stable and accountable government in troubled countries. The world has simply grown too small, too flat, and too fast to wall off rotten states and pretend they are on some other planet.
Hard security interests are at stake. As even the Trump administration’s 2017 National Security Strategy makes clear, the main threats to U.S. national security all stem from authoritarianism, whether in the form of tyrannies from Russia and China to Iran and North Korea or in the guise of antidemocratic terrorist movements such as ISIS.1 By supporting the development of democracy around the world, we can deny these authoritarian adversaries the geopolitical running room they seek. Just as Russia, China, and Iran are trying to undermine democracies to bend other countries to their will, so too can we contain these autocrats’ ambitions by helping other countries build effective, resilient democracies that can withstand the dictators’ malevolence.
Of course, democratically elected governments with open societies will not support the American line on every issue. But no free society wants to mortgage its future to another country. The American national interest would best be secured by a pluralistic world of free countries—one in which autocrats can no longer use corruption and coercion to gobble up resources, alliances, and territory.
If you look back over our history to see who has posed a threat to the United States and our allies, it has always been authoritarian regimes and empires. As political scientists have long noted, no two democracies have ever gone to war with each other—ever. It is not the democracies of the world that are supporting international terrorism, proliferating weapons of mass destruction, or threatening the territory of their neighbors.
For all these reasons, we need a new global campaign for freedom. Everything I am proposing in this book plays a role in that campaign, but in this chapter, I am concerned more narrowly with the ways that we can directly advance democracy, human rights, and the rule of law in the twenty-first-century world.
As with any policy area, many of the challenges can be somewhat technical, requiring smart design and the careful management of programs and institutions. Those operational debates I leave for another venue. Here, I make a more basic case for four imperatives. First, we must support the democrats of the world—the people and organizations struggling to create and improve free and accountable government. Second, we must support struggling and developing democracies, helping them to grow their economies and strengthen their institutions. Third, we must pressure authoritarian regimes to stop abusing the rights and stealing the resources of their citizens, including by imposing sanctions on dictators to make them think hard about their choices and separate them from both their supporters and the people at large. Finally, we need to reboot our public diplomacy—our global networks of information and ideas—for today’s fast-paced age of information and disinformation. For the sake of both our interests and our values, we need a foreign policy that puts a high priority on democracy, human rights, and the rule of law.
Minding Our Own Business
Not everyone agrees, of course. Plenty of critics and skeptics call this approach foolish, arrogant, or misplaced. Over the past decade, these objections have intensified even as the need to buttress democracy has grown increasingly urgent. But many of these critics are smart and principled, and they deserve a response.
Perhaps the most common critique is that the way other people run their governments is none of our business—that we should keep our arrogant noses out of other people’s affairs.2 I’d argue that supporting democracy is very much our business; in fact, it is a compelling national interest of the United States.
This doesn’t mean that we should push “our” model (or any one specific form) of democracy. Nor does promoting democracy require an arrogant tone. In countless lectures in authoritarian countries, and in working with democratic activists from Nigeria to Nepal, I have found that openness and humility count for a lot. When prodemocracy programs and speakers present the United States in a balanced light, honestly reflecting on its democratic shortcomings, it preempts a lot of suspicion and criticism. Such candor and self-confidence say that we are all on a journey toward better, freer, more accountable government, and that both old and young democracies gain from partnership. And most of all, they show that in a real democracy, even those speaking or working on its behalf are willing—and free—to be critical.
A second critique argues that we should not push such “Western” values as democracy and human rights on non-Western societies. This kind of cultural relativism has always struck me as a deeper form of arrogance. It suggests that freedom, while precious to people in the West, isn’t needed by people from other cultures. Or it implicitly argues that people elsewhere don’t have the same innate rights as Westerners do. But since the end of World War II, many international treaties and declarations have codified civil and political rights as universal human rights. This critique also suggests that liberal democratic values—individual rights, political accountability, and limited government—have their roots only in the Western Enlightenment, when in fact one can point to rich, relevant, and resonant intellectual traditions about self-government and human dignity in many other cultures.3 And finally, as we have seen, this argument simply doesn’t accord with the public-opinion surveys, which show that the desire for democratic, accountable government is broadly and even intensely shared across cultures.
Well, fine, says a third critique, but we need to put “America first,” and that means backing authoritarian allies whenever we have to—even when they are corrupt and unsavory figures like Egypt’s dictator, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. However, no serious strategy for expanding democracy argues that we should engage only with democratic rulers. Clearly, Saudi Arabia is not going to become a democracy tomorrow, and Western interests require working, if not cordial, relationships with many authoritarian countries. But they do not require that we ignore, condone, or, even worse, support brazen violations of human rights, such as the merciless Saudi military campaign in Yemen, which has displaced more than two million people and left eight million in need of emergency food, or the Saudi regime’s shocking murder of Jamal Khashoggi.4
Even when dealing with autocrats friendly to Washington, we can—and must—raise human rights concerns, support advocates for freedom and accountability, and encourage political reform. The old line about Nicaraguan strongman Anastasio Somoza, often attributed to President Franklin Roosevelt—“He may be a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch”—only goes so far in securing the national interest. After all, Somoza fell to an anti-American revolution. So did the U.S.-backed shah of Iran. In Congo, Haiti, and Somalia, chaos has followed the collapse of corrupt but pro-American dictatorships. When we uncritically back such regimes and just assume that they will hang on, it often ends badly—both for their people and for us. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice had it right in her 2005 speech in Cairo: “For sixty years, my country, the United States, pursued stability at the expense of democracy in this region, here in the Middle East—and we achieved neither.”5
Of course, any mention of the George W. Bush administration provokes a fourth critique: Wait, you mean democracy promotion, as in Iraq? But the ill-fated and ill-advised war of choice in 2003 should not discredit the project of advancing democracy. We should never go to war for the purpose of fostering democratic change, and we should never invoke the cause of democracy to justify an otherwise foolish decision to invade a sovereign state. One can oppose the decision to invade Iraq (as I did in 2003) and still believe that we should assist peaceful efforts to build democracy around the world—even in Iraq (as I also tried to do in 2004, as a U.S. adviser in post-Saddam Iraq). After all, supporting democracy is not about the use of force, and it’s not about imposing our will or our values. Rather, it’s a long-term bet on peaceful processes of democratic change, and on the people trying to bring them about.
A fifth critique says that democracy will take care of itself once countries develop and grow rich. Forget about promoting democracy, these critics say: just support economic development, public health, and education, and political change will follow later.
But there is no evidence that authoritarian rule provides a surer path to economic development than democracy does. And in Africa, it is the democracies whose economies have generally been growing faster since the mid-1990s, while all of the continent’s development disasters have occurred in authoritarian states.6 So why should we condemn people to decades of corrupt tyranny when it isn’t necessary for economic growth—and probably impedes it?
Sixth, we often hear an ostensibly budget-conscious critique, from both the Donald Trump right and some on the Bernie Sanders left: We need to worry about our own needs in the United States, rather than fret about other nations’ problems; we just can’t afford to keep dishing out these huge sums to help other countries.
In fact, our investments in democracy are a great bargain. When Americans are asked what percent of the federal budget is spent on foreign aid, the average answer is about 30 percent.7 Not even close. Foreign aid in all forms—including the $9 billion we give annually in security assistance—represents only 1 percent of the annual federal budget. By a generous estimate, U.S. development assistance comes to only about $30 billion annually, and democracy and governance assistance is just some 8 percent of that (about $2.3 billion in 2018).8 Throw in the public-diplomacy efforts to support U.S. international broadcasting and counter the authoritarians’ influence operations, and the amount we spend to promote democracy, freedom, and accountability around the world is still much less than 1/10 of 1 percent of the federal budget.
Finally, some critics argue that it’s too risky to try to help out democrats abroad, or warn that we can’t make a difference. However, from Portugal to South Africa and Chile, international assistance has repeatedly helped tip the balance toward democracy in countries trying to leave autocracy behind.
Today, many democracies are decaying or are at risk of backsliding into authoritarian rule. Does anyone really think that people in the Philippines, Tunisia, or Ukraine will be better off—or that the United States will be more secure—if these countries fall back into autocracy? And could life in desperate, disintegrating autocracies like Venezuela and Zimbabwe be worse under democracy?
There is no guarantee that an attempt at democracy will succeed. But it would be beneath our heritage for the United States to tell the people of Egypt or Libya not to demand freedom, or to tell the people of Iran or Russia not to protest a stolen election, or to tell the people of Cambodia or Venezuela not to rally against an opposition leader’s arrest. It is not America’s place to tell those who long for liberty to wait for it. And shunning them is not consistent with who we are as a people.
Helping Burma’s Democrats
Over more than four decades traveling around the world trying to understand what makes democracy work, I’ve come to no stronger conclusion than this: democracy is built not by abstract economic or historical forces but by people. Where we find people risking and sacrificing for liberty, struggling for democracy, fighting corruption, resisting human rights abuses, building grassroots organizations, educating their fellow citizens, and advocating for the same freedoms we sometimes take for granted, we need to support them.
In my research, teaching, and travels, I have met thousands of activists, intellectuals, and politicians working for freedom and good governance in their home countries. They have inspired me, kept me focused, and spurred me to write this book.
Zin Mar Aung was twelve years old when she witnessed the “88 revolution” in Burma.9 The 1988 uprising against a quarter century of military dictatorship began with protests among university students in Yangon (formerly known as Rangoon) and quickly marshaled hundreds of thousands of people from all walks of life. As Zin Mar saw students march past her house, she was moved to bring them food and water. The protests spread from the universities to the high schools, and she struggled to understand: What is democracy? What are human rights? Why are these young people—some of them former students of her schoolteacher father—protesting?
Then, on September 18, the military staged a bloody coup to restore order. Zin Mar saw soldiers shoot their fellow citizens in the streets of Yangon and watched her father scramble to hide potentially incriminating statements about freedom, for fear that their home might be searched.
In May 1990, the Burmese military organized elections for a parliament that would write a constitution. Not quite yet fourteen, Zin Mar became an active supporter of the dissident Aung San Suu Kyi and her National League for Democracy (NLD). The NLD won those elections in a landslide, but rather than hand over power, the military refused to recognize the results. Hearing only the government line on state radio and television, she turned, as so many Burmese did, to the BBC and the Voice of America to get truthful news.
Several years later, her most powerful democracy lessons came every weekend outside the Yangon residence of Aung San Suu Kyi, when the Lady (as she was known) would emerge from her house to meet with supporters and answer questions. There, Zin Mar learned about the Czech dissident Václav Havel, about other struggles for democracy, and about why citizen participation is vital to a good society. She joined a poetry club that doubled as an underground student movement at her university. She and her friends started going to the American Center (a cultural center and library sponsored by the U.S. diplomatic mission) and the British Council (a similar U.K. entity) to learn English. At the American Center, they discovered leaders like Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. and talked about America’s struggles to perfect its democracy and secure civil rights.
In 1998, on the tenth anniversary of the 88 uprising, Zin Mar was arrested at a protest rally, after she read a poem calling for the military to recognize the results of the 1990 election. Hundreds of others were also swept up in the new wave of repression. Zin Mar was swiftly sentenced without trial to twenty-eight years in prison.
Zin Mar would spend the next eleven years in jail, nine of them in solitary confinement. She willed herself to survive. She liked music and maintained her spirit by singing revolutionary songs from Burmese politics. In 2007, the regime started releasing political prisoners. She refused to sign a pledge to stay out of politics. It cost her another two years of her life.
Finally, in 2009, Zin Mar was released. Before long, she was forming organizations to conduct civic education, promote ethnic tolerance, and aid former prisoners of conscience, especially women. She connected with other former activists and political prisoners, some of whom she met anew at the American Center. They started talking about why the movement had come up short and realized that they needed a deeper strategy. The democratization of Burma would take a long time. They had to combat the idea, which the military had drummed into two generations of Burmese, that democracy was incompatible with Asian culture. They had to create active, informed citizens.
In September 2011, Zin Mar joined with other former political prisoners to launch the Yangon School of Political Science, which has sought to educate a new generation of Burmese citizens about democracy. Half a century of military authoritarianism had left an intellectual wasteland. The Yangon School moved quickly to fill the gap, and it has been my honor to teach there and help stock their library (which will include this book). In 2012, Zin Mar Aung received the U.S. State Department’s International Woman of Courage Award, but her highest honor came in 2015, when she was elected to parliament as a member of the NLD. Today, she works from both inside and outside the system to represent citizen concerns, roll back military domination, and promote democracy.
Zin Mar’s life underscores some important lessons about the international dimensions of democratic change. Early on, she drew inspiration from U.S. and British resources on democratic values, institutions, and struggles. Later, those countries provided safe spaces for reading and discussion. Sustained economic and diplomatic sanctions by the United States and other Western democracies (as well as the World Bank) left the Burmese regime more isolated and stressed. Key military officers came to fear that Myanmar (as the country is now formally called) would become a vassal state of China if it did not forge other economic and political partnerships. This helped spur the military to embark on a path of constitutional reform beginning in 2008.
Zin Mar was released the following year, and Aung San Suu Kyi was released from years of house arrest in late 2010. In 2012, her party entered parliament after winning forty-three of the forty-four seats it contested in by-elections. As the transition got going, a new American ambassador, Derek Mitchell, made advancing democratic reforms the central focus of U.S. diplomacy. Zin Mar and the Yangon School obtained international support for their civic work. New members of the country’s parliament have received extensive training from the U.S.-based National Democratic Institute (of which Mitchell is now president), enhancing their skill and confidence. For some democratic MPs with strong activist credentials but only rudimentary education, that training has addressed such basic needs as how to set up a Facebook account, do internet research, and achieve proficiency in English.
Today, Burma is stuck in transition; the military remains the most powerful political force in the country, and Aung San Suu Kyi’s leadership has been tainted by her callousness—or worse—in the face of attacks on the country’s Muslim minorities. Burma’s democrats need financial support from the United States and Europe to build the infrastructure of democracy: representative institutions, parties, and a robust civil society of independent associations, media outlets, and think tanks. And they need the West to press the military to cease its ongoing abuses and permit genuine democratic reforms. Zin Mar’s story is inspiring, but her country’s future is unclear.
Supporting Democrats Worldwide
One of the most noble—and cost-effective—things that the United States does in the world is to support people such as Zin Mar Aung. Some of this support comes from grants by nongovernmental foundations, including the National Endowment for Democracy (a private, nonprofit foundation funded largely by the U.S. Congress) and private groups like the Open Society Foundation, Freedom House, and the Ford Foundation.10 These groups (along with the State Department and the U.S. Agency for International Development, or USAID) support a plethora of efforts to educate people about democracy, defend human rights, monitor elections, empower women, combat corruption, extend the freedom of the press, and more. The endowment’s two party institutes, the National Democratic Institute and the International Republican Institute, work worldwide to help strengthen democratic parties, legislatures, and local governments, combat vote fraud, increase government openness, and fight disinformation.
While the United States is the largest spender in democracy assistance, it is far from the only one. The European Union, individual European countries (especially Germany and the Scandinavians), Canada, and Australia also provide important support. So do a few emerging democracies, such as Taiwan.
People must secure their own freedom, but such democracy assistance can make a big difference. International support for democratic parties, trade unions, civic education, and election monitoring contributed to the democratic transitions in the Philippines, Poland, Nicaragua, Chile, Zambia, South Africa, and many other countries in the 1980s and ’90s. It facilitated electoral transitions to democracy in Serbia, Georgia, and Ukraine in the early 2000s and in Gambia in 2015.
Autocrats like Vladimir Putin accuse organizations like the National Endowment for Democracy of engineering “regime change.” Hardly. These organizations invest in smart, spirited citizens seeking freedom, openness, and accountability in their countries. But those independent citizens and groups chart their own course.11 If transitions to more open rule occur, international assistance helps these actors build the culture and the institutions of sustainable democracy. In poor countries with traumatic histories of repression and conflict—including Burma, Nepal, Liberia, and Sierra Leone—this international support makes it possible for civil society to function, for representative institutions to gain a footing, and for democracy to have a chance.
In recent years, democracy assistance efforts have increasingly emphasized tackling corruption and fighting human rights abuses. Consider Latin America, where Brazil’s so-called Lava Jato (car wash) bribery scandal brought down a president of Brazil and implicated elected officials in nearly a dozen other countries. Projects supported by the National Endowment for Democracy are training journalists in investigative reporting; monitoring corruption cases and tracking money laundering; and convening civil servants, legal authorities, journalists, and civil-society leaders to discuss reforms.
You can’t fight corruption and abuse of power without strong, independent media. In February 2017, when The Washington Post adopted its new motto, “Democracy dies in darkness,” it could also have said, “Autocracy wilts in sunlight.” Every dictator tries to control, corrupt, or close free media outlets, and for good reason. Nothing threatens the concentration of power as much as honest, probing reporting about its abuses. Transitions to democracy share a common thread: independent journalists who report news and voice critiques that the state-controlled media won’t touch. Whether it’s the underground samizdat press, passed from hand to hand in the Soviet era; the Serbian B92 radio station, whose vigorous reporting exposed the pointless wars and violent repression of the pitiless Slobodan Milošević; or Malaysiakini, the online newspaper in Malaysia that opened up new space for truthful reporting, independent media outlets give the lie to the state’s propaganda and rip the cover off its venality, arrogance, and incompetence. Hence, a significant share of National Endowment for Democracy grants now support online and alternative media, independent social media content, training in professional standards, enhanced digital security for media and NGOs operating in autocracies, and local efforts to expose authoritarian propaganda. Even under ruthless regimes like Russia today, the endowment’s grants are helping intrepid journalists report the news that the state media suppresses or distorts.12
Among the endowment’s leading Africa grantees is Maka Angola, a website for investigative journalism and democracy advocacy led since 2008 by its founding editor, Rafael Marques de Morais.13 Over the past two decades, Marques’s reports have exposed the links between the regime’s plundering of Angola’s vast oil and diamond wealth and its rampant human rights abuses, as well as oil multinationals’ degradation of the environment. He has detailed shocking abuses in the criminal justice system, including a man who was now in his eighth year of “preventive detention” after having gotten drunk and fallen asleep in a stranger’s minivan. Marques has appealed passionately for transparency and the rule of law as the only antidote to wanton misrule.14
Marques, who has won numerous prizes for journalistic excellence, shows how resolute reporting and bold activism go hand in hand in the struggle for freedom. It takes great courage to walk that road. Marques was first arrested and charged with defamation in 1999 for an article titled “The Lipstick of Dictatorship,” which bluntly called José Eduardo dos Santos, Angola’s strongman president, a dictator and held him squarely responsible for “the destruction of the country.”15 Thrown into Luanda’s dreaded Viana Prison, Marques won the confidence of his fellow inmates and uncovered atrocious state crimes, including a cell in which the prisoners were starving because they had no relatives to bring them food. When he complained about the situation, he was punished with eleven days in solitary confinement, where he slept on a cement floor surrounded by cockroaches.
Three things saved Marques: a defiant will, a sharp wit, and robust outside support. The Committee to Protect Journalists persistently publicized his case. The Open Society Foundation (whose programs in Angola he was managing) came to his defense. For the first time, the Catholic bishops of Angola rallied behind a victim of political persecution. After forty days, he was released when the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Richard Holbrooke, made it clear that he intended to see Marques in prison when he visited Angola. Marques was later convicted of causing “injury” to President dos Santos’s reputation but was dismissed with a fine and a suspended sentence.
Marques didn’t let up. Using prison records given to him by an inmate, he exposed other prison abuses, such as a warden who used prisoners as slave laborers on his farm. He unmasked cavalier waste by the government of Angola’s oil-rich Cabinda province, which—in a single year—spent $2.4 million on Christmas gifts even while most of its people were trapped in extreme poverty. He documented sadistic human rights abuses against anyone who got in the way of diamond mining by the Angolan regime’s crony companies. After Marques published a 2011 book documenting widespread torture and murders of villagers living near the diamond mines,16 he filed crimes-against-humanity charges against seven Angolan army generals. They in turn pressed defamation charges, threatening Marques with a $1.6 million penalty and nine years in prison. He shrugged: “I’m not afraid to go to jail,” he said, “because it will be an opportunity to do human rights work inside the jail.”17 In July 2018, he and his journalist codefendant were acquitted of defamation charges by a provincial court.18
Help Democracies, Pressure Autocracies
To survive, democracies must deliver. People don’t expect miracles at the start of a new democracy, but they do expect that the new system will at least gradually improve the economy and reduce corruption. Democracies are often born amid crisis, so any strategy for advancing rule by the people must support new and fragile republics in tough times. The biggest success stories in international assistance—the Marshall Plan after World War II and the enlargement of the European Union after the end of the Cold War—involved big, bold bets to support emerging democracies, steering transformative levels of aid and investment to Western Europe and then (two generations later) to Eastern Europe.
Today, we again need daring investments to support democracy in troubled strategic places. Consider Ukraine. In 2014, when Russia’s authoritarian ally, Viktor Yanukovych, was forced from power by popular protests, the Kremlin went to war against democracy, conquering a piece of Ukraine’s territory (Crimea), assaulting the country’s eastern region, and trying to strangle its economy.
It is difficult to imagine a more strategically important country for democracy than Ukraine, the biggest independent state between Russia and the European Union, and a nation with nearly a third the population of Russia. Yet simply pouring money into Ukraine’s chronically corrupt system is hardly a promising bet for democracy. We need tough love: invest heavily in Ukraine, but only if its government—led by an elected president, Petro Poroshenko, who straddles the past and the future—adopts difficult reforms to make effective use of foreign aid and save the country from Kremlin sabotage.19
Ukraine is the classic swing state. It could stride forward, for the first time in its history, toward genuine democracy and the rule of law. Or it could remain so trapped in the parasitic clutches of corrupt oligarchs that it is captured by an expansionist Kremlin. Helping Ukraine’s democrats requires carefully calibrated support. Ukraine’s civil society needs financial and technical assistance from Europe and the United States to help it build public pressure for reforms.20 Ukraine also deserves defensive military equipment (such as antitank missiles) to fend off Russian military aggression. But its government must also show that it is serious about reducing corruption and modernizing the state to merit the levels of financial assistance required to revive the economy and win reelection.
A somewhat similar dynamic holds true in Tunisia, the lone Arab country to have become a viable democracy after throwing off tyranny during the 2011 Arab Spring. With its higher levels of education and economic development, its secular traditions, and its distance from the region’s hottest cauldrons of conflict, Tunisia is the Arab country best positioned to develop a lasting democracy. But since parliamentary elections in 2014, Tunisia has seen many of the same problems as Ukraine—a weakening of the will for economic and political reform, a resurgence of corruption, and the resurfacing of crooked elites from the old order.
So a similarly delicate balancing act is needed: combining support for Tunisia’s democrats with a tough-love strategy that conditions transformative levels of economic aid on the government’s willingness to implement sweeping reforms. Carefully conditioned aid can help sweep away the old networks of crony capitalism and promote a new kind of reform coalition, uniting young people who want economic opportunity, entrepreneurs who want a level playing field, and citizens who want government transparency.21
Since around 2000, foreign aid experts have recognized the need to link economic assistance to better governance. In my early travels and research, I had seen how unconditional aid let venal government officials skim off their countries’ resources without delivering much in return. By the 1990s, I began to argue that large aid flows to such governments simply perpetuated endemic corruption. Under such circumstances, aid was just like oil: free income to be stolen and squandered. I urged the World Bank, USAID, and anyone else who would listen to sharply reduce aid to governments that would not reform, to channel as much of it as possible through NGOs, and to reward reform-minded, democratic governments with increased assistance.22
Because so much of the U.S. foreign-assistance budget is constrained by congressional earmarks, which direct aid to very specific purposes, I didn’t get very far. But in 2002, President George W. Bush initiated a new development-aid mechanism, the Millennium Challenge Account, to reward the countries that showed a more serious commitment to development. The new Millennium Challenge Corporation, which administers the account, was directed to measure countries’ performance on democratic governance, economic openness, and investments in their people, and poor countries that ranked highly on these measures qualified for significant new aid grants. The countries themselves propose the priorities for spending this aid, crafted in consultation with their civil societies and private sectors. The logic is straightforward: “By focusing on economic growth in countries with good governance, U.S. development dollars have a bigger impact on poverty reduction.”23
There is a flip side of this game of incentives: sanctions to punish particularly bad governments. Generally, sanctions (or the threat thereof) work only when they reinforce domestic pressures for change and when the target countries have economic, geopolitical, social, or cultural ties with the country imposing the sanctions. The denser the U.S. ties of trade, investment, and partnership, the more the target country has to lose from sanctions, and the more leverage Washington can apply. This dynamic has let the United States pressure authoritarian regimes at critical moments: in South America in the late 1970s and early ’80s, then later in the Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, and white supremacist South Africa.
The problem is that the United States often has deep ties with autocratic regimes because they have things we want—typically oil (as in Saudi Arabia, other Gulf states, Nigeria, Angola, and Azerbaijan) or security cooperation (as with Egypt, Pakistan, Ethiopia, and Kenya). The question then becomes, What are we willing to risk to press for democracy and human rights?
U.S. administrations have often proved overly timid, overestimating the risks that such regimes will cut all cooperation and underestimating their needs for American support. But some caution is understandable. Most American diplomats and policy makers are in their positions for limited periods of time, which reinforces the instinct to avoid a rupture for which they can be blamed. More important, pushing the envelope of risk requires a bold vision of America’s true national interest, which can come only with farsighted presidential leadership.
To influence the behavior of a really bad regime, like Iran, North Korea, Venezuela, or Zimbabwe, sanctions need broad international cooperation, at least among the Western democracies. That generally comes only in pursuit of urgent security concerns, such as nuclear proliferation or terrorism.
Sanctions are no panacea. Reckless regimes can turn elsewhere—principally toward Russia and China, but also to Iran and some others—if the Western democracies threaten to suspend assistance. Sanctioned regimes can also use their state-run media to spin a narrative of national victimization, blaming the West for dire economic straits caused by an inept autocrat. Half a century of American sanctions failed to bring about political change in Cuba; all they did was isolate the country and feed the Castro regime’s anti-American blame game.
Fortunately, sanctions aimed nationwide are not the only form of pressure in our international toolbox. We also have narrower sanctions that can impose real pain on autocrats and their cronies without hurting the larger society. In drawing attention to the ruling elites’ greed and oppression, these targeted sanctions can help divide the people from their leaders while sowing divisions within the ruling class. And that, in turn, can help spur democratic change.
Diplomacy for Democracy
In June 2012, Derek Mitchell arrived in Burma to become the first American ambassador to that beautiful Asian country since the 1988 crackdown spurred the United States to downgrade diplomatic relations. He had held high-level positions in the Obama administration on Asia policy and organized 1990s prodemocracy programs in Asia and the former Soviet Union. Mitchell hit the ground running, with an intimate knowledge of Burma and the kinds of things that the United States can do to foster democracy. During his nearly four years as ambassador, he repeatedly told the country’s authorities, its political opposition, and civil society how important democracy was to U.S.-Burmese relations.
“Countries can tell if an ambassador is going through the motions or really cares,” Mitchell told me. “I never missed an opportunity to talk about democratic processes and mind-sets in virtually every public engagement.”24 He quoted Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln, and he invoked elements of the American experience that he felt would resonate in a large, ethnically complex country—such as the U.S. federal system and America’s struggle “to build unity amidst diversity.” And he used the U.S. embassy’s hugely popular Facebook page as a forum to promote democratic values.
A determined, vigorous diplomat can do democracy a great service. As ambassador, Mitchell worked to embed democratic principles—“community consultation, choice, transparency, and accountability”—in virtually every U.S. assistance program. How the United States did things, he argued, was as important as what it did. So he and other American diplomats “held regular media interviews—putting a premium on independent and local media outlets—apologized when we made mistakes, and tried to convey openly the successes and shortcomings of what we did.” Mitchell also pressed American businesses to pursue high standards of corporate social responsibility. And then, a year and a half before Burma’s November 2015 elections, Mitchell gathered all the ambassadors from key donor countries to begin coordinating intensive international efforts to support the voting. The result was not a full transition to democracy—the country’s military-imposed constitution ruled that out—but it did produce and give some power to the first democratically elected parliament in more than half a century.
Mitchell’s story reinforces some crucial lessons.25 Above all, individuals matter. Diplomats who care about democracy and human rights—and who model democratic norms and principles as they go about their duties—can strengthen democratic actors and nudge recalcitrant forces in the right direction.
Moreover, assistance really helps. When Burma’s political opening began in 2010, the country’s political and civic landscape had been flattened by five decades of sometimes nearly totalitarian rule. It was as if a giant meteor had hit the country’s media and civil society, crushing most of what was there and hurling the remnant far afield. But generous international aid programs helped civil society and competitive politics to reemerge within just a few years.
Ambassadors can do a lot more than make lofty statements or offer small grants. By visiting imprisoned dissidents, showing up at demonstrations, or monitoring show trials, diplomats can raise the costs of state repression—and perhaps even deter it. By engaging harassed activists or oppressed communities, diplomats can shine a light on human rights abuses and gradually diminish them. By pressing forcefully in private for reforms, warning of sanctions for intransigence, and offering rewards for democratic progress, diplomats can reinforce local campaigns for freedom and accountability.
Sometimes, as during Michael McFaul’s turbulent two-year ambassadorship in Russia during the Obama administration, the authoritarian tide is irrepressible, and diplomats must work hard to keep hope alive among beleaguered democrats.26 In other moments, as in the Philippines in 1986, Chile in 1988, and South Africa in the early 1990s, exceptional American ambassadors (such as Stephen Bosworth, Harry Barnes, and Princeton Lyman, respectively) can help steer moral and material support to a country’s democratic forces and help tip an uncertain political process in the direction of liberty.
Let the Word Go Forth
In the digital age, information is power. What people think, value, and believe can determine the future of systems of government. This is why the Kremlin and the Chinese Communist Party have invested so heavily in their global information operations. They seek to project glowing portraits of their political models, to promote authoritarian values, to censor critical reporting, and to sow doubt, discord, and disinformation about the democracies of the world—and democracy itself. And as global public-opinion trends show, they are getting at least some results. With American democracy looking increasingly dysfunctional and Donald Trump pursuing his brash “America first” chauvinism, public approval of U.S. global leadership has plunged around the world, leaving the United States in a virtual tie with Russia and China.27
No improvements in global communications will improve America’s standing if it offers the rest of the world only sneers and fears. But more sensible rhetoric and policies also will not reverse the tide by themselves. To shore up democracy against the new authoritarian tide, we need a new campaign of information and ideas.
Unfortunately, the U.S. government is not set up for this fight, even if the president were interested. Washington once had just the instrument needed to wage this campaign. The U.S. Information Agency (USIA) was established in 1953 to explain U.S. policies, promote American values, counter Communist propaganda and disinformation, and manage international broadcasting efforts like the Voice of America. It oversaw numerous publications, broadcasts in more than two dozen languages, and a wide variety of cultural and educational exchanges.
Not everything the agency did worked; some of its spin was crude enough to damage U.S. credibility. But at its best, USIA promoted democratic ideas, knowledge, and people-to-people exchanges in ways that transcended conventional diplomacy. In 1999, however, the agency died a quiet death as part of a Clinton administration deal with Senator Jesse Helms, the North Carolina Republican who then chaired the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, to spare cuts to other budgets for U.S. global engagement. The agency’s operational functions were merged into the State Department, while authority over international broadcasting was given to a separate board of governors (recently reconfigured as the U.S. Agency for Global Media). American public diplomacy and global cultural engagement continued, of course, but they lost some of their edge, focus, and resources.
Amid today’s autocratic surge, we need a vigorous reboot of public diplomacy for democracy. The best way to do that would be to create what James Clapper, the former director of national intelligence, has called “a USIA on steroids to fight this information war a lot more aggressively.”28 But reviving a government entity that has been laid to rest is never an easy political lift.
At a minimum, the State Department needs vigorous, high-profile leadership of this mission. Since the position was created in October 1999 as part of the Clinton-Helms deal, twelve individuals have held the role of undersecretary of state for public diplomacy and public affairs, with an average tenure of about a year and a half. Few have had much experience in public diplomacy, and none has had the stature of Edward R. Murrow, the legendary reporter whom President John F. Kennedy tapped to lead USIA in 1961. To wage a global war against emboldened authoritarians, we need a capable general.29
Few things better project America’s “soft power” and democratic values than educational and cultural exchanges. China is dramatically expanding its people-to-people exchanges, with huge increases in funding for students, journalists, and civic and political leaders to visit and study in China. The last thing we should be doing is cutting funding for ours.
The flagship of these programs—the Fulbright fellowships—has helped more than 370,000 Americans study and teach abroad and helped bring foreigners from more than 160 countries to study in American universities. Some sixty foreign Fulbright alumni have gone on to become their countries’ heads of state.30 Take it from me: the year I spent teaching in Nigeria in 1982–1983 on a Fulbright lectureship gave me an enduring connection to that country and a priceless education in democratic development.
The isolationist Trump administration has targeted these exchanges for radical cuts. Fortunately, in 2017, the Fulbright program’s many supporters rallied to defeat a proposed cut of nearly half of its $235 million annual budget, but the administration came back to propose a 71 percent budget cut for the 2019 fiscal year.31
Beyond defending our exchange programs, we must expand, deepen, and accelerate U.S. international broadcasting to meet the fierce challenge posed by China and Russia (as well as Iran and terrorist groups like ISIS). That means new energy for the Voice of America and America’s regional “freedom broadcasters,” such as Radio Free Europe, Radio Free Asia, and Alhurra (Arabic for “the free one”). Such international broadcasting must be fiercely committed to the truth. As Murrow put it during his testimony to Congress while directing USIA in 1963, “truth is the best propaganda and lies are the worst. To be persuasive we must be believable; to be believable we must be credible; to be credible we must be truthful.”32
In 2016, the Obama administration created a promising new unit within the State Department, the Global Engagement Center, “to recognize, understand, expose, and counter foreign state and non-state propaganda and disinformation efforts” threatening U.S. national security.33 As one reporter said, this was “Washington’s answer to the Internet Research Agency,” the Russian troll factory that hacked America’s 2016 election.34 But under the Trump administration, the new center was stymied by “administrative incompetence,” policy divisions, and a lack of commitment from Trump’s hapless first secretary of state, Rex Tillerson, who failed to spend more than $100 million that Congress had allocated to counter Russian disinformation.35
Nevertheless, the concept remains critical to a global campaign for freedom: an authoritative, nimble, well-resourced, technologically innovative center to combat authoritarian propaganda through rapid digital responses and compelling alternative narratives. Without adopting the penchant for falsehood of the Kremlin and Trump, America’s global diplomats should learn an important lesson from them: telling and repeating a compelling story can move people politically. That messaging needs to be both rapid and factual, both passionate and respectful, both vivid and responsible. It needs to stream on multiple media, in a wide range of languages, and to be conveyed on social media by our ambassadors as well. It also needs to respond to what other societies are thinking and feeling about the United States. Open-minded listening is a prerequisite to “winning hearts and minds.”36
We also need to rethink how we convey knowledge about democracy. For decades, American libraries and cultural centers have helped people worldwide to learn about U.S. history, democracy, gender equality, civil rights, and many other topics that may be difficult to study in autocratic societies’ schools and libraries. These “American spaces” remain important physical places for people to read and think and meet in safety. But the number of people who use them is limited, especially under Big Brother regimes. The digital age permits us to transmit knowledge at previously unimagined levels.
With a moderate commitment of resources, the United States and other democracies could translate both classic works and fresh thinking on democracy into Chinese, Russian, Arabic, Farsi, Vietnamese, and more; broadcast massive open online courses (MOOCs) offering free instruction in such subjects as constitutional design, human rights, civil-military relations, and nonviolent civil resistance; support youth exchanges such as the Young African Leaders Initiative, which brings seven hundred young African leaders to America each year as “Mandela fellows”; and help develop new tools and open platforms for digital communication and learning.
We should also fight for free and open access to the internet in autocratic countries. Expanding broadband access to the internet in lower-income countries, and making computers more widely available in schools across the developing world, will help spur a knowledge revolution that will benefit the cause of freedom. Most poor people will access the internet on their smartphones; courses, videos, and other materials about democracy and human rights should be designed with small screens and big hopes in mind.
Web users in authoritarian countries also need new tools to circumvent state censorship of the internet and enhance their security in cyberspace. In recent years, the State Department has helped to fund such efforts, and, as I note in the next chapter, Jigsaw (a division of Google) has created promising new tools to help protect journalists, civil-society groups, and individuals from cyber attacks and online abuse.37 We should continue supporting the development of new tools and open platforms.
We should also try a simple but creative gambit: mass-producing flash drives in the name of democracy. Today’s miniature flash drives can hold as much information (thirty-two gigabytes or more) as an entire desktop computer just a few years ago. We can put multiple courses’ worth of books, articles, and video-based MOOCs on these tiny pieces of metal, plastic, and circuitry. Because they are so small, they can be easily hidden or disguised as other objects, such as lipstick. In countries lacking internet freedom, flash drives may be the best way to circulate large quantities of democratic ideas. To paraphrase Rafael Marques, these could be the lipstick that brings down dictatorship.
Keeping Faith
The world’s democracies should remember one thing above all else: we have the better ideas. Some people may accept authoritarian rule as useful or necessary at a certain historical moment. But even with the spectacular rise of China, and aside from some self-serving rulers and their cliques, few people in the world today celebrate authoritarianism as a superior system, morally or practically. Even in the world’s most tenacious autocracies—such as China, Russia, Iran, Venezuela, and Vietnam—many people want to understand what democracy is and how it can be achieved. Even many dictators and generalissimos know and fear democracy’s allure.
We should bet heavily on this battle of information and ideas because if we do, we will win. Dictatorships cannot satisfy the fundamental human aspiration for freedom, dignity, and self-determination. All they can do is confuse and sully it. As the Dalai Lama wrote in 1999, “respect for human rights, freedom of speech, the equality of all human beings, and the rule of law” are “necessary conditions of a civilized society.” He declared, “It is the responsibility of the democratic free world to come to the aid of those countries” struggling for democracy.38 It is this humble, Buddhist spiritual leader—not China’s ruthless strongman, Xi Jinping—who stands on the right side of history, beckoning us to our better angels.
TWELVE
MAKING THE INTERNET SAFE FOR DEMOCRACY
I think in the back deep-deep recesses of our minds, we knew something bad could happen. We have created tools that are ripping apart the social fabric of how society works.
—CHAMATH PALIHAPITIYA, FORMER FACEBOOK SENIOR EXECUTIVE, 20171
In 2006, two of my students told me about something called Facebook. I had never heard of the social-networking site; I was barely aware of YouTube (which had launched only the previous year), and I had not yet really focused on how information and communication technologies were changing politics. But as often happens in academia, professors discover through their students. I hired them both as research assistants, and with their help, I began to delineate a phenomenon I called liberation technology.
Around the world, new information technologies—the internet, email, text messaging, photo sharing, and other forms of social media—were letting people transcend government censorship, document human rights abuses, expose vote fraud, organize demonstrations, reveal corruption, and create a new public sphere of free expression.2 These technologies had further democratized American politics, and in 2008, they probably made the difference in enabling Barack Obama to out-organize Hillary Clinton and win the Democratic nomination for president. I was captivated.
The following year, I cofounded a new program at Stanford to study the ways that digital tools were being used to counter censorship and repression—and to empower citizens, improve public health, and generally make society more open, decent, and just.3 My students, academic colleagues, and I were inspired by the activists using social media to mobilize the mass protests of the Arab Spring, including the demonstrators who poured into Tahrir Square in Cairo and brought down the Egyptian dictator Hosni Mubarak in February 2011.4 We learned of young Chinese bloggers using clever memes to evade censorship, challenge Communist Party propaganda, and report human rights abuses; the daring Malaysian online newspaper Malaysiakini, which exposed corruption, ethnic discrimination, and police brutality; and a Kenyan nonprofit organization, Ushahidi, which developed software to pinpoint incidents of postelection violence in that country in 2008.5 Hence the term “liberation technology”—a play on the concept of liberation theology, the Catholic movement that has fought repression, poverty, and injustice in Latin America.
But as inspiring uses of the new digital tools advanced, so did authoritarian ones. In particular, China and Russia threw resources into monitoring, blocking, disrupting, and hacking the online work of independent media and civil society. So did Iran after the 2009 opposition Green Movement protests, and most of the Arab states after the Arab Spring.
By 2011, democrats and autocrats were vying for control of cyberspace. Even in liberal democracies, privacy rights were coming under pressure from state and corporate actors while cyber bullying and abusive language were becoming commonplace online. Not only were authoritarian states trying to monitor, filter, and control access to the internet; they were also seeking to break the net into national pieces, use it to divide their citizens, and develop new digital tools of repression, such as facial-recognition technology.6
Back then, I was optimistic that democratic norms and actors would prevail in cyberspace. Today, the internet is a much grimmer place. Yet the situation is far from hopeless. Several creative initiatives are seeking to reverse the ill winds of polarization, disinformation, manipulation, and government repression that are now degrading freedom online. We can make the internet a safer place for democracy, but it will require a concerted partnership among democratic governments, technology companies, civil-society groups, and individual “netizens.”
Unfriending Democracy
By mid-2018, an estimated 3.2 billion people (more than 40 percent of the world’s population) used social media, and that number was growing at the astonishing rate of 13 percent annually. Facebook remains the most popular platform, with more than 2 billion users and by far the deepest level of user engagement, but other platforms—including YouTube, WhatsApp, Instagram, and WeChat—have more than 1 billion users or are driving quickly toward that threshold.7 By August 2017, two thirds of Americans said they get at least some of their news via social media, and far more Americans now frequently consume news on social media than through newspapers and radio.8
As social media have become the dominant means for transmitting news, opinions, and political appeals, the dangers they pose to democracy have become clearer and more urgent. Indeed, it is precisely their radical democratization of information flows—removing editorial filters and standards, thus enabling anyone anywhere to act as a journalist, filmmaker, or pundit—that have helped make social media a threat to democracy. As Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg observed in a remarkable November 2018 post, “One of the things I’ve learned is that when you connect two billion people, you will see all the beauty and ugliness of humanity.”9
Yet the perils posed by social media also spring from other deep-seated features. The economic incentive of social media platforms is to grab people’s attention, because more user time spent on a site means more ad revenue. That often privileges content that is provocative, emotive, or downright outrageous. Of course, that is true for all commercial media, because, as Zuckerberg notes, “left unchecked, people will engage disproportionately with more sensationalist and provocative content.”10 However, lacking any space limits, advance editorial filters, or scheduling constraints, social media convey information instantly, and their dense, decentralized networks enable wide diffusion of these information flows. These two features—high speed and wide spread—enable digital posts to go viral, capturing attention for cynical lies and ardent truths alike.
Moreover, social media are by nature open to manipulation. Even if all the big platforms were to forbid fake or anonymous users (as Facebook already technically does), it would be difficult and costly to establish every user’s true identity. And automation now enables rapid distribution of malicious information on a colossal scale by fake accounts (though Facebook is regularly removing astonishing numbers of those fake accounts). This makes social media distinctively vulnerable to manipulation by malign forces, domestic and foreign.
These problems overlap, but we can (with the aid of an excellent recent synthesis by the Omidyar Group11) identify a number of interconnected dangers that social media pose to democracy. Social media intensify political polarization, in part by propagating false information, whether deliberately or inadvertently; the more outrageous the content, the further it travels. As confidence in all sources of information—and the very notion of objective truth—disintegrates, so does the legitimacy of the established media. This clears the field for governments, political parties, movements, and leaders to spread false and divisive messages and to forge direct, carefully targeted ties with their followers. Polarization then deepens, draining the public sphere of the civility and mutual respect that make for a healthy democratic society. As everything becomes digitized and tracked, individual privacy and freedom suffer along with democracy.
Of course, polarization did not begin with the digital age. It ravaged modern democracies, from the United States to Germany, well before the era of television, let alone the internet. But social media make it quick and easy to find the like-minded, to bond with them, and to disparage those who disagree.
Digital platforms continually feed users news, search results, friend suggestions, and updates that fit their interests, biases, and even shopping preferences. This generates a feedback loop that constantly refines people’s data profiles and promotes “self-segregation into like-minded groups,” otherwise known as “echo chambers.”12 These also act as “filter bubbles,” sheltering people “from information that might challenge the [partisan] messages sent to them.”13
That echoes one of the classic insights from early research in sociology: people with crosscutting social ties—those who frequently interact with people of different ethnicities, religions, and political opinions—tend to be more moderate in their views. Such people are “cross-pressured”; their fellow workers may lean heavily in one direction, their fellow church members in another. But if those healthy cross pressures evaporate, people become caught up in more narrow worlds of shared beliefs, fears, and resentments.14
When it gets really bad, people can come to live in different factual universes. Not only do they follow radically different news sources, such as Fox or MSNBC, but their friends send them news—or propaganda—that reinforces their biases. They grow less tolerant of opposing views and less willing even to listen to them, dismissing opposing opinions as based on “fake news.” And sometimes, that may be correct.
In today’s digital realm, distortion of the truth takes two forms: “disinformation” (the deliberate creation and propagation of false information) and “misinformation” (“the inadvertent sharing of false information,” including rumor and satire).15 Fabricated and misleading content readily goes viral on social media, because falsehood is often more entertaining and gripping than truth—and it is becoming easier and easier to generate in convincing digital form.
The greatest danger, however, is industrial-scale truth distortion as governments and political groups launch highly organized information operations—like the Russian hacking of the 2016 U.S. election—“to achieve a strategic and/or geopolitical outcome.”16 These operations employ fake digital accounts (both human and bots) in a coordinated effort to amplify outrage and intimidate opposition. And often they succeed, making people ever angrier and more polarized.
It isn’t only the Kremlin’s massive Internet Research Agency in St. Petersburg that can hack a U.S. election. In 2016, one small Macedonian town with few jobs and lots of internet-savvy youth hungry for work became, according to Wired magazine, “the registered home of at least 100 pro-Trump websites, many of them filled with sensationalist, utterly fake news.” These sites brought each young creator thousands or tens of thousands of dollars in ad revenue.17
As people become more deeply isolated in their own information silos, they become more inclined to believe and distribute bad information. Paying little attention to sourcing or credibility, they pounce on stories that confirm their biases. This only intensifies in the heat of an election campaign. The top twenty fake news stories in the 2016 U.S. election (including such whoppers as “Pope Francis endorses Donald Trump” and “Hillary Clinton sells weapons to ISIS”) were more widely shared and commented upon than the top twenty true stories, concluded a Brookings Institution report.18 One lunatic story—alleging that a Washington pizza parlor was harboring child sex slaves, with the knowledge of Hillary Clinton—propelled a North Carolina man to race to the nation’s capital with an assault weapon to stage what he imagined might be a rescue.19 Mercifully, no one was killed. But media professionals and international monitors have worried that the proliferation of malicious rumors, along with Trump’s escalating “enemy of the people” attacks on the media, would soon lead to direct violence against American journalists.20 And in October 2018, a fanatical Trump supporter from Florida was arrested for sending explosive devices to the New York office of CNN and to numerous critics of the president.21
Once people buy into false stories, it is very hard to debunk them; human beings become emotionally invested in what they believe. In fact, the effort to persuade them that they are wrong may only prompt them to dig in deeper.22 Hence disinformation intensifies radicalization and polarization. And it may also drive others to tune out of politics “by fanning cynicism regarding the candidates and the election,” as my Stanford colleague Nathaniel Persily has put it.23
The destructive scope of disinformation will increase exponentially in the coming years. Rapid advances in artificial intelligence will enhance “deep fakes,” videos that manipulate images and voices to make it appear that individuals have said or done outrageous things.24 These highly realistic fakes will provoke outrage and even violence, as people view seemingly convincing proof of hoaxes that could previously be promoted only through cruder forms of forgery. To make matters worse, public awareness of this budding technology also threatens to undermine the credibility of authentic video evidence. In the years ahead, citizens may well find it harder and harder to believe their eyes and ears.
As doubt and distrust are becoming routine, the traditional media—from The Wall Street Journal and NPR to ABC News—are losing credibility and legitimacy. These old-school media outlets have long sought to determine and explain the facts, fairly, rigorously, and accurately. In doing so, they elevated the legitimacy of experts, and even sometimes of governments and other established institutions such as universities and courts. By contrast, social media elevate what is popular, buzzy, and viral. For a time, this meant rising trust in information coming from peers or social media platforms, as opposed to more established institutions.25 But amid the pervasive disinformation online, we now risk a broader loss of confidence in all channels of information and authority.26
All of this renders society more vulnerable to political manipulation by those who would manufacture fake streams of public opinion, through bots and trolls disguised as authentic individuals. The most notorious example of this was the Kremlin’s social media intervention in the 2016 American election, but all modern authoritarian regimes now manipulate, manage, vilify, and amplify public opinion online. Governments’ growing manipulation of social media content is now one of the leading drivers of the steady eight-year decline in global internet freedom, as documented by Freedom House.27 And no dictatorship manipulates social media more massively, with more frightening implications for freedom, than China.
Political campaigns and politicized news sites in many democracies manipulate online content as well, but less brazenly. One study found that bots generated nearly 18 percent of campaign-related tweets in the final phase of the 2016 election and about a quarter of those during the Clinton-Trump presidential debates.28 In the United States, right-wing online media outlets, led by the nativist Breitbart, were much more polarizing than their leftist counterparts—that is, far more likely to amplify false and misleading claims and to spin them into a larger narrative compelling enough to infiltrate the mainstream media. Polarization did not just happen irresistibly; it was consciously driven from the right.29
Populist leaders like Donald Trump, Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte, and Indian prime minister Narendra Modi use their tweets to build direct relationships with their followers, unmediated by journalistic filters or checks. Social media enable illiberal leaders to “normalize hateful or cynical views themselves, or implicitly approve the messages of their social media supporters.”30 At the extreme, autocrats and demagogues can use Facebook and other platforms to propagate hate speech that incites deadly violence against minorities, as with the Rohingya and other Muslims in Burma.31
As digital society grows more polarized and disinformation crowds out deliberation, the quality of online discourse is deteriorating, thereby degrading the public square. Since rival online communities can no longer agree on the facts and have little overlap in their social networks or metanarratives, there is little to restrain their emotions. Argument is replaced with invective. Racism and hate speech flow freely.
The anonymity of much online expression intensifies the challenge. The ability to mask one’s identity on, say, Twitter (or to defy the rules and do so on Facebook anyway) further emboldens ugly and hateful expression, as well as cyber bullying and the online abuse of women and minorities. Trolls and bots, serving extremist or foreign agendas, can wade into online conversations to stoke the flames of social discord. As those holding opposing political views defame and scream at one another online, they become even more mutually contemptuous and distrustful.
But tolerance, civility, and trust are not the only qualities that are decaying on the internet. We are losing our personal privacy and autonomy as well. Today, social media platforms—and governments—are watching and recording every click we take, every search we make, every thing we buy, and every app we try (to paraphrase the famous song by the Police).
Technology firms—including not only Facebook, Google, and Instagram but also online shopping sites like Amazon—store, share, and sell this data through precision advertising. Beyond the alarming implications for individual privacy, these companies are creating a brave new world of personal manipulation. When these bits of data are interpreted, using (as the Omidyar Group puts it) new statistical tools of “big data analysis, combined with computational psychology and behavioral and demographic analysis,” they can profile the personality and nudge the behavior of each user with a previously unimaginable level of accuracy.32
This doesn’t just mean more sales of books, music, shoes, and socks. It also has transformed politics. In 2016, this gold mine of big data enabled the right-wing political-consulting firm Cambridge Analytica to microtarget advertising and messaging for the Trump and Brexit campaigns. Even though Cambridge Analytica was forced to shut down over its scandalous misuse of the Facebook data of more than eighty million users, the deployment of troves of personal data to microtarget voters with tailored messages is here to stay. And so are the attendant threats to individual privacy and social coherence.
Social media and ecommerce companies are not the only ones tracking every breath of online life; dictatorships are too. Increasingly, authoritarian governments are using the internet as a vast web for political surveillance, repression, and control.
China is leading the way, building a sweeping surveillance state that aims to assess every digital footprint of every Chinese citizen and then compile each person’s “social credit score.” Writing a social media post critical of the government, sharing news online deemed “unpatriotic,” or being photographed near a protest by a state surveillance camera—any of these things could generate a low score, making it difficult to get a passport or even a train ticket.
China’s major cities are now blanketed by surveillance cameras, with the visual data being checked by powerful facial-recognition software. A massive content-filtering operation, often known as the Great Firewall of China, blocks The New York Times and a host of other “dangerous” Western sites and social media platforms. An army of internet police quickly purges the web of foreign content and dangerous ideas.33 China’s internet companies are now obliged to do the content filtering, leaving the state free to conduct more sophisticated levels of monitoring and to mobilize proregime commentary, often in the form of trendy memes and tweets by members of the Communist Youth League, who are rewarded for their patriotism. And the party can also divert attention by flooding the web with entertainment and other distracting content, especially when criticism spikes over some new scandal or case of regime corruption.
Sadly, authoritarian and illiberal governments around the world think China has shown them the secret formula. China is readily sharing its Orwellian tools with other autocratic regimes, threatening an “Arab Spring in reverse” in which digital technology enables “state domination and repression at a staggering scale.”34 Authoritarian states are becoming more adept and aggressive at blocking and purging criticism; tracking, harassing, and arresting skeptical journalists and bloggers; and using bots and trolls to drive favorable social media commentary and to demonize their opponents. Increasingly, dictatorships require internet platforms to store users’ data in the country, where the regime can demand access to it. As in China, these increasingly comprehensive digital footprints can then be mined to more aggressively shape, constrain, and punish the expression and behavior of citizens.
Autocrats can also use dedicated denial-of-service (DDoS) attacks to overwhelm the websites of opposition groups and independent media outlets (including those based abroad) with swarms of disabling traffic. If all else fails, the strongmen can slow down the internet or simply shut it down for a while. In these and many other ways, authoritarian regimes are determined to keep the internet safe for autocracy.35
Saving the Internet for Democracy
Reclaiming the internet will require government responses, corporate reforms, and technological innovations. The race to preserve freedom and civility online will at best involve a good deal of trial and error. Technology companies and governments alike should proceed with some humility. Many steps to defend democracy from one problem—such as disinformation and hate speech—risk exacerbating another: the assault on freedom of expression. Political and corporate responses therefore need to be grounded in democratic values.
The Oxford professor Timothy Garton Ash has laid out ten principles of free speech, which offer a wise starting point.36 His precepts acknowledge that people everywhere must be free to express themselves and to exchange information and ideas. This requires eschewing taboos but respecting religious freedom. It requires “uncensored, diverse, trustworthy media” and a free internet. It rejects violent intimidation and embraces “robust civility”—the ability to talk about even controversial topics, but in a decent and serious way. Just as democracy in the real world rests on citizen participation, so too will democracy online ask a lot of individual netizens. We will all need to be educated to use the internet in an active, discerning, and respectful fashion.
FIGHTING BOTS, TROLLS, AND DISINFORMATION
The hard-driving, poorly regulated tech companies helped create many of these problems, and they can do many things to ameliorate them. For one thing, they can flag sources of information that have been repeatedly identified by professional fact checkers as purveyors of false, malicious, or sloppy information. In March 2017, after a public outcry, Facebook began flagging what it called “disputed” news—items that clearly had no basis in fact. That experiment backfired, drawing extra attention to disinformation and even sometimes reinforcing belief in it, and the company began instead to suggest more factual “related” news items.37 Other platforms also use such tags, including Wikipedia, which has made them an organic element of its laudable effort to crowdsource a free, open, online encyclopedia. But more research is needed to determine the effects of tagging news articles for disputed or dubious quality.
In March 2018, under pressure, Facebook announced a new set of measures to guard the integrity of election campaigns against foreign and other anonymous interventions. These included an accelerating effort by Facebook to identify and disable fake accounts, which are a major vehicle for spewing inflammatory falsehoods. Facebook says that it is now using advances in machine learning to block “millions of fake accounts each day at the point of creation before they can do any harm.”38
The larger challenge for social media companies is to use artificial intelligence to ferret out and block all bots. In addition, Facebook claims it is working to diminish one of the main incentives for distributing false information—money—by adjusting its algorithms to demote (that is, show less often and prominently) the content generated by spammers trying to profit from disinformation.39 It also vows to demote “borderline content so it gets less distribution and engagement.”40
Artificial intelligence also has great promise for identifying hoaxes, but it can do only so much. Human judgment remains indispensable in fighting disinformation. In early 2018, Facebook increased the number of people it employs to review content and improve digital security from 10,000 to 20,000. (By November it reported a total staff of 30,000 devoted to enforcing its community standards and reviewing more than two million pieces of content each day.)41 Facebook says that it is also deepening partnerships with fact-checking organizations to identify and debunk false news stories as quickly as possible, including an arrangement it made with the Associated Press for the 2018 midterm elections. By mid-2018, Facebook was working with mainstream news outlets in fourteen countries, including France, Italy, and India, to “scrub news stories, photos, and videos for misleading information.”42 Stories identified as false are demoted in Facebook’s news feed, reducing their future views, the company says, by an average of more than 80 percent.
Google has taken some similar steps to combine human vetting with artificial intelligence to more accurately “flag hoaxes, conspiracy theories, and false and/or offensive information.”43 The algorithms for Google searches are then updated to push down dodgy material and favor more authoritative news.44
Yet Facebook has not accepted responsibility for its inadequate response to Russia’s subversive misuse of its platform in the 2016 election campaign. According to the investigative reporting of The New York Times, Mark Zuckerberg and Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg stubbornly “ignored warning signs” of widespread “suspicious Russia-linked activity on its site” and then “sought to conceal them from public view.” Moreover, when it was revealed that Cambridge Analytica (the political data firm affiliated with the Trump campaign) had gained access to the data of possibly tens of millions of Facebook users, the company “sought to deflect blame and mask the extent of the problem,” while trashing critics like George Soros with cynical hardball tactics aided by a political opposition-research firm.45
Clearly, internet companies cannot be effective in combatting disinformation if they don’t deal transparently with their users and the public. Still, the companies are recognizing (at least implicitly) that they are not just aggregators or conveyors of information, but in effect, publishers who bear some responsibility for their content. However, “content moderation” (as it is called) presents its own slippery slope toward unaccountable censorship. Human content moderators are human; they make mistakes. And the companies’ machine-learning algorithms—which set the automatic rules for making such decisions—may incorporate political or racial biases that mass-reproduce unfairness. Resourceful actors have manipulated these companies’ vetting rules “to effectively censor their political opponents.” And when faced with individual or community complaints—not to mention fierce pressure from authoritarian regimes—the platforms often take the path of least resistance and capitulate, silencing voices that “span the political spectrum and the globe,” including activists trying to document racism, war crimes, and police brutality.46
If freedom is to be preserved online, the internet companies’ growing efforts to moderate content must meet certain standards of transparency and accountability. In February 2018, internet freedom advocates like the Electronic Frontier Foundation, the American Civil Liberties Union, and New America came together to delineate three principles. First, the digital companies should regularly publish the numbers of posts they remove and of accounts they suspend or terminate. Second, when content is removed or an account suspended, the companies should tell the user why. And third, the companies should provide a mechanism for timely appeal of these decisions.47
The scale of the challenge is staggering. In November 2018, Facebook released a detailed report on its annual removal of content for violations of its “community standards” relating to hate speech, graphic violence, terrorism, cruelty, and nudity.48 Most of the removals were due to spam (nearly 4 billion pieces) and fake accounts (over 2 billion), but in the twelve-month period from October 2017 through September 2018, Facebook took action on 15 million posts related to terrorism, nearly 10 million related to hate speech, 2 million involving bullying, and about 100 million involving nudity and sexual activity.49 Any review mechanism must therefore be prepared to vet a huge number of appeals of decisions to remove content, and in a manner that is seen to be fair and responsive to general principles rather than corporate interests. To hear user appeals on its content decisions, Facebook has pledged to create “an independent body . . . whose decisions would be transparent and binding.”50 This would be a major step forward for fairness and transparency. However, a better approach would be for the major internet platforms (such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, LinkedIn, and Reddit) to jointly fund a fully independent review mechanism for appeals of all their content-removal decisions. To process the likely volume of complaints, the mechanism would need to have full-time professional staff and panels of at least part-time “judges” who would be assigned to various cases, perhaps (as with the appellate court structures of many democracies) with varying sizes of review panels depending on the gravity and potential significance (for future precedent) of the case. One value of such a voluntary initiative, based on a partnership between the corporations and civil society, is that it would probably preempt calls for government regulation of content, with all the worrisome implications that could have for freedom of expression.
None of this really grapples with the deeper problem of the algorithms that determine what information rises to the top and goes viral. Until all the major internet companies are willing to allow real transparency and public engagement around this highly sensitive aspect of their operations—which drives to the core of their business model, and hence their profitability—outrageous content will always have an edge over the facts.
Fortunately, the tech sector (both for-profit and philanthropic) is investing in independent research and professional journalism as well. Omidyar Network has announced a $100 million initiative “to fund investigative journalism, combat the spread of mis- and disinformation online, increase citizen engagement, and restore trust in institutions.”51 The $14 million News Integrity Initiative at the City University of New York aims to help new and old media alike do better at combating media manipulation and online vitriol.52 Google is supporting academic initiatives to better understand and combat false news, and the company helped to found First Draft, which is doing research, fact checking, education, and training to fight false news and manipulated videos.53
These often rather modest efforts are still in their early days, and they don’t come close to relieving the vast responsibility that the internet titans bear. Social media firms still have huge financial incentives to welcome attention addiction; fake news will still move faster than its ethical foes; and the pressure to debunk rapidly can exist in tension with the need for thoroughness and accuracy. For now, conspiracy theories and propaganda still pervade search engines and sites like YouTube.
Elevating facts requires robust journalism, especially thriving, serious newspapers committed to keeping reporting separate from editorializing (and clearly walled off from paid ads and sponsored content). It also demands a central role for professional fact-checking organizations such as PolitiFact, FactCheck.org, and the myth-busting Snopes.com. And it will benefit from efforts like the Trust Project of Santa Clara University in California, which is working to identify the key disclosures—“about the news outlet, author, and commitments behind a story”—that “make it easy for the public to identify the quality of news.” Digital platforms like Facebook, Google, and Bing can then use this information to prioritize more trustworthy news.54
In Ukraine, which is fighting both a real war with Russia and an online battle against Russian disinformation, the civic organization StopFake is using journalists, editors, IT specialists, translators, and ordinary citizens to spot and refute Kremlin propaganda. With support from foreign democracies and foundations, StopFake is defending the information space in Ukraine against one of the most dedicated assaults on truth in any democracy—and thereby strengthening citizens’ media literacy and the capacity of Ukraine’s media to identify fakes.55
To diminish the influence of malicious information, democracies must generate more good information. As Stephen King, a former BBC executive who is now a partner at Omidyar Network, has observed, “First and foremost, our response must be founded on the belief that truth exists, that it’s precious, and that it’s best protected through robust reporting and well-informed debate.”56
RESISTING FOREIGN INTERFERENCE AND ELECTORAL MANIPULATION
It has long been illegal for foreigners to contribute to U.S. federal election campaigns, but it is now hard to discover whether they have intervened online. The tech companies can do a lot to help here.
After the 2016 fiasco, Facebook began requiring political advertisers in the 2018 U.S. midterm elections to verify their identity with a government-issued ID; provide their physical mailing address, which is then verified by mail; and disclose which candidate, organization, or business they represent. These ads are now clearly identified as political ads, with a disclosure of who paid for them. Facebook also launched a public archive of all political ads showing how much money was spent on each ad, how widely they were viewed, and by which demographics. All social media platforms should be required to post all their political ads in such an online, publicly accessible archive for at least a year, along with the groups paying for them.57
In one sense, democracies have an advantage in trying to identify foreign digital influence in their elections: they can openly enlist the help of ordinary netizens through crowdsourcing. The superb investigative journalists at ProPublica have launched a crowdsourcing tool, the Political Ad Collector. Once users install this bit of software in their web browsers and log into Facebook, the software automatically collects the ads displayed on their newsfeeds and determines which ones are political. Those are then conveyed back to ProPublica and stored for analysis in a public database.58
Social media companies could go further to brand state propaganda channels for what they are. Democracies should not impose blanket bans on authoritarian state networks like Russia’s RT and Sputnik. But they can at least “identify and label” this material as propaganda.59
COMBATING HATE SPEECH AND INTOLERANCE
The cyber world is increasingly infested with bigotry and bullying. Artificial intelligence can help demote or remove hate speech, personal abuse, and incitements to violence and terrorism.60 Banning anonymous or fake accounts is the right policy: people behave better when their identities are known, but their inhibitions evaporate when they cannot be held accountable for hateful or abusive posts. Yet in authoritarian countries banning anonymity comes with a cost, because people who criticize the government with their real names take huge risks.
The problem in combating hate speech is not so much technological as political and moral: What constitutes intolerably offensive speech? At what point does purging verbal intolerance threaten the bedrock principle of free expression? Even if liberal democrats can agree to ban explicit incitement to violence, removing any content that some group might find offensive is a slippery slope to a censored world.
A better approach is for companies and communities to stigmatize and marginalize hateful speech. The Southern Poverty Law Center urges individuals and communities to denounce major, organized purveyors of hate and intolerance. But it also advises: “Do not debate hate group members on conflict-driven talk shows or public forums. Your presence lends them legitimacy and publicity.”61
The best way to counter hate speech is with better speech—with messages and stories that reject bias, defend minorities, and promote inclusion. These need to be advanced in the digital realm and the physical world alike. If acceptance, pluralism, and diversity are not taught thoughtfully and modeled sincerely in our schools and civic organizations, they will not prevail in cyberspace either.
RECONCILING GOVERNMENT REGULATION WITH DEMOCRATIC VALUES
As social media’s threats to democracy become increasingly urgent, and as the online titans’ responses prove partial and sluggish, policy makers are coming under increasing pressure to do something. But legislating under crisis conditions rarely produces wise policy, even when policy makers fully understand the potential drawbacks. A rush to regulation online risks doing democracy more harm than good.62
Freedom of speech is a core value in the United States, with its sweeping interpretation of the First Amendment. Other countries seek a different balance between freedom and decency. With its Nazi history, Germany has little tolerance for hate speech, and its public has demanded action to constrain it online. Germany’s Bundestag responded in June 2017 with the Network Enforcement Act, which requires social media platforms to “delete illegal, racist, or slanderous comments and posts” (including hate speech or Holocaust denial) within twenty-four hours of being notified of it, or be liable for fines that could rise to fifty million euros.63 The act is well intentioned but misguided. The law is both broad and ambiguous, which could lead private companies to err on the side of censorship to avoid heavy penalties.64 It sets a bad precedent at a time when illiberal governments are increasingly eager to constrain internet freedom.
Democratic governments should avoid censorship, but they can certainly compel transparency in online political advertising. In October 2017, Senators Mark Warner, Amy Klobuchar, and John McCain introduced the Honest Ads Act to extend to social media the same type of disclosure provisions for campaign advertising that now apply to television, radio, and print media. Large digital platforms would be required to make “reasonable efforts” to ensure that foreign nationals do not buy ads to try to influence U.S. election campaigns; they would also have to keep a complete, publicly available digital record of advertisers who spent more than $500 on political ads in the previous year. Twitter announced its support of the bill, followed by Facebook, which initially lobbied against it.65 But as a recent Atlantic Council report argued, the law should go further—to prohibit foreigners from funding “issue ads in campaign contexts,” to require social media firms to prominently “identify the sponsors and funders of all content,” and to empower the Federal Election Commission to enforce these new provisions.66
Lawmakers can also do more to protect our privacy online. The European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation, implemented in May 2018, gave users more control over their personal data. Digital platforms and tech companies can no longer act as if “other people’s personal information belongs to them just because it happens to be sitting on their servers.”67 Now, they must store data in a way that protects European users’ identity (for example, through encryption) and must make the highest level of privacy the default setting in users’ options so that personal data is not made available to others without their explicit consent. The companies must now give European users ongoing, clear, and accessible means for controlling the use of their personal information.68 They must grant people the “right to be forgotten” by deleting their data on request, under a much wider range of circumstances. They must inform users within seventy-two hours of a breach of their personal data. And they face much more legal liability and much stiffer financial penalties if users’ personal data is stolen or misused.
While some tech companies adopted the new EU standards globally to avoid inadvertently violating Europeans’ new legal rights, others pulled back, complaining about the costs of compliance. As the new EU measure approached, Facebook removed its users in Asia, Africa, and Latin America from Irish jurisdiction, and thus from the regulation’s protection.69 For now, unfortunately, citizens of the world’s democracies enjoy quite different levels of protection for their digital privacy.
All this is unfolding amid growing unease over the sheer bulk and power of the internet titans. Many politicians and critics are suggesting that the major tech companies be broken up—particularly Google and Facebook, which together gobble up 85 percent of online advertising revenue. These massive firms’ market dominance and our utter dependence on them give these companies some of the character of utilities and make some government regulation inevitable. At a minimum, as Senator Warner has suggested, some of their most blatantly anticompetitive practices should be addressed.70
Some have gone further and advocated antitrust action. They should consider two cautions. First, massive technological investment will continue to be needed to use artificial intelligence to track down, expel, or demote bots, trolls, fake accounts, and malicious actors—and very large companies are much better positioned to make the gigantic investments in technological innovation and human monitoring that battle requires. Second, the major Western tech companies face mounting global competition from Chinese giants like Alibaba and Tencent, which are not truly private companies but entities answerable to the biggest monopoly player of all, the Chinese Communist Party. Western companies, which carry at least some sensitivity to democratic values of openness and pluralism, should not be handicapped in this struggle.
EDUCATING DIGITAL CITIZENS
Even if tech companies, independent media, and democratic governments do everything possible to combat the perils of social media, one major vulnerability will remain: the users themselves. We cannot make the internet safe for democracy without educating citizens—ideally from a very young age—to use it safely, skeptically, and respectfully.
Recent research shows that young people across the United States, from middle school to college, are woefully unprepared to assess the veracity of information they encounter online. As two leading researchers, Sam Wineburg and Sarah McGrew of the Stanford History Education Group, noted after studying nearly eight thousand students, “At every level, we were taken aback by students’ lack of preparation: middle school students unable to tell the difference between an advertisement and a news story; high school students taking at face value a cooked-up chart from the Minnesota Gun Owners Political Action Committee; college students credulously accepting a .org top-level domain name as if it were a Good Housekeeping seal.”71
A key part of the problem is that young people are not being trained to engage in what is called “civic online reasoning.” To the extent that today’s students receive instruction in media literacy, it tends to involve a checklist of some ten to thirty questions (for example, whether a website lists a contact person and looks professional). Such checklists might ferret out the cheapest and crudest fakes, but they can hardly distinguish between an independent research institute and a sophisticated Russian front operation.72
The problem with the checklist approach is simply the way people of all ages use the internet: we read vertically, burrowing down into a website, page, or article to gather more information within the confines of the site. But that can often take us deeper down a rabbit hole of illusion.
The descent into credulity may deepen in response to a site’s other superficial features: the trappings of authority, the appearance of documentation, the allure of high-quality graphics. The key to real digital media literacy, argue Wineburg, McGrew, and their colleagues in the Stanford History Education Group, is getting readers to step outside a given website or article and read laterally—that is, to open a new tab (or, better yet, several) to independently check out the person or organization and its qualifications, funding, and credibility.
This is the method that professional fact checkers use to evaluate online information, and it is strikingly similar to the patterns of physical interaction that generate more nuanced, patient, and tolerant attitudes in the offline world. But navigating the net this way requires training and some cultural reorientation, stressing skepticism about unknown sources of information, embrace of the critical method, and active consumption of the internet rather than passive. It is no coincidence that these are core features of offline democratic culture as well.
Wineburg, McGrew, and their colleagues recommend other steps to cultivate more responsible digital citizens. One is to train students to be more discerning and selective consumers of search-engine results. Another is to make informed but questioning use of Wikipedia as “a useful starting place for online research” and a valuable source of references for further reading.73 Students can also build up immunity against online deception through carefully controlled exposure to malicious websites that disguise their true backers and peddle misleading information.74
Instruction in online media literacy needs to begin early, certainly before high school.75 Some high school classes now teach students how stories go viral and how filter bubbles divide people. Students need reinforcement from their other studies, bringing to their online activity the same respect for evidence, grounding in statistics, and facility in critical reasoning that one hopes they are getting in other subjects.76
Adults could use similar programs of instruction. Public schools and libraries should offer free courses on the responsible and discerning use of the internet. And our political leaders and civic organizations should encourage people of all ages to be more civil and thoughtful on social media. Recently, Wineburg told a group of educators that we do not yet have “adequate awareness of what it means to be a responsible digital citizen, that you don’t just forward or retweet an outrageous news item simply because it accords with your biases. We need to have a view of this as digital litter and launch a digital anti-littering campaign like the one against physical littering forty years ago.”77
Defending Freedom on the Web
The global fight for freedom is inseparable from the fight for internet freedom. The world’s democracies will need to make this cause a major theme of their diplomacy and foreign aid. Just as states should be called out and penalized for violating their citizens’ rights in the offline world, so too should constrictions of internet freedom have consequences.
Liberal democracies should pressure other governments to halt disruptions and slowdowns of internet service for political ends; to cease digital assaults on news media and civil-society organizations; to end harassment of and physical assaults on online journalists and activists; to stop punishing citizens for using encrypted communications apps like Signal; to terminate Russian- and Chinese-style state programs to disseminate fake news, demonize opponents, and distort online discussions; and to roll back draconian laws that restrict online freedom in the name of “cyber security.”
Defending digital freedom requires supporting those on its front lines. Individuals and organizations at risk need technological help. For many years, nonprofit organizations and private companies, sometimes with the assistance of the United States and other democracies, have been developing tools to evade digital censorship—for example, by using proxy websites to access blocked web pages and using virtual private networks to tunnel under censorship walls while remaining anonymous. It will take constant innovation to keep these tools sharp as technologically sophisticated autocracies seek to blunt them.
Jigsaw, a technology incubator within the larger corporate structure of Google, has developed some of the most promising innovations of this kind.78 Its Project Shield uses Google’s mammoth digital infrastructure to give independent news, human rights, and prodemocracy organizations a free, “multi-layered defense system” against DDoS attacks. Password Alert is a free Chrome browser extension that alerts journalists and activists of attempts to steal their passwords. Outline is a free, downloadable tool that enables vulnerable journalists and news organizations to quickly and safely create their own virtual private networks.
Another leading innovator here is the Electronic Frontier Foundation, a San Francisco–based nonprofit that offers helpful tools such as HTTPS Everywhere, which routinely encrypts users’ communications with many major websites, and Privacy Badger, which blocks spying ads and invisible trackers.79 If reading this chapter has made you nervous, you might want to download some of these safeguards.
Citizens, companies, crooks, and states are locked in a complex, constantly shifting struggle to determine whether the internet will be a venue for advancing human freedom or constraining it. Free societies, whose openness to innovation has produced so much of the digital revolution, are well positioned to prevail—but only if the democracies of the world summon the financial resources, technological innovation, diplomatic capital, and moral resolve to win. Their survival is at stake.
THIRTEEN
REVIVING AMERICAN DEMOCRACY
If we fail to meet our problems here, no one else in the world will do so. If we fail, the heart goes out of progressives around the world.
—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT, ADDRESS TO THE FOUNDING OF AMERICANS FOR DEMOCRATIC ACTION, 19471
We cannot prevail against the ill winds of Russian fury, Chinese opportunism, and authoritarian populism unless we reverse the decline of American democracy. George Kennan made this point half a century ago in a prescient passage near the end of his 1946 Long Telegram from Moscow: “Every courageous and incisive measure,” he wrote, to solve the “internal problems of our own society, to improve self-confidence, discipline, morale and community spirit of our own people, is a diplomatic victory over Moscow worth a thousand diplomatic notes and joint communiqués.”2
To make American democracy great again, we must forthrightly confront—across party and ideological lines—the assaults on truth, science, the news media, the judicial system, immigrants, minorities, the civil service, and our democratic allies that President Donald Trump has deliberately unleashed. Containing his illiberal actions and authoritarian inclinations is now the paramount challenge for our democratic system.
But we need a deeper look into the mirror. The decline of American democracy did not begin with Trump’s election—although he certainly accelerated it well before that with his deceitful, racist campaign questioning President Obama’s legitimacy and birth in the United States. The erosion of democratic norms and institutions does not come solely from a single party—even if many Republicans in Congress and in some statehouses have in recent years been particularly willing to violate democratic principles in pursuit of total victory at any cost. And the political polarization that cripples our governance and degrades our civic life owes its existence to many factors and actors reaching across ideology, party, and geography. The Trump phenomenon may be the nadir of this process, but it is not the totality of it.
Deep social, technological, and economic forces are driving American democracy’s polarization and decay. I do not pretend to have answers to all of these problems, including ways to reduce economic inequality, combat institutional racism, and create meaningful new jobs in the face of relentless automation.
I will focus here on political reform and civic vigilance, largely because this is what I know best. If we don’t fix our political process, we will have no hope of adopting the substantive reforms that will make America a more just society and a more vibrant economy. Moreover, some plausible and promising political reform ideas are looking increasingly achievable in the near to medium term.
This chapter will discuss seven remedies to our democratic woes. Above all, we need to change the method we use to elect public officials so that we provide voters with more choice and give politicians more incentives for moderation, civility, and compromise. We also need to eliminate gerrymandering, an undemocratic scourge. We need to expand voting rights and defeat partisan efforts at voter suppression. We need a fairer way of electing the president, particularly by retiring the Electoral College. We need Congress to change its rules to make each house work far better. We need campaign-finance and lobbying reforms to reduce the tide of unaccountable money in politics. And finally, we need to defend our voting systems against foreign sabotage. Eminently practical ideas are now circulating for achieving each of these objectives; none of them requires a constitutional amendment, and all of them can be avidly pursued even while Donald Trump remains in office.
If this book’s diagnosis of democracy’s growing problems seems gloomy, the future need not be. We should take heart in the reformist energy that is starting to bubble up from the grass roots of American society—in no small part, because of citizens’ dismay over Trump.
There are tantalizing signs that we may be entering a new reform era in the United States. Like the earlier such era, from the late nineteenth century to 1920, this one rises from a broad societal reaction against concentrated wealth, unaccountable power, deepening corruption, and brazen subjugation of the public interest. As with the Progressive era, we now hear an increasingly loud if somewhat inchoate demand for greater economic fairness, less power for special interests and plutocrats, and a more vigorous and open democracy. A century ago, mobilization around similar sentiments gave us women’s suffrage, a professional civil service, the direct election of senators, and new federal institutions to regulate monopolies, preserve forests, and protect the quality of food and drugs.
One key Progressive-era reform was the ballot initiative, letting citizens push policy reforms directly before a statewide electorate. This has sometimes gone too far; in my home state of California, the proliferation of such costly initiatives finally led to amendments in 2014 to allow for reasoned compromise between an initiative’s proponents and the legislature before proceeding to a public vote.3 But the ballot initiative remains one of the most promising tools that citizens have to improve outmoded rules and invigorate American democracy. And the people are using it to enact historic reforms—none more promising than in the state of Maine.
The Battle for Ranked-Choice Voting
Cara Brown McCormick was born in 1968, a turbulent year of protests, assassinations, and social upheaval. Her father, Roger Glenn Brown, was a CIA analyst on China who had landed in political trouble after publishing an article calling for the United States to recognize China. Her mother had marched in 1974 to demand President Richard Nixon’s impeachment—Cara’s earliest political memory. “I grew up thinking that America was a wonderful place with some serious flaws,” she recalls, a place in which “it wasn’t okay to lie, and Nixon got what was coming to him. There was corruption, but it wouldn’t stand.”4 After she graduated from UCLA, she worked on Democratic campaigns and joined a political consulting firm. When it denied her a raise, she left and started her own company, working mainly for Democratic candidates. She moved from California to Maine, got married, had kids, but retained her firm and her steady engagement with political campaigns.
McCormick grew increasingly troubled by our politics. “Voters were forced to choose between opposite poles,” she told me. “There was a duopoly controlling our politics, and it was killing the country.” In 2010, she worked for the independent candidate for governor of Maine, Eliot Cutler, a popular and moderate environmental lawyer. But some Democrats peeled away from Cutler near the end, worrying that they would “waste their vote.” He narrowly lost to Paul LePage, a vulgar Republican populist who proved to be an eerie harbinger of Donald Trump.
McCormick worked again for Cutler’s 2014 campaign for governor. Left-leaning Maine voters proved even more fearful of wasting a vote on the independent candidate and helping reelect the “belligerent, foul-mouthed and polarizing governor,”5 who had told the NAACP to “kiss my butt” and compared the IRS to the Gestapo.6 LePage won, with a larger plurality than in 2010. McCormick, along with many of her fellow Mainers, realized that the “only thing that would eliminate the spoiler problem” that had twice stymied Cutler’s otherwise plausible independent candidacy was an “instant runoff”—that is, what election experts call ranked-choice voting.
As noted in chapter 2, under ranked-choice voting, people do not just vote for their first choice for an office. Instead, they rank the candidates in order of their preference. If no candidate wins an outright majority, the candidate with the lowest number of first-place votes is eliminated, and the second-preference votes of his or her supporters are redistributed to the remaining candidates. The process continues until someone wins a majority.
It is an elegant, deeply democratic idea. Votes aren’t wasted: if a voter’s favorite candidate falls short, her vote is transferred to her next choice down the line. Voters can weigh the merits of several candidates, and candidates have to appeal for the second- or third-preference votes of their rivals’ supporters.
McCormick joined with other creative moderates in Maine, including Kyle Bailey, who had managed the 2012 initiative that made Maine the first state in the nation to legalize same-sex marriage at the ballot box. These reformers crafted an initiative to institute ranked-choice voting for all state and federal elections in Maine (save presidential ones) and managed to collect the more than sixty thousand signatures needed to place the reform on the November 2016 ballot. After suffering through years of LePage, who was widely viewed as “an embarrassment,”7 Mainers seemed ready for electoral reform.
Long a state that rewarded moderation—in the form of such distinguished senators as Margaret Chase Smith, Edmund Muskie, William Cohen, Olympia Snowe, and now Susan Collins and Angus King—Maine seemed the perfect battleground for ranked-choice voting. With support from national philanthropists and activists seeking to depolarize American politics, the campaign gained credibility, volunteers, funding, and endorsements. Despite widespread opposition from the two party establishments, especially the Republicans, ranked-choice voting prevailed in the 2016 election, by 52 percent to 48 percent.
That seemed to be a happy ending for the reform push, but it was only the beginning. Maine’s Republican Party launched a dogged campaign to block and bury ranked-choice voting. Many of the state’s Democrats also publicly or surreptitiously joined in, not wanting to risk losing the governorship to an independent. Initially, the party establishments argued that the new ranked-choice voting method would be confusing to voters, costly to implement, or even (somehow) undemocratic. Some warned that the confusion would depress voter turnout.
None of this proved consistent with the evidence: ranked-choice voting has worked well in roughly a dozen U.S. municipalities, in more than a century of voting for the lower house of Australia’s parliament, and, more recently, for the Best Picture Oscar. So its opponents switched tacks. When Maine’s voters adopted ranked-choice voting in 2016, its foes charged that it violated Maine’s state constitution, which requires that state general elections be decided by plurality vote. In a May 2017 advisory opinion, Maine’s State Supreme Court agreed, but it left intact the use of ranked-choice voting for all primary elections and for general elections for U.S. Senate and House seats. The legislature seized the opportunity to try to kill ranked-choice voting altogether. In October 2017, it passed a bill to suspend its use for any office and to kill it entirely after December 2021 unless the state’s constitution was somehow amended by then (which the legislators knew it would not be).
But the people of Maine did not go gently into that good night. Uniquely among American states, Maine’s constitution provides for something called “the people’s veto referendum,” which enables any six registered voters to submit a proposed veto of a legislative bill to Maine’s secretary of state. They then have ninety days from the end of the legislative session to gather the required signatures of registered voters (now more than 61,000) to place the referendum on the ballot.
The state legislature passed the poison bill on October 23, 2017, in the middle of the night, in a special one-day session called for that lone purpose. That ensured that the referendum to save ranked-choice voting would take place amid a primary election, when independents (its most likely supporters) would have no candidates to vote for, and thus would presumably be less likely to vote. The reformers’ grassroots signature drive would now have to wrestle with the Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays and the depths of a harsh Maine winter.
The reformers also faced foot-dragging from Maine secretary of state Matthew Dunlap, and a wording8 of the ballot question so convoluted that an ordinary voter could hardly determine whether restoring ranked-choice voting meant a yes or no vote. But the grassroots campaign for the people’s veto began electronically sending petitions across the state to copy shops and drove them to volunteer gatherers. On November 7, a municipal election day, due to superior organization and determination, they obtained 33,000 signatures from voters by standing outside polling stations.
Some 1,800 volunteers continued to gather signatures throughout some brutally cold days in December and January—with Portland’s highs hovering at or well below freezing. “Every week, it was another blizzard, and there was even a weather phenomenon called a bomb cyclone,” recalls McCormick. “Our fingers were frozen to the bone; we had to go into our cars to warm up.” Voters asked, “Didn’t we already vote for this a year ago? Why do we have to sign this again?”
The shenanigans of Maine’s political establishment frustrated people, but it also fired them up. Even people and opinion leaders who hadn’t voted for ranked-choice voting the first time signed up for the second round. It had become not just a matter of electoral mechanics but a question of whether a bunch of politicians could trash the popular will.
When the petitions were due on February 2, the ranked-choice-voting forces handed in a more than ample 77,000 signatures. The subsequent referendum campaign drew the support of the actress Jennifer Lawrence, the New York Times editorial board,9 and two Nobel Prize–winning economists.10 It also raised over a million dollars in funding, much of it from national philanthropists seeking democratic reform.11 And Phish drummer Jon Fishman, who lives in Lincolnville, staged a concert in support.
Once the signatures were certified, Maine’s voters would get the chance to decide—through the people’s veto referendum—whether ranked-choice voting would be used again. As Maine’s voters headed to the polls on June 12, 2018, Governor LePage declared ranked-choice voting “the most horrific thing in the world”—ahead of terrorism, the opioid crisis, and North Korea’s nuclear weapons. He threatened not to certify the election—an option he legally did not have.12
The people’s veto referendum prevailed by eight percentage points—twice the margin of the original victory for ranked-choice voting in 2016. “When we won,” McCormick later told me, “there was a feeling of vindication that we had gotten something back that had been stolen from us. But even more gratifying was that we proved to one another that democracy is not just a theory in a book; it can be a living practice and a devotion.”13
In November 2018, the people’s faith in ranked-choice voting was vindicated, when Maine became the first state in American history to elect a member of Congress through the instant runoff process. In a close contest for Maine’s Second Congressional District, Jared Golden, a thirty-six-year-old Marine Corps veteran, came from slightly behind in the tally of first-preference votes to defeat the Republican incumbent, Bruce Poliquin. Golden’s narrow margin of victory came from the vote transfers from two minor independent candidates. In a final gasp of resistance to reform, Poliquin went to federal court to try to stop the instant runoff count, but a federal judge turned down his case.
The victory for ranked-choice voting in Maine energized national interest in the idea—just as a growing number of municipalities, political scientists,14 thoughtful media outlets,15 foundations,16 and reformers17 were coming to view it as the most promising achievable reform for making American politics more civil, democratic, and amenable to compromise.
The logic is compelling. By removing the specter of wasted votes, ranked-choice voting makes it easier for independents in the creative center of American politics to run—and for voters seeking relief from withering, zero-sum, partisan warfare to back them. If the independents come up short in the early rounds of voting, citizens can always use their lower-preference votes to retreat to a more partisan default. Third-party candidates also get the same more serious chance to appeal to voters without being tagged a “spoiler.” All of this is likely to make elections fairer, more competitive, more interesting, and yet more encouraging of moderation.
Ranked-choice voting also makes it harder for extreme candidates to capture their party’s nominations in the primaries. Such candidates may still get through, but they can’t do so merely by appealing to a tiny slice of the most militant voters in a fragmented race.
Ranked-choice voting would also solve another built-in problem in some states, like Texas, which require second-round runoffs if no candidate wins a majority of their party’s primary vote. Such low-turnout runoff elections put a premium on mobilizing the most committed voters, who also tend to be the most ideological. In 2010, for instance, that dynamic let the more extreme candidate, Ted Cruz, come from second place to beat Texas’s more centrist lieutenant governor in the runoff for the Republican U.S. Senate nomination. Using the instant runoff in the primaries makes particular sense in deeply Democratic states like New York or deeply Republican ones like Mississippi, where a party’s nomination is virtually tantamount to election.
In most states and districts, using ranked-choice voting in the general election will require candidates to broaden their base and reach beyond it—exactly what many Americans say they want. Even in a deep-red or deep-blue state, ranked-choice voting may open up the possibility of a new kind of race—one in which, for example, the real contest is not between the two establishment parties but, say, between a Tea Party Republican and an independent who is still fairly conservative but tempered enough to win the second-place votes of most Democrats along with the first-place votes of most independents and some more moderate Democrats and Republicans. As voters and politicians get accustomed to the altered logic of electoral politics under ranked-choice voting, we might see competitive races for senator and governor again in deep-red southern states and deep-blue states like California.
Ranked-choice voting could also mean more civil politics. After all, it is hard to “go negative” against multiple opponents—particularly if you think you will probably need the second- and third-preference votes of their followers later on. Voters in municipalities with ranked-choice voting view their election campaigns as less negative than do voters in cities without it.18
Some experts worried that the slightly more complex ballot of ranked-choice voting might depress turnout and discourage minority voters, but California cities that have adopted it have seen no drop in turnout—and a marked increase in the election of minority candidates.19 In an exciting three-way race for mayor in 2018, San Francisco for the first time elected an African American woman, London Breed—who was also the most moderate of the three candidates.
Logically, ranked-choice voting should stimulate voter turnout, because it generates more competitive races with a wider range of candidates to interest diverse voters. As The Economist noted, “A study of 79 elections in 26 American cities” found that ranked-choice voting “was associated with a 10% increase in turnout compared with [non-ranked-choice-voting primaries] and run-off elections, and San Francisco’s race had the highest primary turnout in years.”20 This sort of voting is not a silver bullet—but it is a considerable step forward, and a movement that should gain momentum from coast to coast.
The Vital Center
What so destructively polarizes American politics is not that our politicians have strong political views. It is that they dread compromising, even when they know it will be better for the country than today’s chronic gridlock. Our politicians’ fear is not bad policy outcomes; it is losing their bids for renomination in low-turnout party primaries that have, as former House member Mickey Edwards has put it, “become powerful magnets for the most committed, and most ideological, voters.”21
The problem has reached existential proportions with the Trump presidency. Moderate Republican senators like Jeff Flake and Bob Corker declined to run for reelection in 2018 not because they lost interest in politics but because they were keenly aware that they could not win a primary fight without slavish loyalty to the new American Caesar and his worldview—as most Republican nomination races confirmed in 2018. Our primary system has become one of the principal problems of American democracy.
One obvious fix, again, would be to use ranked-choice voting in primary and general elections, which should make it easier for incumbent legislators to depart from party orthodoxy and still get renominated and reelected. But this innovation may not be enough to spare relative moderates from the wrath of party purists in low-turnout party primaries. We could try to increase voter turnout in party primaries by moving them to dates when more voters can easily cast ballots. But we should also consider giving incumbents who lose a primary another path to reelection by allowing them to run as independents in the general election.
In forty-six of the fifty states, however, that path is now blocked by something called the “sore-loser” rule.22 This rule prevents candidates from having their name on the general-election ballot if they lose a party primary. When a congressional incumbent is defeated in a primary, it is almost always curtains for his or her legislative career. In the Trump era, this has led House and Senate Republicans to either fall in line or bow out. But if states adopted ranked-choice voting and got rid of their sore-loser rules, some of these incumbents might find their spine. They might be emboldened to stand their ground and fight the extremist tide, knowing that if they lost their party primary they could come back and run as an independent in the general election, drawing support from across the spectrum.
Some experts have also suggested that ranked-choice voting be combined with “proportional representation,” a system that allocates seats in multimember districts to parties based on their proportions of the vote in each district. In this scenario, voters would rank not individual candidates but party-run (and possibly independent) slates of candidates. In 2017, Representative Don Beyer and two of his Democratic colleagues proposed such a system for the U.S. Congress. Their Fair Representation Act would create multimember districts of three to five members in larger states, then use proportional representation and ranked-choice voting to choose the winners. This has attracted interest from the New York Times editorial board and the columnist David Brooks.23
Such systems appeal to our sense of fairness. In a state like Massachusetts, where all nine House seats are held by Democrats, a proportional-representation system of three three-member districts would likely give Republicans two to three seats. Instead of each having six Republicans and one Democrat, Alabama and South Carolina would have a fairer balance too. Ohio, where Democrats won only four of sixteen House seats in 2016 and 2018, despite winning 42 and then 48 percent of the vote, would more nearly approach an even balance. In fact, most districts with three or more members would likely have at least one member from each of the two major parties.24
But reformers should be mindful of the Hippocratic oath: first, do no harm. In a three-seat district, proportional representation guarantees a seat to any party or candidate with a minimum of 25 percent of the vote plus one (and typically less). In a four-seat district, the minimum threshold declines to a fifth of the vote plus one, and so on. Once you start lowering the threshold for victory from a majority (or a sizable plurality) to 25, 20, or 16 percent, something big changes. Yes, the system becomes “fairer” and more inclusive. But it may also become more fragmented. Ranked-choice voting would reduce the danger by holding instant runoffs until a candidate cleared the largest mathematical threshold (in a three-seat district, 25 percent plus one). But even in this scenario, proportional representation is still a sharp departure from the more consensual logic of requiring a winning candidate to garner a majority of the votes in a single-member district.
America’s two major parties could split apart. We could have a Tea Party tussling with a pro-trade Republican Party. We could have a pragmatic, liberal Democratic Party wrangling with a new, Bernie Sanders–style Progressive Socialist Party.
All this might increase voter participation, but it would hardly make it easier for Congress to forge coalitions to pass legislation. Instead, Congress might be pulled even further to the extremes by pressure from America’s newly emboldened left and right flanks.
Nor is the foreign experience of proportional representation encouraging. (Just ask an Israeli or an Italian.) Moderate proportional representation did work well for many decades in post–World War II Germany, but what had long been a center-leaning, three-party system has now become a more fragmented six-party one, with the far-right nativists of Alternative for Germany winning over 12 percent of the seats in recent voting.25 Under stress, proportional-representation systems risk empowering the extremes as establishment parties hemorrhage support to more militant alternatives.
Ending a Blight on Democracy
Another fixable problem is a particularly pernicious one: the partisan gerrymandering of congressional and state-legislature districts.26 Such deliberate distortions typically produce a gross advantage for the party that controls the once-a-decade redistricting process. Since Republicans have, over the past two decades, controlled more state legislatures and thus had the advantage in drawing district boundaries, Democrats have had to win a disproportionately large margin in the popular vote in order to win the House.27 In 2018, their margin of seats won was close to their national margin of victory in the popular vote, but only because they won many close contests. Gerrymandering stifles competition by protecting incumbents. And it feeds decennial spasms of hyperpartisanship: as redistricting approaches, legislators rally ever more intensely behind their parties, using computer models and political muscle to squeeze every last ounce of partisan benefit from the process.28
These bitter battles are unworthy, unseemly, and undemocratic. The best way to fix gerrymandering is straightforward: take redistricting out of the hands of the partisan state legislatures and give it to nonpartisan commissions, as Arizona, California, Idaho, and Washington State have already done. As the superb civic organization RepresentUs suggests, independent commissioners should be “people who are openly vetted, act with complete transparency, come from across the political spectrum, and abide by strict criteria to ensure fair and accurate representation for all voters.”29
In May 2018, three quarters of Ohio voters approved a referendum with creative inducements for the state’s legislature to achieve bipartisan consensus on a redistricting plan. In a grassroots campaign with echoes of the Maine drama on ranked-choice voting, some 4,000 volunteers in Michigan gathered more than 425,000 signatures from February through May 2018 to place an initiative on the ballot giving redistricting power to a nonpartisan commission.30 On November 6, that proposition won by nearly a million votes, with over 60 percent approval. Voters in three other states—Colorado, Missouri, and Utah—also eliminated partisan gerrymandering that night. As a result, roughly a third of all House seats will be redrawn by independent commissions or nonpartisan experts by 2022.31 But most states still give complete or ultimate redistricting authority to their legislatures, which proceed in highly partisan fashion wherever a single party dominates.
Partisan redistricting is also being challenged on legal grounds. In November 2016, a federal court in Wisconsin struck down the state’s contorted assembly district map as unconstitutional. But in a cautious and narrowly argued decision in June 2018, the U.S. Supreme Court sent the issue back to the lower courts rather than rule in principle against highly partisan redistricting. That August, a North Carolina federal court reached a similar decision about that state’s redistricting plan—imposed in 2016 for the express purpose of minimizing the number of U.S. House districts in which a Democrat might win—but the court soon decided there wasn’t time to redraw districts for the 2018 election. In November, North Carolina Republicans held on to their lopsided margin of ten of the state’s thirteen seats. A separate lawsuit challenged the highly skewed Democratic redistricting plan in reliably blue Maryland.
In January 2018, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court struck down the state’s 2011 redistricting map, ruling that it “clearly, plainly, and palpably” violated the state’s constitution by undermining the ability of citizens to vote in “free and ‘equal’ elections.” Nonpartisan redistricting then made a difference. When Pennsylvania’s Republican-controlled legislature and Democratic governor could not agree on a new map, the court itself redrew the map in a way much more likely to level the playing field.32 And it did. In the November 2018 midterm elections, the Republicans won only nine of the state’s eighteen congressional seats, down from thirteen in 2016.
Partisan gerrymandering of electoral districts is an abomination against democratic principles, and its days fortunately appear to be numbered.
Let the People Vote
In theory, if more people voted in primary elections that were partially or fully open to all voters, moderates would have a better chance of winning, because they would likely be facing a broader, more ideologically diverse electorate rather than the more familiar array of devotees who usually vote in American primaries. But voter turnout in primary elections remains stubbornly low. When separated from a presidential primary, regular primary turnout tends to average around 20 percent of eligible voters—and may run as low as 10 percent in some states.33
Timing may have something to do with this, notes Elaine Kamarck of the Brookings Institution. Currently, the state primaries stretch over seven months deep into “the dog days of summer. To a certain extent, this calendar is a creation of incumbents who, confident in their small core of primary voters, liked the fact that very few people would vote.”34
Instead, Kamarck urges the states and parties to consolidate state primary elections into a few big “national primary” days. That would stimulate voter interest, galvanize media attention, and make it easier to get voters to the polls. But nationalizing state primary elections could make them even more intensely partisan.
Another option for boosting turnout would be to move state primary elections (for all offices save president) to September, when more voters are paying attention and have returned from their summer holidays. Currently only five northeastern states vote then, shortly after Labor Day. September primaries would also make for shorter, less costly campaigns, but they could give an advantage to well-funded, well-known incumbents.
The best bets for increasing state primary election turnout are the kinds of steps that would increase voter participation more generally. That means making it easier to register to vote, ideally through automatic voter registration. The United States lags well behind most advanced democracies in voter registration and turnout; one in four eligible Americans isn’t even registered to vote.35
Oregon provides a model for how to do better. In 2016, it became the first state in the country to automatically register eligible voters based on motor-vehicle registration or other interactions with the government that demonstrate U.S. citizenship.
Oregon’s new system substantially increased voter registration in 2016, particularly among racial minorities, young people, and the poor. It also increased voter turnout, which rose by four percentage points over 2012 even though Oregon didn’t have a U.S. Senate race in 2016 and Hillary Clinton had the left-leaning state’s presidential electoral votes pretty much locked up.36 By April 2018, twelve states had adopted automatic voter registration, and nineteen others were considering legislation to implement it.37 That November, voters in Michigan and Nevada adopted it by ballot initiative. Same-day registration at the polling place and online voter registration would also help.
We could also increase turnout by expanding opportunities to vote early and by mail, which can reduce the costs of voting and of staffing the polls.38 Many Americans like voting early; one in three already do it. But thirteen states still bar early voting.39
Finally, we should either move voting from our now traditional Tuesdays to the weekend (ideally on both Saturday and Sunday) or make election day in November a national holiday (perhaps by moving Presidents’ Day to that date).40 Most major democracies do something like this. Holding voting on a workday makes it harder to cast your ballot, especially for blue-collar workers with inflexible schedules.41
The beauty of these reforms is that they are both achievable and effective. There are two changes we should resist, however. One is online voting, for which reliable, hacker-proof technology is simply not ready. The second is voter suppression—the active efforts of partisan Republican politicians in some (mostly southern) states to make it more difficult to vote, particularly through discriminatory laws requiring the presentation of photo IDs, which disproportionately target racial minorities. In Georgia in 2018, Secretary of State Brian Kemp—the Republican nominee for governor—used a law requiring an “exact match” of name spellings to suspend 53,000 predominantly African American voter registration applications.42
This is why America needs to fully restore the Voting Rights Act, one of the most successful pieces of civil rights legislation in U.S. history. The act was weakened by a 2013 Supreme Court ruling, which threw out the formula requiring certain states with a history of racist voter suppression to obtain federal permission before changing their voting requirements. As recent experience shows, this measure is still needed to protect African Americans’ most fundamental rights.43 We also need to protect voters from being unfairly purged from the voter rolls, and we need criminal penalties to punish the spread of intimidating and deceptive messages designed to keep minorities from voting. Federal legislation has been proposed to address both of these problems.44 Congress should pass it and dare any president not to sign.
The Democratic Way to Elect a President
Any serious discussion about problems with American democracy comes quickly around to the Electoral College. One of the most common questions I am asked when I travel abroad is “Why do you Americans allow the loser of the popular vote to sometimes become president?” I try to explain the background—that our Founders feared unchecked populism and so designed a number of constitutional filters on the popular passions (including, until a century ago, an indirectly elected Senate). In the Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton explained that the Electoral College was meant to ensure the election of an eminently qualified candidate, and to guard against the election of a candidate with “[t]alents for low intrigue, and the little arts of popularity.”45
That was then. This is now. We have been stuck with the anachronism of the Electoral College, and all the tortured arguments in its defense, for far too long. The United States is less democratic today because of a system that, as The Economist acidly and accurately put it, “America’s founders jury-rigged in part to square the needs of democracy with the demography of slavery.”46 That Americans have—twice in less than two decades—peacefully accepted the ascension of presidents who lost the popular vote is a testament to the strength of our democratic culture; that Americans have had to do so is a testament to the deficiency of our democratic institutions.
The most obvious way to get rid of the Electoral College would require a constitutional amendment—a far-fetched prospect in this era of polarization. But there is a promising shortcut: the National Popular Vote Interstate Compact. By this ingenious initiative, eleven states (including populous New York and California) and the District of Columbia have adopted a bill requiring that their electoral votes be cast for the winner of the national popular vote. The bill only takes effect once the states that have passed it account for at least 270 electoral votes (a majority). Currently, states in the compact account for 172 electoral votes, but the bill has passed one legislative chamber in states that account for another 89 electoral votes. While this admirable initiative will not prevail in time for the 2020 election, it could get to 270 electoral votes in the not-too-distant future. The organizers take particular hope from the fact that even many Republicans believe, as a matter of principle, that the winner of the national popular vote should be president and dislike the way the current system concentrates presidential campaigning on a few key swing states.47
The Electoral College is not the only factor upholding today’s dysfunctional two-party duopoly. Another is the rules for access to the presidential debates. No independent or third-party candidate has a chance of winning the White House without participating in the autumn debates, but no serious third candidate has emerged since Ross Perot in the 1990s because, in part, the post-Perot debate rules make it virtually impossible for one to qualify. The Commission on Presidential Debates requires a third candidate to average 15 percent of the vote in presidential preference polls seven weeks before the election. As a recent Harvard Business School study noted, this creates “an insurmountable ‘Catch-22’”48: a candidate who had not contested in the party primaries would not be able to achieve the name recognition and national attention to score 15 percent in the polls without spending close to a billion dollars (and if a candidate ran in the primaries, the “sore-loser” rules would keep him off the general-election ballot in most states).49
The most democratic way to choose an American president is clear: by ranked-choice voting in a direct, national popular vote, with reasonable rules for entry into the autumn debates. But such a national system would require a constitutional amendment to end the Electoral College, as well as legislation to implement ranked-choice voting nationwide.
That is clearly a long way off. In the meanwhile, there are other ways to improve the way we choose our presidents. One could be achieved entirely by civil-society groups and the media.
Candidates for president must now run a gauntlet of low-turnout nomination contests that begins with the Iowa caucuses in January, followed in February by the New Hampshire and South Carolina primaries. In 2020, the contest will then become fast and furious as eight states—including California, Texas, Massachusetts, and Virginia—hold their primaries on March 3. But the increasing frontloading of the presidential primary calendar and the unrepresentative nature of the primary electorate—which is much more partisan and ideological than the general voting public—intensifies polarization.
So what if the first expression of presidential voter preference came not from Iowa’s caucuses but from the whole, sprawling, diverse country—in the form of a random sample of the American electorate, drawn together over a weekend to deliberate on the issues, hear the candidates speak, and then register their preferences through ranked-choice voting? This national “deliberative poll”—putting America in one room—would be far more representative of the entire nation. It would emphasize issues over personalities while giving voters a chance to size up each candidate in person. And this method of deliberative polling has already been applied more than one hundred times in twenty-eight different countries.50
A Congress That Works
Americans disagree on a lot these days, but they are united in their view of Congress: throughout 2018, only some 15 to 20 percent of Americans approved of the job it was doing.51 The best way to a more workable Congress—one better able to strike bargains and pass legislation with bipartisan majorities—is to elect more senators and representatives who are ideologically moderate or at least flexible enough to compromise.
Congress today simply isn’t very democratic. The majority party leaders in the House and the Senate tightly control the agenda and can prevent popular bills from reaching the floor. The House used to mainly consider bills under an “open” rule that allows free debate and wide amendment; now, most bills come to the floor under a “closed” rule that prohibits changes. This elevation of power over dissent has been the work of both political parties over time, making the House an increasingly embittered arena of zero-sum political combat.
The Senate was never a terribly democratic idea to begin with, but its internal procedures and culture have also eroded in recent years. The key problems include the growing use of the filibuster and senatorial holds (which enable a lone senator to prevent a motion from reaching a floor vote unless there is a three-fifths vote to end debate). These tools enable the minority to grind the body to a halt.52
These problems could be attenuated, argues Mickey Edwards, who served eight terms in the House, by changing the rules to sharply pare back the use of senatorial filibusters and holds (which used to be rare occurrences) and to guarantee that any amendment on a House bill with at least one hundred cosponsors will have a full hearing and a recorded floor vote. The nonpartisan political-reform group No Labels would go further, allowing House members to anonymously sign a discharge petition to bring a bill to the floor over the resistance of the majority leaders. This would enable moderate members of the majority party to push forward bipartisan compromises without fearing retaliation from their leaders.53 No Labels also recommends requiring an up-or-down Senate vote on any presidential nominee within ninety days, without which the nominee would be confirmed by default.54
Along with many other former members of Congress, Edwards also argues passionately that fostering better personal relationships across the partisan divide is crucial to promoting civility and problem solving on Capitol Hill. He recommends longer workweeks and more opportunities for members to travel on congressional business and socialize with one another. Some years ago, No Labels proposed a profound change to the congressional work schedule: instead of a Tuesday-to-Thursday legislative schedule that has members constantly traveling back home to raise money and see constituents, have Congress in session three weeks a month and let members go home the remaining full week.55
Somewhat paradoxically, we might achieve a better Congress by modestly loosening the requirements for openness in committee hearings, legislative negotiations, and floor debates. Transparency is important in any democracy, but when opposing politicians cannot retreat from the cameras’ glare to privately explore painful concessions and unconventional solutions, it becomes that much harder to reach compromise. Having to negotiate in public, or with the expectation that deliberations will be leaked, drives lawmakers back into politically safe, fixed positions. But if they can talk candidly in private, politicians can explore risky trade-offs that they don’t have to acknowledge unless they get a successful deal.56
There is also a tension between purity and pragmatism when it comes to congressional earmarks, the widely reviled provisions in spending bills that direct money to a specific project or purpose, usually in a member’s state or district. Earmarks are hardly ideal, but paralyzing gridlock is worse. Congress could improve its members’ bargaining flexibility by restoring some greater capacity to logroll, giving members side payments in the form of spending earmarks in exchange for agreements on legislation. If the side payments are transparent, necessary to achieve a decent deal, and proportional to the good achieved by the legislation, people are apt to see them as justifiable.57
The key point underlying all these ideas is that reform is possible. In almost all of these instances, each chamber can simply change its own rules, without the more complicated process of lawmaking. The catch is that members would have to want a Congress that works—and that will happen only when their constituents demand it.
Defending Our Elections
No amount of tinkering with our legislative machinery will matter unless Americans have confidence that our elections are honest and fair. As I’ve already suggested, this puts a high premium on ending partisan gerrymandering and voter suppression. But that still leaves two big challenges to electoral integrity: the corrupting influence of money in American politics and the newer danger of foreign (or other) hacking of our voting machines.
Most Americans take it for granted that the results announced on election night represent an honest count of the votes. Notwithstanding Donald Trump’s insinuations, there is simply no evidence of significant vote fraud of the old-fashioned kind, in which people voted multiple times, stuffed ballot boxes, or impersonated actual voters. But Russia’s penetration of state election websites and voter-registration databases in twenty-one states during the 2016 election cycle has exposed a profound vulnerability in American democracy. With “aging technology, inadequate security, and a patchwork system of election administration with widely varying degrees of sophistication and resources,” warn Wendy Weiser and Alicia Bannon of the Brennan Center for Justice, our “twentieth century voting system is not suitable for the twenty-first century.”58
The most urgent danger is computerized voting systems, such as touch-screen voting, that record votes directly into a computer’s memory without leaving a verifiable paper trail. No election in any democracy should ever take place without a paper record that can be audited or recounted.59 In the age of hacking, high-tech computer-based systems open up our elections to digital rigging that might be undetectable or virtually impossible to prove. But despite Russia’s assault on the 2016 elections, roughly a dozen American states still use electronic voting machines that do not produce a verified paper audit trail of our votes.60 And many other voting machines and state voter-registration databases are simply antiquated. Even without rigging the vote count, a malicious hacker could cause havoc—and even sway the results—by breaking into vulnerable registration systems and purging voters from the rolls.
We urgently need to modernize and harden our voting systems. In March 2018, Congress gave the states (many of them financially strapped) $380 million to upgrade their voter-registration systems, replace insecure voting machines, and implement postelection vote-audit systems. But this is only about 10 percent of the total that Congress appropriated in 2002 to upgrade voting systems—and thirty-three states say that they need to replace their voting machines before the 2020 election.61 Congress must help them. Fixing our voting infrastructure goes to the heart of our democracy; it should not be a partisan issue.
Securing our voting systems is a relatively technical challenge. Reducing the influence of money in our politics will be far tougher and more political. But the current flood of increasingly unregulated cash into our politics is devastating our democracy.
At a minimum, we should seek full disclosure of all campaign contributions and spending beyond truly trivial sums. We must require transparency in online ads while making it much more difficult for foreign actors to purchase them or otherwise intervene in an American election campaign. The Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision made this far harder, because the court in effect deemed independent groups’ ability to spend unlimited amounts of money a constitutionally protected form of free speech.
Unless and until that lamentable decision is reversed, the best we can do is to ensure full disclosure of the sources of all donations designed to influence elections. The major loophole now is the vast amount of spending done by so-called social welfare organizations—501(c)(4)s under the IRS code. These groups can spend unlimited amounts of undisclosed dark money on politics and election campaigns, so long as that amounts to less than half of their total expenditures (with the rest usually coming with “issue” education).62 Incredibly, these funds are tax exempt.
In the 2016 election cycle, the largest of these “social welfare” groups, an arm of the National Rifle Association, spent some $35 million in tax-exempt contributions; seven of the top ten dark-money groups were Republican or conservative.63 Some states, such as California, now require major nonprofit campaign spenders to disclose the identity of their donors; a bill proposed by two Democratic members of Congress would impose a similar national requirement. But partisans and special-interest groups will fight such sensible reforms tooth and nail, and it will take determined citizen advocacy to beat them back.
Another useful campaign-finance reform would crack down on the supposedly independent political action committees (known as super PACs) that raise and spend unlimited amounts of money to support presidential candidates. As the Brennan Center for Justice has noted, the laws requiring the super PACs to be independent from the candidates and their campaigns have become a joke, rendering “candidate contribution limits virtually meaningless.”64
Neither Republicans nor Democrats should put up with this. Instead, we could sensibly raise the limits on campaign contributions from individuals—but then vigorously enforce the requirement for the independence of super PACs. Proposed federal legislation from Representative David Price, a North Carolina Democrat, would close several practical loopholes that now enable close de facto coordination between super PACs and their presidential candidates; some states (including California and Minnesota) have already adopted similar measures.65
It is hard to imagine Congress passing mandatory campaign-spending limits or providing for full public financing of campaigns. But we could do more to induce candidates to accept spending limits in exchange for public support. In 2017, the city of Seattle implemented a system of public campaign financing called democracy vouchers. Each registered voter is given four vouchers worth $25, which he or she can assign to any candidate who opts into the program by agreeing to certain spending limits and by raising a minimum number of contributions of at least $10. Candidates who participated in this program raised a significantly larger share of their funding from the city’s residents.66
A kindred reform would have governments, at all election levels, match small individual contributions to candidates. This would put a premium on candidates who inspire a broad base of voters to contribute—and reduce dependence on special interests. RepresentUs would go further. Its comprehensive American Anti-Corruption Act would give every voter a credit to use to make a political donation, but candidates and political action committees could receive those credits only if they agreed to fund-raise solely from small donors.67 None of these reforms will end the flood of unregulated money into our politics, but unless we start shutting that spigot, our democracy will continue to drown.
Draining the Swamp
A better democracy also requires lobbying reform to reduce the influence of wealthy special interests and foreign governments. In October 2016, candidate Trump proposed a ban on executive-branch appointees lobbying the federal government for five years after leaving office; a five-year ban on lobbying by former members of Congress and their staffs; a lifetime ban on senior executive-branch officials lobbying for foreign governments; and a law to prevent registered foreign lobbyists from raising campaign funds in the United States.68 Trump’s plan constituted a step in the right direction. As mentioned earlier, once he took office in January 2017, President Trump issued an executive order banning departing officials from lobbying their own agencies for five years and from ever lobbying for a foreign government or foreign political party.69
But far more comprehensive reform is needed. RepresentUs has proposed banning serving members of Congress and senior congressional staff from even exploring future private employment and banning lobbyists from contributing to presidential or congressional election campaigns.70 All these provisions should be enshrined in law, with one addition: members of Congress should also be banned from ever lobbying for foreign governments.71
But we need more than just rule changes. Unlike most advanced democracies and even many emerging ones, the United States lacks a coherent national agency to enforce laws and standards against corruption by major public officeholders. The current structure—scattered across the Office of Government Ethics, the Department of Justice, the inspectors general of the various cabinet departments and agencies, and more—is weak, piecemeal, and ineffective.72
In May 2018, the Roosevelt Institute, a liberal think tank, proposed creating a fully independent Public Integrity Protection Agency to remedy this. The new agency’s director would appoint the inspectors general who serve as watchdogs of the executive branch’s departments and would be a nonpartisan figure appointed for an extended but fixed term.73 I would go even further and give this agency oversight on congressional ethics as well. Donald Trump is right when he calls today’s Washington a swamp. But he is now the worst creature in it, and only new rules and institutions can dry it up.
Defying America’s Demagogue
The most urgent problem with American democracy today is Donald Trump, and as this book goes to press, the fate of his presidency remains uncertain. He could be impeached, disgraced, and even conceivably removed from office if Senate Republicans can somehow belatedly find their spine. Or he could be reelected, opening the potential for much graver and more lasting damage to our democratic institutions and culture.
Our system has already done much to normalize this highly abnormal and dangerous president. The media, after all, must still cover the White House. Congress must still negotiate with him. Republican members of Congress must find their way within a party he has remade in his nativist image. And an unsettling number of people in his administration and outside it have sought to curry his favor by issuing obsequious praise or declining to publicly confront his transgressions.
The conventional wisdom in Washington has been that our democratic institutions—Congress, the courts, the media—are working to draw limits and defend constitutional norms. But with a new scandal or rhetorical outrage breaking virtually every day, reporters have been hard-pressed to fix the public’s attention on the larger pattern of abuse. Meanwhile, Fox News continues to cheerlead for the president and mislead its viewers while the seductions of Twitter and cable-news shouting matches have moved some other members of the media away from their constitutionally protected mission of holding powerful people accountable.
The courts have shown significant independence and integrity, at least thus far. But the Supreme Court erred in blessing a lightly disguised version of Trump’s promised ban on letting Muslims into the country. And will the judiciary’s commitment to constitutionalism hold if Trump has six more years to stack the judiciary with appointees who share his political views?
In the first two years of Trump’s presidency, the greatest system failure has been in Congress. It has failed to provide concerted moral and political pushback, especially from members of Trump’s own party, who—aside from the late, great John McCain and a few other honorable exceptions—have lacked the courage even to denounce Trump’s degradations of democracy, let alone vote against them.
What the republic needs now is a group of Republicans to draw the line, as six Republican senators did in 1950 when they signed onto Senator Margaret Chase Smith’s stirring Declaration of Conscience against Joe McCarthy. From the floor of the Senate on June 1, the Republican from Maine declared: “I do not want to see the Republican Party ride to political victory on the Four Horsemen of Calumny—Fear, Ignorance, Bigotry, and Smear. . . . While it might be a fleeting victory for the Republican Party, it would be a more lasting defeat for the American people.”74
The single most important condition for defending democracy against Trump’s calumnies is for Republican members of Congress to rise on principle, in much the way Smith did in 1950, in both votes and rhetoric. If she could summon the courage, so can Republican senators today. It is more daring to oppose a president than a fellow senator, but in 1950, Smith was a freshman and the only woman in the Senate, and McCarthy was riding high in public opinion and political momentum. In the end, democracy is only as strong as the courage of the people whose responsibility it is to defend it.
That sets out another clear test of patriotism as we look toward 2020: one brave Republican needs to mount a resolute, civic-spirited primary challenge to Trump. Fine words alone will not cut it in our hour of emergency. In recent American political history, all of our one-term presidents—Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George H. W. Bush—were badly wounded by serious primary challengers on their way to defeat in November; Lyndon Johnson was deterred from running in 1968 by Eugene McCarthy’s moral victory in the New Hampshire primary. Trump deserves the same.
A long list of Republican heavyweights—including John Kasich, Mitt Romney, Nikki Haley, Ben Sasse, Jeff Flake, Larry Hogan, and Bob Corker—understand the peril that Trump poses to their country and their party. They will face abuse and invective for running against him, and he will likely win the primary fight. But any challenger may well reap political rewards when the Republican Party shakes off the fever of Trumpism. And they will certainly be rewarded by the verdict of history. Most Republican leaders know all too well how unfit Trump is for his office, how dangerous he is for his country, and how corrosive he is for democratic values. They should act like it.
Nor should we let senior members of Trump’s administration off the hook. They have seen his autocratic temperament and behavior up close. They should turn their private horror over his conduct into forthright public criticism.
The Democratic Party faces a different dilemma. If it does not oppose Trump’s assaults on democratic norms, it will fail its core constituencies and the country at large. But if the party condemns everything Trump says and does with equal vigor, it will make it impossible for the public to distinguish between the defense of core democratic values and the waging of more normal political battles over issues.
Democrats must clearly separate two forms of opposition to Trump. First is the normal partisan and ideological resistance that one party mounts to the policy agenda of a president from the opposing party. The second level involves statements and acts that threaten democracy itself. Democrats must clearly distinguish this as a higher, more urgent level of opposition—one that demands cooperation from Republicans similarly worried about what Trump means for the republic. Here the focus must be on the defense of institutions and norms—freedom of the press, judicial independence, congressional oversight, individual rights—that transcend the standard cut and thrust of policy debate. Trump came to power by splitting Americans apart. He will be driven from power only when Americans come together.
To restore American democracy, we will need new and broad alliances. Liberals, conservatives, and independents who want politics to be more open and competitive—and less toxic and polarizing—must join together to fight for reforms like ranked-choice voting and an end to gerrymandering.
A growing number of Americans are ready—indeed hungry—for a renewal of our civic virtues. Beneath the surface of our broken national politics, they are making gains. What is missing is the national vision and leadership to renovate and reinvigorate our democracy. If we cannot summon the courage to defend our founding values, the light of the American experiment may dim, flicker, and go out.
FOURTEEN
CONCLUSION: A NEW BIRTH OF FREEDOM
Power is stubborn. It has to be moved. And it can only be moved by us.
—LAURENE POWELL JOBS, COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS TO MIAMI DADE COLLEGE, MAY 5, 20181
Tell your brother that he’s gotta rise up.
Tell your sister that she’s gotta rise up.
—LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA, “MY SHOT,” FROM Hamilton
In Frank Capra’s 1946 movie It’s a Wonderful Life, the uncle of a generous banker named George Bailey innocently misplaces a large deposit, which will let a greedy rival take over the bank and the entire town. Despondent, George (played by Jimmy Stewart) prepares to jump from the town bridge on Christmas Eve. At the last moment, a guardian angel intervenes and shows George all the good deeds that would never have been performed if not for him. “You’ve been given a great gift, George,” the angel says. “A chance to see what the world would be like without you.”
If there is a silver lining to the disaster that has been Donald Trump’s presidency, it is this: as Trump has insulted our closest democratic allies, undermined NATO, and encouraged the breakup of the European Union; as he has pulled the United States out of the global climate accord, the Iranian nuclear deal, and the Trans-Pacific Partnership; as he has started gratuitous trade wars with friends and foes alike; as he has excused and befriended Vladimir Putin and a grim list of other brutal dictators; as he has made common cause with nativist bigots abroad and at home; as he has revived the old, nasty, and specious slogan “America first”; and as he has shaken every moral and strategic pillar of the post–World War II liberal order, we are all being given a glimpse into the possible future: a chance to see what the world would look like without American leadership and steadfastness.
For democrats everywhere, this is a frightening prospect. But for the belligerent autocrats in China and Russia, it is a gift: a startling, almost too-good-to-be-true opportunity to bring down the global architecture of norms and alliances that has kept the peace in Europe and the Pacific for nearly three quarters of a century—and enabled an unprecedented expansion of democracy and freedom.
The global crisis of democracy has been long in coming. It did not start with Donald Trump, and it will not end when he leaves the White House. Yet American moral and geopolitical leadership—our defense of democratic norms, our assistance to democratic governments and movements, our support for freer trade and broader economic development, and our willingness to deter aggression and denounce oppression—has enabled waves of democratic expansion to roll forward across the world.
To be sure, the United States has often been inconsistent and imperfect in its foreign policy. But over more than a century, it has also been what former secretary of state Madeleine Albright rightly called “the indispensable nation” for democracy—indispensable in advancing human rights, indispensable in stirring democratic hopes, indispensable in building the international institutions and alliances that have enabled freedom to thrive.
Ideals matter in world politics, but so does power—and the United States, for all its flaws and blunders, has been the rare great power to fuse both might and right to create space for the expansion of democracy. Since the end of World War II, a strong, steadfast American presence has kept the democracies of Europe and the more pluralistic states of Asia from throwing in their lot with the Soviet Union, Maoist China, and their successor dictatorships. Take away American power, presence, and principles, and most Asian states would jump on the bandwagon of the emerging Chinese imperium in Asia. Remove America as the bonding cement of NATO and a counterweight to Russia’s ambitions in former Soviet states like Ukraine and Georgia, and it will doom hopes for freedom throughout the former USSR—probably even in the Baltic states—and cast a long, dark shadow over the remaining democracies of Central and Eastern Europe. The European Union might not survive such a U.S. retreat, and if the EU did, it would feel intense pressure to reconcile with a resurgent Russian empire. The world without us would be a far more frightening and dangerous place, with muscular, corrupt dictatorships dominating large swaths of the globe through both blatant coercion and covert subversion.
To borrow a phrase from Bill Clinton, the power of our example has mattered more than the example of our power.2 The assistance we have provided and the example we have shown have helped inspire and support democratic change in Latin America, Africa, and even—after a long, sordid period of unquestioning U.S. support for Arab dictatorships—the Middle East. We have often erred and failed to live up to our best traditions. But on balance, American ideals, broadcasts, grants, and diplomacy have pressured autocracies to change, warned them not to resort to devastating repression, and opened up space for people around the world to claim their own inalienable rights. Take all of that away, and it is not clear when—or if—the transitions to democracy would have occurred in such places as Argentina, Brazil, and Chile; South Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines; South Africa, Ghana, and Tunisia; and all the countries once locked behind the Iron Curtain.
Until recently, American power and principle have helped enable many societies to make peaceful transitions to democracy. American resolve has kept the ill winds of Russian rage, Chinese ambition, and populist authoritarianism from reaching hurricane force. But today, another gale is raging: that of America’s own political decay, rooted in cynical politicians, calcified systems, and complacent citizens, tarnishing the overall luster of democracy and pulling America away from the world. If we do not soon reverse this retreat, democracy worldwide will be at risk.
Already, we have seen twelve consecutive years of erosion in global levels of freedom, with many more countries declining than gaining each year, according to Freedom House. We have seen a gathering tide of democratic breakdowns, with the proportion of democracies (among countries with populations over one million) slipping back in recent years to barely half. But the numbers do not capture the full extent of the danger. Behind the statistics is a steady, palpable corrosion of democratic institutions and norms in a wide range of countries. A new global narrative is on the rise, hailing strongman rule—not parliamentary rules—as the way to govern in difficult times.
Slow descents have a way of lulling us into complacency. Things aren’t so bad, we tell ourselves; they’re just slipping a bit. But we ignore gradual decay at our peril. In Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, the freewheeling, hard-drinking Mike Campbell is asked how he went bankrupt. “Two ways,” he says. “Gradually and then suddenly.”3 The demise of democracy is often like that too.
In Venezuela, the collapse started gradually, over a protracted period of corruption and complacency. The country had once been a vibrant liberal democracy, blessed with bountiful oil wealth, but the people grew steadily more alienated from a self-serving political class that was not delivering. This paved the way for a leftist, populist demagogue, Hugo Chávez, first to try to seize power by military coup and then to triumph through the ballot box.
Much of the decay of democracy in Latin America has been like this. In Mexico, Brazil, and Peru, widespread corruption, increasing crime, and feckless governance have thrown citizen confidence and the party system into crisis. As a result, democracy is now at risk across the region.
A similar erosion is painfully clear in Turkey, a Muslim NATO ally. For years after Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his Justice and Development Party came to power, they seemed to just be religious or social conservatives willing to abide by democratic rules. Western observers and governments ignored warnings from liberal Turks as Erdogan slowly tightened the screws on dissent and pluralism. Then, after a failed coup in July 2016, he crushed all political opposition. Turkish democracy died in two ways: “Gradually and then suddenly.”
We would like to think that American democracy is immune. It is not. Democracies are not gifts or miracles; they are painstakingly built forms of government, and none of them are invincible if citizens succumb to cynicism and complacency in perilous times.
We are at a precarious moment—the most dangerous I have seen in my forty-year career as a scholar of democracy. Several major democracies are either hanging from a populist thread—as in Poland and the Philippines—or showing large and growing signs of strain. Immigrant bashing, ethnic chauvinism, and anti-Muslim bigotry are threatening the civic fabric of many democracies we had previously considered stable, including countries in the liberal heart of Western Europe and now even the United States. If democracy could be effectively extinguished in an EU member state like Hungary, then who is immune? If an illiberal demagogue deeply contemptuous of the media, the courts, the opposition, and the truth could win the American presidency, then what ground is safe?
The problems span the globe. We should not underestimate the danger of religious intolerance, now on the rise in Indonesia and India. Like Erdogan, Narendra Modi, India’s Hindu-chauvinist prime minister, is a charismatic, ambitious populist and social conservative who extols religious virtues. Like Erdogan, Modi has amassed enough power to sideline one restraining institution after another. India’s countervailing power centers—the higher courts, the civil service, the media, and independent organizations—are strong. But will Indian democracy withstand a prolonged period of one-party dominance and religious intolerance? History teaches us—all of us—to take nothing for granted.
In Africa, democratic institutions are increasingly under assault. South Africa’s wantonly corrupt president, Jacob Zuma, and his kleptocratic cabal have mercifully lost power in South Africa, but the country’s deeper problems of corruption and extreme, racially fraught poverty and inequality remain. Aside from Ghana, democracy has been either decaying or failing to take root in most other larger African states, such as Kenya, Tanzania, and Nigeria. As we have seen, despite the pervasive poverty that supposedly leads people to choose bread over freedom, most Africans still passionately want democratic and accountable government. But they need help. Instead, the current world realities of Chinese swagger, European distraction, and American retreat are enabling African autocrats to have their way.
In the Middle East, the lone Arab democracy still standing after the 2011 revolutions is Tunisia. Its breakthrough was extraordinary but fragile, and it is now struggling amid its own ill winds: a reeling economy, powerful Gulf autocrats who would like to see democracy wither, and political survivors from the old dictatorship reluctant to give up the corrupt privileges and authoritarian practices of the past. In Egypt, after the fall of the longtime Mubarak dictatorship, the military has now crushed all opposition and dissent. The oil-rich Gulf states now believe that they have forced the genie of the Arab Spring back into the bottle of state repression. Meanwhile, the Middle East’s one long-standing democracy, Israel, has been drifting increasingly toward an illiberal populism that consigns its own Arab citizens to second-class citizenship—and the Palestinians of the West Bank to none at all.4
And this could be just the beginning of the drop. Suppose that the drift in U.S. global leadership persists and even intensifies. Suppose that illiberal populism gains an even stronger footing in the United States and Western Europe. Suppose that autocratic leaders conclude that we just don’t care anymore—that there is scant price to be paid for abandoning democracy. Among the world’s fifty most populous countries, slightly less than half are now democracies, but that could well plunge to just a third or less, even as the possibilities for democratic renewal dry up in swing states that might have moved or returned to democracy under more favorable international conditions.
Here’s how that story might unfold. A third reverse wave of global democratic failures would see much of Central and Eastern Europe joining Hungary in silent defection from democracy. With the European Union’s eastern flank swinging truculently away from liberal values and its western core absorbed with anti-immigrant passions and meltdowns of national self-confidence, the EU could break apart.
A reelected Donald Trump would feel himself free to more brazenly advance an isolationist, despot-friendly, pro-Kremlin posture. Without its foundation, NATO could then disintegrate too, freeing Vladimir Putin to achieve his ultimate dream: the resurrection of the Greater Russian Empire, a new heir to the Soviet Union whose demise he has long considered a tragedy.
The Baltics would again be abandoned to a ruthless Russian bear. Hopes for democracy in Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, and Armenia would drown in a wave of Kremlin coups and aggressions. A despotic Russia would once again surround itself with client and puppet states that would do its bidding.
The lengthening shadow of authoritarianism would also reach out from Beijing. An increasingly assertive and nationalist China would demand and compel submission to its growing strategic ambitions—not just in southeast Asia and the South China Sea but in the Indian Ocean, all the way to the Middle East at one end and deep into the Pacific Ocean at the other.
As China continued its march to technological supremacy and global leadership, a declining, demoralized, and discredited United States would have to decide whether to go to war to defend democratic Taiwan from being forcibly absorbed into China’s Communist dictatorship. Surging Chinese despotism would threaten the freedom of much of the rest of democratic Asia, even if Japan, South Korea, and other U.S. allies—at best exposed, at worst forsaken—were able to resist Beijing’s growing efforts to penetrate and compromise their democratic political systems.
It would be a hinge in history. How would democracy in Latin America fare in the face of this massive shift in global power and momentum, with the corrupting influence of Chinese money eroding democratic forces in party politics, the media, and government? How would the brave dissidents and demonstrators who cherish the values of self-government and human rights argue for the moral force of democracy as an idea with China on the march and America in retreat? How many weak and tentative democracies would survive in Africa as its elites saw ever more clearly which way the winds of global power were blowing? How many multinational companies would conclude that their interests compelled them to ride the dictators’ bandwagon? How many global broadcasters and social media companies would resist the autocrats’ demands for censorship and complicity?
In such a near future, my fellow experts would no longer talk of “democratic erosion.” We would be spiraling downward into a time of democratic despair, recalling Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s grim observation from the 1970s that liberal democracy “is where the world was, not where it is going.”5 The world pulled out of that downward spiral—but it took new, more purposeful American leadership. The planet was not so lucky in the 1930s, when the global implosion of democracy led to a catastrophic world war, between a rising axis of emboldened dictatorships and a shaken and economically depressed collection of self-doubting democracies.
These are the stakes. Expanding democracy—with its liberal norms and constitutional commitments—is a crucial foundation for world peace and security. Knock that away, and our most basic hopes and assumptions will be imperiled.
The problem is not just that the ground is slipping. It is that we are perched on a global precipice. That ledge has been gradually giving way for a decade. If the erosion continues, we may well reach a tipping point where democracy goes bankrupt suddenly—plunging the world into depths of oppression and aggression that we have not seen since the end of World War II. As a political scientist, I know that our theories and tools are not nearly good enough to tell us just how close we are getting to that point—until it happens.
The Fire Beneath the Ash
All this is reason for resolve, not panic. If there is a silver lining to this picture of widespread democratic erosion, it is that many authoritarian regimes don’t look all that stable either. Remember how the Soviet Union went politically bankrupt: first gradually (with signs of sclerosis that few observers took seriously enough), then suddenly.
Several big and seemingly resilient dictatorships are facing tough times. The Islamic Republic of Iran had a near death experience in 2009 with the protests that came to be known as the Green Movement. The regime survived and cracked down ruthlessly, but Iranians continue to defy the ayatollahs audaciously even as Iran’s economy sputters. The theocracy is much more fragile than it appears.
The same is true about Ethiopia, Africa’s second-most-populous country, with more than 100 million people.6 The besieged regime there recently turned to the youthful Abiy Ahmed, who became prime minister in April 2018 and launched political reforms to open up the country’s fearful, decrepit authoritarian system. His sudden emergence has been compared with Mikhail Gorbachev’s. Abiy has rallied young people and ethnic outsiders in a country fed up with political repression, regional conflict, elite land grabs, and domination by a narrow ethnic minority.7 None of this ensures a transition to democracy, but it has opened the door.
China and Vietnam are among the world’s most seemingly stable dictatorships, but each regime confronts two classic dilemmas of successful authoritarianism. As their economies have boomed, their societies are becoming more educated, sophisticated, and diverse—and less likely to remain indefinitely content with the absence of freedom and transparency. And China’s and Vietnam’s monolithic, one-party regimes are susceptible to political earthquakes should a sudden crisis provoke intense demands for change and accountability that cannot be fulfilled from within the system. But this kind of change is unlikely to happen if China’s citizens think their Communist regime is on an intoxicating path to global domination.
Many experts argue that the Chinese Communist Party has found a formula for perfect dictatorship, utilizing social media and other feedback mechanisms to respond to discontent before it becomes politically threatening. But the supposed authoritarian strength of the Chinese system, its lack of transparency, may ultimately be its downfall. Few people really know what is happening inside Beijing’s corridors of power, except that limits on President Xi Jinping’s authority are disappearing even as Communist Party surveillance and control are intensifying. This is chafing on many businesspeople and professionals who have traveled to (or even lived in) the West and know the appeals of liberty and the rule of law.
Among the planet’s fifty most populous countries are a number of nondemocracies that have at least the formal architecture of competitive, multiparty elections, such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, Turkey, Nigeria, Tanzania, Kenya, Mozambique, and Morocco. It is easier for a country to embrace democracy when the formal structures are already in place and some surprise development—a split in the ruling party, a shift in popular sentiment, a crisis in the military—pushes the system from the façade of democracy to the real thing. That will not happen in all of these countries, but it will happen in some—if the world’s most powerful democracies will support the forces of democratic change while bringing pressure to bear on recalcitrant autocrats.
History has a way of surprising us, for ill but also for good. If we needed another lesson in hope, Malaysia provided it in May 2018, when one of the world’s most durable autocracies came crashing down after six decades in power. Malaysia’s one-party regime had once seemed invulnerable, using massive institutional advantages—including control over the media, business, the financial system, and the judiciary—to keep “winning” decisive parliamentary majorities even when it lost majority support. But after nearly a decade in power, Prime Minister Najib Razak and his ruling party were so badly repudiated at the polls—winning barely a third of the vote—that even their entrenched advantages could not save them. The spark for their demise was the breathtaking corruption scandal described in chapter 10, in which billions of dollars in public funds simply disappeared—including, reportedly, $700 million into Najib’s personal accounts.8 Criminal investigations and filings by the U.S. Justice Department and other international authorities were critical in documenting the web of kleptocracy.9 With the ruling party divided, the opposition unified, and the public livid over the staggering corruption, Malaysia experienced the first democratic change of government in its history.
Malaysia’s drama is characteristic of many elected authoritarian regimes: they seem stable, until they are not. Their strength—that they can claim legitimacy through repeated multiparty elections—is also their weakness. Lacking the discipline that comes with the real risk of electoral defeat and lacking the checks that come with an independent judiciary, a free press, and a vigorous civil society, such regimes are at chronic risk of a public revolt—either at the ballot box or on the streets—when corruption and human rights abuses reach intolerable levels. The familiar tools of control—electoral fraud, censorship, intimidation of the opposition—work only to a point. When the regime’s abuses grow too extreme, or when the society grows more prosperous and better educated, people become less willing to put up with an arrogant, self-serving autocracy. They increasingly long for voice, accountability, and the rule of law—and become more willing to take personal risks to achieve them.
Two factors often send such regimes over the cliff. One is long-term change: social and economic development that creates a more educated, resourceful, and demanding public. That lets opposition crystallize first and foremost in the cities, among the professional classes, and among the young (notably today’s smartphone generation). The second factor is divisions within the regime, which can fracture its leadership and open the way for new working alliances. Both factors were crucial in Malaysia. We can expect them to surface in other autocracies, and we should encourage them when they do.
Like Malaysia, Russia has also seen a new generation rise up with economic growth and better access to information. They too want real elections, free expression, genuinely accountable government, and the rule of law—in other words, democracy. These better-educated and younger Russians—some as young as twelve years old—are not going away.10
Their widespread street demonstrations in December 2011—the largest in Russia since the fall of the Soviet Union—alarmed and infuriated Vladimir Putin, prompting him to punish Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and the United States, which he accused of fomenting the unrest. But people mobilized again in some twenty-six cities across Russia to protest Putin’s inauguration to a fourth presidential term.11 And with Donald Trump in the White House, whom does Putin have to blame now? Electoral autocracies look strong—until they’re not. Beneath the surface of domineering calm, there now stirs in Russia a generation of young, urban, educated citizens who are fed up with kleptocracy and will not be silent.
Deep down, Putin knows this, which is why he will not allow the level of electoral opposition that has existed in Malaysia. Russia’s March 2018 presidential election was a charade in which the only serious opposition candidate, Alexei Navalny, was barred from running. Putin is a kleptocrat of titanic proportions, but we shouldn’t overestimate his regime’s stability. His kleptocracy has immense control over money, propaganda, and means of coercion. But its insecurity is just as immense.
This is why Putin is so unnerved by the fall of other autocracies. Putin waged a relentless propaganda assault against my Stanford colleague Michael McFaul from the moment he arrived in Moscow as U.S. ambassador in January 2012. One motive for the Kremlin’s campaign was a 2005 article that McFaul had written in the Journal of Democracy analyzing the conditions that facilitated the “color revolutions” against electoral fraud in Serbia, Georgia, and Ukraine between 2000 and 2004, bringing about transitions to democracy in each case.12 Putin feared that McFaul had come to promote the conditions in Russia for democracy: political space for opposition, an unpopular incumbent, a united opposition, and rifts within the regime. Any autocrat who fears that an American ambassador could bring down a regime as resourceful and ruthless as Russia’s cannot really, deep down, be confident.
Another crucial factor in the collapse of an autocracy is brave opposition leadership. Putin’s most charismatic and effective opponent, Boris Nemtsov, was shot to death a short distance from the Kremlin in February 2015. In Malaysia, the opposition leader Anwar Ibrahim’s reputation was slandered repeatedly, and he spent nearly half of the last two decades in solitary confinement.
In November 2014, shortly before the final phase of his legal appeal against a second trumped-up conviction on bogus sodomy charges, Anwar gave a learned address at Stanford University on “Islam and Democracy.” It was a bold, forthright declaration of Islam’s compatibility with liberal democracy—including freedom of religion, freedom of conscience, freedom of expression, and the rule of law. It frontally denounced Malaysia’s rising ethnic and religious bigotry, in the name of Islam. And it closed by invoking Abu al-Qasim al-Shabbi, an early-twentieth-century Tunisian poet whose words later inspired Tunisian and Egyptian protesters during the Arab Spring. “If the people will to live,” Anwar quoted the poet as saying, “the chains are certain to be broken.”
After the intense applause died down and the rush of student and faculty admirers subsided, I pulled Anwar aside for a short stroll on Stanford’s pastoral campus. I had something difficult to ask him privately, and the poignancy of the moment hung in the air. If he returned to Malaysia, his conviction would probably be upheld, leaving him to face another long spell in prison, probably again in solitary confinement. It was ten years since he had been released from his first such stint. He was sixty-seven years old. I worried that he might not survive another long sentence.
“Why not stay here?” I asked—but really, it was an appeal. “You can get political asylum in the United States. You can work from here for democracy in Malaysia.”
“I have to go back,” Anwar replied. “The struggle is there at home. If I don’t return, the regime will paint me as a coward and a fugitive from justice, and I will lose legitimacy.”
There is no other word for this than courage, a word too often used but too little seen in our time. At the time, I was struck by the realization that I was seeing it in the moment, in the flesh. I didn’t know if I would see it again. But I have—repeatedly.
Two and a half years later, at the Oslo Freedom Forum, I met Vladimir Kara-Murza, the journalist and associate of Boris Nemtsov whom the Kremlin twice came very close to assassinating with a rare poison. Our May 2017 Oslo meeting came just three months after the second attempt on Kara-Murza’s life. Each time, the Moscow doctor who had cared for Kara-Murza had warned his wife that her husband’s vital organs were shutting down, leaving him with only a 5 percent chance of pulling through. After his second recovery, the doctor warned him sternly, “If there is a third attempt, you will not survive.”
In Norway, I asked Kara-Murza his plans, and his answer was virtually identical to Anwar’s in 2014. “When I’ve fully recovered, I will return to Russia,” he said. I was aghast. I had only just met him, but I pleaded with him not to travel back to Russia while Putin was still in power. He was unmoved. “I have to return at some point,” he said. “If I do not go back, I will lose touch with the struggle, and it will diminish my ability to effect change.”
Such courage should inspire us all. We can rally ourselves to action out of fear and anger—justified reactions in the age of Trump, Orbán, and Putin. But fear can be paralyzing, and anger can be polarizing. It is better to be driven by conviction and hope—by the conviction that freedom is worth risking everything to defend, and by the hope, confirmed by countless national struggles including our own, that if people who value liberty and justice can draw together smartly and steadfastly, they can prevail.
We live in frightening times, but it was not simply fear and alarm that propelled me to write this book. It was the hope and inspiration that I have drawn from democracy activists around the world who chose to risk it all for freedom. I think of Zin Mar Aung, spending eleven years in solitary confinement in Burma, refusing to buckle under to military dictatorship. I think of Rafael Marques de Morais, defying death threats and prison terms to expose kleptocracy in Angola. I think of Kenyans like Maina Kiai, an indefatigable human rights defender and former U.N. champion of free association, and John Githongo, a journalist and anticorruption activist, who have persisted despite risks to their livelihoods and lives. Over three decades, Kenya’s corrupt power brokers have tried to warn or buy Kiai off. “What do you want?” they asked. “Just name it.” He never wavered: “These are my values,” he would reply. “This is who I am. I have been fighting for democracy and justice my whole life.”13
This is what autocrats worry about: the refusal of all these activists to just give up, even in the face of cruelty, calumny, and crackdown. This is the fear that gnaws at tyrants—whether in Tehran or Cairo, Moscow or Beijing—and keeps them from sleeping soundly. Al-Shabbi’s most famous poem—the one that was widely quoted by prodemocracy protesters during the 2011 Arab Spring—includes these lines:
Wait! Don’t be fooled by the spring, the clearness of the sky, or the light of the dawn;
for on the horizon lies the horror of darkness, rumble of thunder, and blowing of winds.
Beware, for below the ash there is fire.14
Avoiding “America Alone”
It is a cliché to say we stand at a turning point; but we do. The danger of a killer wave of democratic breakdowns is real and growing. The winds of Russian rage, Chinese ambition, and American complacency are gusting. These give political space and comfort to autocrats around the world looking to tighten their grip. One form of backsliding builds on another. As geopolitical momentum swings behind today’s illiberal populists, they sense new possibilities for riding economic anxiety and ethnic and religious prejudice to power. Watching and aiding one another, aspiring autocrats discover new techniques for stirring fear, polarizing publics, and eroding constitutional checks on their power.
We can still reverse these ill winds. We can even help generate a new burst of freedom in the world. But it will not happen without vigorous American leadership—to support democrats, pressure autocrats, and counter the malign expansion of Russian and Chinese power.
Global leadership does not mean American global dominance. Those days are gone. But American leadership is flatly incompatible with Trump’s relentless insistence that the United States is being cheated by its friends and allies and must now insist on putting its interests above all others. Of course, every country puts its national interests first. But the constant trumpeting of “America first” is heard around the world as “America only,” and that propels us down the self-defeating path of “America alone.”
Reversing the alarming worldwide trends of authoritarian advance and democratic decay requires first and foremost the steadfast embrace of our alliances. That means an unflinching U.S. commitment to NATO, and to its crucial Article 5 provision for mutual defense—reaffirming that an attack on any alliance member is an attack on them all. It means support for the European Union as not only a crucial economic and political complement to NATO but also an indispensable building bloc of a larger community of democratic nations. And it means reviving our commitment to other communities of shared democratic resolve, including, in our own backyard, the Organization of American States.
Broad democratization will be slower to come to Asia, but as China casts its shadow over the region, we have two key advantages we can harness. First, most Asians—and most Asian governments—desperately want an alternative to Chinese hegemony. That alternative will never again be American hegemony but rather a fluid balance of power in which no superpower dominates the region and Asian countries are free to determine their own fates. This can happen only if the United States remains heavily engaged in Asia, to ensure that its sea lanes remain open, to help buck up Taiwan and other democratic governments against Chinese military intimidation, to support the growth of democratic norms and institutions, and to build up regional economic alternatives to Chinese control.
The second advantage is that Asia continues to be a region of rapid economic and social transformation. Xi Jinping and other Asian autocrats may insist that only the China model is a compelling fit with “Asian values,” but as levels of education, information, and income rise, Asians are moving in a different direction, toward greater aspirations for freedom and autonomy. Even in China’s own backyard, democratic ideals—which are, after all, universal values—have the advantage. But they aren’t likely to triumph without support from Europe, Japan, and above all the United States.
All this may sound like the quaint idealism of a more hopeful, bygone era—before the elevation of Donald Trump and his miserly, transactional, soulless approach to world affairs. But within Congress, the career foreign service, and the professional national security bureaucracy—and even among many of Trump’s own appointees to senior foreign policy positions—there remains a strong commitment to American leadership in Europe and Asia, as well as to energetic American initiatives worldwide to defend human rights, support democracies, promote economic growth, foster freer trade, combat terrorism, and counter the power projection of Russia, China, and Iran.
Yes, much of the Republican base has swallowed Trump’s cynical, pro-Putin, and inward-turning approach to the world. But this appears more as a tribal embrace of Trump—as leader, symbol, and aggrieved cause—than a resolute foreign policy conviction. We can still reassert American democratic leadership in the world and launch a new generation of public broadcasting and diplomacy to convey democratic values and rebut misinformation in the digital age.
But this will be done only with a different president. The longer that Trump stays in power, the deeper and more lasting will be the damage to America’s standing in the world, our democratic alliances, our career diplomats, soldiers, and spies—and thus to our capacity to rebound from the immense damage that Trump is inflicting on the liberal world order, which has secured the highest levels of freedom and human development and the longest stretch of peace between major powers in modern history.
Against Complacency
The threats to democracy and the assaults on truth, tolerance, and human dignity are growing. But there may be a silver lining. “Ill blows the wind that profits nobody,” wrote Shakespeare in Henry VI Part 3. The time of Trump may yet rally those who believe in democracy—of all nationalities, ages, ethnicities, faiths, genders, and political parties—to come together to defend it.
If the greatest problem with today’s Russia is its simmering rage and the greatest challenge with today’s China is its vaulting ambition, the greatest blight on American democracy is our profound complacency. We have taken far too much for granted for far too long.
As the 2018 midterm elections were approaching, a student of mine at Stanford, Matthew Wigler, spent the summer interviewing voters and candidates in swing congressional districts across the United States. In the Central Valley of California, he encountered a twenty-year-old Hispanic American woman who was disgusted with Donald Trump and his policies on immigration, guns, and (in her words) “locking up kids.” But she conceded that she wasn’t likely to cast her ballot that November. “I’m all for voting, but sometimes I get lazy,” she said.15
She isn’t alone. Even in presidential election years, voter turnout in the United States is among the lowest in the advanced democracies.16 The nonvoters tend to be younger, less educated, and disproportionately Latino or Asian American.17 Turnout is also being discouraged by apathy, by a lack of competition and choice, and by Republican-backed laws in more than a dozen states that make it harder to register, vote early, or vote at all without a certain type of state-issued photo ID.18 We cannot revitalize our democracy unless we mobilize more people to care, become informed, and actually vote. In 2018, voter turnout sharply rose for a midterm election, but revitalizing our democracy will require a massive grassroots effort to reach and rouse nonvoters, as well as legal action and electoral reforms to combat voter suppression and imbue elections with greater choice.
Readers have already seen my agenda for renewing American democracy. It’s ambitious, but it’s attainable. Against all odds, confronting a resourceful and cynical pack of established politicians, the voters of Maine prevailed in 2018, changing their electoral system to allow for greater competition. That took dogged efforts by grassroots citizen activists, and their victory has ignited nationwide interest in ranked-choice voting and other reforms to open up our elections to wider, more meaningful choice. Momentum for electoral reform is gathering in Massachusetts, Minnesota, Wisconsin, California, and New Mexico. And increasingly, partisan gerrymandering is under assault from legal challenges and bottom-up efforts to put an end to this bane of democracy.
It is not just liberal cities or progressive states that are seeing a new burst of reformist energy. Bills and voter initiatives to end gerrymandering, fight corruption, improve transparency, and strengthen voting rights are also passing in red states like Alaska, Missouri, North Dakota, and Utah, and in swing states like Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, and Ohio.19 The common thread in all these changes is that citizens are organizing to bring about change. In Alaska, RepresentUs sponsored an anticorruption initiative to limit lobbyists’ gifts to politicians, strengthen conflict-of-interest rules, and halt legislators’ per diems if they fail to pass a budget on time. With the voter initiative drawing 84 percent support in preelection polls, Alaska’s Republican-controlled legislature preemptively passed its provisions into law in July 2018 rather than risk a voter tsunami in November.20
But changing the law is not the only path to reducing polarization and rebuilding a more workable democracy. A new bipartisan initiative, With Honor, has begun supporting military veterans of both parties who run for Congress pledging to embrace bipartisan problem solving and a civil tone over unrelenting partisanship.21 In November 2018, the organization helped elect nearly half of the roughly forty military veterans it endorsed for the House, raising the number of veterans in Congress to its highest level in nearly a decade.22 They included Jared Golden, the former marine who prevailed through ranked-choice voting in Maine, and Dan Crenshaw—a former Navy SEAL who lost an eye in Afghanistan, and who won over Saturday Night Live viewers across the spectrum with a Veterans Day message of national unity and a gracious willingness to accept SNL star Pete Davidson’s apology for his previous juvenile mocking of Crenshaw’s eye patch. Other bipartisan organizations, such as No Labels and the Bipartisan Policy Center, are working to create a political climate in which Republicans and Democrats cooperate to address the nation’s urgent problems.
If we are resolute, the time of Trump could still be followed by a new Progressive era that revives the founding spirit of American democracy, a time in which ordinary people rise up to reclaim power from giant corporations, opaque special interests, and entrenched partisan oligarchies.
But it is up to us. This is an existential moment for American democracy. We could rescue it from the howling gales of bigotry, fear, nativism, prejudice, and misinformation. But we could also lose it. That is the central warning of this book: we could lose our democracy—or see it so degraded by abuse of power, deliberate divisiveness, and the steady erosion of our civil liberties that it fails to protect or inspire, at home or abroad. We would like to think that American democracy is immortal and impervious. We would like to think that it can’t happen here. But it can.
We cannot be so arrogant or complacent as to assume that there is some natural and unbridgeable point at which the subversion of our democratic norms and institutions is bound to stop. No democratic constitution is self-enforcing. It takes people in positions of authority and responsibility to defend it. Republicans in Congress have so far failed that test. The media have been more steadfast, but some staunchly conservative outlets appear ready to follow Trump wherever he may lead. The judiciary has often ruled wisely, but it has yet to be fully tested; it is not immune from the pulls of partisan polarization, and it has already indulged some of Trump’s outrages.
That brings us to the last line of defense: “we the people.” You and I—all of us—are America’s ultimate barrier against a descent into tyranny. And that barrier will not stand unless it is constantly reinforced.
Democracy will not reform itself by some hidden or automatic process. It takes citizens to awaken from their inertia, apathy, or fear. No one else will demand change for us.
If you fear for our democracy, vote—and get everyone you can to vote. Elections now are about much more than policy choices on health care, the environment, or the economy, vital though such issues are. In the era of Donald Trump and the partisan corrosion of democracy, our votes will determine the fate of our constitutional checks and balances and of our rights under the rule of law.
If you are fed up with caustic polarization, conflicts of interest, and abuse of power, work for change. Find an organization in your state or your community that is campaigning for democratic reform—groups like RepresentUs, FairVote, and Common Cause—and join their efforts. Or support think tanks like the Niskanen Center and advocacy groups like No Labels that are thoughtfully seeking to bridge our divides. Fight bigotry by backing organizations like the ACLU, the NAACP, and the Southern Poverty Law Center, or any church, mosque, or synagogue appealing for racial and religious diversity. Follow the excellent research and advocacy of groups working to defend our democracy in this hour of danger, including the Brennan Center for Justice, the Center for Responsive Politics, the Sunlight Foundation, Protect Democracy, and Stand Up Republic.23 Spread the news among your friends and followers on social media—with words that restore rather than shred a culture of civility.
I have devoted my life to the study of democracy, but I am a citizen like any other. My vote counts for no more than anyone else’s. So my ultimate appeal goes out to my fellow citizens: join the movement for a better, fairer, and more transparent democracy. It may seem like a long and difficult struggle, but it needn’t be a dreary one. Along the way, you will meet neighbors, make friends, and find people who will uplift you. You will encounter outrage and frustration, but you will also find the meaning and the joy that come from connecting in a noble common cause—ultimately, one that will change the course of history. Vote and advocate for a foreign policy that supports democratic allies and movements around the world. Help educate young people about the history of the struggle for liberty and self-government—this wondrous and perishable gift that each generation must discover, embrace, and renew.
This is the duty of democratic citizenship: to fight for the values of our republic as if our own freedom is at stake. It is.
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