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			INTRODUCTION

			A moment before the show went live, I realized how nervous I was.

			German is my mother tongue. But after going to college in Britain and grad school in America, I am now more comfortable talking about politics in English. So when I sat down for a live interview with Tagesthemen, one of the most popular news programs in Germany, I was afraid that I might make a fool of myself by sounding incoherent or saying something I didn’t really mean.

			When the host set me up to talk about some of the main arguments in my latest book—What, she asked, are the causes for the recent rise of authoritarian populism?—I started to find my groove. Little by little, my nerves steadied.

			There is widespread anger at economic stagnation, I said. There is the rise of social media, which makes it easier for demagogues to reach a big audience by spreading lies and inciting hatred. And then there is a third reason, one that is particularly pertinent in a country still grappling with the recent arrival of a million refugees from Africa and the Middle East.

			“We are,” I told the host, “embarking on a historically unique experiment—that of turning a monoethnic and monocultural democracy into a multiethnic one. That can work. I think it will work. But of course it also causes all kinds of disruptions.”

			After the interview, a wave of relief washed over me. My German had mostly sounded natural. I had managed to get across some of the core arguments from my book. Most important, I had not done anything crazy or embarrassing. The worst outcome of any live interview—that you inadvertently go viral—had not, I thought, materialized.

			I headed to the railway station with a big smile. With not a minute to spare, I caught a train to Frankfurt, checked into an airport hotel, and fell into a deep sleep.

			

			—

			Only when I switched on my phone the next evening, after a ten-hour flight back to the United States, did I realize that the interview had gone viral after all. My inbox was overflowing with angry messages: “Stop telling us how to live!!” one said. “How dare you experiment on us?!” another asked. “Thanks for admitting to your vile conspiracy,” a third read.

			I was taken aback by how vitriolic these messages were. But I was even more baffled by their content. To what conspiracy had I admitted? Who was I supposedly experimenting on?

			A search of the internet quickly supplied the answer. A few minutes after my interview, Tichys Einblick, a far-right website, had posted an article implying that Angela Merkel and I were deliberately experimenting on the German people. “Who agreed to this experiment?” its author demanded to know.

			From this short post, the rage at my supposed admission had spread with astonishing speed. Far-right radio hosts, YouTubers, even elected politicians were citing the interview as proof that nefarious forces were undertaking a “great replacement” designed to annihilate Europe’s native population.

			Finally, the word reached The Daily Stormer, an American neo-Nazi website. Putting my name in triple brackets to indicate that I am Jewish, the headline warned readers about (((Yascha Mounk)))’s Unique Historical Experiment. Invoking Arbeit Macht Frei, the perfidious inscription on the gate to the Auschwitz extermination camp, the article was tagged: Diversity Macht Frei—The Hebrew People Are at It Again.

			

			—

			In one sense, my fifteen minutes of fame among the far right and the five minutes of hate they elicited are based on a straightforward misunderstanding. To state the obvious, Angela Merkel and I are not in cahoots to run some grand experiment on the German people. Nobody is. The rapid change in the ethnic and religious composition of countries from Germany to Sweden, and from Australia to the United States, does not stem from the deliberate preferences of some secret cabal; it is the oft-unintended consequence of a series of choices that politicians have made for a variety of economic, political, and humanitarian reasons.

			And yet I do not regret using the word “experiment.” For I still believe that, understood in the right way, this word best describes the situation in which most developed democracies around the world now find themselves.

			In one sense, an experiment is carried out by scientists who consciously set parameters before they begin. According to The Oxford English Dictionary, it is “a scientific procedure undertaken to make a discovery, test a hypothesis, or demonstrate a known fact.” This is how my critics interpreted the claim that many countries have now embarked on a unique historical experiment. In their mind, where there is an experiment, there must be an experimenter—preferably a Jew with an unplaceable accent and an affiliation with elite institutions like Harvard University.

			But in another sense, an experiment can simply consist of trying to make some important endeavor succeed in unaccustomed or unforeseen circumstances. It is, in the words of the same dictionary entry, “a course of action tentatively adopted without being sure of the outcome.”

			This, of course, is what I had in mind.

			

			—

			In the eighteenth century, the Founding Fathers of the United States embarked on a great experiment in modern democracy when they set up a self-governing republic at a time when similar undertakings had miserably failed in every country where they had been tried. Though they could not be sure of the outcome, they recognized that a “long train of abuses” left them with no other choice if they were to be true to their ideals.

			Today, we are embarking on a similarly novel endeavor. At a time when there is little precedent for them, we have stumbled into a great experiment in building highly diverse democracies that manage to endure and, hopefully, treat their members fairly.

			This great experiment is the most important endeavor of our time. It was set in motion in the absence of a conscious experimenter. We lack widespread agreement about the kinds of rules and institutions that can help it succeed. And increasingly, we are losing sight of the goal: a vision of the future that members of both majority and minority groups can wholeheartedly embrace.

			The purpose of this book is to trace the nature of this experiment, to chronicle the prohibitive costs we would pay if it failed, and to offer an optimistic vision for how it can succeed.

			DIVERSE DEMOCRACY AND ITS DISCONTENTS

			It’s tempting to think that it should be easy to make the great experiment work.

			From Sweden to the United States, politicians like to claim that “diversity is our strength.” And those who value democratic institutions naturally believe that these are better able than dictatorships to keep the peace between different ethnic or religious groups. So shouldn’t building diverse democracies be pretty straightforward?

			Unfortunately, there are two oft-neglected reasons why both diversity and democracy can actually make it harder for societies to succeed. First, clashes between different identity groups have historically been one of the major drivers of human conflict. For many societies, diversity has turned out to be a stumbling block rather than a strength. And second, democratic institutions can do as much to exacerbate as to alleviate the challenge of diversity. In many cases, rule by the majority has served to enflame violence between ethnic or religious rivals and to deepen the exclusion of minority groups.

			If the great experiment is to succeed, we need to take an unflinching look at the obstacles that stand in its way.

			

			—

			In some of history’s most bloody conflicts, victim and perpetrator shared what, to modern eyes, would appear to be the same identity. Humans are perfectly capable of waging war on their own compatriots and coreligionists, of inflicting untold misery on people who share the color of their skin or are members of their own family.

			But the history of countries from India to Indonesia also shows that diversity significantly increases the danger of violent conflict. In many of humanity’s most heinous crimes, “ascriptive identities” like race or religion played a decisive role. From the mass deportations carried out by the Assyrian Empire in the ninth century BC to the expulsion of Muslims from medieval Spain, from the Holocaust to the Rwandan genocide, one group’s supposed iniquity or inferiority has, time and again, served as a pretext for violence and murder on a massive scale.

			A clash between groups who are descended from different ancestors or who worship a different god has, historically, been one of the main causes for violent conflict, state failure, and even civil war. That is the first difficulty facing diverse societies.

			

			—

			Can key features of democracy, like regular elections, help to avoid the pitfalls to which diverse societies have so often fallen prey?

			The historical record is far from sanguine. The citizens of the world’s most celebrated democracies have prided themselves on their ethnic purity. From Athens to Rome, and from Venice to Geneva, premodern attempts at self-government were restricted to an ethnic in-group.

			Meanwhile, the most celebrated examples of diverse societies were, with few exceptions, empires or monarchies. From Baghdad in the ninth century to Vienna in the nineteenth century, episodes in which a great variety of different groups lived together peacefully, and influenced one another’s cultures, came at times when the people had little say over their collective fate.

			That is no mere coincidence. If you are the subject of a king or emperor, the relative number of people in your own group does not directly impact the laws you have to follow. So long as you trust the monarch to tolerate your community, you can look upon an influx of people from a different ethnic or religious group with relative equanimity.

			If you are a citizen of a democracy, by contrast, the relative number of people in your own group directly impacts your ability to shape political outcomes. So long as you are in the majority, you get to call the shots. If you suddenly find yourself in the minority because of immigration or other forms of demographic change, the laws to which you are subject could change drastically. The very logic of self-government, with its constant imperative to cobble together a majority of like-minded voters, makes it tempting for citizens to exclude those they regard as different from full participation in their polity.

			This is the second difficulty facing diverse democracies. Democratic institutions often make it harder, not easier, to keep the peace between competing identity groups.

			

			—

			Diversity often leads to conflict. Democratic institutions frequently aggravate ethnic and religious tensions. So if diverse democracies are to endure, or even thrive, it would be helpful if they could look back at a long history of trying to forge fair and inclusive societies.

			Sadly, that is not the case. Most democracies have a long tradition of ethnic and religious exclusion, and so they have worryingly little experience with how to handle the diversity of identity groups that is now their reality.

			Only in the past five or six decades have most democracies embraced erstwhile outsiders as compatriots on a significant scale. At the end of World War II, fewer than one in twenty-five people living in the United Kingdom had been born abroad. Today, it is one in seven. Until a few decades ago, Sweden was one of the most homogeneous countries in the world. Now one in five Swedish residents have foreign roots. Countries from Austria to Australia have undergone similarly rapid changes.

			The reasons for this demographic transformation differ from place to place. In Germany and Switzerland, it was mostly driven by the need for unskilled labor that would fuel these countries’ “economic miracle” in the 1950s and 1960s. In France and the United Kingdom, much of it was a consequence of the imposition, and later dissolution, of brutal empires. In Denmark and Sweden, generous asylum laws played a significant role.

			But despite important differences, all these countries share a key commonality: their transformation is owed to the unforeseen and unintended consequences of policies that had objectives unrelated to the ultimate outcome. None of these countries intentionally chose to turn themselves into diverse democracies, and so none of them ever developed a coherent plan for how to deal with the key challenges they would face.

			

			—

			A version of this story also holds true for North America.

			Because the great majority of their citizens have roots in distant lands, Canada and the United States could never pretend that a long history of common heritage or shared experience bound one compatriot to another. Unlike most European countries, they thought of themselves as nations composed of immigrants from their inception. And yet the major democracies of the New World have, for much of their existence, been deeply ethnically exclusionary in their own ways, and have blundered into the great experiment with just as little foresight.

			The link between race and citizenship is particularly close in the United States. For the first ninety years of the republic’s existence, African Americans were denied the most basic protections of citizenship: the right to keep the fruits of their own labor, to choose where to live or whom to marry.

			When the peculiarly cruel institution of chattel slavery was finally abolished, in 1865, and the country embarked on a hopeful period of reinvention, African Americans briefly seemed to gain full civic rights. But as the backlash to Reconstruction built, they were, once again, disbarred from full participation in the nation’s public life. Under the oppressive laws that held sway in the country’s South for the better part of the next hundred years, they were segregated from their nominal compatriots, denied access to many basic social services, and prevented from participating in electoral politics.

			For much of its history, America has also been less open to immigration from outside of Europe than the story it traditionally tells about its origins might suggest. When Chinese laborers started to arrive on the West Coast in significant numbers in the latter half of the nineteenth century, politicians began to worry about the impact that the influx of this “alien race” would have on the ethnic makeup of the American population. Starting in 1875, a series of laws barred “undesirable” East Asian immigrants from entering the country.

			When the share of foreign-born residents climbed to a record high in the first decades of the twentieth century, Democrats and Republicans agreed to tighten the screw further. Laws passed in the 1920s capped the total number of newcomers at 165,000 per year and imposed additional restrictions on non-Western immigrants.

			Only in 1965 did the Immigration and Nationality Act begin to remove the strict limits on immigration from outside the Western Hemisphere. Even then, leading politicians sought to ensure that the new regime would not alter the country’s demographic composition. In his signing statement, President Lyndon B. Johnson insisted that this “is not a revolutionary bill. It does not affect the lives of millions. It will not reshape the structure of our daily lives.”

			At first, the number of immigrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin America grew slowly. But as the proportion of immigrants from continents other than Europe gradually rose, and the new arrivals made liberal use of their right to sponsor family members to follow them to the promised land, they came to make up the lion’s share of newcomers. During the 2010s, about four out of every five immigrants legally admitted to the United States came from Asia or Latin America.

			Even in the United States, the great experiment is more a result of mistaken assumptions about the long-term impact of public policy reforms than a testament to a principled commitment to the benefits of diversity. Neither Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Delano Roosevelt nor Lyndon Baynes Johnson and Ronald Reagan took a conscious decision to set up the great experiment. They all stumbled into it.

			That helps to explain many of the problems from which diverse democracies around the world now suffer.

			

			—

			Many democracies have, since their inception, pledged to treat all their citizens equally, irrespective of their religion or ethnicity. They are doing their best to make the great experiment work. And yet the stories they tell about themselves still hinge on the fiction of their homogeneity.

			If you had asked residents of Stockholm, Vienna, or Tokyo five decades ago who truly belonged in their country, they would likely have given you a version of the same answer: someone whose ancestors spoke the same language, lived in the same territory, belonged to the same ethnic group, and perhaps even worshipped the same god. Even today, many of these countries make it harder for minority groups to practice their religion or find cultural recognition. They pass lightly over the darkest chapters of their countries’ past. And in some cases, they continue to insist that a “true” member of their country must share the same culture and ethnicity.

			Especially in countries that have long prided themselves on their cultural cohesion, and have not experienced a significant influx of immigrants for very long, this raises the risk of a permanent division between insiders and outsiders. In parts of Europe and East Asia, many immigrants and members of other minority groups fear that they will never quite belong in the only country they have ever known.

			As a result, the risk of cultural fragmentation is now real. Some immigrant groups have formed a socioeconomic underclass. In the poorest banlieues or inner-city neighborhoods, a few are vowing to reject the most basic rules of their societies, to voice sympathy for violent extremists, or even to engage in acts of homegrown terrorism.

			Other democracies, which have been highly diverse since their founding, have for centuries endorsed a much more explicit scheme of domination. Much of their history consists of a slow struggle to overcome an overt racial hierarchy that placed white Anglo-Saxon Protestants at the top, a diverse array of religions and ethnicities in the middle, and black or indigenous people at the very bottom.

			Their success in doing so should not be belittled. The astonishing difference between the rights and opportunities African Americans enjoy today and those to which they had access fifty or a hundred years ago testifies to the ability of even the most deeply flawed democracies to refashion themselves.

			And yet the brutal history of domination continues to cast its long shadow over these societies. Those whose ancestors have been subjugated in the past still suffer from serious socioeconomic disadvantages. Mistrust between different demographic groups continues to run deep. And even though these countries have long ago embraced legal equality for all their citizens, the echoes of past subjugation continue to reverberate in shocking injustices, like the abhorrent police killings of unarmed black men.

			The history of diverse societies is grim. And though many things have improved over the last few decades, the past continues to haunt the present. All of that makes it unsurprising that many people are now growing pessimistic about whether diverse democracies will be able to endure.

			THE RISE OF THE PESSIMISTS

			To while away the time before the start of the match, the fans got a few chants going: “Here it is, the mosquito,” a man with closely cropped brown hair intoned, his body turned to the crowd. “It bites you in the front and the back,” he added as the crowd stomped its feet. “Quick, go get some bug spray,” he concluded, to raucous applause, “and the mosquito is kaput.”

			Then the man took a long swig of beer and raised his right arm in a fascist salute. The crowd eagerly followed suit, a hundred men, and about a dozen women, reciprocating the gesture.

			One of the few people who did not raise his hands was standing right next to me. “I have to be careful how I cheer these days,” Paolo Polidori, a middle-aged Italian man wearing a navy T-shirt, beige khakis, and blue trainers, told me. “Wouldn’t want people to make a thing of it. . . .”

			Born in Trieste, Polidori has been coming to the Curva Furlan, the home of the most devoted fans of the local soccer club, since he was a little boy. Though he was not attending that day’s game in an official capacity, he has, over the past years, become a powerful man in this midsized city in Italy’s northeast.

			The longtime leader of the largest faction on Trieste’s city council, Polidori recently became the town’s deputy mayor. If his party, the far-right Lega, wins Italy’s next parliamentary elections, he may move on to more august responsibilities. “Polidori,” one local journalist told me, “is a man on the make.”

			During a conversation that morning, at the picturesque Caffé degli Specchi in the town’s central square, Polidori cycled through a litany of far-right talking points that I had also heard from activists during reporting trips in countries from Poland to Brazil. Mainstream politicians, he insisted, are secretly doing the bidding of George Soros. The governments they prop up hide the harmful effects of vaccines to boost the profits of big pharmaceutical companies. And immigration, especially from Muslim countries, is a terrible danger to Italy. That is why his party, with its proud opposition to a multiethnic society, is the only political force that can save the country.

			Back at the stadium, the game had finally started. When the opposing keeper took a goal kick, the crowd broke into loud monkey noises. “It’s OK because he’s white,” Polidori said to me, a mischievous smile on his lips. “A bit of a paradox . . .”

			

			—

			In many developed democracies, pessimism about the great experiment is now the defining hallmark of parts of the right. Like Polidori, the racists and demagogues of this world agree on a key credo: the historical success of democracies from Italy to the United States is rooted in their cultural inheritance and ethnic makeup. Immigration and demographic change present an existential threat to both. They are bound to impoverish countries and cultures, and to incite chaos or civil war.

			Over the past decades, these voices have migrated from the fringes of public and political life to its very center. There are a lot of important differences between far-right leaders like Donald Trump and Marine Le Pen, Viktor Orbán and Jair Bolsonaro, Narendra Modi and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. They hail from different religious traditions, have an allegiance to different ideological tribes, and direct their ire at different enemies. But one thing they share is a strong strain of ethnic majoritarianism: all of them cast the most visible minority group in their country as a central threat to its well-being—and promise to stand up for the majority.

			Between them, these leaders now rule some of the largest democracies in the world. In dozens of countries that had once seemed stable, they are quashing dissent, undermining independent institutions, and attacking the rule of law. In some places, they have even succeeded in reshaping the nature of democratic citizenship in fundamental ways.

			Across the world, from Italy to India, big parts of the right are now dominated by devoted detractors of diverse democracy. But what is most surprising about this historical moment is not that parts of the right oppose diversity; it is that parts of the left have, in their own way, also been growing remarkably pessimistic about the prospects of the great experiment.

			

			—

			As a child, Heidi Schreck worshipped the American Constitution. Growing up in Wenatchee, Washington, she made a name for herself by giving patriotic speeches about America’s founding document in American Legion halls around the country.

			But as Schreck came of age and learned about America’s past and present injustices, she grew more skeptical, both about her country and about its founding document. How, she began to ask herself, could things have gone so badly wrong? Is the Constitution failing to deliver on its original purpose?

			In a one-woman play that took Broadway by storm, winning nominations for both the Tony and the Pulitzer, Schreck answers this question in the negative: “I actually don’t think our Constitution is failing. I think it is doing exactly what it was designed to do from the beginning, which is to protect the interest of a small number of rich white men.”

			At the end of her smash hit, Schreck asks a member of the audience to judge whether Americans should abolish the Constitution. She leaves viewers in little doubt as to her own predilections; even so, one review in The Atlantic took the show to task for not making a stronger case against “the decrepit national albatross.”

			For much of America’s history, even the most ardent critics of the country’s injustices argued that its founding ideals could help to shine a light toward a brighter future. In his speech about the meaning of the Declaration of Independence, Frederick Douglass pointed to the bitter irony of celebrating freedom while slavery remained the law of the land: “This Fourth of July is yours, not mine,” he insisted. “You may rejoice, I must mourn.” And yet Douglass did not reject the principles put forward by the Founding Fathers: “Notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day presented of the state of the nation,” he concluded, “I do not despair of this country. . . . I therefore leave off where I began, with hope. While drawing encouragement from the Declaration of Independence, the great principles it contains, and the genius of American Institutions.”

			Surveying the cruelties of Jim Crow a hundred years later, Martin Luther King Jr. echoed Douglass, complaining that “America has defaulted on [its] promissory note” to guarantee all people “the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” And yet he too remained determined to “cash this check,” refusing “to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt.”

			Today, a new generation dismisses these sentiments as naive. For writers like Schreck, racial injustice is not a betrayal of America; it is its defining quality. Racism is not a terrible sin committed by particular people; it is an omnipresent social force of which all whites are inescapably guilty. And the past fifty years are not a story of fitful and uneven progress toward greater justice and equality; they have offered, at best, a few momentary reprieves from the white supremacy that makes up the country’s DNA.

			Refusing to see significant progress in the past half century, these writers naturally have little hope for the next half century. In their minds, “whites” and “people of color” will always face each other as implacable enemies. If countries like the United States should make significant progress toward greater racial justice, it is only because the historically oppressed will triumph over their historical oppressors in an all-out struggle for power.

			Many of the injustices against which these writers inveigh are real. Even so, this fatalism no more amounts to a realistic vision for how to build thriving diverse democracies than does the xenophobia of the ethnonationalist right. If the great experiment is to succeed, we need to develop a more optimistic vision.

			THE NEED FOR AN OPTIMISTIC VISION

			Pessimists about the great experiment don’t paint a realistic vision of the current state, or likely future, of diverse democracies.

			Some of these pessimists claim that immigrants and other members of minority groups are failing to join the societal mainstream because they are stupid, lazy, or evil. Others rightly reject this analysis, blaming the lower socioeconomic standing of minority groups on the oppression they have suffered in the past and the obstacles they still face today. What both perspectives miss, though, is that these groups have actually been making significant strides toward equality.

			In most diverse democracies, both the descendants of immigrants and members of minority groups are quickly climbing the social ranks. They are gaining university degrees at much higher rates. Their income is rapidly rising. In fields from business to culture and politics, they are reaching positions of power and prestige that would barely have seemed imaginable to their parents or grandparents.

			Mainstream views about race and religion are also rapidly shifting. From Sweden to Australia, citizens are far less likely to have hostile views toward racial or religious minorities, and far more likely to recognize that somebody who does not have the same religion or skin color can be a true Swede or a real Australian.

			Within living memory, America was a country of official segregation and open hatreds, in which the force of the law made it hard for black and white Americans to be friends, and illegal for them to marry. Today, strict laws punish businesses that engage in illegal forms of discrimination and jail individuals who commit hate crimes. The number of interracial friendships, relationships, and families is growing by the hour. And though the racial gap in income and education, in life expectancy and incarceration, remains significant, it is steadily shrinking.

			Despite the shadow of the past, most democracies are making real strides toward incorporating their diversity into their self-conception.

			An overly pessimistic assessment of the current state of diverse democracies is not only wrong on the merits. By painting a deeply unappealing vision of the future, it also harms the prospects of the great experiment.

			Those who are most interested in politics tend to have highly polarized views about hotly debated topics. Many of them either favor diverse democracies and believe that any difficulties in creating them are largely the fault of a majority population that is racist and intolerant or oppose diverse democracies and blame all their current problems on the actions of immigrants or minority groups. Most citizens, however, are far less interested in partisan politics, and have much more ambivalent feelings about key questions of public policy. They want the great experiment to succeed. But they are also concerned about the ways in which rising diversity might create real problems or change their country in unaccustomed ways. Similarly, they genuinely abhor the injustices suffered by many of their compatriots. But they also worry that more immigration could lead to a rise in crime or terrorism.

			Anybody who wants diverse democracies to thrive will need to get decent people who have such ambivalent feelings about the nature of the great experiment on board. But those who are ambivalent are unlikely to be swayed if they are told that they need to adopt an unremittingly negative assessment of their own country. Nor are they likely to work toward the realization of more just democracies if they come to believe that these will, even in the best-case scenario, be consumed by an existential struggle between different identity groups.

			

			—

			
			There are real reasons to fear that the great experiment could go wrong. It is entirely possible that diverse democracies will, even twenty-five or fifty years from now, suffer from many of the injustices that now characterize them. But it is far too early to resign ourselves to a vision of the future in which most people will still eye anyone who has a different religion or skin color suspiciously; in which members of different identity groups have little contact with one another in their daily lives; in which we all choose to emphasize the differences that divide us rather than the commonalities that could unite us; and in which the basic lines of political and cultural battle still fall between Christian and Muslim, native and immigrant, or black and white.

			Deriding more ambitious visions for what the future might bring as naive or utopian can seem smart or sophisticated. But in reality, the great experiment is more likely to succeed if its most devoted advocates attempt to create societies that most people would actually want to live in.

			To build that kind of society, we should insist that the limitations of today need not become the realities of tomorrow. It is possible for members of diverse democracies to build ever closer links of cooperation and even friendship. National cultures can come to accommodate newcomers as full and equal members. People drawn from different ethnic and cultural groups can, without needing to give up their own identities, embark on a meaningfully shared life. And ascriptive identities like race can come to play a lesser role than they do now—not because a lot of people blind themselves to their present importance, but because we will have dismantled many of the injustices that now make them so salient.

			

			—

			
			Anybody who is serious about creating diverse democracies that endure, and thrive, needs to put forward a positive and realistic vision for how the great experiment can succeed. That is what I set out to do in this book.

			In part 1, I explain why it is so hard for the great experiment to succeed. Humans are very prone to forming in-groups and discriminating against outsiders. This helps to explain why diverse societies have often suffered from anarchy, domination, or fragmentation. To avoid these common pitfalls, they need to find ways to keep humanity’s instinct toward groupishness in check.

			In part 2, I put forward an ambitious vision for what diverse democracies might one day look like. Their citizens can be true to their deepest convictions, charting their course through life in the confident knowledge that they are free from both the oppressive powers of the state and the restrictive norms imposed on them by their own elders. They feel a shared commitment to their country rooted in its civic traditions and its everyday culture. Their public spaces resemble a vibrant park where each group can do its own thing, but people from different backgrounds often choose to interact. And finally, the informal rules that govern how people treat one another encourage them to seek out greater mutual understanding and solidarity, holding on to the idea that the citizens of diverse democracies can come to create a meaningfully shared life.

			Finally, in part 3, I explain why it is realistic to pursue this ambitious vision for the future of diverse democracies, and speak to what both citizens and policy makers can do to help turn it into reality. Over the past decades, diverse democracies have made genuine progress toward raising the living standards of minority groups and accepting them into the societal mainstream. They can build a more integrated culture and political system, avoiding a dystopian future in which the main political cleavage runs between natives and immigrants, or whites and “people of color.” And while there is no panacea for the serious challenges and injustices that remain, realistic changes in public policy, electoral politics, and the choices we make in our everyday lives can hasten the arrival of such thriving diverse democracies.

			Before we start, it is also worth noting what this book won’t do. Diversity comes in a great number of varieties. Human societies have, for example, always been split along the lines of class and gender. Countries, like France, whose “original” residents look relatively homogeneous to a contemporary observer, are composed of regions that once prided themselves in their own rules, laws, traditions, and dialects. And a number of democracies, like Belgium or Canada, have had to figure out how to sustain a joint government even though they are made up of culturally and linguistically distinct territories. While I will at times draw on historical examples that speak to these different dimensions of conflict, my primary focus will be on the challenge to the success and survival of the world’s leading democracies that now appears most urgent in many parts of the world: states whose residents are divided over some of the most salient ascriptive identities, like race and religion.

			

			—

			Optimism does not come easily at this difficult historical juncture. And as someone who warned about the serious threat that authoritarian populists would pose to diverse democracies long before Trump won the 2016 election, I may not be the most obvious person to muster it. Even so, I must admit to feeling a lot more upbeat about the future than is fashionable at the moment.

			It would take blind optimism not to see that our democracies are in desperate need of improvement. But it would take even more blinding cynicism to believe that we have become incapable of building on the progress of the past fifty years or that our societies are condemned, whatever we do, to remain forever defined by racism and exclusion.

			The road to making the great experiment succeed will be rocky. But the costs of failure are far too high to settle for a lesser destination or to give up in the middle of the journey.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			
				[image: ]
			

			WHEN DIVERSE SOCIETIES GO WRONG

		

	
		
			
			My mother hates crowds. When I was little, we would go to great lengths to avoid them. Professional sports, with tens of thousands of supporters cheering on their own team—and heckling the opponent—made her especially uncomfortable.

			Living in the center of Munich, we would sometimes see small groups of soccer fans in town to cheer their team at an upcoming match against the local favorite, Bayern, roaming the streets in search of a bar or brewery. Even when they looked harmless to me, my mother would make us cross the street as soon as she saw them.

			And yet we always seemed to find ourselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. Once, at about three p.m. on a Saturday afternoon, we decided to take the subway to visit some family friends in the city’s north. As soon as we got to Marienplatz, hundreds of fans on their way to a big match boarded the train, singing and jumping and egging one another on. My mother squeezed my hand very tight and told me not to worry. I knew, even then, that it was she who needed reassurance.

			Her fear of crowds has something to do with her disposition; she is a private person who has always preferred the company of a few close friends to larger parties or gatherings. But it is also a matter of political conviction.

			A few years before my mother was born, many members of her family were murdered in the Holocaust. When she was in her early twenties, a violent wave of anti-Semitism drove her and her parents out of Poland. Groups, to her, were intimately bound up with the tragic history of the twentieth century. When she looked at hundreds of fans chanting in unison, she did not see a bunch of people bonding over their shared love of soccer or expressing hometown pride. In some inchoate way, those chants and jeers represented the darkest side of human nature to her. It reminded her of mankind’s tendency to band together in groups, to abandon individual judgment to the throes of collective passions, and, all too often, to inflict terrible suffering on outsiders.

			

			—

			I do not share my mother’s disposition.

			As a kid, I loved soccer and fanatically supported Bayern. Once I was old enough, I often went to see matches at the Olympiastadion, reveling in the collective pageantry of chants, taunts, and stadium waves. And yet my mother’s assumptions about the nature of groups and the risks of tribalism deeply shaped my own view of the world.

			Though I was happy to make an exception for harmless activities like professional sports, I, too, believed that the best defense against dangerous forms of tribalism was to remain resolutely individualistic. As society progresses and becomes more tolerant, I thought, the importance of group identity would gradually fade. Instead of seeing ourselves as Germans or Frenchmen, as Jews or Gentiles, as white or black, we would recognize one another as, simply, human. The age of nationalism would give way to an era of cosmopolitanism in which most of us cared as much about those whom we had never met as we did for those who have always been our neighbors.

			I still believe that this is, in many ways, a noble vision. The world would be better off if people were more reluctant to favor their own group or nation and more capable of empathizing with those who are far away. Those who dare to speak up when members of their own tribe are being unjust, or to make real sacrifices for those with whom they barely share any traits, deserve our deepest admiration.

			And yet I have, as I traveled the world and studied its history, also come to believe that a generalized hostility to any form of collective identity is a misguided way to build tolerant societies. If we are to keep the darkest aspects of our natures in check, the question is not whether we can overcome our “groupish” instinct; it is how we can build on its enormous potential for good while containing its terrifying capacity for evil.

			

			—

			Our tendency to assemble in groups is responsible not only for the darkest chapters in human history but also for our species’ greatest achievements.

			Chimpanzees are highly intelligent. But no matter how much they may desire to access food that they could reach by stepping on a wooden log, they are unlikely to band together to maneuver it into the right position. According to most scientists, they are simply not sufficiently sociable to pull off such a basic feat of coordination. As Michael Tomasello, a psychologist who specializes in social cognition, once said: “It is inconceivable that you would ever see two chimpanzees carrying a log together.”

			Humans, by contrast, are defined by sociability as much as by intelligence. By the age of three or four, human children are capable of forms of cooperation never observed in chimpanzees. Working together, we have built giant cities, created beautiful works of art, and sent a man to the moon.

			Many of these feats were accomplished in the name of particular identity groups: The Romans added to the splendor of their city to contain the power of Carthage. Devout artists created beautiful paintings of Jesus Christ—or giant statues of Buddha—to exalt their own civilizations. And Americans invested giant resources in an unlikely moonshot to stick it to the Soviets.

			Even my mother, that devoted individualist, spent her professional life doing an activity that social scientists often cite as a paramount example of humanity’s prodigious ability to form groups that are united by a common purpose. Her job as a conductor was to forge the voices and instruments of more than a hundred musicians into a cohesive work of art.

			

			—

			When we talk about the challenges of building a diverse democracy today, it is tempting to focus on the present condition of our own societies, or to debate the latest wedge issues that divide opinion on social media or cable news. But before we can set out the kind of society we hope to build, and how we might be able to get there, we need to put these questions in the context of human history and psychology. For it is impossible to see the real reasons for the problems diverse democracies face—or to analyze how they might be able to do better—without an understanding of what makes humans tick, or how societies have responded when they were presented with the challenge of diversity in the past.

			That is why part 1 of this book asks the big questions we need to address before we can consider the problems facing diverse democracies today. Do humans have a natural tendency to form groups? Do they necessarily favor the in-group and discriminate against the out-group? Will categories like race and religion always divide us? What are the main ways in which diverse societies have come apart? And what lessons does all this hold for how diverse democracies can do better in the future than they have in the past?

		

	
		
			ONE
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			Why Everyone Can’t Just Get Along

			When Henri Tajfel was born in Włocławek, a small town in the center of Poland, his parents had reason to hope that a better future might await him. World War I had just ended. Across Europe, new democracies were overthrowing royal rule and foreign domination. Poland became an independent nation for the first time in more than a century.

			By the time Tajfel was a teenager, those hopes were quickly being dashed. Poland’s democracy gave way to a dictatorship run by a clique of military generals. Anti-Semitism was on the rise all across Europe. Because of a local quota on the number of Jews, Tajfel was unable to enroll in a university in his own country.

			In search of opportunity, Tajfel moved to Paris, where he studied chemistry at the Sorbonne. When World War II broke out, he volunteered for service in the French army, but quickly fell into German captivity, surviving some of the deadliest years in European history as a prisoner of war. Upon his liberation, he learned that the Nazis had murdered most of his family.

			Trying to make sense of the fate that had befallen his parents and siblings, Tajfel resolved to study how hatred could have so consumed supposedly “civilized” nations that they slaughtered millions of people. Thanks to an essay on the nature of prejudice, he won a scholarship to study psychology at Birkbeck College, in London.

			As Tajfel progressed in his studies, he learned about a series of recent experiments that showed just how easy it is to get human beings to do terrible things to one another. What happens when a scientist in a white lab coat tells you to keep administering electric shocks to a volunteer even though he is begging you to stop? If you are like most Americans—or, as later studies would show, like most Germans, Jordanians, or Australians—you keep administering the shocks even as your victim writhes in pain.

			And what happens when nice middle-class boys from a peaceful American town are split into two groups, and made to compete for food and firewood? Over the course of a few days, they form a deep bond with the members of their own group—and develop a seething hatred for members of the other group.

			It is, psychologists proved over and over during the 1950s and 1960s, shockingly easy to make humans hate one another when you divide them up. But as the evidence of human depravity accumulated—not just on the killing fields of the Second World War but also in the pristine laboratories of fancy universities—Tajfel grew frustrated that social scientists still didn’t understand why groups are willing to do such dreadful things to one another. What is needed to get a group off the ground, and what about these groups makes people capable of such terrifying cruelty?

			

			
				
				—
			

			
			This is the intellectual puzzle that Tajfel, who had by now taken a prestigious chair for social psychology at the University of Bristol, set out to solve.

			To find an answer, Tajfel came up with a brilliantly counterintuitive study. He would create groups that are so devoid of meaning that none of their members would favor their own. Then, Tajfel thought, he could slowly add more features to these groups, observing when they crossed the magical threshold that made their members willing to discriminate against outsiders.

			In 1970, Tajfel assembled sixty-four teenage boys from a school in the nearby suburbs. When they had settled into a large lecture hall, he gave them the most arbitrary exercise he could think up: his assistants flashed forty clusters of dots in front of their eyes, asking them to guess how many there were on each picture.

			Some people, Tajfel told the boys, tend to underestimate the number of dots. Other people tend to overestimate the number. Neither group has an advantage in approximating the right result.

			In the second stage of the experiment, Tajfel split the boys up into “underestimators” and “overestimators,” asking them to allocate points—which could later be redeemed for cash—to their classmates. Without knowing the exact identity of the person to whom they were giving these points, they were told to choose between giving different sets of rewards to “member No. 1 of your group” and to “member No. 1 of the other group.”

			Because the boys “were divided into groups defined by flimsy and unimportant criteria,” Tajfel later wrote in an article that transformed vast areas of social science, he did not expect that they would discriminate in favor of their own group. Doing so would make little sense.

			And yet virtually all of them did.

			The difference between how the boys treated members of the underestimators and the overestimators was striking. When they had to allocate money between different members of their own group, they sought to give each of the boys the same amount. But as soon as they had a choice between allocating money to a member of their group and a member of the other group, they favored their own. “The only thing we needed to do to achieve this result,” Tajfel reported, “was to associate their judgments of numbers of dots with the use of the term ‘your group.’ ”

			Bewildered by this finding, Tajfel tried to generate groups on other, equally flimsy grounds. In one iteration, he showed schoolboys paintings by Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky, asking them which they preferred. To his consternation, the “Klee group” promptly started to discriminate against the “Kandinsky group” (and vice versa).

			Over the years, many other researchers have replicated Tajfel’s findings. They have been able to get people to discriminate in favor of in-groups assembled on such silly criteria as the color of the T-shirt they were randomly assigned or their opinion as to whether a hot dog is a sandwich.

			“Outgroup discrimination,” Tajfel concluded, is “extraordinarily easy to trigger.”

			

			—

			For those of us who have had the luck to grow up in comparatively peaceful and tolerant societies, it is tempting to think of tribal rivalries or ethnic hatreds as an aberration. Far from being natural, I once thought, the tendency to form groups has to be inculcated in humans. If only we could overcome the conditioning of the past, or the cynical pundits and politicians trying to inflame our most violent passions, we would all live in harmony.

			Tajfel’s research gives the lie to this comforting assumption. As he demonstrates, the tendency to form in-groups and discriminate against those who are not part of them exists in all of us.

			Even educated people who grow up in comfortable circumstances are hardwired to form groups. We may think of ourselves as individualists who seek to be fair toward everyone, but in reality we are willing to help the underestimators against the overestimators, or to fight for Team Klee in an altercation with Team Kandinsky.

			Tajfel’s “minimal group paradigm” offers an important insight. But the past hundred years are full of instances in which people murdered one another because of perceived differences that are far more meaningful than those he was able to create in his lab.

			From World War I to World War II, the primary distinction in many of history’s most deadly conflicts was that between one nation and another. From the violent conflicts between moderate Muslims and Islamist terrorists to the mass extermination of “class enemies” by communist governments, the primary distinction in other major conflicts has been religious or ideological. And from the killing fields of Rwanda to the murderous hills of Sarajevo, the primary distinction in others still has been racial or ethnic.

			Are most deadly conflicts motivated by groups whose formation was as arbitrary as those created by Tajfel? Or are most of them driven by real differences in attributes that have persisted for a very long time?

			NEITHER NATURAL NOR RANDOM

			Many people believe that the groups that are most important in real life are deeply meaningful entities that track natural, biological, or longstanding historical distinctions.

			French pupils learn about “our ancestors, the Gauls.” The Chinese call their country the Middle Kingdom. The Mauri claim that they are the children of the earth. Virtually all these myths entail two claims about the nature of their group: They depict it as a natural unit. And they claim that its origins stretch back to the dawn of time. In the language of social science, the stories most groups tell about themselves are “primordial.”

			The primordial view of social groups has some basis in reality. As everyone knows, there are salient visual differences between many ethnic groups. In most cases, it only takes a split second to guess whether the ancestors of someone you see on the street originate in Europe, Asia, or Africa. If you know a culture or continent well, you may also be able to tell the difference between an Italian and a Spaniard, between a Kenyan and a Nigerian, between a Bengali and a Bihari, or between someone who hails from Japan and Korea.

			In many cases, members of today’s ethnic groups also share a common lineage. To the best of our knowledge, for example, Jews and Zoroastrians really are descended from the small bands of people who first took on these identities thousands of years ago. And if you send a small vial with your spit as well as a payment of $99 to the friendly folks at 23andMe, they will be able to create a pretty chart that informs you that you are, say, 75 percent West African, 10 percent South Asian, 10 percent Oceanian, and 5 percent southern European. (It will also tell you whether you are 100 percent Homo sapiens or have a little Neanderthal blood coursing through your veins.)

			Genetic differences between ethnic groups can even be medically relevant. Over the decades, doctors have realized that a large number of East Asians lack an enzyme that makes alcohol more digestible. African Americans have a higher propensity to suffer from sickle cell anemia. Ashkenazi women are in greater danger of dying from breast cancer.

			Much as we might like things to be otherwise, we can’t wish the differences between ethnic groups out of existence. But though many ethnic groups do have a basis in history or common ancestry, there is another sense in which they really are more fluid than most people tend to recognize.

			Many claims about the average differences between members of different groups are significantly overstated or altogether wrong. The ways in which we draw the boundaries between different groups strongly depends on past political battles and other historical circumstances. And because it is not always clear who should belong in which group, the way we police membership in various identity groups can be highly arbitrary—as the story of one woman who got caught in the gears of Brazil’s bureaucratic apparatus for determining the boundaries between one race and another demonstrates.

			

			—

			
			Like millions of Brazilians, Maíra Mutti Araújo is of mixed ancestry.

			Her forefathers likely include indigenous people who have lived on the land for centuries, enslaved Africans who were brought to the country in chains to harvest sugar or coffee, and Portuguese colonists who arrived in search of wealth and power.

			Growing up, the young lawyer identified as “pardo,” a Brazilian term for people whose skin color appears neither white nor black. Because she looked darker than some other members of her family, her parents lovingly called her “pretinha,” a term of endearment for dark-skinned girls.

			So when the state of Bahia introduced a quota system to ensure that a significant share of its public jobs would be filled by pretos[*] or pardos, and the city of Salvador advertised for a prestigious position as a public prosecutor, Araújo heeded the advice of her friends, and put in an application.

			Araújo sat for three grueling exams, scoring third out of a thousand applicants. Her dream was within reach. Then began, as Araújo called it in an interview with the Brazilian journalist Cleuci de Oliveira, “the racial soap opera” in which she would find herself cast as the villain.

			In the second round of the recruitment process, the hiring committee sought to evaluate whether promising applicants were eligible for a position reserved for brown and black Brazilians. Araújo was asked to submit photos of herself and required to answer a questionnaire about her racial identity. Did she have any black or brown idols, one asked. Was she “currently or previously dating a black or brown person,” another inquired.

			“I found the questions offensive,” Araújo told de Oliveira. “I don’t think they have any bearing on how a person defines their racial identity.” But since she didn’t want to throw away her shot, she dutifully submitted her answers.

			After scrutinizing her photo and her questionnaire, the committee decided to disqualify Araújo. Though she had identified as pardo all her life, she supposedly lacked the requisite “Afro-descendant phenotype.”

			Araújo sued to be reinstated. She won, but this only gave her an opportunity to take part in another humiliating round of the application process: an in-person verification of her racial credentials.

			Like dozens of other job candidates, Araújo flew to Salvador at short notice. She made her way to a government office in which five experts were perched atop a platform, scrutinizing a parade of job candidates. She handed one of the experts her ID, and was told to sit in a chair, where she was silently inspected for three minutes.

			“I felt like a zoo animal,” she said.

			A few weeks later, Araújo found out that the commission had definitively disqualified her. In an ironic twist that would make any writer for a soap opera proud, the prosecutor’s office for which she had hoped to work began to investigate her for “racial fraud.”

			

			—

			
			Compared with many other settler colonies, Brazil has always had lax rules about racial mixing. Lacking a sufficiently large number of potential spouses of their own race, male settlers frequently married enslaved or indigenous women. Rather than counting as fully black, the children of these mixed unions came to be known by a complex set of racial categories.

			Over time, these categories became increasingly unwieldy. Once members of different groups had mixed for many generations, and most Brazilians came to live in big cities rather than small villages in which everyone knew everyone else, it became increasingly difficult to tell whether somebody was, say, “cafuso” or “caboclo.” Increasingly, people’s membership in one or another racial group began to depend, simply, on their appearance—which means that siblings who have the same parents but different skin tones are often thought to belong to separate racial groups.

			In the United States, by contrast, black identity has long been governed by the “one-drop rule.” Whereas a great majority of settlers in other parts of the world were men, those who set foot in North America included women and children. With no need to marry outside of their own race, American colonists developed an intricate set of laws and social conventions designed to perpetuate the inferior social status of slaves and their descendants. Because those children who did have mixed parentage threatened to upend the strict division of society into a dominant white and a subordinate black group, the colonists came up with a simple solution: children who had any known black ancestry were treated as black.

			Some Americans have long ago grasped the strangeness of the one-drop rule. The Octoroon, one of the most successful American plays of the nineteenth century, portrays the doomed love between the owner of a slave plantation and a distant cousin of his who is one-eighth black.

			But despite its troubling origins, the one-drop rule continues to shape popular perceptions of race in today’s America among both white and black people. Barack Obama’s skin may not be much darker than that of Maíra Mutti Araújo. But whereas, in Brazil, Araújo wound up in the crosshairs of the local prosecutor’s office because she wasn’t “black enough,” in the United States only cranks and extremists would dare to doubt that Obama was the country’s first black president.

			

			—

			Schemes of racial categorization that appear natural to those who were raised within one culture can seem strange and illogical to those who grew up in another. Even within any one particular country, there will be many hard cases that reveal to what extent we disagree about who should count as a member of what group.

			Take the United States. Should Americans who are descended from Spain count as Latino? (The US Census answers this question in the affirmative.)

			Is somebody a Native American because they have some pertinent ancestry, or do they need to be officially recognized by a relevant tribe? (Many Native Americans protested when Elizabeth Warren argued the former.)

			And should the children of recent African immigrants be eligible for affirmative action programs whose goal it is, in part, to redress the lingering injustices caused by slavery? (A new activist group, the American Descendants of Slavery, believes that they shouldn’t.)

			There is nothing natural about the specific racial categories that animate so much of our contemporary politics. As Karen and Barbara Fields have pointed out, they are based on a kind of “racecraft”: by “disguising collective social practice as inborn individual traits,” they argue, we transform “racism into race.”

			But to say that races are, to some extent, socially constructed does not mean that they lack any grounding in reality. We love to talk about race and ethnicity as though they were either pure figments of the imagination or as though the particular racial scheme of classification each society has adopted was the only logical option that reality presents us. Both answers are too simple.

			Paradoxically, ethnic identity is both very real and highly malleable. Many of the groups into which human beings invest the deepest meaning track something real that is of deep significance to their members. There is a reason why so many people care so deeply about their class or their ethnicity, their nation or their religion. Nor is it a surprise that people in the real world are more likely to risk their lives to realize the political aspirations of the proletariat, to demonstrate the superiority of the Han people, to vindicate the rightful claims of Ukraine, or to defend Hinduism than they are to go into battle to vanquish those who deny that a hot dog is a sandwich.

			But for all the real grounding of the kinds of identities that most motivate humans—and make them most willing to risk their lives or impose harm on others—the role they play is deeply shaped by circumstances. There is nothing natural about which group is most salient at any one moment, or how two different groups are likely to treat each other. And that raises the question of when people with different identities are most likely to come to blows—or to coexist in peace.

			FRIENDS AND FOES

			The Chewas and the Tumbukas, two large tribes in southeastern Africa, have a long history of enmity. When Daniel Posner, a young doctoral student from Harvard University, traveled to Malawi to talk to members of these tribes about their attitudes toward each other, they were strikingly forthright about their complaints.

			The Tumbuka, interviewees in one Chewa village told him, engage in all kinds of weird cultural practices. Their dances are all wrong. They demand a much steeper bride price. Newlywed couples have to reside close to the groom’s family. A majority of his interlocutors openly told him that they would neither vote for a Tumbuka presidential candidate nor marry a Tumbuka spouse.

			Did Tumbukas feel the same way about Chewas? To find out, Posner traveled a few dozen miles north. And sure enough, the complaints of his Tumbuka interlocutors mirrored those he had heard from Chewas.

			The traditional dances of the Chewa, Tumbukas explained, are all wrong. They demand too small a bride price. Their newlywed couples all have to reside close to the bride’s family. A majority of his interviewees unhesitatingly reported that they would neither vote for a Chewa presidential candidate nor marry a Chewa spouse.

			If Posner had stopped his research after talking to people in these two villages, he may have concluded that the antipathy between Chewas and Tumbukas is primordial—one of those “ancient hatreds” about which reporters love to write when yet another civil war breaks out in Africa, the Balkans, or the Middle East. “The Chewas have always hated the Tumbukas. The Tumbukas have always hated the Chewas,” he might have written. “What’s there to be done?” But instead of jumping to that conclusion, Posner traveled a few miles west, crossing the border from Malawi to Zambia.

			

			—

			
			Drawn up as the result of a colonial dispute between Belgium, Germany, France, and England in 1884, the border does not reflect any important historical or geographical features. Both Chewas and Tumbukas live on either side of it, speaking the same dialects and following the same sets of customs whether their passports say they are Malawian or Zambian.

			And so Posner was, at first, struck by how similar things seemed in Zambia. The roads were just as bad. The villages he saw had similar architectural styles and comparable levels of economic development.

			Then he started talking to people.

			When Posner asked Tumbukas on the Zambian side of the border how they felt about Chewas, their response was much more complimentary. Though he had by now come to expect the usual litany of complaints about the other group, his Tumbuka interviewees emphasized how much respect they had for Chewas. Few of them told Posner that they would refuse to marry a Chewa. Even fewer said that they would oppose a Chewa presidential candidate.

			The feeling turned out to be mutual. The same spirit of tolerance was also in evidence when he spoke to residents of a nearby Chewa village.

			In Malawi, Chewas and Tumbukas dislike each other. Across the arbitrarily drawn border to Zambia, Chewas and Tumbukas trust and respect each other. Why?

			

			—

			
			The reason, Posner demonstrated by painstakingly ruling out alternative explanations, is political.

			In Malawi, Chewas and Tumbukas each make up a relatively large portion of the overall population. Both have real hopes of capturing the country’s presidency and putting policies that favor them into place. As a result, they are political adversaries—and harbor ill will toward each other.

			Zambia, on the other hand, is much more ethnically diverse. Neither Chewas nor Tumbukas make up a particularly large percentage of the overall population. Nor do either of them have a realistic chance of capturing the country’s presidency on their own. In an effort to ensure that they prevail over candidates from western Zambia, whose cultural differences are even more pronounced, they often support the same candidates. Most of the time, they are political allies—and have much more positive attitudes toward each other.

			What might at first seem like an ancient hatred turns out to be deeply influenced by contemporary circumstances. If Chewas and Tumbukas are capable of being allies on one side of the border and enemies on the other, changing conditions might be able to bring about the same transformation in the relations of other groups that have historically seen each other as enemies. Strange as the story of the Chewas and Tumbukas might seem, it holds lessons about the nature of identity that are of great relevance far beyond southeastern Africa.

			

			—

			Over the past decades, political scientists have found dozens of similar examples. All around the world, both the salience and the impact of particular identities seem to depend on the incentives created by local conditions.

			Chinese immigrants in Jamaica have, over time, changed the criteria governing membership in their group as their economic conditions evolved. Political entrepreneurs in countries like Uganda and Nigeria have exacerbated tensions between different tribal groups to maximize their chances of winning elections. And the deterioration of relationships between Serbs and Croatians was driven in part by the way in which geographic features of the decomposing federation of Yugoslavia shaped each group’s security needs.

			This is not to say that any of these groups are wholly arbitrary. The cultural differences between Chewas and Tumbukas, the ethnic differences between black and Chinese Jamaicans, and the religious differences between Serbs and Croatians are neither new nor immaterial. But the precise way in which these groups form—and the extent to which they see one another as allies or enemies—does depend on the particular circumstances and the incentives they create.

			These kinds of incentives don’t just govern how different groups relate to one another; in the many situations in which individuals have multiple identities, they also help to determine which of them is most salient.

			In the United States, race is the most important marker of identity. In India, caste retains tremendous power. In sub-Saharan Africa, the bloodiest conflicts are usually carried out between members of different tribes. In much of the Middle East, the religious distinction between Sunnis and Shias is most salient. And in virtually all countries, stark differences of class and gender also help to structure the lines of political conflict to an important degree.

			Even in the same country, the salience of these categories can be subject to rapid change. For much of their lives, for example, my Jewish grandparents thought of themselves as proletarians who were fighting for a more egalitarian society alongside their Gentile comrades in the Polish Communist Party. When the party’s leaders decided to fan the flames of anti-Semitism in the late 1960s, my grandparents discovered that they were suddenly seen, primarily, as Jews.

			Anti-Semitism was widespread in Poland before 1968. Some form of class consciousness persisted even at the height of the government’s campaign to drive out the country’s few remaining Jews. But the group boundary that mattered the most shifted with astounding rapidity. And for those who were sufficiently unlucky to be on the wrong side of the new dividing line, the consequences were as harsh as they were immediate. One year, my grandparents held prestigious positions and had a decent livelihood. The next year, the government considered them members of an out-group it could legitimately harass, fire from their jobs, and expel from the country.

			

			—

			
			Unlike the lab experiments undertaken by Tajfel, most real-world conflicts are rooted in distinctions that have long held deep meaning. The particular forms these conflicts take vary greatly from place to place. But it is hardly a coincidence that the most violent conflicts around the globe usually relate to four core distinctions: class, race, religion, and nation.[*]

			At the same time, the role that these distinctions play in particular contexts is deeply shaped by circumstances. Whether a conflict subsides or escalates depends on the choices of the powerful, the institutions with which they have to contend, and the extent to which ordinary people are able to build trusting and cooperative relationships with one another.

			In some countries, people have strong incentives to double down on one overarching identity. The members of one salient group barely interact with those of other salient groups. Because they hardly know each other, they remain unaware that they may share important interests. And because they stand to gain handsomely from capturing control of the state—or to suffer greatly if they allow their nemesis to grow more powerful than them—they are always at the ready to engage in intergroup competition. Violent conflict often ensues.

			In other countries, circumstances help to diffuse conflict. People who differ on one salient dimension of identity, like race, share another salient dimension of identity, like religion. They spend a lot more time together, building a greater awareness of their shared interests, and grow skeptical of fearmongers and conflict entrepreneurs who would have them believe the worst about one another. In the best cases, political institutions help to mitigate conflict by ensuring that citizens can get fair treatment even if the president or prime minister doesn’t hail from their own group.

			Virtually every part of the world has to contend with long-standing tensions and enmities between groups. Difference is not always benign. But whether diverse societies can sustain peace and cooperation depends not (just) on the events of the past but (also) on the actions taken today.

			

			—

			When I look at the many tensions and injustices that plague diverse democracies, from Brazil to Zambia, and from India to the United States, I am tempted to get impatient with them. Why can’t they live up to the kinds of cosmopolitan ideals that my mother and I shared when I was growing up? Can’t we all just get along?

			The more I have studied history, comparative politics, and social psychology, the more naive these questions seem to me. Human beings have an extremely strong tendency toward forming groups. What’s puzzling is not so much why vast societies that contain millions of extremely diverse people sometimes come to blows; it is how many of them are, much of the time, capable of sustaining peaceful cooperation on a massive scale.

			This is not a prescription for quietism. All of the evidence we have points to the ever-present possibility that even diverse democracies that are comparatively peaceful will suffer from mutual mistrust, persistent oppression, or civil war.

			But history and social science also teach us that we have tools for avoiding conflict. There is nothing inevitable about how people identify, or whether they choose violent means to settle their differences. All the evidence suggests that our ability to sustain peaceful and thriving democracies depends, to a large extent, on how we handle humanity’s powerful instinct toward tribalism.

			So what lessons can we draw from all this? Which actions and institutions are likely to prevent—or to exacerbate—conflict?

			I would love to answer these questions by taking you on a tour of all the diverse democracies that have fully solved their problems and built admirably just societies. But such countries do not exist. And so the best I can do, for now, is to propose an imperfect alternative: to start thinking about how to do things right, we need to look at specific examples of how things have so often gone wrong—and what kinds of lessons those failures might offer for how to avoid the same pitfalls going forward.

		

	
		
			TWO

			
				[image: ]
			

			Three Ways Diverse Societies Fail

			Happy families are all alike, Tolstoy famously wrote, but each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way. There is much truth to this. And yet psychologists are able to identify common patterns.

			Some families are unhappy because they are extremely poor. Others are unhappy because the parents cannot stand each other. Still others are unhappy because one or more of their members inflict mental, physical, or sexual abuse on their relatives.

			The same is true of diverse democracies. Hundreds of books have been written on just about every country that suffers from ethnic strife, racial subjugation, or genocide. Each has its own history and deserves to be understood in its own right. And yet we can glean a lot of insight by looking at common ways in which diverse societies have, historically, come apart.

			In this chapter, I will explain the three most important: anarchy, domination, and fragmentation.

			ANARCHY

			Thomas Hobbes, the seventeenth-century English philosopher, was the first great theorist of the dangers posed by anarchy.

			“Nature,” Hobbes argued in Leviathan, his most important work, made men relatively “equal in the faculties of body and mind.” One man may be stronger, swifter, or smarter than another. But “when all is reckoned together, the difference between man and man is not so considerable as that one man can thereupon claim to himself any benefit to which another may not pretend as well as he.”

			Far from taking comfort in man’s equality, Hobbes insisted that its implications were terrifying. Because humans are relatively equal in ability, they are prone to seek the same goods and honors. And because even a small or weak person can use their wits to injure or kill a large and strong one, they always have reason to mistrust each other. Surrounded by potential competitors on all sides, and never sure that they could withstand an organized attack, even peace-loving people would have a strong incentive to strike preemptively.

			In the absence of a central authority, Hobbes deduced from these simple premises, a “war of every man against every man” would quickly break out. Its results would be devastating. In what he called the “state of nature,”

			
				there is no place for industry because the fruit thereof is uncertain, and consequently no culture of the earth. No navigation nor use of the commodities that may be imported by sea. . . . No arts. No letters. No society. And, which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death. And the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.

			

			According to Hobbes, the deprivations of the state of nature retained their relevance even among people who were raised with the comforts of civilization. Writing in an age of conquests, revolutions, and civil wars, he feared that contemporary challenges to the authority of the state could, at any moment, allow the state of nature to rear its ugly head again—and that made him desperate to maintain political order at just about any cost.

			The precise nature of the rules that states impose on us, Hobbes believed, is less important than that they should exist at all. Better to live under the sway of a selfish or immoral monarch than to suffer chaos and anarchy. For when there is no state, everybody suffers.

			

			—

			In the centuries since Hobbes published Leviathan, philosophers and social scientists haven’t stopped arguing over whether the absence of state power would really lead to the kind of disastrous anarchy that he predicted. The evidence they have uncovered is so ambivalent that an overall verdict remains elusive.

			In most societies that lack the kind of sovereign for which Hobbes advocated, life doesn’t seem to be quite as dismal as he anticipated. Even in the absence of a formal state, many traditional societies manage to maintain strong norms. When the universal rules imposed by modern governments are absent, familial bonds, cultural customs, and religious rites govern who is entitled to what.

			Among the Inuit of Canada’s arctic coast, for example, conflicts are mitigated through “song duels.” When two people have a dispute, anthropologist Jean Briggs reports, the warring parties resolve their differences by singing scornful songs about each other in front of an amused audience. The conflict is over when the community—judging the artistic merits of their songs, not simply the “righteousness of the case”—declares a winner.

			Anthropologists studying tribes in far-flung places, from the mountains of Africa to the rain forests of the Amazon, have come to similar conclusions. Long before the creation of modern states, humans seem to have figured out how to avoid some of the costs of chaos. Instead of being subject to the anarchy Hobbes feared, most of our ancestors were constrained by an elaborate “cage of norms” that regulated their behavior in great detail.[*]

			At the same time, researchers have also found plenty of evidence that suggests humans do pay a heavy price when they are unable to coordinate around a higher power that sets the rules and punishes those who break them. According to careful studies by anthropologists who have looked at human skeletons recovered in archaeological digs, for example, prehistoric societies and early human settlements suffered from enormous rates of violent death. But as rulers gradually gained the power to enforce their rules, the levels of violence fell markedly. “Between the late Middle Ages and the 20th century,” Steven Pinker writes in The Better Angels of Our Nature, “European countries saw a tenfold-to-fiftyfold decline in their rates of homicide.”

			Even today, those parts of the world in which the state is weak suffer from much higher levels of violence than those parts of the world in which the state is strong. Singapore, which has a highly developed state, has a homicide rate of 0.2 per 100,000. The United States, which has always suffered an abnormally high level of violent crime for an affluent democracy, has 5 per 100,000. In El Salvador, where the state is weak and the government compromised by pervasive corruption, the rate stands at a staggering 62 per 100,000. Some of the most dangerous places in the world, from Venezuela to the Central African Republic, are located in countries where the central government lacks effective authority over large parts of its nominal territory—or doesn’t really exist in the first place.

			Why do some groups manage to keep the peace without a central authority while the absence of a state condemns other societies to a proliferation of murder, violence, or even civil war?

			

			—

			The answer is that the human tendency to band together both helps to maintain peace within groups and to foster conflict between them.

			When Hobbes wrote about the state of nature, he pictured lone individuals who are incapable of sustaining cooperation. His vision of a war of every man against every man was one of atomized anarchy.

			In reality, humans have for hundreds of thousands of years lived in families, bands, or tribes. Within those groups, informal rules and long-standing affections usually help members to sustain some level of meaningful cooperation.

			But whereas humans usually find ways of avoiding a war of all against all within small groups, they cannot rely on the cage of norms to keep the peace when one group encounters another. Members of different groups usually lack the family ties or shared culture to soften the reasons for mutual mistrust that will always exert some influence over their minds in the absence of a higher power. When two bands of hunter-gatherers meet, or two villages fight each other over access to an important source of sustenance, or two tribes compete to control the powerful machinery of the state, they do not have the tools to stop their mutual fear from working its poisonous magic.

			Within groups, things were never as dismal as Hobbes predicted. Between groups, the absence of central authority often leads to wanton death and unspeakable cruelty. The danger facing humans in the absence of a strong state is not the atomized anarchy of a war of all against all; it is a destructive fight between rival groups I propose to call structured anarchy.

			And in many parts of the world, the threat of structured anarchy remains very much alive today.

			THE HEAVY TOLL OF STRUCTURED ANARCHY

			On May 12, 2020, a group of young men slinging rifles and brandishing grenades forced their way into the Dasht-e-Barchi Hospital in western Kabul. Once they reached the maternity ward, they took aim at nurses, pregnant women, and newborn babies, and began to fire.

			Some new mothers managed to flee their attackers. A few heavily pregnant women barricaded themselves into a room with a heavy door. One woman gave birth while in hiding, a midwife helping to deliver her with bare hands before swaddling the newborn in her headscarf.

			But most were not so lucky. When government forces finally managed to beat back the attackers, some four hours after the nightmare began, the majority of women, and a great number of newborns, had been shot dead. All in all, twenty-four women and children died in the attack.

			During the standoff, the hospital had the feel of a horror movie, a chaotic scene of senseless slaughter. In retrospect, it is clear that the attackers had left little up to chance.

			The Sunni gunmen had likely targeted the Dasht-e-Barchi Hospital because it is located in a neighborhood populated by Hazara Shias. Having made their way past a number of other departments, they did not alight on the maternity ward by accident. As Frederic Bonnot, a functionary at Doctors Without Borders, the organization that runs the hospital, said: “They came to kill the mothers.”

			In the days after the attack, there was a lot of confusion about the identity of the culprits. A spokesman for the United States declared that the Islamic State was responsible. Ashraf Ghani, then still the president of Afghanistan, appeared to blame the Taliban. Both groups denied responsibility. What is clear is that the headline-grabbing attack was yet another attempt by one of the country’s many insurgent groups to showcase the weakness of the central government in Kabul, which was to collapse the following summer.

			

			—

			Even the most rural and remote areas of Afghanistan boast of beautiful handicrafts, a rich culinary tradition, and a deep store of traditional knowledge. Far from being engaged in a chaotic war of all against all, most areas of the country are highly hierarchical, with local elders exercising tremendous power over members of their clan. The country never resembled the “state of nature.”

			And yet Afghanistan has long suffered from serious problems because it lacked a central authority that could command a monopoly on legitimate violence, avoid constant bouts of intergroup conflict, and provide meaningful public goods.

			The country as a whole is split up into about fourteen major ethnic groups, including the Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks. Pashtuns, in turn, are divided into about four major tribes, the Bettani, the Gharghashti, the Karlani, and the Sarbani. The Bettani, in turn, are divided into more than twenty subtribes, each of which includes dozens of separate clans.

			The life of an ordinary resident of a small village in rural Afghanistan is subject to these power structures to a degree that those of us who are lucky enough to live in functioning democracies find difficult to fathom. His access to arable land and his ability to defend himself from enemies, his form of religious worship and his choice of spouse are regulated in minute detail. Women, who are subject to deeply patriarchal norms, have even less agency than their fathers or husbands.

			Within each of these clans, these customs and power structures help to avoid a war of all against all. But because many of these groups are deeply mistrustful of one another, the country as a whole has long been engulfed in violent conflict. Most of its citizens have at best a highly abstract allegiance to a shared Afghan identity.

			This helps to explain why the democratically elected government of Afghanistan struggled to win meaningful control over its national territory. In large parts of the country, the Taliban always remained in charge. In other parts, government officials were able to exert no more than limited influence thanks to the conditional cooperation of allied warlords. Even in Kabul and the surrounding areas, they never proved capable of averting bloody attacks by an array of insurgent forces.

			Because the central government was incapable of imposing its rules on much of the country, it had tremendous difficulties in raising revenues. That made it impossible to sustain public goods at any significant scale. The quality of schools in Afghanistan remains abysmal. Welfare benefits are minimal. Even before COVID-19 hit, the public health system was perpetually close to collapse. There are whole stretches of the country in which there are barely any paved roads, few functioning schools, and virtually no doctors.

			The dire impact this has had on the quality of life is evident from just about every cross-national comparison. Only 43 percent of Afghanistan’s population know how to read or write. Out of every one thousand children, sixty die before the age of five. In 2018, the average life expectancy was sixty-six for women and sixty-three for men, about two decades below the level in developed democracies.

			In August 2021, the Taliban’s conquest of Kabul temporarily united Afghanistan under their theocratic rule. But it is far from certain that this will put an end to the country’s long history of ethnic and religious conflict. Warlords that are now allied with the Taliban are likely to seek generous recompense for their support and may turn on the new government if they feel inadequately renumerated. And since the traditional base of the Taliban is Pashtun, members of other ethnic groups are likely to chafe against the dominance of their historic rivals. The rule of the Taliban will not only be intolerably cruel to women and minority groups; it may also prove to be less stable than the first images of its triumph seemed to suggest.

			Hobbes was wrong to imagine that most people in a country like Afghanistan would be subject to atomized anarchy. He was right that the absence of a central authority that can impose order and solve collective-action problems would exact a heavy toll. So long as many parts of the world are characterized by structured anarchy, their residents will seriously suffer on account of their inability to provide even the most basic public goods.

			

			—

			The costs of structured anarchy are steep. But that is not the only way in which diverse societies fail.

			In some times and places, one group has long exercised domination over the others. Compared with the state failure suffered by countries like Somalia or Afghanistan, this has significant advantages. Even a deeply oppressive state can put an end to endemic conflict. And even though it may favor one group in a flagrantly unjust manner, the presence of a well-resourced central authority can help to sustain key public goods, from paved roads to running water.

			Countries that suffer from structured anarchy are virtually always very poor. Plenty of countries in which one group is dominant have achieved a high standard of living. The presence of an effective state can make the difference between life and starving to death or succumbing to an infectious disease. But for members of the subjugated minority, those benefits have often proved elusive—or have come at an intolerable cost.

			DOMINATION

			Anthony Burns was born into chattel slavery in Stafford County, Virginia, in the late spring of 1834. Determined to win his liberty from a young age, he learned to read and write from the children of one of his masters, and set up a secret school to teach other slaves.

			In his late teens, Burns was taken to Richmond to work odd jobs. Though he was obliged to pass a big portion of his wages on to his master, he enjoyed much greater control over his day-to-day movements than ever before. Realizing that a similar opportunity might not present itself to him again, he befriended some sailors in the city’s harbor, and hatched an audacious plan.

			On a cold morning in February 1854, a friend helped Burns sneak into a tiny compartment on a ship headed for Boston. The journey was harrowing. He could barely move, had little access to food or drink, and suffered from severe sea sickness. But when he finally walked ashore after a three-week journey, he felt like a free man for the first time in his young life.

			Careful not to reveal much about his origins, Burns found work at a clothing store on Brattle Street, in the city’s commercial center. But when he wrote one of his brothers to let him know about his new station in life, the letter was discovered, and his former slave master was informed of his whereabouts.

			Determined to regain control of his “property,” Charles F. Suttle sought a warrant for Burns’s arrest. On the basis of the Fugitive Slave Act, which had passed Congress just four years earlier, a judge in Alexandria issued a warrant that obliged the United States Marshals Service to apprehend Burns and bring him back to Virginia. Within weeks, a notorious slave hunter by the name of Asa O. Butman had captured Burns in the center of Boston.

			The local authorities hoped to try Burns as quickly and quietly as possible. But word about the case spread through the city and a fervent network of abolitionists sprang into action. Richard Henry Dana Jr., the scion of a patrician Massachusetts family turned crusading lawyer, offered to represent Burns. Thousands of protesters gathered outside Faneuil Hall to demand his release. Wendell Phillips, a key leader of the abolitionist movement, told a predominantly white crowd that “Anthony Burns has no master but God!”

			As night fell, the swelling crowd attempted to free Burns from his cell. Guards beat them back by firing shots above their heads. President Franklin Pierce ordered a company of marines to guard the courthouse as the trial took place inside.

			In the end, Judge Edward Loring ruled against Burns. “As a contingent of marines led Burns out of the courthouse to the ship waiting to take him back to Virginia and back to slavery, fifty thousand people lined the streets leading to the wharf,” Joshua D. Rothman, a historian, writes. “They had hoisted American flags upside-down to signal distress [and] draped windows with the black bunting typically seen at funeral processions.”

			Burns was put on a ship to Virginia and returned to captivity.

			

			—

			Even by the cruel standards of human history, American slavery was especially brutal. And even by the brutal standards of American slavery, the story of Anthony Burns was especially tragic.

			But in a sense, his story is not altogether atypical. Many—perhaps most—diverse societies have dealt with the fact of their diversity in a simple manner: they have allowed one group to dominate the others. From the monarchies of early modern South Asia to the democracies of twentieth-century Europe, diversity has often gone hand in hand with some scheme of domination.

			Three have been especially important. In hard forms of domination, the majority explicitly claims the right to dominate the minority. In soft forms of domination, the majority pretends to grant equality to all citizens but effectively marginalizes or disenfranchises a large portion of the population. Finally, under minority domination, it is not the many who rule over the few, but rather the few who rule over the many.

			HARD DOMINATION

			Settler societies like Canada and Australia were founded on supposedly virgin lands that, in reality, contained a large number of native peoples. Meanwhile, countries from Brazil to Jamaica soon added to the diversity supplied by the native population by bringing millions of enslaved Africans to their shores. The resulting hierarchy was usually both steep and rigid. One group openly and explicitly dominated the others.

			In the eyes of many colonists, natives forfeited their claim to the land on which they lived because they were uninterested in planting grain or tilling the fields; the genocidal campaigns against them were, they thought, sanctified by a divine imperative to sow and reap. Black slaves, meanwhile, were depicted as morally and mentally inferior; their captivity was, defenders of slavery claimed, a natural state of affairs that benefited those it subjugated.

			The United States combined both systems of “hard domination.” In the first decades after its independence, the country rapidly expanded westward, pushing ever-greater numbers of Native Americans off their lands and killing many of them in battle. And in the four score and six years before Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, Southern states imported about three hundred thousand slaves.

			In its early years, the American Republic practiced one of the most extreme forms of domination of the modern era. And yet the principles on which it was founded also gave the victims of that hierarchy—and their white allies—the tools to challenge the system.

			

			—

			Most sets of rules contain two key components. The first governs who is included in their purview. The second specifies the rights and duties of those to whom they apply. This helps to explain both the disastrous failure and the great triumph of America’s founding documents.

			The principles enshrined in the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights created a moral and political framework that helped to sustain democracy and spread liberty for 250 years. The idea that “all men are created equal” remains as noble and inspiring today as it was in the eighteenth century.

			But while the rights and duties set out in those founding documents retain their relevance, the country’s history has been marked by the brutal exclusion of key groups from their purview. Indigenous peoples and slaves, in particular, did not figure among those who were to be treated as equals until depressingly recently.

			Much of American history therefore boils down to a fight for the inclusion of those who were excluded from enjoying the liberties promised in the country’s founding documents. And while the story of the past 250 years has hardly been one of steady progress, the ranks of those who can claim equal membership has greatly expanded. Slowly but surely, the moral case for emancipating slaves, for granting a form of political autonomy to Native American tribes, and for ending segregation in the country’s south triumphed.

			America is an extreme example of how countries can, by drawing upon their best traditions, attenuate even the most rigid racial hierarchies. In virtually every developed democracy, the kinds of explicit legal disabilities that sent Anthony Burns back into slavery in Virginia have now been abolished. It would be churlish to dismiss or understate the vast difference this has made in the lives of those who were subject to them. To claim, as is now fashionable, that a country like the United States has not made substantive progress toward equality is to insult the memory of those who fell victim to the most extreme forms of racial injustice in the past.

			And yet the evidence from the United States—and many other countries—is that the victims of such schemes of domination continue to suffer from severe socioeconomic disadvantages long after the explicit disabilities to which they had once been subject are abolished. As a result, black people in the United States, the indigenous in Australia, members of lower castes in India, and numerous other groups around the world continue to be significantly poorer and less well educated than those who belong to historically favored groups.

			Tragically, the problems created by a legacy of domination persist long after the original injustices have been abolished.

			SOFT DOMINATION

			Hard domination is especially heinous. No country that explicitly disenfranchises a large number of people living in its own territory because of the color of their skin or the origin of their parents can truly claim to be a democracy. But other forms of domination, which can be harder to recognize, are also pernicious.

			Many of the democracies that were founded over the course of the twentieth century claimed, from their inception, that they granted all the people living on their territory equal rights. Proudly, they disavowed the explicit legal disabilities for disfavored minority groups that had historically characterized countries like the United States.

			But in many cases, these democracies could claim to be egalitarian, in part, because a bloody history of their own had rendered them highly homogeneous. This allowed the ethnic or cultural majority to impose its preferences without explicitly needing to disenfranchise members of minority groups or bringing the roots of their dominance out into the open.

			As these societies are becoming more diverse, it is becoming harder to ignore this legacy of “soft domination.” For the rules that worked when they were highly homogeneous are now starting to be resented by a significant portion of the population. The major problem facing countries like the United States is how to deal with the long shadow of hard domination; the problem facing countries like Germany or Italy is how to recognize and abolish the forms of soft domination that still give unfair advantages to those of their citizens who happen to be a part of the historical majority.

			To understand the challenges they face, we first need to understand how they were founded.

			

			—

			In medieval Europe, infidels were regularly driven into exile, and heretics burned at the stake. When Christians took control of the Iberian Peninsula during the Reconquista, they forced the country’s Jews to flee or convert. As late as the seventeenth century, much of Europe operated under the motto of cuius regio, eius religio; each territory’s population had to abide by the religion of their monarch.

			But during the many millennia in which monarchy was the predominant form of government in much of the world, there were also a few instances of more tolerant societies. In the Baghdad of the ninth century, the Istanbul of the seventeenth century, and the Vienna of the nineteenth century, minority groups enjoyed much greater privileges than they did in other parts of the world. They were able to worship, to conduct trade without extreme impediments, and to accumulate significant wealth. The results were remarkable. Each of these societies enjoyed levels of economic prosperity uncommon for their time, saw the arts flourish, and made important scientific advances.

			Then these multiethnic empires began to come apart.

			

			—

			For centuries, multiethnic empires had tolerated diversity without either trying to homogenize their population or granting subjects from different groups genuine equality. In an age of mass literacy and rapid industrialization, this left them vulnerable to the rapid spread of nationalist ideals. Neither Serbs and Hungarians nor Greeks and Armenians wanted to be ruled by monarchs who did not share their culture, language, and religion. They aspired to national self-determination.

			Slowly and then suddenly, multiethnic empires collapsed. For the most part, they were replaced by nation-states that only managed to avoid the problem of domination to the extent that they succeeded in imposing homogeneity.

			The first half of the twentieth century, in particular, amounted to a vast process of ethnic cleansing. Unspeakable violence turned territories in which people of different faiths, cultures, and religions had for centuries lived side by side into astonishingly monochrome nation-states. Especially in Western Europe, where minority groups had largely been expelled or killed, it was easy for the nearly homogeneous residents of the democracies that flourished after the defeat of fascism to fool themselves into thinking that they knew how to avoid the problem of domination.

			

			—

			Founded on the aspiration that cohesive cultural groups should be able to rule themselves, many European democracies were prone to marginalize those few minorities that remained within their borders—and had little facility at integrating the millions of immigrants who would flock to them over the course of the coming decades. Today, many of these democracies continue to suffer from a system of soft domination.

			They were built on an assumption of homogeneity that no longer applies. Though not necessarily designed to exclude others, both their traditional self-conception about what truly makes somebody a member of the nation and the formal rules that grant newcomers citizenship bestow the status of outsider on many of those who now live within them. As a result, many immigrants and their descendants feel permanently excluded from full membership in the countries that are supposed to be their home.

			The question facing these countries in the coming decades will be whether they can broaden their self-understanding enough to avoid a hardening of the informal hierarchies that have characterized them over the past decades. If they succeed in overcoming the legacy of soft domination, they will be able to treat minority groups fairly, and fully integrate the descendants of immigrants. If they don’t, they will eventually fracture into nations composed of mutually hostile blocks, or even turn a system that implicitly disadvantages certain groups into one that explicitly allows the traditional majority to rule over the rest.

			MINORITY DOMINATION

			When we talk about the problem of domination, we usually assume that it is the majority which oppresses the minority. But in countries from Iraq to Rwanda and from Syria to Guatemala, the ruling elite has traditionally been recruited from a powerful minority.

			Most of the countries in which a minority rules over the majority are not democracies. Knowing that they are almost sure to be outvoted if they accede to popular rule, the powerful stick to a long-standing monarch or support a resolute dictator. Democracy does not mix easily with domination by a minority.

			There are, however, important exceptions, from the Athens of the fifth century BC to the Britain of the eighteenth century AD. Perhaps the most striking is South Africa. The Dutch settlers who colonized the southern tip of the African continent since the seventeenth century brought the aspiration to collective self-determination with them from the increasingly democratic culture of their ancestors. They also knew that they represented a small minority of the South African population. If they allowed the black majority to cast their votes, white settlers could hardly have enjoyed the benefits that their domination had allowed them to accrue.

			The solution was as cruel as it was ingenious. In what the political scientist Pierre L. van den Berghe has termed “herrenvolk democracy,” Dutch settlers restricted the right to vote to members of the supposedly superior white race.

			This allowed the small group of so-called Afrikaners to have their bloody cake and eat it too. They maintained traditional democratic institutions like an elected parliament. They held reasonably free and fair elections. They even granted full citizens some modicum of free speech and assembly. But all these rules only applied to a small minority of the population. The great majority lacked the vote, were excluded from civic rights, and suffered from the daily indignities of racial apartheid.

			

			—

			Minority groups that have historically been dominant face an especially tough dilemma when their power is challenged.

			When majority groups come under pressure to share their power, they can be relatively certain that the cost of acquiescence will be limited. After all, they know that their voice will always carry a large weight in any democratic system.

			Minority groups cannot be sure of the same outcome. If they agree to fair democratic procedures, they are likely to be outvoted at every turn. Rather than accepting the gradual erosion of their power, these groups are thus more likely to hold on to their dominance by any means necessary. This makes them especially likely to engage in brutal measures to oppress the subjugated majority—and creates a serious danger of violent backlash if they are finally forced from power.

			A failure to reckon with this dynamic was one of the many reasons why the Iraq War went so terribly wrong. For decades, the country had been ruled by a fascistic dictator who justified his cruel reign by a thin appeal to secular, left-wing values. But in truth, Saddam Hussein, a Sunni in a predominantly Shia country, had always been a sectarian as much as an ideological leader.

			After the invasion of Iraq, the occupying forces were understandably keen to ensure that no members of Hussein’s Baath Party should retain power. But because they were insufficiently attuned to the sectarian dimension of the country’s conflict, they did not recognize that this would embolden Shias to take revenge for their long-standing oppression. Within a few months, even Sunnis who never harbored any affection for Hussein had rational reason to fear that they would now suffer from a similarly cruel subjugation.

			With the central state weakened and the occupying forces incapable of creating trust between historically hostile groups, Iraq quickly fell into structured anarchy. Between Shia attempts to monopolize the state for themselves, and Sunni resistance to their loss of power, the country slid into a deadly civil war.

			

			—

			Whether it takes the form of hard domination, soft domination, or minority domination, domination is an ever-present danger for diverse societies. From slavery to genocide, the idea that members of one group are of superior worth has been responsible for some of the bloodiest chapters in human history.

			Compared with the dangers of domination, a society in which different groups find some way to share power, sticking within their own communities and living by their own rules even though they are citizens of the same state, looks far more appealing. And so a lot of countries have, in the wake of ethnic violence or civil war, embraced schemes of power sharing that supposedly allow different groups to live peacefully in the same territory.

			But on the whole, these supposed solutions have failed to live up to their promise. The societies they created suffer from the third major danger faced by diverse democracies: fragmentation.

			FRAGMENTATION

			At the beginning of the twentieth century, a few small countries on the northwestern tip of the Eurasian landmass governed much of the world. Never in the history of mankind had such a small part of the globe attained such enormous power.

			But when the Second World War ended, even nations that nominally counted among its victors recognized that they had lost the strength to sustain their empires. Though countries from Britain to Portugal continued to fight a bloody rearguard battle for decades to come, it was obvious that the age of colonialism was coming to an end.

			Nationalists like Mahatma Gandhi in India and Jomo Kenyatta in Kenya finally attained their long-awaited goal of building independent nations. But securing domestic peace would, it quickly became apparent, prove an even greater challenge than winning the anticolonial war.

			Before they were ruled by colonial powers, few parts of the world had resembled modern nation-states. In some areas, emperors had commanded large expanses of land comprising highly diverse populations. In other areas, there had barely been a centralized state, with much of the power held by local potentates and tribal chiefs. Now the founders of India and Kenya, of the Ivory Coast and Guinea-Bissau faced the difficult task of molding highly diverse populations bounded by oft-arbitrary borders into functional nation-states.

			In many countries, that aspiration quickly foundered. In the 1950s and 1960s, dozens of newly independent states set out to build democratic institutions. But most soon descended into civil war or turned into authoritarian regimes led by dictators who relied on the loyalty of their own tribe or faith group to entrench themselves in power.

			

			—

			In Europe and the United States, a cadre of idealistic social scientists watched the process of decolonization with great hope. When countries from Asia to Africa won independence from their colonial rulers, they expected to witness the birth of thriving democracies. So when one country after another degenerated into tyranny or civil war, they naturally sought to understand how it might be possible for other diverse democracies to avoid such a sorry fate. The most influential answer to that question was given by a young political scientist named Arend Lijphart.

			The Netherlands, where Lijphart was raised before immigrating to the United States, had long been a deeply divided society. Catholics, Protestants, and socialists each had their own schools, their own newspapers, and of course their own political parties. Even institutions like hospitals and welfare organizations were often split along sectarian lines.

			According to most theories in political science, the country’s “fragmentation” should have made it difficult to sustain democratic institutions. Because they had so little intergroup contact, Catholics, Protestants, and socialists should have found it impossible to cooperate on a functioning government. And yet the Netherlands were, as Lijphart said in a recent interview, “a very well-governed, stable country.”

			How, he wondered, was this possible? And might some of the new nations that were rapidly descending into dictatorship or civil war be able to emulate that success?

			HOW POWER SHARING PROMISES TO SOLVE THE PROBLEM OF FRAGMENTATION

			In a democracy, the majority usually gets to call the shots.

			All citizens of a country have reason to agree on an impartial mechanism for choosing who gets to govern. And even though it always hurts to lose an election, it is easier to accept defeat when you know that you only need to persuade your compatriots of your ideals to win the next time around. So long as most voters can reasonably hope that their favored party will win an election once in a while, letting the majority rule is a promising way to reduce the likelihood of conflict.

			But in deeply fragmented societies in which virtually everyone votes along ethnic or religious lines, the majoritarian nature of democracy instantly spells trouble. In many such countries, a large portion of the population forms a permanent minority. Even if elections are held fairly, the members of this group are likely to remain in opposition. Permanently excluded from power, they have no way to ensure that the schools in their neighborhoods are well maintained, or the streets paved.

			If “the majority and minority are fixed rather than fluid, because each thinks of itself as a group defined by birth and possessing affinities and interests not shared across group lines,” political scientist Donald L. Horowitz warned three decades ago, elections will largely become tribal. With each political party representing the interests of a major identity group, and little alternation in power, “the textbook case of democratic majority rule turns quickly into a case of egregious minority exclusion.”

			That helps to explain why ethnic and religious fragmentation often poses such a challenge to the stability of democratic institutions. Faced with the prospect that their enemies might capture the most powerful institutions of the state, many groups either refuse to cooperate in building state capacity or attempt to monopolize institutions for their own purposes. They either get stuck in structured anarchy or descend into brutal domination.

			The Netherlands, Lijphart argued, could serve as a model for how to diffuse these dangers. At the time, many of the country’s key decisions were made by the Social and Economic Council, which was composed of members representing three key “pillars” of Dutch society. Instead of giving the victor of an election the power to call the shots for four or five years, the country’s institutions ensured that everyone—including the minority—kept a seat at the table.

			A number of other European countries, including Austria and Belgium, used “power-sharing” arrangements of their own. Switzerland even invited every party that won a significant number of seats in the Federal Assembly to take part in the government. With no major party banished to the opposition benches, all their leaders shared responsibility for the country’s direction.

			Some countries that had a recent history of serious conflict, Lijphart then discovered to his excitement, seemed to rely on similar institutions to diffuse tensions and secure the peace. Lebanon, for example, had long been deeply divided between Christians, Sunnis, and Shias, among other groups. When the country gained its independence from France in 1943, the leaders of its most populous denominations struck a bargain to share power. Rather than letting the winner of any one election run the ship, they decided that each group would be represented in the government. The president of the republic would always be Maronite; the prime minister, Sunni; and the speaker of the parliament, Shia.

			To reduce the stakes of national politics even more, the country’s constitution also granted its main groups the right to govern their internal affairs. Instead of making uniform laws about marriage and divorce, education and inheritance, the Lebanese government devolved the power to rule on such matters to Shia, Sunni, and Christian clergymen. Because a lot of the most intimate laws to which they are subject depend on decisions taken within their own communities, members of these religious groups would in theory have less incentive to fight for sole control of the government.

			Rather than seeking to overcome the country’s divisions, Lebanon’s founders decided to embrace its fragmentation. That arrangement, Lijphart wrote in the late 1960s, helped to explain why the country managed to sustain a democratic system. “A multiple balance of power,” he wrote, made the key contribution “to [its] success.”

			

			—

			Lijphart’s books and articles had a big impact. What he termed “consociational democracy” seemed to give political scientists a weapon they rarely have in their armory: the ability to give practical advice that might hasten the advent of democracy or even avert the outbreak of civil war. Invoking the ever-growing list of publications by Lijphart and his followers, European and American consultants fanned out to conflict-prone countries to tell them to adopt forms of power sharing.

			When Lijphart first presented his theory in 1968, only a handful of countries counted as consociational. By the 1990s, when a lot of newly founded democracies were consulting social scientists on the design of their new constitutions, and Lijphart was serving as the president of the American Political Science Association, many more had adopted some form of power sharing. (To what extent these changes were owed to Lijphart’s influence, as opposed to other forces pushing countries in a similar direction, is difficult to say.)

			But the results were not quite as hoped. In most countries, the new institutions led to gridlock or were ignored. Many of them quickly fell back into autocracy or civil war. Their fragmentation grew ever more dangerous.

			Perhaps this should not have come as a surprise. After all, the country on which Lijphart leaned most heavily in making the case that institutions which worked so well in the Netherlands could be transplanted to other parts of the world had, in the intervening years, also gone off the rails.

			Just as Lijphart was putting the finishing touches on his first major book, Democracy in Plural Societies, Lebanon fell into a bloody and protracted civil war. Between 1975 and 1990, more than one hundred thousand people were killed and many more injured or displaced. In the country that long served as the most central example of its promise, power sharing failed.

			HOW POWER SHARING DEEPENS FRAGMENTATION

			I met Abdallah Salam, an avid talker with a baby face and inquisitive eyes, about a dozen years ago during a summer school in Cortona. Along with twenty other students and professors, we spent two idyllic weeks arguing about religion and identity in an abandoned monastery overlooking the Tuscan hills. I remembered those weeks fondly, and thought back to them now and then, but mostly forgot about Abdallah—until I saw his face, looking barely more grown up, staring down at me from the pages of The Guardian.

			In the photo, Abdallah was dressed in black tie and held the hand of a beautiful woman clad in an elaborate wedding gown. About a hundred guests applauded the newlyweds in a sumptuous garden. But despite the impression of harmony conveyed by that glamorous picture, Abdallah’s marriage to Marie-Joe Abi-Nassif was causing quite a scandal in his home country.

			Abdallah is a Sunni Muslim. Marie-Joe is a Christian. Even today, marriages across these religious and sectarian divides remain rare in Lebanon. When they do take place, couples face tremendous difficulty in gaining legal recognition of their bond. Because marriages are usually performed and registered by each of the country’s main religious groups, interfaith couples fall right through the cracks.

			Over the years, the few couples who faced this problem settled on an unsatisfactory workaround. Instead of getting married at home, they would hold their ceremony in nearby Cyprus. While they continued to face disadvantages upon their return, the civil registrar would usually acknowledge their “foreign” wedding.

			That never felt like an option to Abdallah and Marie-Joe. Determined to overcome the sectarian divide that had torn the country apart within their own lifetime, they wanted to fight for real change. “We really don’t exist as citizens—just members of groups. It feels like the state has completely subjugated its sovereignty,” Marie-Joe said.

			Their wedding, they both hoped, would make a small contribution to giving people of their generation more freedom to live in accordance with their own choices. “We want Lebanon to be a country for all people with equality before the law, free of the archaic and confessional laws and religious tribunals that apply at the moment,” she said. But a few months after the wedding, the country’s authorities still hadn’t acknowledged their new status as husband and wife.

			

			—

			The challenges faced by Abdallah and Marie-Joe are representative of the ways in which consociational democracies do as much to exacerbate as to alleviate the fragmentation of deeply divided countries.

			Power-sharing institutions often subvert one of the key promises of democracy: to let people decide their own fate. If all major parties are always represented in the government, elections don’t have clear consequences. And so political elites are often able to rig the system in their own interests, leaving ordinary people without the tools to challenge misrule, corruption, or persistent failures by the government to deliver on basic public goods.

			This democratic deficit is particularly stark for individuals who want to change the traditional ways of their own communities. In Lebanon, personal laws are subject to a wholly separate system of adjudication. If you are a Sunni who wishes to obtain a divorce, you are subject to Sunni rules and Sunni judges. If you wish to change those rules, you can of course publish op-eds or stage some kind of protest. But the decision is ultimately up to unelected religious authorities.

			Consociational democracies usually rob their citizens of the ability to control the laws by which they live. In large areas of public policy, they boil down to no democracy at all.

			

			—

			Real solutions to the problems faced by countries like Lebanon would need to help make them less fragmented over time. Any set of institutions that actually attenuates the likelihood of future conflict would encourage greater trust and closer contact between members of different groups.

			Power-sharing institutions do the opposite. By design, they put massive obstacles in the way of anybody who seeks to build close ties with members of other groups. They glorify and entrench existing identities. And in the process, they make it much harder for a shared sense of citizenship to emerge.

			Consociational democracies force individuals to conceive of themselves, first and foremost, as members of the identity group into which they were born. Some people define themselves primarily as Lebanese rather than Sunni, Shia, or Christian. Others take pride in their personal attributes or professional achievements rather than a bond of blood or faith. Others still fall in love with somebody who does not belong to the same community as them. But whenever people stray outside of the predetermined communal boundaries that consociational institutions freeze into place, they face obstacles and injustices of Kafkaesque proportions.

			Remarkably, Lijphart foresaw—and even praised—these shortcomings of fragmentation from the very beginning. As he wrote in his very first essay on consociationalism, the system would only work if members of different groups had very little contact with each other. “Distinct lines of cleavages between subcultures,” he argued, were an important precondition for consociational democracy because “overlapping group memberships” would complicate the ability of elites to govern their own subcultures. It was, he concluded, precisely the rigid compartmentalization between groups that would create the “internal political cohesion” within groups that is necessary for the whole system to work.

			The impact of such a system should, all along, have been predictable. Trying to heal fragmented societies with the help of power-sharing institutions is a little like trying to cure an addict’s withdrawal symptoms by feeding him the drug he craves. In the short run, they can help to diffuse violent convulsions. Over the long term, they only exacerbate the problem.

			LESSONS FROM FAILURE

			Diverse societies have suffered from at least three serious shortcomings: domination, anarchy, and fragmentation. Each of these shortcomings is emblematic of a danger that, even in some of the world’s most developed democracies, remains highly relevant today.

			Most developed democracies have historically been built on forms of domination. In many European countries, this domination was hidden from view. Because they were unusually homogeneous at the time of their founding, they could pretend to be tolerant without having to become truly inclusive. In other democracies, like the United States, domination was far more explicit. For the first decades or centuries of their existence, these countries were only able to reconcile their democratic aspirations with their determination to subjugate natives and African Americans by openly excluding them from the protection of noble rules like the Bill of Rights.

			Over the past decades, both sets of democracies have become significantly more inclusive. Countries like Germany, Uruguay, and Japan have, for the first time, provided immigrants and their descendants with a path to citizenship. The United States finally granted minority groups full civil rights and enacted ambitious legislation to protect them from discrimination.

			In virtually all diverse democracies, the majority of the population has adopted far more inclusive attitudes toward immigrants and minorities. And these groups, in turn, did not waste any time in seizing the new opportunities that became open to them. Over the past years, they have made rapid progress on key indicators of success, including income and education.[*]

			And yet these heartening improvements have not done enough to undo the lingering effects of past domination. Even though the gap between different groups has significantly narrowed, long-dominant groups retain serious socioeconomic advantages. And while the popular understanding of who truly belongs in a country has become far more inclusive, many immigrants and members of ethnic minorities still feel that they are treated as guests or intruders.

			The first great danger facing diverse democracies over the coming decades, then, is that they might fail to overcome the long shadow of domination. While formally egalitarian, their societies might in practice stratify into different castes, with members of the ethnic majority at the top, and everybody else at the bottom.

			

			—

			Structured anarchy is another serious pitfall for diverse societies. In many parts of the world, different groups mistrust each other so deeply that they refuse to cooperate on maintaining an effective state.

			At first glance, this is not the problem most developed democracies face today. They have giant budgets, employ a huge number of civil servants, and command large standing armies. Some of them have the power to destroy the world many times over. State failure hardly seems like a realistic concern in a country like France, the United Kingdom, or the United States.

			And yet recent research suggests that these powerful countries, too, could see their ability to sustain key public goods diminished over the coming years. Across North America and Western Europe, growing demographic diversity has been strongly associated with a decline in support for the welfare state. When citizens believe that their tax dollars go to “people like me,” they are more likely to support generous unemployment benefits or spending on public health than when they fear that it goes to people who do not share the same identity.

			The second danger facing diverse democracies, then, is that their growing diversity will undermine their ability to provide their citizens with key public goods or a sense of common destiny. If diverse democracies are to sustain the benefits of an effective state, they must ensure that members of different groups trust that their institutions are to everybody’s benefit.

			

			—

			There is one more pitfall diverse democracies need to guard against: fragmentation. Many places around the world have—at least temporarily—solved the problem of difference by means of a kind of cease-fire. Countries like Lebanon have largely given up on the hope of fostering a shared sense of identity for their own citizens. Instead of building trust or connections between the groups they represent, political elites have brokered a deal among themselves. Detailed rules ensure that every group gets a significant share of power (and the elites stay in control).

			The price the population pays for that deal has turned out to be very steep. Lacking a sense of shared citizenship, ordinary Lebanese people find it practically impossible to challenge the deep corruption of their elites. And because all their institutions encourage them to double down on their identities, the fragmentation of society shows few signs of easing up from generation to generation. Institutions that were meant to keep the peace only ended up delaying the outbreak of the country’s bloody civil war.

			The citizens of most developed democracies thankfully share a much stronger sense of common identity. Whites and African Americans in the United States as well as Christians and Muslims in France have a much stronger sense of shared citizenship than Shias, Sunnis, and Maronites in Lebanon.

			And yet countries like France or the United States also face the danger that ethnic fragmentation might slow or undo the progress of recent years. Across much of the democratic world, conflict entrepreneurs are now encouraging dwindling ethnic majorities to rise up for their interests before it is “too late.” Meanwhile, academic and activist circles that once defended the need for universalism increasingly assume that instilling a much stronger sense of ethnic or religious identity in historically disadvantaged groups (or even historically dominant groups, like whites in the United States) is the only realistic path toward equality.

			These developments conspire to raise the salience of the kinds of groups that have torn diverse societies apart in many parts of the world. Even as many ordinary citizens think of identity in more fluid terms, elite institutions and new public policies are creating strong incentives for ordinary citizens to double down on their racial or religious identities.

			If they are to sustain a sense of shared citizenship and mutual solidarity, diverse democracies have to find ways to address the long shadow of domination without encouraging their citizens to be more attuned to their differences than to their similarities. The third danger facing them is that they might, over the coming years, fragment into increasingly rigid and hostile groups.

		

	
		
			THREE
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			How to Keep the Peace

			
			On December 6, 1992, 150,000 Hindus from all over India staged a giant rally outside Babri Masjid, a famous mosque in the city of Ayodhya. Waving religious flags and chanting political slogans, they sought to stake their claim to a patch of land on which, they believed, a Hindu temple marking the birthplace of Lord Rama had once stood.

			As the day wore on, and politicians allied with the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the Hindu nationalist party now led by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, chanted inflammatory slogans, the crowd kept swelling, and so did its rage. Around noon, a young religious devotee slipped past the barricades, scaled the exterior wall of the mosque, and triumphantly waved a saffron flag.

			The crowd pushed forward. Hopelessly outnumbered, most of the police abandoned the mosque to the hammers and axes of the victorious mob. It only took them a few hours to raze the centuries-old building to the ground.

			In the days after the destruction of Babri Masjid, the angel of death visited many towns and cities all over India. More than two thousand people died in violent clashes and riots.

			Aligarh, in the country’s north, was one of the cities in which the drawn-out standoff over Babri Madjid inspired horrific violence. Even before the mosque was destroyed, local tension had risen to boiling point. When two of the city’s largest newspapers falsely reported that Muslim doctors and nurses at a local hospital had murdered Hindu patients, activists vowed to take revenge. A local gang stopped a train headed for the city’s central station, dragged out its Muslim passengers, and slaughtered them in broad daylight. When the killing finally subsided a few days later, more than seventy people, both Hindu and Muslim, were dead.

			Many cities all across the country saw similarly bloody incidents of what Indian newspapers and politicians refer to by the rather understated name of “communal violence.” But, strangely, other cities have consistently managed to avert the same fate.

			Kozhikode, in the country’s south, for example, has many similarities with Aligarh. Both are midsized cities. In both, a little fewer than two out of every three inhabitants are Hindu, and a little more than one out of every three are Muslim. In both, false rumors about supposed massacres by the other side made the rounds whenever tensions over the Babri Masjid ran especially high. And yet Kozhikode has so far been spared the violence that claimed so many lives in Aligarh.

			“Aligarh figures in the list of [India’s] eight most riot-prone cities,” the political scientist Ashutosh Varshney notes. Kozhikode “has not had a single riot in [the twentieth] century.”

			What can possibly explain that difference? And how might that explanation help us to discover strategies that today’s diverse democracies can adopt to mitigate the ongoing perils of domination, anarchy, and fragmentation? A large part of the answer to these questions lies in the work of a psychologist who was born not in India but in Indiana.

			WHEN CONTACT BETWEEN HOSTILE GROUPS INSPIRES TOLERANCE (AND WHEN IT DOESN’T)

			Gordon W. Allport was born just before the turn of the twentieth century in Montezuma, Indiana, a three-horse town about halfway between Decatur and Indianapolis. Raised by a devout father whose lasting claim to fame is to have been featured in The Great American Fraud, a bestselling exposé of infamous cheats, swindlers, and quack doctors, he founded a small printing business as a teenager and excelled at school. After attending Harvard University on a scholarship and spending a formative year studying with some of the world’s preeminent psychologists in Hamburg and Berlin, he became an influential professor specializing in the new field of human personality.

			Over the next years, Allport watched from afar as much of the Old World descended into barbarism. “Civilized men,” he wrote after the war, “have gained notable mastery over energy, matter, and inanimate nature generally, and are rapidly learning to control physical suffering and premature death.” But despite the astonishing technological progress achieved during the first half of the twentieth century, “we appear to be living in the Stone Age so far as our handling of human relationships is concerned. . . . Each corner of the earth has its own special burdens of animosity.”

			If humans could somehow reduce the extent of their prejudice, Allport thought, they might finally be able to make a little moral progress. And so he set out to identify social or political institutions that might help to contain this dangerous psychological instinct.

			One day, his own assumptions about other people gave him a key idea for how to do that. During his free time, Allport sometimes volunteered with an organization helping refugees. At first, he was apprehensive about some of the groups he encountered. But the more time he spent with them, the more his prejudices dissipated. Perhaps, he thought, his own experience was not so unique—and increased contact between groups that had historically been ill-disposed toward one another could help them overcome their reservations?

			Over the next years and decades, a vast research program confirmed his hunch. Investigating a wide variety of contexts in which members of historically hostile groups had been forced to interact, psychologists found evidence of the salutary impact of “intergroup contact” in all spheres of social and professional life.

			American soldiers who had frequent contact with German civilians were much more likely to have a favorable opinion of them than those who did not. White soldiers in mixed platoons were much more likely than those in segregated ones to favor integrating combat units in the United States Army. Among civilians, whites living in integrated housing units were much more likely than those living in segregated ones to report that African Americans are “pretty much the same as the white people who live here.”

			Allport’s insight seemed to promise a brighter future. As long as people from different groups have the opportunity to interact, the prejudices they hold about one another should gradually subside.

			

			—

			
			There may not be a single idea in the field of social psychology that researchers have spent more time trying to prove or discard over the past three quarters of a century. By and large, the evidence has vindicated what has come to be known as the “intergroup contact hypothesis.”

			Through painstaking work, researchers have chronicled hundreds of instances around the world in which exposure to strangers really did make people more tolerant of groups they had once mistrusted or even despised. But they also confirmed a worry that had gnawed at Allport from the very beginning: that intergroup contact wouldn’t work its magic if the conditions under which different groups interact predisposed them to dislike or look down on one another.

			Evidence for this wrinkle was there from the start. In one study, 64 percent of whites who had worked with African Americans performing high-skill tasks or occupying professional roles had a favorable impression of them. But among whites who had exclusively worked with African Americans occupying subordinate roles as unskilled workmen, only 5 percent did.

			Drawing on other studies with similarly disappointing results, Allport formulated four broad conditions that have to be met for greater exposure to other groups to have the desired impact:

			
					
					Equal Status: While the two groups might be highly unequal in society at large, they must have relatively equal status in the context in which contact between them takes place. Working alongside each other as colleagues qualifies; working together as boss and subordinate does not.

				

					
					Common Goals: Members of both groups need to work together in pursuit of a shared goal. Pursuing the championship as teammates counts; participating in the same tournament as members of opposing teams does not.

				

					
					Intergroup Cooperation: Members of both groups need to have an incentive to work together cooperatively. Ideally, they need to work together to solve a problem, with each member of the group making a clear contribution.

				

					
					Support from Authorities and Customs: Authority figures need to favor and encourage better intergroup understanding. If a greater mutual understanding is against the law or risks angering your boss, it is far less likely to occur.

				

			

			Subsequent work has mostly vindicated this view. As Allport concluded in a 1954 bestseller, prejudice “may be reduced by equal status contact between majority and minority groups in the pursuit of common goals.” But these benefits will only accrue if the nature of their contact “leads to the perception of common interests and common humanity between members of the two groups.”

			

			—

			Psychologists tend to investigate the attributes of individuals. Political scientists like to study the characteristics of larger entities like states. But without paying especially close attention to Allport’s findings, they have hit upon a remarkably compatible set of insights over the past decades.

			According to scholars of political science like Robert Putnam, dense associational links between citizens of a city or region help to predict better democratic institutions and faster economic growth in the following decades. The more voluntary associations, choral societies, and bowling leagues an area has, the brighter its future is likely to shine.

			But just as a closer look revealed that intergroup contact only has positive effects under the right circumstances, so too the nature of this “social capital” turns out to matter for a country’s ability to avoid conflict. When a locality predominantly has “bonding” social capital, which ties members of one salient group to one another, it does not do much to mitigate the risk of hostility toward other groups. But when it also has a lot of “bridging” social capital, which provides links between members of different groups, the society is much more likely to work together on key public goods like a welfare state.

			If they are to help diverse democracies sustain peaceful cooperation, choirs and bowling leagues need to include a broad cross-section of society.

			

			—

			
			These are the core insights from social science on which Ashutosh Varshney drew when he set out to understand the striking contrast between Kozhikode’s success in keeping the peace and Aligarh’s failure to avoid communal violence.

			The extent to which Hindus and Muslims encounter each other in a positive context differs strongly between the two cities. “According to survey results,” Varshney reports, “nearly 83 percent of Hindus and Muslims in Kozhikode often eat together in social settings; only 54 percent in Aligarh do. About 90 percent of Hindu and Muslim families in Kozhikode report that their children play together; in Aligarh a mere 42 percent report that to be the case.”

			Both the residents of Aligarh and those of Kozhikode have plenty of intergroup contact. But only in Kozhikode do Hindus and Muslims encounter each other as equals.

			The nature of associational life also sharply differs between the two cities. Aligarh has plenty of civic organizations, such as religious associations and welfare committees. But most of these cater to either Hindus or Muslims. The city’s social capital is predominantly of the “bonding” kind.

			In Kozhikode, by contrast, civic associations create a lot of opportunities for Hindus and Muslims to pursue common interests and cooperate on shared goals. There are integrated trade groups and labor unions, sports leagues and arts societies, rickshaw-pullers associations and reading clubs. “Much like Tocqueville’s America,” Varshney finds, Kozhikode “is a place of ‘joiners.’ ”

			In moments of crisis, like the dispute over Babri Masjid, these links between groups can make the difference between life and death. In Aligarh, where most ties run within communities, social capital helped to spread wild rumors and reinforce anger. In Kozhikode, where longstanding social links tie different communities together, they helped to dispel unfounded rumors and preserve empathy.

			“Intergroup contacts” and “bridging social capital” aren’t just abstract concepts concocted by psychologists and political scientists; they are concrete assets that can, even at times of extreme tension, help diverse democracies keep the peace.

			THE ROAD AHEAD

			When I was growing up, I thought that there was something artificial about the human tendency to form groups and discriminate against outsiders. If it weren’t for history or prejudice, for hateful politicians or cynical demagogues, we would all be able to get along.

			I no longer believe that this is a realistic view of the world. The tendency to favor our own comes to us naturally.

			In certain times and places, this tendency has led humans to inflict terrible suffering on one another. There have been long periods of history in which some groups were brutally subjugated. There are areas of the globe in which conflict between different groups remains endemic, and most people, lacking the public goods provided by a capacious state, suffer desperate poverty. And for the foreseeable future, diverse societies will be in danger of suffering such fragmentation that people who happen to have the same citizenship lack all sense of common purpose or shared destiny.

			In the long annals of history, relations between different groups have rarely been either just or harmonious. And yet it would be wrong to despair.

			Though humans have a natural tendency to form groups, the nature and the attitudes of these groups strongly depends on the circumstances. Distinctions of race and religion are all too real. But despite their differences, a white Christian in Boston, a brown Hindu in Chicago, and a black Muslim in Los Angeles can cheer the same team at the Olympics.

			Likewise, salient differences between groups will always raise the specter of mutual mistrust or conflict. But many groups that have been mortal enemies in some times and places have been able to get along very well in other times and places—or come to think of themselves, over time, as equal members of a larger group. Neither Germans and Frenchmen nor Chewas and Tumbukas nor Shias and Sunnis are destined to hate one another forever.

			When the conditions are right, people drawn from different cultures, religions, and ethnicities are capable of sustaining amazing feats of cooperation. The question is how to put the right conditions in place, and what kind of society to aim for. That is the question to which I turn for the remainder of the book.

			

			—

			In part 1, I have tried to describe the world as it now is, focusing on the failings and injustices that have so often characterized diverse societies around the world; so far, the argument has primarily been “empirical.” In part 2, I set out to consider how we can improve the world; my argument in the next chapters is mostly “normative.” What kinds of diverse democracies, I ask, should we aim to create?

			The answer to that question depends, in part, on the kinds of real-world constraints that different societies face. And because these differ especially strongly between affluent and stable democracies on the one hand, and poor or instable societies on the other hand, the geographical focus of the next parts of the book will be somewhat narrower. While the empirical analysis of the first chapters drew on examples from Afghanistan to Zambia, the next ones will primarily be directed toward citizens of developed democracies, from France to Japan to the United States.

			Human nature is another important constraint. Because I don’t believe that most people are capable of completely shedding their tribal loyalties, I focus on the question of how we can manage our instinct to favor the in-group in such a way that we don’t all come to blows. Instead of imagining a world without groups or nations, I will ask how we can structure the relationships between groups in such a way as to engender the lowest amount of conflict and sustain the greatest extent of cooperation.

			As the past chapters have taught us, this means that we need to pay close attention to the ways in which people construct their own identities, and the kinds of circumstances in which they are most likely to embrace their commonalities. To thrive, diverse democracies need to create lots of bridging social capital and sustain the right kind of intergroup contact.

		

	
		
			PART TWO
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			WHAT DIVERSE DEMOCRACIES SHOULD BECOME

		

	
		
			
			It is far from obvious that the diverse democracies that have sprung up in every corner of the globe over the past decades will be able to endure without terrible violence or injustice.

			Given how uncertain the great experiment’s prospects for success are—and how terrifying the consequences would be if it should fail—some of its defenders are setting the bar very low for what we should collectively aim for. When they envisage what diverse democracies might look like in fifty or a hundred years, they imagine societies in which the balance of power may have shifted in favor of historically oppressed groups but some of the worst problems of the current moment persist. Their residents will have little in common with one another, and the major lines of battle would still pit one major identity group against another.

			On this pessimistic vision, the rights and duties of members of diverse democracies will strongly depend on the subnational communities into which they were born. Most people will have a strong tie to their own ethnic or religious group but little allegiance to a common national project. Society as a whole will consist of a great variety of different groups, but the members of those groups will only have sporadic contact with one another. And the informal rules governing everyday life will be based on the assumption that a citizen’s race and religion will forever remain their most important attribute.

			Listening to some of the great experiment’s self-declared defenders, it can be difficult to remember why anybody should hope for it to succeed in the first place.

			

			—

			In light of the injustices that define the present moment, and the difficulty of building diverse democracies, I understand why so many people are aiming so low. But I am nonetheless convinced that it would be a serious moral and practical mistake to give up on building a brighter future.

			Aiming too low would be a moral mistake because we should build diverse democracies that are thriving, not just enduring. The world has changed dramatically over the course of the past fifty years. It would be a deep failure of imagination to think that it could not be transformed just as dramatically over the next fifty years. Difficult though it may be to make diverse democracies succeed, too much is at stake to aim for second or third best.

			Aiming too low would also be a practical mistake. It seems worldly-wise to pronounce that our societies are so deeply characterized by racism or bigotry that ascriptive identities will forever determine their major battle lines—or that the best we can hope for is for those who have historically been oppressed to increase their power in a zero-sum battle for social domination. But the extensive history of diverse societies suggests that countries that are severely fragmented are usually deeply dysfunctional. All too often, they eventually fall prey to violent conflict.

			This is why I suspect that a view that tells us to aim low is not so much worldly-wise as it is dangerously naive. There are good moral reasons to seek a future of diverse democracy in which citizens who stem from different ethnic or religious groups feel that they have a lot in common. But for anybody who knows how easily diverse democracies fall apart, the practical reasons to aim high are even more weighty. So long as diverse democracies consist of mutually hostile tribes, they will always remain in danger of descending into terrible injustice or terrifying violence.

			

			—

			So what would diverse democracies that are thriving, not just enduring, actually look like?

			Because diverse democracies have embarked on an unprecedented journey over the past decades, they lack a clear road map that could guide their way. There are few accounts of previous travelers who have succeeded, and no GPS system to tell them which way to turn at every junction.

			One of the key tasks for anybody who hopes for the great experiment to succeed is therefore to reflect on the basic rules and ideals that can help to provide orientation for the journey ahead. To that end, it is particularly important to answer four foundational—and highly contested—questions:

			
					
					What role should the state play in diverse democracies?

				

					
					Should diverse democracies embrace or eschew patriotism?

				

					
					To what extent should immigrants and members of other minority groups be expected to “integrate” into mainstream society?

				

					
					What kinds of informal rules should structure how people lead their daily lives?

				

			

			Those are the questions I try to answer over the course of the next chapters. Diverse democracies, I argue in chapter 4, need to ensure that their citizens are free from the danger of state oppression, that they can be true to their own identities, and that they can (if they so choose) escape the tight embrace of their own communities. They should, I propose in chapter 5, encourage an inclusive patriotism that can sustain meaningful solidarity between members of different groups by drawing on both civic ideals and a love of everyday culture. They might, I suggest in Chapter 6, think of the future they are seeking to build through the metaphor of a public park, which allows all its visitors to do their own thing, but is more beautiful and vibrant if many of them are open to forging new friendships. And they should, I conclude in chapter 7, embrace informal rules that inspire citizens from different walks of life to cultivate true forms of mutual empathy and solidarity.

			Building diverse democracies is hard. Most likely, they will, even fifty or one hundred years from now, continue to suffer from serious shortcomings. But for the great experiment to have a chance of success—and for those who are skeptical about its desirability to see why they should help to make it work—we need to insist on an attractive vision of what diverse democracies might actually look like: one in which compatriots from many different ethnic and religious backgrounds can embark on a meaningfully shared life without giving up on what makes each of them unique.

		

	
		
			FOUR
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			What Role Should the State Play?

			Modern states exercise tremendous authority over their citizens.

			They tell millions of people what they are or are not allowed to do. They demand a hefty percentage of their earnings in tax. They regulate such minute details of their lives as what substances they can ingest or what color they may paint the exterior walls of their house. And though the enforcement mechanism for that coercion is often invisible, hard power is its ultimate guarantor. Consistently refuse to pay your tax bill and an agent of the state will knock on your door and take you to jail.

			One of the fundamental questions any modern state that seeks to be legitimate in the eyes of its citizens has to answer, then, is what can possibly justify this kind of coercion. Why (if at all) is it legitimate for a bunch of politicians to determine what percentage of income you have to pay in tax, for the housing association to assess a fine if you paint your walls the wrong color, or for a cop to interrogate you about the recreational drugs you might take?

			These questions become even more complicated in diverse democracies.

			Homogeneous nations have a repertoire of long-standing traditions to draw on in setting their rules. Many of their citizens are likely to agree on at least some key questions of religion or morality, such as the rules governing what houses of worship can look like or whether shops are allowed to open on Sundays. Even in those kinds of societies, there will always be dissenters who disagree with the preferences of their compatriots. But they are unlikely to come from a cohesive ethnic or religious group that suffers systematic domination.

			The dilemma faced by diverse democracies is tougher. In such societies, disagreements about basic questions of morality or religion are likely to go much deeper. Though they too may have long-standing traditions, those were usually created by the majority, and may not adequately reflect the needs or preferences of ethnic and religious minorities. To make things more complicated, those who contest the preferences of the majority aren’t just individual dissenters who happen to have different ideas about the world; they are members of communities who can come to feel that their most cherished beliefs or their very identities are being disrespected.

			All of these factors make it harder for diverse democracies to justify the power of the state. They also raise the stakes of failure. Should some groups come to the conclusion that their government is illegitimate, it is much more likely that violent conflict, attempts at secession, or even civil war will ensue.

			So how should diverse democracies conceptualize the relationship between state and citizen—and earn some basic modicum of legitimacy in the eyes of their members?

			In most developed democracies, the answer to this question has long been rooted in the precepts of “philosophical liberalism.”

			There are many different ways of expressing what lies at the core of this tradition. But it basically boils down to the idea that any legitimate state will protect the liberties of its citizens in some core ways. While the government has a right to impose rules on society and to assess taxes on residents, it has no moral authority to tell citizens what to think, who to worship, or how to lead their private lives. (Liberalism, in this philosophical sense, does not imply a particular position on the left-right spectrum. In the sense in which I use this term, Willy Brandt and Helmut Kohl, Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair, Ronald Reagan and Barack Obama all count as liberal.)

			The details of what this means for an array of controversial topics are far from obvious. Philosophical liberals disagree with one another about important questions like how easily parents should be allowed to homeschool their kids, under what circumstances towns can display religious symbols, or what accommodations from general rules citizens with strong religious convictions should enjoy.

			Even so, the core commitment of philosophical liberalism is clear. Liberals believe that the state’s authority is constrained by its obligation to respect the moral autonomy of its citizens. And that also means that—even in a country with many different religions, cultures, or ethnic groups—it is individuals, not the groups to which they belong, who are the fundamental building block of society.

			Can this basic principle sustain increasingly diverse democracies? A growing number of thinkers believe that the answer is no.

			

			—

			Critics of liberalism like to claim that the philosophy’s focus on the rights and duties of individuals makes it incapable of dealing with the challenges of diverse democracies.

			Liberalism, in this view, falsely assumes that most people choose their moral ties and religious beliefs in the unconstrained way you might pick a restaurant or buy a pair of jeans. This, its more sophisticated critics claim, makes liberals incapable of appreciating the fundamental importance that ethnic or religious communities play in the lives of most people. For in truth, nearly all people are born into an intricate web of relationships that creates deep ties of mutual affection.

			“Individuals inherit a particular space within an interlocking set of social relationships,” the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre argued in After Virtue. “To know oneself as such a social person is . . . to find oneself placed at a certain point on a journey with set goals; to move through life is to make progress—or to fail to make progress—toward a given end.”

			The critics of liberalism are deeply split about what to put in its place. Some hope that a cohesive ethnic or religious majority will once again impose its will on the rest of society. For them, the right answer to the individualism of a liberal society is the collective affirmation of a national culture. This, for example, is what Viktor Orbán has in mind when he explicitly defends the ideal of an “illiberal democracy” and promises that, as Hungary’s prime minister, he will ensure the preservation of the country’s traditional values.

			But the antiliberal tradition with the most traction in the academic and political mainstream of most developed democracies is rooted not in Orbán’s majoritarianism, which would impose the preference of the majority group on everyone else, but rather in a form of moral relativism, which allows each group in society to govern its own members to the greatest possible extent. Inspired by critiques of liberalism, a wide array of activists and academics have, over the past decades, tried to come up with a “communitarian” conception of diverse democracies. Instead of thinking of individuals as the basic building blocks of modern states, they suggest that we place ethnic and religious groups at their very foundation.

			According to the communitarian philosopher Chandran Kukathas, for example, the rules set by the state are no more legitimate than the norms that govern the ethnic and religious communities that constitute it. Instead of thinking about individuals as possessing rights that allow them to keep an oppressive state at bay, we should think of a number of these “associations” as the real constitutive power in diverse societies. The state itself, he argues, is but an “association of associations.” As such, its right to interfere in the internal affairs of various groups should be extremely limited, or perhaps nonexistent.

			Can communitarian conceptions that place groups rather than individuals at the center of diverse democracies provide the grounding for a more attractive alternative to liberalism?

			

			—

			To answer this question, we first need an account of the different ways in which the citizens of diverse democracies should be able to lead their lives. There are, I argue, at least two sets of freedoms that need to be in place for citizens to enjoy a basic modicum of self-determination:

			
					
					Freedom from Persecution by the Out-group: In a thriving diverse democracy, individuals have to be free from persecution by people outside their own identity group, whether that persecution emanates from the state or a majority of their own compatriots. This means that they must enjoy key protections against the arbitrary power of the state, such as freedom of speech and assembly. But it also means that they must know that the state will actively protect them against the wrath of an intolerant majority that might disapprove of their ethnicity, their cultural traditions, or their religious practices.

				

					
					Freedom from Coercion by the In-group: In a thriving diverse democracy, individuals have to be free from the forms of coercion to which their own relatives, elders, or clerics might subject them. This means that they must have the right to violate the norms of their communities and even, if they so wish, to exit them.

				

			

			In a second step, we can then compare whether liberalism or communitarianism is better able to grant citizens the twin protections they need to be true to their identity and lead a self-determined life. The answer I arrive at is clear. Diverse democracies will be better able to respect the convictions of all their citizens—including both those who give tremendous importance to their ethnic and religious ties and those who do not—if they adopt a liberal self-conception.

			THE KEY FREEDOMS (AND HOW THEY ARE THREATENED)

			On August 20, 2020, at 8:06 a.m., S7 Airlines Flight 2614 took off from Tomsk Bogashevo Airport, in Siberia, en route to Moscow. The first minutes of the flight were uneventful. Then a passenger started to moan in agony, his drawn-out, high-pitched wail flooding the cabin. Disoriented, he made his way to the bathroom, and lost consciousness.

			The plane made an emergency landing. Medical workers carried the sick passenger out on a stretcher. By the time Alexei Navalny, Russia’s most famous opposition leader, reached Emergency Hospital No. 1 in Omsk, he was in a coma.

			Over the next days, Navalny became a pull toy of political forces. Alexander Murakhovsky, the chief physician of the hospital, adamantly ruled poison out at a hastily convened press conference. When Navalny’s wife, Yulia, reached the hospital, the authorities at first refused her access to Alexei because she didn’t have her marriage certificate on her.

			Concerned that local doctors were not doing what they could to save his life, Yulia pressed for her husband to be transported for treatment abroad. At first, the authorities refused to let Navalny depart. But thanks to immense international pressure, a chartered plane was finally permitted to fly him to the Charité Hospital in Berlin.

			Navalny’s new doctors quickly ascertained that he had been poisoned “with a substance from the group of cholinesterase inhibitors.” Treated with drugs that counteract nerve agents, he made a strong recovery. Less than a month after his collapse, Navalny announced that he and his wife intended to return to Russia despite the evident risk to his life.

			When Navalny was finally ready to return, in January of 2021, half of the plane consisted of journalists chronicling his act of foolhardy bravery. Quoting a cult movie from the early 2000s, Yulia turned to a flight attendant and said: “Bring us some vodka. We’re going home.”

			As expected, the couple’s joy at being back in Russia did not last long. The plane was diverted to stop a throng of Navalny’s supporters from cheering his return. As soon as he stepped onto Russian soil, he was arrested.

			A few weeks later, a court in Moscow sentenced Navalny to more than two years in prison. By leaving Russia to be treated in Germany, the judge explained in a ruling whose perversity ranks high in the long annals of oppressive regimes, Navalny had violated the conditions of his probation for a previous punishment on equally dubious charges.

			“This is happening to intimidate large numbers of people,” Navalny said in a defiant speech to the court. “They’re imprisoning one person to frighten millions.” His experience, Navalny insisted, was the essence of dictatorship. Though the naked power of the Kremlin occasionally likes to play dress-up in the robes of judges, a determination to jail or kill opponents “is what happens when lawlessness and tyranny become the essence of a political system.”

			FREEDOM FROM PERSECUTION

			The story of Alexei Navalny is no aberration. At the darkest moments in human history, the angel of death often wore official robes. In large parts of the world—in the Germany of the 1930s and the Soviet Union of the 1950s, in the China of the 1960s and the Brazil of the 1970s—the story of the twentieth century was the story of state persecution.

			Even today, oppressive regimes in totalitarian countries like North Korea control the lives of their citizens in their most intimate details. A cautious word of dissent, uttered to your wife or husband within the walls of your own home, can get you jailed or executed. Even failing to express your loyalty loudly enough can provoke the most unspeakable punishments. Some unfortunate souls have been sent to labor camps whose horrors defy description because they did not cheer the regime with sufficient abandon or failed to cry with appropriate despair when the death of the “dear leader” was announced.

			Thankfully, totalitarian states are now rare. In the twenty-first century, most dictators have learned that they do not need to politicize every aspect of their subjects’ lives. Unlike North Koreans, the citizens of “run-of-the-mill dictatorships” in Russia and Nicaragua, in Turkey and Zimbabwe, are mostly able to stay out of politics. If they go about their lives without complaining about the regime, investigating corruption, or aiding the opposition, they can largely do what they want.

			But the moment they start to speak out of turn, to voice an unorthodox opinion, or to upset the business dealings of political insiders, the state can bring the full brunt of its force to bear on them. If, for reasons rational or not so rational, it decides that somebody is a threat, they will quickly become acquainted with its awesome machinery for subjugation. Perhaps they will suddenly prove unable to secure a loan or get an exit visa. Perhaps they will lose a job or an apartment. Perhaps they will be interrogated, jailed, executed, or assassinated in the street.

			Even countries whose citizens have, until recently, prided themselves on their freedom are now sliding back into absolutism. As Larry Diamond has chronicled, we are now in the midst of a serious “democratic recession.” During each of the past fifteen years, more countries have moved away from free political institutions than have moved toward them. According to Freedom House, the share of the world’s people who live in free countries had, by the end of 2020, fallen to the lowest levels in a quarter century. Fewer than one in five people now live in countries where they can stand up to their government without fear of serious retribution.

			Any democracy deserving its name must keep the arbitrary power of the state at bay. Its citizens need to know that they won’t be targeted for criticizing the powerful or rallying the opposition. But, especially in diverse societies, protections for individual citizens must go further than that: to lead a dignified and self-determined life, they must also know that neither the state nor their own compatriots will persecute them on the basis of their identity.

			

			—

			
			From local sheriffs tasked with ensuring the smooth operation of a slave auction to soldiers ethnically “cleansing” local villages, and from Gestapo agents hunting for hiding Jews to uniformed Hutus massacring defenseless Tutsis, the murder and maltreatment of minorities has often enjoyed the sanction of the state.

			Even in supposedly consolidated democracies, members of ethnic and religious minority groups now remain at greater risk than their compatriots. Across the Western world, far-right populists who promise to defend the country against the urgent danger supposedly posed by outsiders have won tremendous power. In many cases, they have incited hatred against members of minority groups or instructed the agents of the state to violate their basic civil rights.

			Nor does the threat of persecution always have to come directly from the state. In many countries in Eastern Europe, for example, large parts of the population harbor strong prejudices against gays and lesbians. Because state authorities often fail to protect them in an adequate manner, citizens who are publicly recognizable as homosexual or dare to show up for a pride parade have to fear grievous bodily harm. A state can facilitate the persecution of minority groups simply by turning a blind eye to the tyranny of the majority.

			It is therefore not enough for the state to refrain from persecuting its own citizens on the basis of their political views, their religious convictions or their sexual orientation; it must take active steps to protect minority communities from oppression by nonstate actors. In a free society, members of all groups must be able to be true to their own identity without fear of persecution by either the state or their fellow citizens.

			But there is also a rather different freedom that citizens of diverse democracies need to enjoy. If they are to lead a self-determined life, it is not enough that they be protected against persecution by an out-group; they must, at the same time, be protected from the terrible forms of coercion to which members of their own in-group might subject them.

			FREEDOM FROM COERCION

			Sometime in late 2017 or early 2018, Saif Ali Khan, a twenty-two-year-old fruit vendor who made his living in the markets of Bikaner, in the picturesque northwest of India, met a young woman who lived in a nearby neighborhood. They fell in love, met up whenever they could, and resolved to get married. Then the family of the would-be bride found out about the young couple.

			Horrified that their daughter, a Hindu, would start a relationship with Khan, a Muslim, the bride’s parents hastily arranged a more “suitable” match, and sent her to stay with family in Rampura Basti, about two miles from her own home. But Khan was not willing to give up so easily on the woman he loved. When he found out where her family had hidden her, he went in search of his lover. If all went according to plan, the couple would elope before she was married off against her will.

			All did not go according to plan. As soon as Khan arrived at the house, six men set upon him. After beating him bloody and unconscious, his lover’s relatives—including her father, brothers, and cousin—drove him to Karni Industrial Area, at the edge of Bikaner, and dumped him in a pool of wastewater. “They hit him mercilessly and broke his legs,” Khan’s brother, Asmal, would later tell a local journalist. “They drove their car over his legs and left him in the drain.”

			When factory workers noticed Khan’s body hours later, he was still alive. By the time the sun next rose over Bikaner, he had succumbed to his injuries.

			

			—

			The bloody history of the twentieth century has focused the minds of philosophers and social scientists on the oppressive powers of modern states. But this threatens to elide a more long-standing, and equally potent, danger to individual liberty: the so-called cage of norms.

			As Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson have chronicled in The Narrow Corridor, the absence of a state need not result in a life of anarchy that is “nasty, brutish, and short.” To maintain some semblance of social order “in societies without centralized authority,” unwritten rules often exercise “a different but no less disempowering sort of dominance on people.” They tell people how they ought to worship and what they can wear, whether they may speak and what they should say, when they can have sex and whom they must marry.

			In most traditional societies, priests and parents, elders and neighbors severely punish people who seek to strike out on their own path or fraternize with members of an outside group. This minutely regulated cage of norms may be more stable and peaceful than the war of all against all which so terrified Hobbes. But it is deeply claustrophobic, highly hierarchical—and at times just as nasty.

			Developed democracies have thankfully abolished many of the practices that Acemoglu and Robinson describe. But even today, members of tight-knit ethnic or religious communities can, like Saif Ali Khan and his beloved, be subject to the power of their elders in horrific ways. From fundamentalist Christians in Topeka who are forced to attend “conversion therapies” to suppress their homosexual urges to Orthodox Jews in Brooklyn who lose the right to see their children if they leave their community, and from Somali women in northern Sweden who suffer genital mutilation to Turkish women in Berlin who fear being murdered in an “honor killing,” the cage of norms persists—often unseen and sometimes violent—in diverse democracies around the world.

			A free society must protect its citizens against persecution by the state or an intolerant majority. But it must also push open the heavy doors that have historically enclosed most of humanity in a claustrophobic cage of norms. To lead a life free of humiliating coercion, the citizens of diverse democracies must be able to disregard the rules of the groups into which they were born and even, if they so wish, to exit them altogether.

			Can diverse democracies succeed in protecting their citizens both from persecution by outsiders and from coercion by members of their own groups? And does liberalism or its communitarian competitor offer a more realistic account of how they can do so?

			KEEPING PERSECUTION AT BAY

			Thankfully, the long and bloody history of humanity gives us plenty of information about how to keep the worst forms of persecution at bay.

			For millennia, large swathes of Europe and Asia were ruled by monarchs who enjoyed plenipotentiary powers. And as long as one man or woman enjoyed a monopoly on power, injustice and oppression were rampant. As Lord Acton put it in 1887, summarizing centuries of European history in four simple words, “absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

			Because absolute power corrupts absolutely, the history of liberty is, in good part, the history of imposing creative limits on the state. Over the course of centuries, three kinds of limits on state power evolved: limits on the ability of the powerful to stay in office without their subjects’ consent; limits on the kinds of decisions these leaders can make without the cooperation of rival institutions; and limits on the range of affairs with which the state properly concerns itself.

			Over time, these core features of liberal democracy have become so central to free societies around the world that it would be tempting to take their existence for granted. But it is worth taking a moment to remember what their core purpose is, and why it is that all three of them need to be in place at the same time for the danger of persecution—both to individuals like Alexei Navalny and to whole communities like the Rohingya—to be contained.

			
					
					Regular Elections: In most societies in human history, there was no way to remove the powerful from office without immense violence and upheaval. If most people resented the behavior of their king or tribal chief, they had but two choices. They could wait until he died, hoping against hope that his successor would prove to be more benevolent. Or they could, in the words of John Locke, resort to an “appeal to heaven,” staging a revolt that was unlikely to succeed yet almost certain to cause immense bloodshed.

					Thankfully, there is now a better alternative. Over many centuries, some states have invented and refined mechanisms that allow us to remove those who abuse their power from office. That is the core purpose of holding regular elections.

					Elections give citizens a way to influence the decisions of their governments. But as any citizen of a democracy knows, politicians often fail to keep the promises they made to get elected. If elections were onetime events, which turned their victors into monarchs for life, democracy would barely constitute an improvement over autocracy.

					This is why the powerful only get to occupy the most important offices in the land for a limited period of time. After a set number of years—two for US representatives, four for US presidents, an unusually long six for US senators—the individuals who occupy key roles in the state have to seek a renewal of their powers. If the electorate is no longer convinced that they are working in its interests, it can send them packing.

					

					
					Separation of Powers: There is one obvious problem with regular elections: What if an incumbent president or prime minister refuses to leave office after losing an election—or even rigs the vote to ensure victory?

					This is hardly an abstract fear. From Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe to Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, a huge number of leaders moved to concentrate vast powers in their own hands soon after winning democratic elections. They quashed the freedom of the press, placed their loyalists in courts or electoral commissions, and jailed opposition leaders.

					Once they succeeded, it quickly became impossible to throw these democratically elected leaders out of office by democratic means. Though Mugabe, Chávez, and dozens of other dictators kept up the charade of sustaining democratic institutions—staging regular elections that lent them a superficial veneer of popular legitimacy—they effectively turned themselves into monarchs for life.

					A second innovation is therefore needed to guarantee that citizens retain the ability to remove oppressive leaders from office: the executive needs to be constrained by competing institutions. Opposition parties need to be allowed to do their work even if it displeases the government. Journalists need to be able to criticize presidents even if they threaten to throw them in jail. And judges need to retain their political independence, telling presidents when they overstep the boundaries of their rightful authority.

					This is the purpose of the seemingly paradoxical set of rules and norms that political scientists know as the “separation of powers” or, alternatively, “checks and balances.” A president or prime minister is in charge of the executive, directing the cabinet, leading diplomatic efforts, and overseeing the delivery of government services. But her powers are not limitless. For the laws are written by the legislature, which can disagree with the executive or (in many countries) even remove the president or prime minister from office. And disputes about the interpretation of existing laws, or the extent of the president’s rightful powers, are adjudicated by the judiciary, with independent judges safeguarding the constitution.

					

					
					Individual Rights: Regular elections allow citizens to remove leaders from office when they grow unpopular. The separation of powers helps to make sure that elections will actually be free and fair. But on their own, these institutional innovations are not enough to ensure that citizens get to lead lives that are meaningfully free. For if a majority of citizens should want the state to intrude into the lives of their compatriots, even freely elected governments could grow to be oppressive.

					The danger that the majority will turn tyrannical is especially acute in ethnically or religiously divided democracies. Even when countries hold regular elections and have a real separation of powers, they can ban religious minorities from worshipping as they please, stop ethnic minorities from cultivating their own cultures or languages, or stand by as fanatical mobs persecute minority groups. Something else is needed to protect such groups from both the state and the tyranny of the majority.

					Thankfully, a third institutional innovation goes a long way toward giving all citizens the ability to lead their lives in accordance with their values: the recognition that there is a sphere of life in which everybody should be able to do what they like without having to worry about anyone else’s opinion.

					Both America’s Bill of Rights and France’s Declaration of the Rights of Man recognize that there are many essential decisions that citizens should get to take for themselves. The majority may deeply dislike the words you choose to publish, the people you invite for dinner, or the religious practices in which you engage. But as long as the state adopts core liberal principles like free speech, free assembly, and the free exercise of religion—and energetically punishes anybody who seeks to undermine them by threatening unpopular minority groups—all citizens should be safe from persecution.

					

			

			In conjunction, regular elections, the separation of powers, and individual rights grant the citizens of diverse democracies key protections against persecution. But do the core institutions of liberal democracy allow them to orient their lives around the deep ties many of them have to their own communities? Or do alternatives to liberalism, like communitarianism, do a better job of balancing between individual freedom and the great importance that so many people invest in their own cultural and religious groups?

			PROTECTING CITIZENS AGAINST COERCION BY THEIR OWN GROUP

			Communitarians believe that they are in a better position than liberals to respect the deep importance that cultural ties play in the lives of many people. Rather than thinking of diverse democracies as composed of individual citizens, thinkers like Kukathas propose, we should conceptualize them as lose federations of ethnic or religious communities.

			A diverse democracy that embraces communitarianism would seemingly do well at upholding one plausible goal of diverse democracies: ensuring that cultural or religious communities can thrive. In recognizing, say, the Catholic Church, the Southern Baptist Convention, and the Council on American-Islamic Relations as basic building blocks of society, it would grant them far-reaching rights and privileges. These should, in principle, ensure that members of these communities can live a life that is true to their identity.

			But there are a lot of serious problems with this proposal. One has to do with the difficulty of giving official recognition to various groups and drawing boundaries between them. How should a diverse democracy go about determining which groups should enjoy official recognition and which are too new or too small or too “frivolous” to count as one of its basic building blocks? How can they ensure that the leaders of these groups actually speak for their members? And what happens to the many people who don’t neatly fit into any recognized group?

			An even bigger problem is that such a communitarian conception would, even as it seemingly protects people from persecution and allows them to be true to their inherited identity, make it impossible for them to chart their own course through life. Individuals who do not agree with the customs of the communities into which they were born would, on the model of diverse democracy advocated by Kukathas and his allies, be left at the mercy of an oppressive cage of norms.

			States that conceive of themselves as a mere “association of associations” have no apparent justification for interfering in the “internal” affairs of these groups. This means that they would have to stand aside when groups fail to tolerate internal dissent, render their children incapable of living a self-determined life, or stop those who want to strike out on their own from exiting the group. If you are a gay man born into a Christian cult that believes homosexuality to be evil, or an intellectually curious child born into a Hasidic sect that discourages you from pursuing a secular education, you will have to get used to living within the cage constructed by “your” association.

			Communitarians fail to grant citizens of diverse democracy a sufficient modicum of freedom from the coercion that the groups into which they were born might try to impose on them. This makes communitarianism an unappealing account of the future we should build. But can liberals do any better at reconciling the desire of many citizens to be true to their identity with their need to be free from the cage of norms?

			

			—

			The answer is yes.

			On the liberal view, diverse democracies are constituted by a broad variety of individuals, not a set of groups. They should be committed to protecting the core freedoms of these individuals. And so it seems straightforward that a just democracy has a legitimate reason, and even an obligation, to step in when ethnic or religious groups attempt to coerce their own members.

			But while liberals are much better able to uphold citizens’ freedom from the cage of norms, it is less obvious how they can ensure that people who give great importance to their cultural or religious ties can be true to their own identity. Isn’t it a mistake, as Alasdair MacIntyre warned, to talk about the deep religious faith with which many citizens of diverse democracies are raised—and which many of them might never shed—as a mere “choice”?

			This objection misunderstands the nature of the liberal project. It is often said that liberals’ emphasis on individuals makes us incapable of appreciating the importance that groups play in the lives of so many people. But we are deeply aware of the overriding significance with which many people imbue the groups to which they belong and even that most people never step back from these relationships. People don’t freely “choose” to maintain or abandon their cultural or religious ties as though they were picking between different dinner options on their food delivery app.

			Philosophical liberals do, then, have deep respect for the importance of family, religion, and tradition in contemporary societies. We are fully aware that a large number of citizens lead their lives in accordance with norms they consider dictates of conscience. In fact, this is precisely why we are so concerned with protecting the kinds of guarantees of personal liberty, such as freedom of speech and worship, that ensure that citizens won’t be forced to abdicate their innermost beliefs.

			This is also why liberal states across the world should—and do—allow their citizens to structure their lives around their cultural and religious commitments in ways that the majority might at times feel to be extreme. So long as they provide pupils with enough secular education to give them genuine choices for how to lead their lives once they become adults, religious communities can found schools that instruct children in the traditions of their faith. Citizens who genuinely feel that serving in the army would violate their conscience enjoy exemptions from compulsory military service. And when communities like the Amish decide to live in great isolation from the customs of mainstream society, nobody forces them to use modern technology or mingle with their neighbors.

			But for liberals, this deep respect for particular cultural or religious communities ultimately derives from the commitments of their members. If we respect Baptist churches or the Muslim faith or the Humanist Union, it is not because we regard these groups as the founding units of our society; it is because they hold tremendous significance to millions of people.

			To be truly free, citizens of diverse democracies must know that they will not experience hostility or discrimination based on the color of their skin; that they can worship as they please; and that they are, if they so wish, free to spend most of their lives within the ethnic or religious communities into which they were born. Guaranteeing their citizens’ freedom from oppression by an out-group is a key task of a liberal state. But citizens of diverse democracies must also know that they will be free to leave the group into which they were born; to violate its norms without fear of suffering destitution, violence, or death at the hands of their own elders; and to define themselves by the identities and associations they themselves choose. Any state that neglects its citizens’ freedom from coercion by their own group neglects a second, equally important, task.

			To live up to their promise, diverse democracies must actively protect their members against the double dangers they face, then. Citizens need to benefit from all the institutional innovations that have historically proved capable of keeping a tyrannical state at bay and know that the communities to which they belong will be able to practice their customs in peace. And they must also be able to call upon the assistance of the state to defend them against any private groups that might, against their will, enclose them in a cage of norms. Only a diverse democracy built on the principles of philosophical liberalism is capable of protecting both of these core values at the same time.

			

			—

			Only states that are powerful enough to protect individuals from the groups that seek to oppress them yet sufficiently constrained that they do not themselves grow oppressive can guarantee the twin liberties everyone deserves.

			A society in which all citizens enjoy such a double freedom helps to protect them from oppression and defuses some of the most obvious sources of intergroup conflict. But as a basis for a thriving diverse democracy, it does not suffice. For if citizens from different races and religions are to be truly committed to living together as part of the same state, they also have to have some sentiment they share.

			Traditionally, patriotism or nationalism has provided citizens of most democracies with that glue, giving them a concern for the common good, and making them care about the well-being of people they have never met. But many people are now, for good reason, skeptical of these sentiments. Is it possible, they wonder, to encourage a healthy form of patriotism without opening the door to ethnic exclusion, racial discrimination, and deadly international conflicts?

			That is the question to which I now turn.

		

	
		
			FIVE
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			Can Patriotism Be a Force for Good?

			In the most despairing months of World War II, when the planes of the Wehrmacht were raining bombs upon London and the Nazis seemed destined to rule vast swathes of Europe, George Orwell set out to write about a surprising subject: the virtues of patriotism.

			Orwell was as aware of the destructive potential of nationalism as any of his compatriots. A few years earlier, he had joined an international band of idealists to defend the Spanish Republic against its fascist enemies. “The energy that actually shapes the world,” Orwell warned those who still dismissed Adolf Hitler as too absurd to pose a real threat, “springs from emotions—racial pride, leader worship, religious belief, love of war—which liberal intellectuals mechanically write off as anachronisms.”

			But it is precisely because Orwell knew how powerfully such emotions drive politics, and how destructive they can become when they are allowed to fester into a fervid nationalism, that he defended the need for a constructive form of patriotism.

			“What has kept England on its feet during the past year?” he asked during World War II. In the main, he answered, it was “the atavistic emotion of patriotism [. . .] For the last twenty years, the main object of English left-wing intellectuals has been to break this feeling down. And if they had succeeded, we might be watching the SS men patrolling the London streets at this moment.”

			For Orwell, the implication was clear. Many activists and intellectuals had managed to destroy their own sense of patriotism “so completely in themselves as to have lost all power of action.” But the right way to fight back against murderous nationalism was not to insist on a purely rational politics that proudly dismissed all local attachments; it was to foster and embrace a healthy patriotism that might provide a bulwark against the worst manifestations of national sentiment.

			

			—

			In the first half of the twentieth century, nationalism was the most powerful political force in the world. During the comparatively peaceful period that followed, many writers and academics quickly fell back into the trap Orwell identified. That is the intellectual atmosphere in which I was raised.

			Growing up in Germany, my friends and I referred to right-wing nationalists as Ewiggestrige, those who are “forever of yesteryear.” The future would lie in greater tolerance, more international cooperation, and European integration. Nationalism, we believed, was but an anachronism—a form of collective prejudice befitting scoundrels and demagogues, and headed for the dustbin of history.

			Then far-right nationalists like Narendra Modi in India, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, and Donald Trump in the United States started to win elections. To anyone who took an unflinching look at these changes, it became obvious that our contempt had amounted to yet another bout of wishful thinking. While we were writing high-minded essays about a postnational future, political leaders animated by bellicose nationalism had conquered the world.

			Nationalism is back, and it is likely to remain as influential in this century as it was in the last. How should defenders of diverse democracy respond?

			

			—

			One answer would be to double down on attempts to leave all forms of national sentiment behind. Perhaps the rise of noxious nationalists is all the more reason for decent people to turn themselves into “cosmopolitans,” setting out to care equally about people whether they happen to be neighbors or live at the other end of the earth. After all, philosophers have a point when they ask why anyone should give special consideration to people who happen to be their fellow citizens when those in distant places might be in much more urgent need of help.

			There’s some truth to this. We do have serious moral obligations to people with whom we don’t share ties of culture, ethnicity, or citizenship. If more people took these obligations seriously, the world would likely become a better place. The few people who are capable of such boundless empathy have my full admiration.

			But over time I have also (as I explained in part 1) grown deeply skeptical about whether most people are capable of sustaining this kind of altruism. Humans are groupish. Our tendency to form in-groups, and to discriminate against those who do not belong to them, goes deep.

			Given those facts, I fear that it is naive to assume that a society that discourages its citizens from feeling any form of national sentiment would thereby encourage them to care about those who are more distant. In practice, a society without patriotism is less likely to consist of altruistic cosmopolitans who donate all their money to starving children in distant countries than of mutually hostile tribes that ruthlessly fight for their own interests.

			This is of special relevance in diverse democracies. For them to thrive, citizens drawn from many different ethnic and religious groups will need to sustain a real sense of solidarity with one another. A shared devotion to their country might just help to attenuate intergroup conflicts and instill a sense of care for the common good.

			That is why I have long thought of patriotism as a half-wild beast. If the worst people are left to stoke its most violent instincts, it is capable of wreaking terrible havoc. But when decent people succeed in domesticating patriotism, it can be of tremendous use in allowing the citizens of modern states to care for one another’s fate.

			So how can diverse democracies domesticate this half-wild beast, making patriotism useful rather than dangerous? And what might serve as the basis for an inclusive patriotism in societies that are highly diverse, and therefore lack common touchpoints like shared religious practices?

			

			—

			There are three basic answers.

			According to the first, democracies should hold on to an ethnic sense of nationalism. Rooted in the history of particular peoples, countries like Japan or Italy should continue to recognize those who descend from its original inhabitants as having special standing.

			This kind of ethnic notion cannot work as the basis for diverse democracies that treat all their members fairly. While there is nothing wrong with honoring the special historical role that particular groups have played in shaping their nations, immigrants and their descendants must be given equal place in them going forward.

			According to the second answer about what form patriotism should take, democracies should define themselves by their civic cultures or constitutional values. Founded on the basis of ideals like political liberty, countries like India and the United States have long emphasized their countries’ founding documents as sources of shared identity. Even countries like Germany, which had once defined themselves in more explicitly ethnic terms, are now following suit.

			Civic patriotism can help highly diverse nations operate on the basis of shared ideals and aspirations. It has an important role to play. And yet I believe that it is an incomplete description of the sense of patriotism that most citizens of contemporary democracies actually do share.

			This leaves a third answer. A core reason why most citizens of modern democracies have a deep attachment to their countries is, simply, that they love its culture. Though they may be deeply disturbed by some of their country’s problems, and revile many of its injustices, they feel an attachment to the things that help to define it in the everyday: its language and its cities, its celebrities and its television shows, its instinctual habits and its social conventions.

			To resonate, this kind of cultural patriotism needs to look to the future rather than obsess about the past. And to be inclusive, it needs to make space for all of a country’s residents rather than put one group on an undeserved pedestal. But understood in the right way, it can make a key contribution to inspiring the sense of common purpose diverse democracies need to thrive.[*]

			THE POWER AND PERIL OF ETHNIC NATIONALISM

			In 451 BC, the most famous orator in all of Athens rose from his seat to address his compatriots. His beloved city, Pericles argued, faced an urgent crisis. Immigrants and their descendants could meddle in affairs that should rightfully be reserved for those whose ancestors hail from the polis. It was high time to limit citizenship to real Athenians.

			Even before Pericles’s proposed reform, the laws governing Athenian citizenship were highly restrictive. In order to speak in the assembly, vote on a law, sit on a jury, or own property, a resident of Athens had to trace his father’s heritage all the way back to the city’s original founders.

			After the assembly passed the law Pericles championed, the city guarded the “purity” of its citizens even more jealously. Only residents who descended from the city’s founders on both their father’s and their mother’s side now enjoyed full civic standing. Some of the writers, scientists, and philosophers most closely associated with the glories of Athens—Aristotle, Diogenes, Democritus, and Protagoras—remained relegated to second-class status throughout their lives.

			In the long history of democracy, Athens is closer to the rule than the exception. For the past three thousand years, the citizens of the world’s most celebrated democracies prided themselves on their ethnic purity.

			The Roman Republic, for example, quickly took on vast dimensions. By the time of Julius Caesar’s birth, its borders were located thousands of miles from the city’s seven hills, and more than a million people enjoyed the privileges of Roman citizenship. Casting about for a model that could inspire their own grand experiment in self-governance, America’s Founding Fathers would, nearly two thousand years later, look more to Rome than to Athens.

			But though the vast Roman Republic was much more diverse than the tiny Athenian polis, it, too, stipulated ethnic criteria for membership. Inhabitants of conquered territories that were located on the Italian peninsula and were thought to belong to the same extended tribe could win the right to call themselves Romans. The inhabitants of more distant territories, who were seen as ethnically distinct, remained relegated to an inferior status.

			In the modern era, the democratic obsession with ethnic purity intensified. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Europe’s nationalist movements courageously opposed the sclerotic monarchies that held millions of peasants captive in feudal servitude and denied meaningful political participation to virtually everyone else. But even in the heyday of progressive nationalism, democracy remained closely linked to ethnicity. When German or Italian patriots fought to forge disparate kingdoms and principalities into unified nations, they assumed that their inhabitants would share one language, history, and heritage.

			Nationalist movements that hoped to gain independence from large multiethnic kingdoms put even more emphasis on common descent. The Czech, Slovak, and Romanian patriots who sought to cast off the domination of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, for example, hoped to create new states that would be limited to those who shared their culture and custom. Over the following century, they achieved their goal in good part by expelling or curbing the rights of the ethnic minorities that happened to live within the territories of their newly independent nations.

			Asian and African states that won their independence from European colonists over the course of the twentieth century look like a possible exception. Because their borders had usually been drawn with little regard for culture or geography, most of them contained too many different groups to create one state for each ethnic group. Even so, their leaders quickly identified supposed outsiders they could blame for the problems of their newly independent nations. From Hindus in today’s Bangladesh to South Asians in today’s Uganda, the birth of postcolonial states often went hand in hand with a violent purge of minority groups.

			

			—

			Any credible account of what patriotism might mean today needs to take the ethnic roots of modern nations seriously.

			From ancient Athens to contemporary Uganda, ethnic criteria have long played a strong role in determining who is in and who is out. And so it is, even today, impossible to understand the nature of modern-day Denmark, Thailand, or Rwanda without referencing the ways in which these countries were formed by one or multiple specific ethnocultural groups. Anybody who loves these countries must also harbor some appreciation for the peoples who have shaped them over centuries.

			And yet the changes of the past half century have, especially in developed democracies that have experienced a high level of immigration, made a purely or predominantly ethnic conception of nationalism unfit for purpose.

			A lot of the people who now live in and love Denmark, for example, do not descend from the Vikings who dominated that area during the Middle Ages. Just as ancient Athens condemned Aristotle and Protagoras to the status of “Metics,” unable to encounter their contemporaries as equals, so too an ethnic conception of Danish patriotism would forever condemn nearly one out of five people who live in the country to second-class status.

			Ethnic nationalism would also bear less and less resemblance to the lived reality of most modern democracies. Forever hailing the achievements of one part of the population, it would be unable to acknowledge to what extent they have, in the last fifty years, been shaped by immigrants and their descendants. Members of modern democracies who belong to minority groups would never get full credit for their contributions, and would be all the more likely to grow bitter or resentful.

			To build thriving democracies that value all citizens fairly, diverse countries need to forge a new conception of patriotism. A nationalism based on shared descent is not fit for purpose. So what other form of common identity could help to bind compatriots of a big, diverse country to one another?

			TWO CHEERS FOR CIVIC PATRIOTISM

			On a beautiful morning in the spring of 2017, I walked into the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library in South Boston wearing a navy suit, a white shirt, and a blue-red-and-white handkerchief. Along with two hundred people from all over the world, I filed into a light-filled auditorium to listen to a succession of official speeches.

			The director of the Kennedy Library told us about the immigrant roots of the thirty-fifth president of the United States, whose great-grandparents had arrived in Boston Harbor from Ireland. A judge teared up as he talked about the time he presided over a naturalization ceremony that included his own daughter-in-law. A man by the name of Mohamad Ali—the CEO of a tech company, not the famous boxer—recalled how he and his parents arrived in the country with only a few dollars to their name.

			Then the judge asked us all to rise from our seats. Standing between a middle-aged man who was born in China and a young woman who grew up in Morocco, I pledged that I would “support and defend the Constitution and laws of the United States of America against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” When we finished the oath, we were American citizens.

			The naturalization ceremony encapsulates a key feature of America’s self-conception. Most countries have long defined themselves along ethnic lines; George Washington and Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton claimed that the American Republic was founded on an idea. What set the Founding Fathers apart from the British monarchs whose rule they could no longer tolerate was neither language nor heritage; it was a commitment—however imperfect—to moral liberty, political self-determination, and the principles enshrined in the Declaration of Independence.

			

			—

			Many philosophers are skeptical of all forms of national sentiment. But if you must defend what many of them consider a base and misguided sentiment, there is a kind of consensus about how to go about it. Drawing on the particular story of the founding, they say, you should make the case for “civic patriotism.” To be proud to be an American, for example, is to love the ideals to which the country committed itself in the Constitution.

			The modern roots of this conception lie in the United States. But, over time, it has planted offshoots around the world.

			When the founders of India tried to figure out how they could give an identity to a vast new country that had a Hindu majority but also included a large number of Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, and Parsis, Mahatma Gandhi championed an Indian version of civic patriotism. “When the Republic of India was created in 1950, its citizens sought to be united on a set of ideals,” the Indian historian Ramachandra Guha writes. “The basis of citizenship was adherence to these values, not to [. . .] a shared faith or a common enemy.”

			Even some countries that long defined themselves on ethnic grounds have, of late, attempted to reconceive of themselves in civic terms. How, German intellectuals asked themselves after World War II, could their compatriots develop a healthy affection for their country without reverting to the kind of racial politics that had led it terribly astray? Citizens who feel pride in the democratic institutions of postwar Germany, thinkers like Jürgen Habermas argued, should make the country’s basic law the object of their devotion. The Grundgesetz should become for Germans what the Constitution has long been for Americans.

			The advantages of civic patriotism are significant. Unlike ethnic nationalism, it allows anybody who is willing to embrace a set of shared political values to become a full member of the community. So long as a German Jew, a young woman from Morocco, and a middle-aged man from China agree to abide by the Constitution, they should be able to live together in peace—and become as American as a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant whose forefathers arrived on these shores hundreds of years ago.

			There is also some reason to think that civic patriotism is less likely to draw countries into international conflict than ethnic forms of nationalism. A love of country that is based in a belief in the inherent superiority of one’s own ethnic or racial group provides an easy excuse for those who want to dismiss the legitimate interests of other nations. But a nation that is founded on the importance of self-determination should be able to recognize that other countries also have a legitimate interest in ruling themselves.

			Civic patriotism should be better able than ethnic nationalism to welcome newcomers into the fold and sustain meaningful international cooperation.[*]

			

			—

			The idea of civic patriotism strongly appeals to me. It defines nations by their highest ideals rather than their basest instincts. It gives citizens a way to be proud of their country without indulging in bigotry or chauvinism. If I didn’t hesitate to swear the oath of citizenship on that morning in March 2017, it is, in part, because I love the United States Constitution and the inspiration it has provided for civic patriotism, both at home and abroad.

			And yet I fear that civic patriotism may, on its own, be an insufficient answer to the question of how diverse democracies can sustain a common national identity.

			Most Germans now accept that somebody called Ali or Mustafa can be a true member of their nation, for example. But when they think of what they love about their country, they are less likely to point to the Grundgesetz than they are to insist on cultural and linguistic markers, from the German language to currywurst.

			In India, civic patriotism is in even greater danger. For Narendra Modi, the country’s powerful prime minister, India is a Hindu nation—and he is passing a raft of discriminatory policies that will go a long way toward turning it into one.

			Even in the countries where civic patriotism has its deepest roots, like the United States, many people don’t take sufficient interest in history or politics to feel a deep attachment to their constitution or to recognize when a politician poses a threat to it. Most Americans know who won last year’s Super Bowl and have an opinion about Meghan Thee Stallion. A lot of Americans have a strong liking for one political party—or at least a pronounced disdain for the other one. But few Americans can explain the three branches of government or recall the meaning of the First Amendment.

			Patriotism is one of the most universal sentiments in the modern world. Most citizens of democracies feel it at least to some extent. But an interest in civic documents like the United States Constitution remains the preserve of a politically minded minority. Noble though the idea may be, civic patriotism will never fully describe what most people actually feel when they think of their country with love or affection.

			Another reason why civic patriotism does not adequately describe what gives many citizens a special affection for their country may be that national pride is, by its very nature, an attachment to a particular place. Though French patriots need not hate or disrespect other countries, they feel a special tug of affection for their own nation. Any account of patriotism that does justice to the nature of their feelings thus needs to explain how France is different from Germany or the United States.

			Civic patriotism has trouble doing that. The values that animate the constitutions of France, Germany, and the United States are very similar. Though these documents do of course have some notable differences, they can’t explain why most French citizens feel deeper affection for France than they do for Germany or the United States.

			The notion of civic patriotism puts abstract political principles at the center of our collective sentiments. This runs the danger of mischaracterizing a sentiment that is, at least as much, about our emotional attachment to real people and places. It simply does not capture what most people talk about when they say that they love their country.

			This is no reason to discard civic patriotism. Insofar as it goes, a shared commitment to a country’s most basic political values really can help to sustain diverse democracies. But to develop an account of inclusive patriotism that fully expresses the devotion that most citizens feel for their nations, we need to add another dimension: cultural patriotism.

			THE CASE FOR CULTURAL PATRIOTISM

			On April 22, 1993, John Major, the prime minister of the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland, was trying to reassure the country that a closer relationship with Europe would not alter its essential character. Even if parliament ratified the Maastricht Treaty, which established the European Union, he said, Britain would “still be the country of long shadows on county grounds, warm beer, invincible green suburbs, dog lovers and pools fillers.”

			The speech was widely mocked. Major, an editorial in The Independent complained, was “confusing Britain with certain parts of England.” The idea that warm beer or pools fillers (whatever those might be) would forever define Britain seemed silly to many of his compatriots.

			Major’s failure is no aberration. Whenever politicians try to define the nature of their country, they end up sounding cheesy, antiquated, or both. It would be easy to conclude that these smart politicians and their well-paid speechwriters keep failing because they are trying to give voice to something that doesn’t exist. “National characteristics,” Orwell wrote in 1941, “are not easy to pin down, and when pinned down they often turn out to be trivialities.” Have so many people failed to put the essence of their nations into words because modern countries, with their vast territories and millions of diverse inhabitants, don’t share any real cultural commonalities?

			I don’t think so. For as someone who has lived in five different countries, and spent long stretches of time in ten or so others, I am daily struck by the extent to which national cultures continue to differ from one another. Though they may be difficult to put into words, these particularities, as anybody who has lived abroad will be able to recall, are fundamental features of everyday life.

			

			—

			A few years ago, I boarded a train in the northern German city of Hamburg, spent a few hours walking around the southern German city of Offenburg on a layover, and finally arrived in the French city of Strasbourg.

			Hamburg and Offenburg differ from each other in important ways. One is a big city, the other a small town. One has historical links to the Netherlands, Sweden, Russia, and the Baltic states. The other has long been influenced and even occupied by France. More than four hundred miles separate Hamburg from Offenburg.

			But upon arriving in Offenburg, I was immediately struck by the many things that were exactly the same as they had been in Hamburg. The buildings in both cities have a remarkably similar style. The streets around the station feature many of the same shops. When I entered a bakery in Offenburg, it offered the same Butterbrezeln and Mohnschnecken I had bought when I stocked up on supplies at the beginning of my journey.

			Offenburg and Strasbourg should, by comparison, be much more similar to each other. Fewer than fifty miles separate the two cities. They have much greater commonalities of size, climate, and geography. Though Strasbourg is now in France, it had, for long decades, been part of the German Empire.

			And yet I was, upon my arrival, immediately struck by how different Strasbourg looks from both Hamburg and Offenburg. The predominant architectural style is not at all the same. A different set of stores dominates the high street. And the bakery I entered offers all the same delicious goods—from pain au chocolat to tarte au citron—I knew from my favorite patisserie in Paris.

			Germany and France are both members of the European Union. The border between the two countries barely exists anymore. And yet the national cultures of France and Germany remain remarkably distinct.

			The influence of modern nations also shapes the habits, assumptions, and mannerisms that structure everyday life. They help to determine the “cultural scripts” that, as the sociologists Cliff Goddard and Anna Wierzbicka put it, set “background norms, templates, guidelines or models for ways of thinking, acting, feeling, and speaking.”

			These cultural scripts need not be uniform across a nation. They change significantly over time. And they aren’t necessarily welcomed or embraced by all members of a country. But as Goddard and Wierzbicka point out, “even those who do not personally identify with the content of a script are familiar with it. . . . It forms part of the interpretative backdrop to discourse and social behavior in a particular cultural context.”

			

			—

			All of this suggests that a third kind of patriotism plays a much bigger role in how citizens of diverse democracies feel about their countries than most philosophers and social scientists have recognized. When they say that they love their country, most people need not be celebrating the ethnic links that unite members of the majority group. Nor need they be thinking about politics or the constitution. They may, rather, be expressing affection for the things that make up modern nations in the everyday: their fields and their cities, their dishes and their customs, their buildings and their cultural scripts.

			Skeptics are likely to worry that a celebration of these similarities would amount to a kind of cultural imperialism. Even if most people in diverse democracies do have something in common, they claim, those commonalities reflect the experience of dominant groups. Cultural patriotism, they say, is bound to focus on stereotypical aspects of a culture, such as historical costumes or past military victories. In doing so, it privileges historically dominant groups over more recent immigrants. It will, they fear, always be static, exclusionary, or backward.

			This is a danger that deserves to be taken seriously. For nationalists who think of culture in an exclusive way, Italy would cease being Italy if a greater number of Italians chose not to celebrate Christmas, and India would cease being India if most Indians started to celebrate Halloween. There is a way for nationalists to invoke culture that puts the dead over the living, continuity over change, and purity over inclusion.

			But that is not what lends cultural patriotism its power in practice. While politicians might, for a lack of words, invoke a lot of clichés or historical symbols when making patriotic speeches, most people arrive at their cultural patriotism by a more direct and unpretentious route. Their love of country is deeply imbued with their appreciation of its everyday sights and smells and sounds and tastes. And in a diverse democracy, these bear the mark of many different groups.

			When asked about their favorite foods, Germans are now more likely to mention a “foreign” dish like spaghetti Bolognese or Döner kebab than they are to go on about a “local” dish like Schweinshaxe. And when Americans think about dishes they love, they are as likely to list pizza and tacos as they are to talk about meat loaf or apple pie.

			Nor is this living, breathing, ever-changing everyday culture somehow alien to immigrants and ethnic minorities. Though minority groups often retain pride in elements of their ancestral culture, the vast majority of them are, simultaneously, perfectly comfortable with the cultural mainstream.

			In most diverse democracies, members of ethnic or religious minorities are among the most fervent fans of local sports teams and celebrities. They keenly celebrate nondenominational holidays like Thanksgiving and New Year’s Eve. In some places, they are even appropriating the most traditional and stereotypical aspects of national culture for themselves: Scots of Indian extraction have taken to the kilt in considerable numbers, for example, while Bavarians with Turkish roots are increasingly likely to don lederhosen when they go to the Oktoberfest.

			

			—

			I love New York City.

			Nobody is particularly puzzled by this. And yet it is hard to explain what is so special about this place. Sure, New York has a lot of wonderful food—but so do Paris and Tokyo. And sure, New York is one of the most energetic places I have ever been—but so are Beijing and Mexico City.

			We all instinctively understand that a city’s culture can hold a special place in our hearts even though it shares many of its attributes with other cities. The fact that New York is not the only city in the world that has amazing pizza or soaring skyscrapers does not make it strange that I have a special affection for this particular place, with its specific spirit, history, architecture, and mixture of cultural influences.

			What seems obvious in the case of cities is often dismissed as strange or puzzling in the case of countries. How can you love the culture of a particular modern nation-state when all nations increasingly resemble one another, contain a lot of variety within their own borders, and suffer from serious injustices?

			But this is to misunderstand the nature of the attachment that many people have to their own countries. When someone says that they love Brazil or Indonesia or the United States, they don’t mean that their attributes are unique, that there is nothing wrong with them, or that other countries are terrible. They are simply expressing a special affection for what is theirs.

			“Are there really such things as nations?” Orwell asked in his defense of patriotism. The answer he gave was unambiguous:

			
				When you come back to England from any foreign country, you have immediately the sensation of breathing a different air. Even in the first few minutes dozens of small things conspire to give you this feeling. The beer is bitterer, the coins are heavier, the grass is greener, the advertisements are more blatant. The crowds in the big towns, with their mild knobby faces, their bad teeth and gentle manners, are different from a European crowd.

			

			Orwell is well aware that there is nothing objectively better about bad teeth or blatant advertisements. He did not think that the national culture of England was superior to that of Spain. And yet he loved it dearly, because it was his.

			This cultural patriotism, I have come to believe, is an important and widely overlooked part of what it means to love your country. Diverse democracies that desperately need their citizens to sustain a real sense of solidarity for one another should—without imposing it from above, or allowing it to become exclusionary—make unapologetic use of it.
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			Patriotism and nationalism have often served the very worst of purposes. They were enlisted in the cause of exclusion and discrimination, of war and ethnic cleansing. As a result, many well-meaning advocates of diverse democracy have come to believe that we should give up on this kind of collective identity altogether. For them, the obvious solution to the dangers posed by the abuse of nationalism is to be on guard against patriotism in all its forms.

			As a German Jew whose ancestors perished in the Holocaust, I have a lot of sympathy for this position. To put it mildly, neither patriotism nor nationalism came to me naturally. But as a political scientist who is trying to understand how we can keep the worst instincts of humanity in check, I have gradually come to revise my initial instincts. If we are to make the great experiment succeed, we need to enlist patriotism in its cause.

			Patriotism can never be wholly cleansed of its attendant dangers. But just as important, it is the strongest foundation for solidarity between people who might otherwise have few things in common. Historically, it has played a significant role in extending the circle of our sympathy beyond our own family, our own village, and our own tribe. Today, it can be the glue that binds the citizens of hugely diverse nations to one another. At its best, it can inspire a white Christian living in rural Tennessee to feel special concern for a Hispanic atheist living in Los Angeles—and vice versa.

			

			—

			
			For diverse democracies to thrive, their citizens need to share a common identity. Without some sense of inclusive patriotism, they are condemned forever to regard one another as strangers or adversaries.

			But many of the open questions about how citizens live alongside one another go beyond whether they are willing to call themselves patriots. The members of different groups might live door by door or be confined to separate neighborhoods. They might have many friends from different walks of life or fastidiously stick to their own. It is possible to imagine a country in which a lot of citizens are quite patriotic—but members of different groups barely ever encounter one another.

			A thriving diverse democracy would, then, be defined not only by what is in the hearts of its people but also by how they relate to one another in their daily lives. So is there some way to allow citizens of diverse democracies to be truly and authentically themselves without giving up on the hope that many of them will choose to cooperate and engage with one another in deep and meaningful ways?

			That is the next question to which I now turn.

		

	
		
			SIX
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			Must the Many Become One?

			Virtually every developed democracy has become much more diverse over the course of the past fifty years, and is likely to include an even greater variety of ethnic and religious groups fifty years hence. But while the fact that most democracies will be highly diverse seems reasonably certain, big questions remain about what that diversity will look and feel like in daily life.

			Will these societies impose a dominant culture on their members, with the children of immigrants and minorities casting aside many of the characteristics that now make them stand out? Will diverse democracies splinter into a series of parallel societies, with the members of different groups rarely encountering one another or embarking on common projects? Or might there be a third possibility—one that allows citizens to remain true to their identities without depriving diverse democracies of a shared culture or a strong sense of the common good?

			Over the past decades, these questions have often been answered through the prism of metaphors like the “melting pot” and the “salad bowl.” Discussions about which of these to aim for can sometimes feel academic in the pejorative sense: a bunch of professors debating the pros and cons of an abstract ideal that only has a loose relationship to lived reality. But getting the ideal that diverse democracies should aim for right is nevertheless important. For these metaphors help to set the vision of the future that diverse democracies strive for, the goals that influential organizations like schools, universities, and foundations pursue, and the expectations that many citizens have of their compatriots.

			That makes it especially concerning that the two most prominent metaphors of the past decades have, each in their own way, led diverse democracies astray. According to the “melting pot” metaphor, immigrants and members of other minority groups should assimilate into their societies without holding on to their original cultures. But this is an unduly homogenizing ideal that does not sufficiently respect the cultural traditions of citizens who hail from different parts of the world. It helped to create a world in which some members of ethnic, cultural, or religious minorities felt that they needed to hide their real selves in order to gain full acceptance.

			According to the “salad bowl” metaphor, meanwhile, citizens drawn from different backgrounds should live side by side, preserving the integrity of their groups. But advocates of the salad bowl often give up on the aspiration that the members of diverse democracies could ever come to have anything important in common. As a result, the concrete practices this ideal encouraged often helped to fragment, rather than to unify, diverse societies.

			Neither the melting pot nor the salad bowl paint an attractive vision of the future. If diverse democracies are to thrive, they can and must do better—and in this chapter, I suggest an idea for how that might be possible.

			THE MELTING POT: A VISION TOO NOBLE

			David Quixano, the fictional protagonist of a famous play that was to have an outsized influence on ideas about immigration and integration, fled the terrible pogroms that were taking place in Russia at the beginning of the twentieth century and took refuge in New York.

			David was a neurotic boy given to frequent flights of fancy and the occasional nervous breakdown. At the slightest provocation, he would be seized by terrifying visions of the “butcher’s face” that had murdered his parents and siblings during the infamous massacre of Kishineff. But now that he had found safety in America, David was determined to use his prodigious musical talents to pay homage to his new homeland. His ambition was nothing less than to write the Great American Symphony.

			This symphony, David explained to anyone who would listen, was to express the spirit of the New American. When immigrants arrived at Ellis Island, they consisted of “fifty groups, with your fifty languages and histories, and your fifty blood hatreds and rivalries.” But, he hoped, they “won’t be long like that.” The crucible of America would prove “a fig for [their] feuds and vendettas! Germans and Frenchmen, Irishmen and Englishmen, Jews and Russians—into the Crucible with you all! God is making the American.” David’s symphony was to express the sound of that new man for the very first time.

			Only one person recognized David’s talent. A political radical who had left behind the comforts of her aristocratic family in Russia to make her way to America, Vera Revendal devoted herself to the care of poor immigrants. Inspired by David’s vision, she found an orchestra that could perform his symphony. Inevitably—and impossibly—they fell in love.

			“He will not separate us?” David asked Vera when he first learned that her father was a baron.

			“Nothing can separate us,” she assured him.

			The next month was bliss. Then Baron Revendal crossed the Atlantic to stop his daughter from marrying a Jew. Vera persuaded him to meet her beloved. But as soon as David took one glance at the Baron’s face, he realized that it was he who had supervised the slaughter of his family and now haunted his waking nightmares.

			Vera pledged to cut all ties with her father. But when she tried to embrace David, he pushed her away. “You cannot come to me,” he told her. “There is a river of blood between us.”

			He broke off the engagement.

			

			—

			
			Four months passed. On the Fourth of July, David’s symphony saw its world premiere in front of an audience composed mostly of immigrants. It was the first triumph of what promised to be an exceptional career. But David was miserable. Unable to bear the well-wishers congratulating him on his success, he fled to the roof of the concert hall.

			“How can I endure them when I know what a terrible failure I have been,” he told Vera when, with strained formality, she approached him on the roof.

			“Failure?” she asked.

			“I preached of God’s Crucible, this great new continent that could melt up all race-differences and vendettas,” David explained. But then

			
				God tried me with his supreme test. He gave me a heritage from the Old World, hate and vengeance and blood, and said, “Cast it all into my Crucible.” And I said, “Even thy Crucible cannot melt this hate, cannot drink up this blood.” And so I sat crooning over the dead past, gloating over the old blood-stains—I, the apostle of America, the prophet of the God of our children. Oh—how my music mocked me!

			

			Disoriented, Vera made a start for the exit. “What else can I do?” she asked him, when he seemed to suggest a reconciliation. “Shall the shadow of Kishineff hang over all your years to come? Shall I kiss you and leave blood upon your lips, cling to you and be pushed away by all those cold, dead hands?”

			“Yes,” David responded, “cling to me, despite them all, cling to me till all these ghosts are exorcised, cling to me till our love triumphs over death.”

			Embracing for the first time since they broke off their engagement, the newly reconciled lovers watched the sun set over New York City. As the curtain fell, David marveled “how the great Alchemist melts and fuses” the city’s residents—Celt and Latin, Greek and Syrian, Black and Asian—“with his purging flame.”

			

			—

			Israel Zangwill’s play The Melting Pot opened to instant success at the Columbia Theatre in Washington, DC, in 1908. The vision of America it expressed was both moving and noble, all the more so at a time when the reality of the country hardly lived up to its protagonist’s idealism. At its inception, the ideal of the melting pot was rooted in a keen sense of history’s tragedies and a deep awareness of the injustices from which many people have suffered on account of their race or religion. Far from denying the dark shadow this cast over attempts to build diverse societies, it was an exhortation to transcend them, even if doing so came at immense personal cost. For his portrayal of David Quixano and Vera Revendal, Israel Zangwill deserves our lasting admiration.

			The moral power of this vision helps to explain why the melting pot became the paradigmatic metaphor for American life for much of the twentieth century. Especially after World War II brought millions of Americans from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds into proximity to one another in barracks and battlefields, it felt as though David’s ravings had proved to be prophetic. Distinctions that had once been of momentous significance—between Irish and Italian, Catholic and Protestant, Jew and Gentile—started to recede in importance. At the height of the Cold War, the melting pot seemed like an accurate description of what was happening on the ground as well as a natural goal for American institutions to pursue.

			Perhaps because—despite their many derisive references to it—they haven’t actually read Zangwill’s play, many academics and activists who now talk about the melting pot seem blind to its appeal. Its ideal, they claim, ignored the deep conflicts between different cultures and religions. Worse, it presumed that immigrants would uncritically “assimilate” into a preexisting American culture. They would come to embrace existing norms and values, turning themselves into imperfect imitations of the white Anglo-Saxon Protestants who had long formed the country’s informal aristocracy.

			This is an uncharitable caricature that willfully ignores why the idea of the melting pot once held such a powerful hold over the American imagination. David’s symphony was to express the sound of the New American, not that of the longtime inhabitants of Boston’s Beacon Hill. But for all its exaggerations, the criticism that the melting pot is too homogenizing does help to explain why it should not serve as the principal prism through which defenders of the great experiment envisage the future of diverse democracies.

			The metaphor of the melting pot does to some extent seem to imply that individuals should abandon their ancestral cultures to become true Americans (or true Italians or Australians). Zangwill’s play, for example, went beyond condemning those, like Baron Revendal, who seek to stop their relatives from marrying the partners of their choice; it presumed that the cultures of the Old World needed to melt away, creating a wholly new yet largely homogeneous substitute, if America was to realize its true purpose. That is to ask too much of most people—and really does risk impoverishing the culture that would result.

			And while the ideal of the melting pot can seem abstract, this really is, to some extent, what started to happen in America after World War II. Because of the restrictive immigration policies passed in the early twentieth century, the proportion of foreign-born residents had, by the 1960s, fallen to record lows. The spread of television sets was providing Americans with a common set of reference points. The country’s culture was more homogeneous than it had been at any point since its founding. And even though the American mainstream had already embraced kung pao chicken and spaghetti with meatballs, the children and grandchildren of Chinese or Italian immigrants were often mocked if they brought more adventurous or “exotic” foods to school in their lunch boxes.

			In those years, millions of Americans grew ashamed of their cultural heritage. Many abandoned the food of their ancestors for burgers and TV dinners. And some contemporary observers really did start to use the metaphor of the “melting pot” as a cudgel that could be used to beat on immigrants who refused to assimilate into the mainstream. That was clearly wrong.

			The right guiding ideal for immigrant societies should retain something of Zangwill’s insight. Part of their beauty is the ability of people who are drawn from different cultures, and whose ancestors once felt deep animosity toward one another, to forge a common spirit as compatriots. The question is whether diverse democracies can accomplish that noble goal without asking their citizens to abandon their original cultures and identities to the extent implied by the metaphor of the melting pot.

			THE SALAD BOWL: A FUTURE TOO FRAGMENTED

			The perceived pressure to assimilate into a homogeneous mainstream soon provoked a countermovement. A new generation of academics and activists believed that it had been a big mistake to insinuate that immigrants and their descendants needed to subsume their cultures in a melting pot that would require them to give up many hallmarks of their ancestral cultures. Instead, they now embraced a vision of diverse democracies that centered around the sustenance and celebration of distinct communities.

			This rejection of assimilation soon spawned a series of artistic or culinary metaphors of its own. Some said that we should reconceptualize diverse societies as a “mosaic”; their beauty would derive from each constitutive element remaining separate. Others argued that we should think of the appropriate guiding ideal as a salad bowl; a dish whose constitutive ingredients are allowed to remain integral, they maintained, is much tastier than one that has been ground down into a uniform liquid.

			Both the mosaic and the salad bowl capture something important about many of the cities and countries to which I am most drawn. One of the wonderful things about New York City, for example, is that you can experience so many cultures in the same day. You could, to stick with the culinary theme, have brunch at a soul food restaurant in Harlem, take coffee in El Barrio, go for a late lunch in Chinatown, stop off for an afternoon coffee at a Georgian café in Bay Ridge, and end the evening with a Russian dinner and plenty of vodka in Brighton Beach.

			The aspiration to build a “multicultural” society inspired by metaphors like the mosaic or the salad bowl also helped to pave the way for a much greater willingness to celebrate the heritage of immigrant groups. Especially in Europe, most countries had long pretended that immigrants were but temporary visitors. Even once that self-serving myth became untenable, some of the leading politicians of the 1970s and 1980s really did insist that they should assimilate without holding on to their own cultural inheritance. Over the course of the 1980s and 1990s, this finally started to change.

			Town councils all over Europe put on cultural festivals that highlighted Turkish dances, Algerian dishes, and African clothing designs. In Germany, the Green Party celebrated what it called Multikulti, a vision of the country’s future that emphasized the contributions that different cultures could make to the country’s everyday life. In the United Kingdom, the imperial nostalgia of “Rule, Britannia!” gave way to the joyous celebration of cultural heterogeneity at the heart of “Cool Britannia.”

			The ideal of the salad bowl remedied the principal shortcomings of its predecessor, and helped to inspire a greater appreciation for cultural diversity in the real world. There is a lot to like about it. But for all these virtues, both the ideal and the practices it inspired also suffer from serious shortcomings of their own.

			

			—

			
			Advocates of the salad bowl have changed the popular imagination of what the culture of an immigrant society might look like. Insofar as “multicultural” societies simply celebrate the multiplicity of cultures that now flourish on their territory, they constitute a significant improvement on the ideal of a melting pot.

			But in both theory and in practice, the salad bowl has gone a good step further than that. Like the communitarians who favor an “association of associations,” some of its advocates explicitly endorse the vision of a society in which members of different groups have very little contact with one another or are subject to the unchecked authority of their elders. An uncritical embrace of that kind of multiculturalism runs the risk of deepening the fragmentation of diverse democracies.

			In Great Britain, for example, the last Labour government encouraged the formation of faith-based state schools—public institutions, funded by the taxpayer, in which Jewish, Sikh, Hindu, and Muslim children would be educated in isolation from one another and society at large. Within ten years of the formation of these schools, educators started to raise grave concerns about the impact they were having on society. “I worry that many young people are being educated in faith-based schools, with little appreciation of their wider responsibilities and obligations to British society,” David Bell, then the chief inspector of schools at England’s Office for Standards in Education, wrote in 2005.

			“Unless there are crucial changes in the way many faith schools run we fear divisions in society will be exacerbated,” Mary Bousted, the general secretary of the country’s Association of Teachers and Lecturers, echoed in 2008. “Why should state-funded schools be allowed to promote a particular faith rather than educate children to understand and respect all faiths so they are well able to live in our diverse, multicultural society?” But although a majority of the population has long opposed the existence of state-sponsored faith schools, English taxpayers continue to fund them against their will.

			A liberal state should, of course, allow for private schools to select their students on religious grounds. And if some of its citizens have a strong desire to stick among members of their own community, it mostly has to respect their choices. But when the state actively encourages and funds the creation of schools that minimize the amount of contact that children born within religious communities have with the outside world, this shows how easily the logic of the salad bowl can end up promoting counterproductive forms of cultural separatism.

			

			—

			In some developed democracies, respect for the cultural autonomy of constituent groups has had even more pernicious results—both for society as a whole and for those born into these communities.

			In the United Kingdom, for example, Mohammad Lutfur Rahman served as the mayor of the London borough of Tower Hamlets. Over more than a decade, he built up a remarkable system of corruption and intimidation. In April 2015, he was finally found guilty of rigging the vote, giving community organizations grants in exchange for ballots, and using “undue spiritual influence” by recruiting local imams to his electoral cause. Local critics who dared to speak out against him had their shop windows broken or were accused of being “a slave of the British.”

			National politicians and the mainstream press were long reluctant to put an end to Rahman’s abuses of power. Though many of his victims were fellow immigrants from Bangladesh, they feared accusations of being hostile toward an ethnic minority group. Playing to that reluctance, Rahman himself slandered the white politician who ultimately unseated him as a “racist.”

			Out of a misguided reluctance to meddle in the cultural affairs of minority communities, authorities across a number of countries have, over the past decades, even turned a blind eye to the practice of female genital mutilation. In 2014, for example, Anissa Mohammed Hassan, a Somali immigrant and feminist activist in Sweden, discovered that a significant proportion of girls at a school in Norrköping had been subjected to the practice.

			And yet some academics have argued that multiculturalism requires respect for such cruel rituals. Others seemed more worried about negative headlines concerning minority communities than about the underlying injustice done to immigrant girls. As one Swedish anthropologist, Sara Johnsdotter, told The Guardian in the aftermath of Hassan’s revelations: “I’ve worked in this field for the past 15 years and every few years there is a new drive from the government to end it, and there is an accompanying report in a newspaper to give it more attention. Personally, I think it is dangerous.”

			

			—

			The attractive version of the salad bowl is the kind of cultural festival to which I would often go as a child in Germany. On a beautiful summer day, an affluent neighborhood in a nice town would put on a kind of block party. Alongside the food stalls and clothing stores, there was a stage that featured the different groups now living in the new Germany: Kurdish bands, African dances, and a little klezmer music.

			But there is also a darker version of that same vision. It is one in which residential segregation is the norm, friendships between members of different groups are rare, kids who hail from different countries and cultures go to separate schools, communities barely tolerate the idea that their children might marry an outsider, and many of their members are unfree to make their own choices.

			The salad bowl remedied some of the problems of the melting pot. But it also raises the specter of a society whose members have little contact with, or sympathy for, one another. Each ingredient of the new multicultural dish, the metaphor implies, would just about tolerate the proximity of the others—but never take pride in the common whole.

			We are, then, in need of a better guiding metaphor for what a successful diverse democracy should look like. It would need to encapsulate the most attractive aspects of each. Like the salad bowl, it should preserve the idea that a multiethnic society will be far from homogeneous. And like the melting pot, it must recognize that the compatriots of a successful democracy should embark on a life that is, to some meaningful extent, shared.

			What might a diverse democracy that lives up to these values look like? And what kind of metaphor can help to express the destination we should strive for?

			A NEW VISION: THE PUBLIC PARK

			When I lived in New York, I would, once a week, pack my cleats, take the subway all the way to the Seventh Avenue stop in Park Slope, walk across a few blocks lined by stately brownstones, and enter Prospect Park to play soccer.

			I loved this ritual because it allowed me to see old friends, meet new people, and play my favorite sport. I also loved it because every trip, in some way, showcased the sheer vibrance and diversity of the city—and the country.

			As I made my way to our improvised soccer pitch, I would pass teenagers taking selfies on their brand-new smartphones; hipsters in their twenties discussing the latest album by their favorite band; large Puerto Rican families celebrating a child’s birthday; groups of African Americans enjoying a cookout; and Italian American old-timers playing cards.

			Often, each of these groups did its own thing. But sometimes, I saw them enter into conversation with each other—with Italians and Dominicans swapping food and their children playing catch together.

			Once, when I was cutting through a wooded section of the park, a startled teenage couple drew away from each other, then looked at me with evident concern. For a second, I was puzzled. It didn’t look to me as though they had been doing anything more scandalous than exchanging a few lingering kisses.

			Then it hit me: The girl, who was wearing dark red lipstick and a crop top that revealed her midriff, looked Puerto Rican. The boy, who had taken off his dark hat and jacket, carefully folding them over a tree branch, sported a shining white shirt and long brown locks: he was evidently a Hasidic Jew.

			As I mumbled an apology for disturbing this modern-day David Quixano and his Juliet, and hurried along to meet my friends, I caught myself thinking that it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if the whole country began to resemble Prospect Park.

			No single metaphor can perfectly encapsulate the ideal of a diverse democracy. But to be helpful, it must, unlike the melting pot, recognize that different citizens have a right to lead their lives in accordance with the dictates of their own tastes. At the same time, it should, unlike the salad bowl, inspire the creation of a common space in which people from different walks of life have meaningful opportunities to interact and cooperate. Simple though it might be, the image of a public park accomplishes both of those things—and three of its features are especially useful in thinking through what kind of society diverse democracies should build.

			
					
					A public park is open to everyone. Parks allow visitors to do things on their own, to congregate in likeminded groups, or to pursue joint activities with complete strangers. And though the presumption isn’t that everyone who uses them shares a common purpose, they provide a wonderful venue for those who do to meet one another and persuade strangers to join their group.

					Similarly, diverse democracies must ensure that nobody suffers from pervasive discrimination or enmity on the basis of their ascriptive identity. This also means that they must allow all their members to use public spaces—or build private structures—on the same terms. Just as a park is for everyone, so a diverse society needs to treat members of every race and religion with equal respect and dignity.

					

					
					A public park gives its visitors options. Visitors pursue a huge variety of legitimate activities in parks. They run or walk, read or talk, play sports or share food.

					That great variety is a very good thing. But for a park to remain safe and attractive, its visitors need to afford one another the same rights and freedoms they themselves wish to enjoy. You cannot rob somebody, force them to play baseball because you happen to dislike soccer, or tell them what food they must consume. And if somebody breaks those rules, everybody needs to know that they can quickly count on assistance.

					Similarly, in diverse democracies, all citizens should be free to lead their lives in accordance with their own views and values. They can be religious or secular, prioritize family or business, and watch TV or go to the gym.

					But diverse democracies must also ensure that some citizens don’t start to harm others, to intimidate people they dislike on account of their opinion or their identity, or to control those who happen to be born into their own communities. Just as a park needs to have rules to ensure that its patrons can choose whether to interact or do their own thing, so liberal democracies need to offer their citizens freedom from both the oppression of the state and the coercion that might be imposed on them by their elders.

					

					
					A public park creates a vibrant space for encounter. When I visited Prospect Park, it always felt vibrant, beautiful, and astoundingly safe. But there are lots of parks in the world that are dangerous, poorly maintained, or eerily empty.

					As is the case with most aesthetic judgments, we won’t always agree about which park is better or what kinds of attributes it should have. Some people like wide open spaces; others prefer wooded areas that look a little wild. Some love the hustle and bustle of a lawn that attracts hundreds of revelers on a hot summer day; others prefer winding paths that allow them to get lost in solitude.

					These aesthetic judgments will, in turn, drive our views on important matters concerning the park. It should be beyond dispute that it is wrong to exclude some citizens from public parks on the basis of the color of their skin. But other questions are subject to legitimate disagreement. Based on our different values and preferences, we might argue for a more manicured or a more natural layout and seek to impose stricter or more lenient limits on how much noise each person is allowed to make.

					

			

			Just as there are legitimate disagreements over what kinds of rules or architectural features make a park especially attractive, so too there are legitimate differences over what kinds of norms and habits are likely to create the most thriving diverse democracies.

			Some people want to impose one strict set of rules and cultural norms on all citizens. Others are seemingly giving up on the hope that members of different groups could ever see one another as friends and allies rather than competitors or even enemies. I disagree with both. My own hope for the future of diverse democracies is that they will have many of the features that made me fall in love with Prospect Park. They should be bustling yet peaceful and heterogeneous without being fragmented.

			Most important, I hope that they will create lots of space for the kinds of chance encounters that public spaces can, at their best, facilitate. While each person will retain the liberty to stay within the confines of their own group or community, many people would, on that vision, recognize how much they have in common with those compatriots of theirs who do not, at first blush, look or sound anything like them.

			The best kinds of public spaces allow each person to do their own thing while facilitating unexpected encounters that could lead to lasting connections. Similarly, the kind of diverse democracy we should build must maintain respect for communities that prefer to stay among themselves yet encourage a majority of citizens to embark on a life that is, to some meaningful extent, shared.
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			Neither the melting pot nor the salad bowl can point the way toward how to build a thriving diverse democracy. For in that kind of society, people would not have to face a choice between becoming a member of the nation at the expense of their specific culture or cultivating their specific culture to such an extent that something like the nation barely exists. At their best, diverse democracies can have both a real feel of cohesion and boast of a huge variety of subcultures. We should aim for nothing less.

			Thus the picture of the kind of diverse democracies we should build begins to emerge. Their citizens would enjoy a double liberty, free to express their whole selves without fear, and protected from undue constraints imposed by either the state or the cage of norms. They would embrace an inclusive patriotism that is rooted in both civic tradition and everyday culture. And they would cultivate their societies like a vibrant public park—a place whose visitors can do their own thing, but often choose to encounter strangers with openness and curiosity.

			But to gain a fuller picture of what kind of diverse democracies we are trying to build, there is one last set of questions we need to answer. For, like public parks, societies are not just defined by the formal rules that assign rights and duties to citizens, by the way in which they think of their collective identity, or by the extent to which they spend time with one another in the day-to-day. They are also shaped by social and political norms that influence or constrain the choices of individuals without the force of law.

			So to what extent do democracies need to change long-standing national narratives to accommodate newcomers? How can they sustain political solidarity between members of different identity groups? Is it good or bad when they influence one another’s cultures? And should key social institutions—from public schools to major foundations—encourage them to emphasize their commonalities or stress their differences?

			These are the questions, as important as they are contested, to which I turn to round off the vision that diverse democracies should embrace if they are to thrive.

		

	
		
			SEVEN
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			Can We Build a Meaningfully Shared Life?

			In virtually every corner of the democratic world, fierce fights over seemingly small social or cultural controversies have consumed an astounding amount of public attention over the course of the past few years. In the United Kingdom, for example, activists have been engaged in a passionate disagreement over the extent to which members of privileged groups should defer to members of disadvantaged ones, surrendering their political judgment of how to redress injustices to that of the most oppressed. Meanwhile, in the United States, food writers engaged in a bruising battle over whether it constitutes a dangerous form of cultural appropriation for white chefs to run a taco truck.

			These debates can come across as overwrought. It would be easy to write them off as part of a culture war in which the principal combatants are desperately looking to identify emotive issues that can keep their supporters as angry as possible. But though it is undoubtedly true that some participants in these debates operate in bad faith, it would be a mistake to ignore these questions. For the sides people take in answering them are often proxies for deep and important disagreements about the way democratic societies should deal with the challenge of diversity.

			Roughly speaking, the positions that participants in these debates tend to take are rooted in three different approaches to the informal rules that should govern diverse democracies. One school of thought seeks to abandon the great experiment in order to recover a supposedly better past in which most democracies were highly homogeneous or had a clear ethnic and religious pecking order. But the hope to “turn back the clock,” which is finding expression in increasingly powerful political movements on the far right, is neither realistic nor desirable.

			Another school of thought claims that diverse democracies can accommodate newcomers without making any serious adjustments to the rules that govern their societies or the stories they tell about their own histories. But those who “refuse to change” fail to see how formally neutral rules can disadvantage members of ethnic or religious minorities who were absent or marginalized at the time of their creation.

			A final school of thought argues that diverse democracies must abandon the liberal principles and individualistic assumptions on which they were founded, remaking society from scratch with a focus on the rights of oppressed groups. But those who seek to “double down on identity” run the risk of throwing the baby out with the bathwater, abandoning many ideas that can help to sustain diverse democracies, and essentializing the identity of minority groups in a way that is likely to harm the cause of true equality.

			There is no humane or realistic way to abandon the great experiment. Building fair societies will require real change. And giving up on the philosophically liberal principles that underpin diverse democracies would only serve to deepen the injustices that now characterize them. If the great experiment is to succeed, we need to embrace a new vision for the informal rules that should govern diverse democracies in the future—one that is far more sanguine about our ability to build a meaningfully shared life.

			TURN BACK THE CLOCK

			While he was growing up in Chemnitz, an industrial city in Germany’s east, Benjamin Jahn Zschocke joined an antifascist group. “That’s the kind of person I am,” he told me in the dining room of a fading grand hotel located along the Avenue of the Nations. “When someone gets beaten up, I come to his defense.”

			Then Zschocke’s politics began to shift. He came to see immigration as the most urgent threat to his hometown. His worries were supercharged when, starting in the summer of 2015, more than a million refugees arrived in Germany. Zschocke drifted right, becoming a key leader of the local ultranationalist scene.

			According to Zschocke, who was impeccably dressed and unfailingly polite, big cities in the west of Germany are doomed because a majority of their residents will soon be descended from immigrants. “If their inhabitants took to the streets, clans of Arabs would tyrannize their children the next day,” he claimed. “For those who like their own culture, the west is already lost.”

			Thankfully, Zschocke said, whites still constitute a clear majority in cities in the east of the country. “For those who don’t want a multiethnic society, the east is becoming a kind of refuge.”

			After about an hour of conversation, police sirens cut through the genteel calm inside the hotel. A few days before I arrived in Chemnitz, a Syrian asylum seeker had fatally stabbed Daniel Hibbing, a German-Cuban carpenter, in a late-night brawl, provoking spontaneous protests by far-right extremists. Since then, Zschocke had helped organize daily rallies to protest Angela Merkel’s leniency toward asylum seekers. Another was set to begin at any moment.

			I asked Zschocke when he would head over to the rally he had helped organize. Flashing a sly smile, he shook his head. “I’m far too sensitive for that,” he said. “The huge crowds, all that intense emotion—I’m going home to listen to classical music.”

			

			—

			Most democracies in the world are in the midst of a disorienting transformation. The attempt to build polities that are diverse, democratic, and genuinely equal is without precedent. This is likely to bring about significant cultural and political changes, and cost groups that have long stood at the top of their countries’ ethnic and religious hierarchy some of their unearned advantages.

			Over the past decade, a new generation of activists and politicians has risen to prominence by exploiting the fears that that transformation has inspired in parts of the population. If given the chance, they vow, they will take their countries back to what they see as a better past.

			Matteo Salvini, the leader of Italy’s far-right Lega, for example, wrote that he would allow Italians “to return to the joy of being able to have children without resorting to the horror of population change by means of out-of-control immigration.” Donald Trump’s campaign slogan put it more pithily. He would, he vowed, “Make America Great Again.”

			What the promise to turn back the clock amounts to in practice varies widely. Right-wing politicians in those few democracies that remain comparatively homogeneous want to ensure that their countries never become heterogeneous in the first place. By opposing most forms of immigration, some leaders in central European and East Asian democracies hope that they can sidestep the problems now plaguing so many diverse democracies.

			But that option is not open to right-wing activists in the much more numerous democracies that already are highly diverse. Some of them insist on accomplishing the same goal and commit to doing so by much more cruel means. They dream of “restoring” their countries’ homogeneity by expelling members of minority groups or pushing them to leave. Zschocke, the far-right activist I met in Chemnitz, for example, hopes that he and his comrades will be able to create a sufficiently hostile atmosphere for most immigrants to leave the city “of their own volition.”

			For the most part, far-right leaders like Trump and Salvini recognize that this is an unrealistic goal. Their countries, they know, are likely to remain diverse. Instead of trying to turn them into homogeneous entities, they seek to reestablish the clear hierarchies of yore.

			Some democracies have even adopted concrete policies that are designed to stop the cultures of minority groups from finding recognition in the mainstream. In Switzerland, for example, a majority of citizens voted to prohibit the building of minarets in a 2009 referendum. A number of other democracies ban ritual slaughter in a thinly veiled attempt to make it harder for devout Jews and Muslims to make a home for themselves there.

			

			—

			The problems with these “solutions” are stark.

			Countries like Japan or Bulgaria can, if they are willing to live with the adverse consequences of rapid depopulation, choose to remain comparatively homogeneous. But most democracies already are highly diverse. Even if they radically cut down on immigration, they will continue to grow more so over the coming years.

			Plans to prevent these changes without massive violence are unlikely to be effective. The kinds of rhetorical provocations in which populist politicians love to indulge may help to feed the anger and resentment of one section of the population; but though big on bluster, they are low on impact. It is telling, for example, that the population of the United States grew more diverse, and voters’ views about immigration more permissive, during Trump’s tenure.

			The only realistic way to reverse the demographic transformations now taking place would, then, involve unspeakable cruelty. Diverse democracies would need to remove people who now have a legal right to live in them by force or drive members of minority groups out through the kind of hostile atmosphere Zschocke hopes to create.

			In the history of humanity, there have been many instances of ethnic cleansing. Even today, these extreme ideas enjoy some measure of support. No one should be so rash as to rule this outcome out as impossible. But it is a future to be feared, not desired.

			The upshot is clear. Democracies can have legitimate debates about how open they should be to further immigration. But in countries that are already highly diverse, attempts to turn back the clock are likely to be cruel, futile, or both. For while humane ways to put a stop to the great experiment would likely fail to be effective, effective ways to halt the great experiment are virtually certain to be morally intolerable.

			REFUSE TO CHANGE

			Thankfully, most citizens of diverse democracies are not all that tempted by the promise of turning back the clock. They regard many of their new compatriots with affection or admiration and are adamantly opposed to the cruel measures it would take to halt, much less reverse, demographic change. Though they may have real concerns about the great experiment, they recognize that a return to the 1950s—or, for that matter, the 1980s—is a fool’s fantasy.

			At the same time, many of those same people remain invested in aspects of their cultures and countries that have their roots in a more homogeneous past and are difficult to justify in an increasingly heterogeneous present. Though they proudly reject the explicit scheme of domination championed by those who seek to turn back the clock, their view of the world unwittingly perpetuates an implicit scheme of domination that divides societies into a group of insiders who fully belong and various groups of outsiders who remain marginal.

			One manifestation of this approach is a reluctance to make the kinds of accommodations that are necessary for immigrants and other minority groups to feel like full members of the community. There is, in principle, nothing wrong with the aspiration to build or retain a shared public culture that can serve as a foundation on which citizens from different walks of life can encounter one another. A society that lacks any sense of common culture or identity is likely to fragment in dangerous ways.

			But in practice, advocates of what Germans sometimes call Leitkultur, or guiding culture, often assume that the norms and expectations that would provide a common basis for social interactions between members of different groups would have been set in stone long before democracies became as diverse as they are now. They may not aim to exclude newcomers by their insistence on perpetuating old habits, like forbidding stores from opening on Sundays or displaying Christian symbols in classrooms of public schools. But their refusal to change—or even to acknowledge that, far from being neutral, these traditions are designed to accord with the preferences of the majority—will likely have the effect of alienating members of minority groups.

			Another manifestation of the refusal to change is a reluctance to think about the role that race and other ascriptive identities now play in diverse democracies. The aspiration to be “race blind” is based on an important moral insight: human beings are not worth more or less—and nor are they more or less capable of becoming upstanding citizens—because of their ethnic heritage. The determination to treat people in accord with their actions or their character, not the color of their skin, is a noble one.

			But at times, the aspiration to be race blind can turn into a reality of being racism blind. Though it is good to wish for a society in which a citizen’s ascriptive identity matters as little as possible, racism and bigotry still persist. These injustices need to be studied, acknowledged, and remedied.

			

			—

			A refusal to recognize that an increasingly diverse society needs to break with some of its old habits will make it harder to build democracies that are truly inclusive.

			Even when they are in principle committed to welcoming newcomers, many nations define themselves in terms of the historical achievements or cultural traditions of the majority group. They think of the United States as created by the passengers of the Mayflower and the participants in the Boston Tea Party, and of France as synonymous with the revolutionaries who stormed the Bastille or the pretty churches that grace so many of its village squares.

			Insofar as it goes, there is nothing wrong with that. Diverse democracies will forever be shaped by their origin stories and long-standing historical narratives. America wouldn’t be America without the Founding Fathers and France wouldn’t be France without the French Revolution. But it becomes a problem when a focus on those aspects of national identity starts to obscure the ways in which diverse democracies have changed over time. This makes it easy to overlook the significant contribution that newcomers are now making, and neglects the importance that today’s everyday culture has in shaping a cohesive national identity.

			This problem is aggravated when diverse democracies also hold on to a whitewashed view of their own history. Most countries have dark chapters in their past. It would be inappropriate to let these consume their entire identity; groups should no more be reduced to their worst crimes than they should be lionized with an exclusive focus on their most heroic achievements.

			And yet it is important that they deal with that history in an honest manner. Many members of diverse democracies now refuse to do so. Denying or downplaying the extent of past misdeeds, they cling to a partial or downright dishonest account of their own countries.

			When members of minority groups have suffered at the hands of their compatriots, any attempt to create a sense of shared destiny between them needs to be premised on an acknowledgment of historical wrongs and a sincere apology for them. When neither that acknowledgment nor that apology is forthcoming, it is unsurprising that many people will refuse to buy into the airbrushed story their country tells about itself—and feel reluctant to embrace a shared identity.

			The project of building diverse democracies that truly thrive will involve some difficult changes to long-standing habits, narratives, and self-perceptions. Those who refuse to change old ways are not necessarily motivated by malice. And yet they need to recognize that the preservation of values they deeply care about—like the maintenance of social peace and the cultivation of mutual affection between compatriots—requires them to adapt to the more diverse nature of their societies.

			DOUBLE DOWN ON IDENTITY

			A third model for how to build diverse democracies is motivated by the shortcomings of the previous ones. It is rooted in frustration at the inadequate imagination of those who refuse to accept the changes that are necessary to accommodate all citizens of diverse democracies. And it is energized by righteous anger at those who seek to turn back the clock, trying to recover the hierarchies of yore by the use of unspeakable cruelty.

			Variously identified as “woke,” as an applied form of “critical race theory,” or as a likely “successor ideology” to liberalism, this movement vows to remake society in a radical manner. To do so, many of its most vocal advocates are willing to rethink fundamental principles, like the focus on individuals over groups, on which liberal democracies have traditionally been built.

			As is true of any political or intellectual movement, the adherents of what I propose to call “challenger ideology” do not necessarily agree with each of the claims that are commonly associated with it.[*] And yet three interlocking ideas are central to its vision for the future of diverse democracies: a set of claims about the role that ascriptive identities like race should play in them; a set of claims about the extent to which members of different groups are able to understand one another and what this means for the kind of political solidarity to which they should aspire; and a set of claims about what the culture they collectively build should look like.

			
					
					Strategic Essentialism: In the 1970s and 1980s, many social scientists began to argue that racial categories were “socially constructed.” Labels like white or black, they argued, did not track biological reality; rather, they were artificial constructs that had been invented for political purposes. And in nearly every case, the goal of that invention had been simple: to find a justification for elevating members of some groups while subjugating those of others.

					This theoretical emphasis on the ways in which most categories of identity are socially constructed could imply two very different courses of action for those who oppose the racism they had long underwritten. According to the first, it seemed to suggest that they should de-emphasize the importance of race. If categories like white or black are artificial, and have always been used to nefarious ends, scholars like Karen and Barbara Fields argued, then it would be for the best if people made as little hay of them as possible. A true emancipation from racism would also require an emancipation from the concept of race.

					Especially on the left, this interpretation once held significant appeal. But in most parts of the academy, a diametrically opposed way of interpreting the political implications of social construction has since gained the upper hand.

					Many people suffer severe disadvantage because they are widely seen to belong to a subordinate group. If categories like Latino or African American have real-life consequences for how their members are treated, scholars like Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argued, then they have every reason to band together to fight for justice. For all intents and purposes, those to whom these artificial labels have traditionally been applied should act as though they were grounded in objective reality. In the language of social science, their strategy should consist in acting as though essentialist accounts of race and identity were true.

					Over the course of the past decades, this form of strategic essentialism has won a resounding victory on the Anglo-Saxon left. It is now making rapid inroads in the social and political mainstream of countries from Australia to the United Kingdom.

					The result has been a remarkable reemphasis on race and identity. Whereas leftist politicians once preferred to cast their goals in class terms, they now tend to emphasize the need for racial equity. Whereas leftist policy makers once favored a universal vision for the welfare state that would offer key benefits to all citizens, they increasingly favor the introduction of “race-conscious” policies that make the receipt of specific forms of aid conditional on membership in a particular ethnic group. And whereas leftist writers and artists once tended to emphasize the universality of the human condition, they now think it more important to represent the “lived experiences” of the identity groups to which they belong.

					

					
					The Impossibility of Mutual Comprehension: From the great works of literature to the most viral posts on Instagram, a lot of art insists on the universality of the human experience. In the most famous monologue from Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, Shylock, the Jewish protagonist, insists that he is as capable of joy and suffering as his Christian contemporaries. (“If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh?”) And in the stories posted by Humans of New York, residents of the city who hail from every corner of the world tell stories of love and loss, of adversity and unlikely triumph that resonate with millions of readers of every faith and color.

					For many writers, this kind of mutual comprehension is a core goal of literature. As Salman Rushdie once put it, fiction comes to life when it sets out an “idiosyncratic vision of one human being, in which, to our delight and great surprise, we may find our own vision reflected.” Some scientists have even tried to prove the benefits of literature by demonstrating that people who read fiction become more capable of empathizing with people who are very different from them.

					But many proponents of the challenger ideology are deeply skeptical of such universalist claims. They don’t, of course, deny the importance of compassion or the existence of shared human traits. But the differences between groups, they claim, ultimately go deeper than these commonalities. Those who have a comparatively privileged position, they contend, will never understand the harrowing experiences to which members of underprivileged groups are subjected. Men do not understand what it is like for women to go through life fearing sexual harassment. And white Americans do not recognize what it is like to worry that a cop may target them for unfair treatment due to the color of their skin.

					Insofar as it goes, this observation is—or should be—uncontroversial. Clearly, people who haven’t experienced a particular form of injustice are more likely to be ignorant about it, and may never fully “get” what it is like to do so.

					But many advocates of the challenger ideology go on to draw a more radical inference from this observation. If members of comparatively privileged groups do not have any direct exposure to certain forms of injustice, then they are—even if they carefully listen to stories about them—supposedly incapable of relating to the lived experiences of underprivileged groups. And if they are incapable of relating to the lived experiences of underprivileged groups, then they cannot judge what is needed to remedy those injustices. Instead of forming their own opinion, they should simply defer to demands made by the more oppressed.

					In this way, a highly plausible account of what people can see or understand based on their own experiences often culminates in a far more controversial set of claims about what political solidarity should look like in diverse democracies. To be a good ally, on this vision, goes beyond listening to one another or trying to find common ground. For members of advantaged groups, true political solidarity demands nothing short of “decentering” themselves, giving up their insistence on making their own judgments, and “privileging” the demands of the oppressed.

					

					
					The Danger of Cultural Appropriation: In decades past, the humanist left used to celebrate the idea of different cultures mixing and influencing one another. From hippies who loved to don Indian saris to aid workers whose apartments were (as one satirical poem put it) “full of carvings, curios and draped with batik,” an engagement with the fashion, music, and food of other cultures was seen as an indication of openness to the world.

					Today, this demonstrative cosmopolitanism is increasingly giving way to concerns about the ways in which mutual cultural influence can lead to all manners of injustice. Understandably worried about the history of white artists stealing the work of black singers or the way in which some people have donned the clothing of minority cultures in order to mock them, advocates of the challenger ideology have increasingly embraced a blanket prohibition on “cultural appropriation.”

					In many progressive milieus, it is now seen as a serious faux pas for members of the majority group to wear clothing that is typically associated with the historically disadvantaged. And while it remains acceptable to cook another country’s cuisine at home, white restaurateurs from Portland to Toronto have gotten into serious trouble for “appropriating” the cuisine of Asian or Latin American countries. Far from being a sign that diverse democracies are building a more inclusive everyday culture, the incorporation of cultural influences from minority groups is increasingly seen as inherently suspect.

					

			

			

			—

			The challenger ideology can be understood, in part, as an attempt to redress serious blind spots in the ways that alternative models for how to deal with the great experiment go wrong. Its force derives from the fact that many of the shortcomings to which it points are real. Many citizens of diverse democracies do remain willfully blind to the obstacles faced by members of minority groups. And it really is naive for the most idealistic members of society to refuse to think in terms of race so long as some of the most reactionary ones continue to discriminate against anybody who, according to them, belongs to an “inferior” group.

			And yet I worry that many of the substantive answers and prescriptions offered by the challenger ideology fail to advance the values of its proponents. Instead of helping to make the great experiment succeed, they run the risk of emboldening and empowering its most devoted detractors.

			Encouraging members of historically dominant groups to defer to the views and demands of members of historically oppressed groups, for example, is unlikely to build the kind of political solidarity that is needed to root out actual injustices. Those members of diverse democracies who are comfortable with the status quo or who dream of turning back the clock are simply going to ignore such injunctions; as a tool to broaden concern for the fate of the most disadvantaged, it is a nonstarter. But even those who are highly motivated to make their societies fairer will in practice find it hard to follow this precept in any meaningful way.

			Because Latinos and African Americans have a wide range of political views, for example, it is not clear to whom white Americans who seek to defer to members of those groups should actually listen. In the end, this leaves two possibilities. Either they will defer to comparatively powerful members of those groups who have managed to turn themselves into its spokespeople—likely with the aid of media outlets or political parties that are mostly controlled by members of the white majority—even though their views may hardly be representative of those held by less privileged members of the same group. Or they will determine whom they regard as an appropriate spokesperson on the basis of their own political predilections, pointing to those with whom they agree as an authentic voice and dismissing everyone else as “inauthentic.” Either way, it is far from clear that the demand to “defer” to the views of a more oppressed group actually helps to serve the interests of those who are most in need of solidarity.

			The problems with strategic essentialism go even deeper. Proponents of the challenger ideology are right that an embrace of a pure form of race abolitionism is naive. In countries in which some political parties hope to make it more difficult for members of minority groups to vote, for example, it may be necessary for activists to organize with the goal of raising political awareness and electoral participation among its members. For better or worse, the injustices that have always characterized diverse democracies do, to some extent, necessitate thinking in terms of race.

			But to encourage members of diverse democracies to think of themselves primarily as members of their ethnic or religious groups is just as naive. Entitlement programs that are explicitly targeted at members of particular ethnic groups, for example, provide a strong incentive for members of all ethnicities, including whites, to identity with their racial groups and organize along sectarian lines—thus deepening the kind of racial consciousness that has historically underwritten serious forms of injustice and discrimination.

			These problems become particularly acute when the essentialist emphasis on race sheds its supposedly strategic character and starts to constitute a long-term vision. Many adherents of the challenger ideology now seem to take a rather pessimistic view of the prospects of the great experiment. The history of diverse societies, they believe, has always revolved around conflict between different racial and religious groups. In the future, groups that have been oppressed may be in a better position to fight for a fair share. Perhaps they will even predominate. But race will, even twenty-five or fifty years from now, remain the most important social and political category in diverse democracies around the world.

			On this vision, race isn’t just an important part of today’s social reality. Rather, it is an inescapable part of our collective destiny. Rooted in an attack on essentialism, the challenger ideology has, oddly, begun to champion the essentialist view that race has always been, and will forever remain, the most important attribute of every human being.

			That, I fear, is neither an attractive nor a constructive vision for how the great experiment might play out. Thankfully, there is a way to do better.

			A BETTER MODEL

			The three dominant ways to respond to the cultural battles that are now consuming so many diverse democracies all turn out to be flawed.

			Any hope of turning back the clock on the changes of the past decades is a dangerous chimera. It would be a mistake for diverse democracies to resist the kinds of cultural or political changes that are necessary to give minority groups equal recognition. And they must also avoid doubling down on identity, embracing the deeply pessimistic vision of what the diverse democracies of the future might look like that is now being championed by defenders of the challenger ideology.

			People drawn from different identity groups are capable of coming to understand one another’s problems and priorities, of sustaining real political solidarity, and of building a meaningfully shared national culture. Those who want the great experiment to succeed must offer a vision that is both realistic about today’s challenges and sanguine about the possibility of a tomorrow worth fighting for.

			The way to do all this is to follow three core principles. Diverse democracies should aspire to a form of political solidarity that is based on greater empathy between its citizens. They should celebrate when the cultures of their members influence one another. And, most important, they should try to build a future in which race and religion matter less—not because more people will deny the role they now play in the real world but because fewer people will suffer disadvantage on the basis of their ascriptive identity.

			
					
					More Empathy and Deeper Solidarity: It is naive to think that humans naturally understand one another’s experiences. If you have never gone hungry, you will find it hard to imagine what it is like to live without reliable access to food. And if you are part of a dominant majority group, you may be oblivious to what it is like to fear that others will treat you with derision or hostility because of the color of your skin. Advocates of the challenger ideology are right to say that there are serious barriers to mutual understanding in a diverse democracy—and that many of their compatriots are naive about the difficulties this raises.

					But though a member of one group may never be able to perceive the world in exactly the same way as a member of another group, it is a mistake to give up on the promise of effective communication. A man need not have experienced sexual harassment to recognize its injustice. Nor does someone who is white need to have “lived experience” with racism to recognize how vile it is.

					This is why, far from giving up on the idea of mutual understanding, diverse democracies should double down on inspiring empathy. The citizens of diverse democracies should be highly attuned to the ever-present possibility that they might be ignorant about one another’s experiences, or mistrustful of one another’s motives. But they should insist that they can, if they do the hard work of actually listening to one another, come to feel a deep compassion.

					That also implies a different vision of political solidarity than the one that has, of late, been embraced by many activists. Men are capable of fighting for a society that treats women fairly because they believe that anything else would violate their own moral standards. Similarly, many whites want to make their democracies better for members of ethnic minorities because of their own aspirations for the kind of country in which they seek to live.

					Citizens are unlikely to stand up for the interests of an out-group because they have been told to defer to its views. But they are capable of acts of real courage and altruism when they believe that their own ideas about what is just are being violated. And that is precisely why diverse democracies must insist on an ambitious model of political solidarity.

					

					
					The Virtue of Mutual Influence: It is a long tradition for writers and politicians to denounce the ways in which their nations change because of immigration or other forms of contact with the outside world. In the late nineteenth century, Richard Wagner inveighed against the deleterious effect that French culture was supposedly having on his home country. In the early twentieth century, many Americans grew concerned that the influx of Catholic immigrants from countries like Italy would change the country for the worse. And today, politicians like India’s Narendra Modi are lambasting outside influences, from Halloween to Valentine’s Day, as dangerous attacks on the cultural integrity of their nations.

					If the great experiment is to succeed, diverse democracies have to reject this form of cultural purism. Cultures are fluid constructs that reflect the ever-changing choices and predilections of their members, not static entities that, like a butterfly display at New York’s Museum of Natural History, must be preserved with chloral hydrate. Newcomers can’t be expected to integrate into existing cultural practices without having a chance to make their own contributions. Diverse democracies will not, and should not, turn into homogeneous societies in which every citizen has come to embrace the same set of tastes and preferences.

					The left has long defended the value of these forms of mutual influence. But recently a different kind of anxiety about cultural exchange has gained prominence in activist and artistic circles. Critics of “cultural appropriation” worry about the hurt caused when members of the majority group mockingly don the clothes of a minority group; the exploitation that many artists from underprivileged communities suffer when those who are more affluent steal their intellectual property; and the anger that children in middle school feel when their classmates make fun of them for the unaccustomed dishes in their lunch boxes.

					These are real injustices. Children should not bully one another for the contents of their lunch boxes. Artists who steal the work of others should have to pay hefty penalties. And people who mock minority groups should be shamed. But what makes these cases wrong is not the presence of mutual cultural influence between members of a diverse democracy; it is the way in which some members of the dominant group have either exploited or mocked their fellow citizens. A generalized suspicion of mutual cultural influence would do little to remedy these problems—while mistakenly “problematizing” the kinds of free cultural exchange that can help diverse societies embark on a meaningfully shared life.

					Human cultures have always influenced one another. Identity groups don’t enjoy collective property rights over particular ideas, dishes, or cultural practices (and nor should they). Modern democracies cannot possibly be successful if their members are forever fearful about the ways in which they might inspire one another. For all these reasons, mutual cultural influence is not a worrisome sin but rather one of the principal joys of thriving diverse democracies.

					When African Americans enjoy Chinese takeout before going to dance salsa, Korean Americans sell French patisserie to tourists from Latin America, or a group of friends drawn from every racial and religious group gets drunk at a Tex-Mex restaurant while “Old Town Road” blares from the speakers, we see a first glimpse of the kind of future we should seek to build. Those who want the great experiment to succeed should proudly defend the joys of mutual influence and inspiration against the advocates of cultural purism.

					

					
					An Emphasis on What We Share: Even in a diverse democracy with a meaningfully shared culture, many citizens will strongly identify with their own subnational groups. For the most part, they are likely to continue practicing the cultural rites of their ancestors or to worship the gods of their parents. A liberal society that recognizes what sociologists call the “meaning-making” role that cultural and religious communities play in the lives of most people should celebrate, not oppose, that pluralism.

					Similarly, categories of ascriptive identity like race are likely to retain real significance for the foreseeable future. In countries that have a long history of domination, a racial lens will remain important for examining to what extent present conditions perpetuate these injustices. And even once the conditions that brought them into existence no longer persist, groups that have long been discriminated against on the basis of their race are likely to retain forms of political solidarity and cultural cohesion.

					And yet diverse democracies should never waver from a vision of the future in which ascriptive identities play a smaller, not a larger, role than they do now. They should aim to construct societies in which people of different groups have sufficient contact to understand one another’s concerns and care about one another’s fate. And they should try to remedy historical injustices to such an extent that a racial lens becomes less important—not because people ignore its continued relevance, but because it really does structure reality to a lesser degree.

					

			

			

			—

			There are many problems with the (metaphorical) park we inhabit.

			Its rules were written long ago and are in urgent need of an update. Some people feel welcome on its lawns and walkways while others still have reason to worry about being seen as intruders. And while its visitors sometimes strike up conversation, they remain likely to eye one another with skepticism or hostility.

			All these problems make it tempting to lower our collective aspirations for the future. Perhaps the best we can do is negotiate an uneasy truce by giving up on the hope of fostering a meaningfully shared space. Should each group be given some corner of the park where it can stay among those who are alike in outlook or origin? Or even have access to it at separate times to avoid coming to blows?

			That would be a serious mistake. Everyone should feel welcome in the space we share. It is possible to update the park’s rules to allow everyone to go about their favorite activities at the same time. And over time, groups that now eye one another skeptically may come to see one another as compatriots or even friends.

			The future of the park we share can look brighter than its present.

			

			—

			Skeptics are likely to scoff at this sentiment.

			There is no sign that the injustices that have always characterized diverse democracies are disappearing, they will say. Members of minority groups are making little progress toward true equality. The politics of many countries remain deeply split among racial and religious lines. And policy makers are not doing enough to remedy these shortcomings.

			This is the argument I take on in the final part of the book. While diverse democracies remain imperfect, I argue, minority groups are making much more rapid progress than either the proponents or the opponents of the great experiment now tend to believe. While many countries do remain politically polarized along demographic lines, there are first signs that their political systems are beginning to integrate in meaningful ways. And while the power of public policy to change the world is limited, there are many sensible steps that diverse democracies can take to hasten a better future.

			In part 1, I set out why it is so difficult for diverse democracies to endure. In part 2, I developed an ambitious vision for what the diverse democracies of the future should look like. Finally, in part 3, I try to show why achieving diverse democracies that truly thrive will be hard—but is nevertheless possible.
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			HOW DIVERSE DEMOCRACIES CAN SUCCEED

		

	
		
			
			For the great experiment to succeed, we must build diverse democracies that actually attract the wholehearted support of their members: societies whose residents feel pride in their collective accomplishments, encounter strangers with an open mind, and are capable of sustaining real solidarity with each other.

			Few readers will disagree that it would be wonderful if we could build diverse democracies that sustain such a spirit of mutual care. But many may doubt how realistic that goal is. Is it possible for the great experiment to turn into a real success? And, if so, what can we do to make it work?

			Anybody who surveys the state of diverse democracies from Sweden to the United States will discover plenty of reasons to grow depressed about their current reality and fearful for their future prospects. Some of their members continue to face significant discrimination. Longstanding conflicts between different ethnic and religious groups loom large. And some societies are regularly rocked by violent hate crimes or bloody terrorist attacks. It is natural to feel deep concern.

			But in recent years, concerns grounded in an unflinching look at reality have at times mutated into a fashionable pessimism that distorts reality. And, oddly enough, that fashionable pessimism is now shared by people whose political views otherwise have little in common—including both committed champions and devoted detractors of the great experiment.

			According to that motley crew of cynics, most diverse democracies have barely made progress in recent decades. Immigrants and members of other minority groups are doing very poorly in economic terms and remain marginal to the societal mainstream. The conflict which pits members of the historic majority against ethnic and religious minorities is intensifying by the day.

			This pessimistic description of the present often goes hand in hand with a defeatist prescription for the future. According to this narrative, diverse democracies will most likely fail to make any meaningful progress. And if they are to have any chance of overcoming the horrors of the present, they will need to take a radical departure from the basic principles on which they were founded.

			If the past decades have brought no meaningful improvements, why hold out hope?

			

			—

			I believe that this pessimism is overstated. Most diverse democracies have made meaningful progress over the past decades.

			As I show in chapter 8, many societies are succeeding in integrating newcomers, broadening their conception of membership, and offering real economic opportunity to historically underprivileged groups. Though serious problems persist, there is reason to think that developments on the ground bode well for the future.

			The boundaries and alliances between different demographic groups, I argue in chapter 9, are much more fluid than many pundits and politicians now like to assume. With the right choices, it is possible to avoid a future that pits members of the historic majority against a coalition of minority groups.

			This, I explain in chapter 10, suggests that a number of principles and public policies can help to make the great experiment a success. Though they will hardly prove to be a panacea, concrete actions taken by politicians or ordinary citizens can help diverse democracies thrive.

			Many developments on the ground are positive. Faith in a better future need not be premised on the unlikely prospect that politicians will pursue a brilliant strategy that turns a terrible situation around. It is as much a matter of reinforcing positive trends and avoiding bad mistakes.

			To build diverse democracies that are worth living in, we need to insist on a vision with which members of both minority and majority groups can get on board, and double down on policies that attenuate rather than deepen their fragmentation. If the great experiment should succeed, it will not be because of a single politician or activist group. It certainly won’t be because of the smart policy ideas made up by some solitary writer typing away at his standing desk. It will, rather, be because millions of people prefer to cooperate than discriminate, listen than shout, and make friends or fall in love than hate or kill.

		

	
		
			EIGHT
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			Reasons for Optimism

			This is a time of deep pessimism about the current state and the likely future of the great experiment.

			Even as developed democracies have grown more polarized than they have been in half a century, a lot of people who barely see eye to eye on any political issue agree on one conclusion. For a wide variety of reasons, they all believe that developed democracies around the globe are failing to deal with their growing heterogeneity.

			On the right, many writers blame immigrants and ethnic minorities for these problems. From France to Japan and from Germany to the United States, surprise bestsellers have argued that these groups are more poorly educated than members of the native majority, earn a lot less money, and commit crime at higher rates.

			Of late, right-wing populists have won a lot of political power on the back of similar attacks. Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil and Viktor Orbán in Hungary, Marine Le Pen in France and Donald Trump in the United States all thrived on scapegoating outsiders for the perceived problems of their countries.

			Much of the left passionately disagrees with both these diagnoses and these prescriptions. Like me, it rejects the idea that most immigrants or members of ethnic minorities pose a threat; that they are incapable of success; or that their very presence is bound to undermine the stability of developed nations. Instead, their goal, like mine, is to make diverse democracies thrive.

			And yet growing parts of the left have, over the past decade, taken a similarly pessimistic turn.

			They, too, tend to emphasize how poorly minority groups like Hispanics in the United States and North Africans in France are doing. And while they blame the injustices of the system rather than the supposed failings of those groups, they, too, seem to think that the future is unlikely to get much better.

			In this chapter, I seek to take the case for pessimism seriously. To that end, I will give a fair hearing to the most commonly cited reasons—including both those to which I am naturally sympathetic, and those of which I am instinctively skeptical—that have driven so many people to despair of the likely future of diverse democracies.

			Three concerns, I show, are central to today’s prevailing mood of pessimism. There is the sense that immigrants and minority groups are not fully accepted into the social mainstream, and will forever remain second-class citizens. There are worries that they are underperforming in schools, universities, and the job market, and will forever constitute a kind of socioeconomic underclass. And then there are fears that they are responsible for crimes or terrorist attacks, and will forever remain a fundamental threat to the core values of developed democracies.[*]

			The conclusion I reach after considering these three sources of pessimism is unfashionably optimistic. To understand what is happening on the ground, we need to acknowledge that there are real dangers and injustices. But we must not allow our unflinching attention to the serious challenges facing diverse democracies to blind us to the fact that most diverse democracies have made big strides toward a better future—and can, if we fight for the right principles and adopt the right policies, continue to do so in the years to come.

			EXCLUSION AND INTEGRATION

			A few years ago, I visited a Muslim religion class at a middle school in Dinslaken, a drab town in Germany’s northwest that borders Europe’s largest sewage treatment plant. Lamya Kaddor, the teacher who had invited me to sit in on the lesson, is a staunch defender of a liberal interpretation of Islam. A frequent guest on the country’s political talk shows, she now represents the Green Party in the Bundestag.

			As soon as I set foot in the classroom, I realized that something about her direct language, delivered in the singsongy cadence of Germany’s northwest, made her students trust her blindly. Her sixth graders asked for advice on everything from how to handle a devout grandmother who pressured girls to cover their heads to how to deal with a man on a social networking site who claimed to be killing a woman live on camera.

			Kaddor, whose round face is framed by long black hair, answered their questions with imperturbable patience. (“You should only wear a headscarf if that’s what you want to do.” “No, I don’t think he really was killing her.”) When one student nervously told the class that his mother didn’t want him to reveal that he was Shia, Kaddor used the occasion to emphasize that all religious beliefs deserve the same respect. “It doesn’t matter whether you are Shia, Sunni, Alawi, or something else. A human being is a human being. It doesn’t matter one bit whether he is a Muslim or not.”

			“That’s right,” Federico, a big-eyed, overenthusiastic boy who kept interrupting class to share his thoughts, shouted. “I have a German friend!”

			“Do you think the other people around us are worth less?” Kaddor asked. “Or do you think that Yascha Mounk—I don’t know his religion, but I suspect he’s Jewish—do you think that he’s worth less than us?”

			“No,” everyone muttered.

			“A human being is a human being,” one of the children added.

			“That’s right,” Kaddor said. “We judge people by their actions. By how they treat us.”

			As she expounded on the theme of religious tolerance, Federico turned around to me. “That’s cool,” he stage-whispered, and gave me a big thumbs-up.

			In the moment, I found the lesson inspiring—a testament to both the entrepreneurial spirit of many immigrants, like Kaddor, who are transforming the face of public education in the country and to the tolerance of a younger generation, like Federico, who see the world in a more inclusive manner. But then I started to reflect on small details, the significance of which had, at first, passed me by.

			How strongly does Federico feel that he belongs in his native country if he considers it noteworthy that he has “a German friend”? Federico was born and raised in Germany. And yet “Germans,” to him, seemed to be those few classmates of his who are white and Christian.

			And didn’t even Kaddor mention far-reaching limits on her religious freedom as though they were facts of nature? At one point, an earnest boy named Kheder told her, with a mix of pride and embarrassment, that he got up to pray at five in the morning on summer weekends. “Whoa, Kheder! At five in the morning?” Kaddor asked. She gently explained that, on religious grounds, it was perfectly acceptable to make up for a missed prayer later in the day. As for herself, she told the class, she generally prayed five times a day. “But of course,” she said offhandedly, “I can’t pray in school.”

			“Why not?” a student asked.

			“I don’t want to pray in front of all my colleagues. Perhaps they wouldn’t understand. They’d think I’m a fundamentalist or something like that. They might start to be afraid of me.”

			

			—

			Most developed democracies were founded with a monoethnic, monocultural conception of themselves. If, in 1950 or 1970, you asked the first person you met in Rome or Berlin or Stockholm to tell you who truly counted as Italian or German or Swedish, the answer would likely have been straightforward: someone whose parents and grandparents and great-grandparents had also lived in the country.

			Over the past half century, these societies have become increasingly diverse. The share of citizens who have, as authorities in Germany like to put it in typically long-winded fashion, “a background of migration” has rapidly risen. But while the reality of these democracies has become much more diverse, some of its ideas and practices continue to be shaped by a founding ideology that defines membership in more restrictive and exclusionary terms.

			From Italy to Switzerland, members of ethnic and religious minorities report that they still encounter people who refuse to regard them as true compatriots. In the minds of some Europeans, somebody named Ali or Mohammed will forever seem like he isn’t “one of us.”

			Survey data also indicates some ongoing resistance to changing notions of membership. A significant minority of Europeans continue to believe that it is shared descent, not linguistic facility or a passport, that makes somebody a “true” Pole or Spaniard or Italian. In their minds, anyone whose parents migrated to the country doesn’t and shouldn’t count as a true compatriot.

			Even in countries that have long emphasized their immigrant origins, like Canada and the United States, a strong link between ethnicity and exclusion persists. Asian Americans, for example, often report fielding insistent questions about their origins. “Where are you from,” an acquaintance of mine described the opening gambit of one such interaction to me. “From Iowa City,” she responded. “No,” her interlocutor replied. “Where are you really from?”

			Even when stereotypes about immigrant groups appear to be positive, they often have a hard edge to them. Latinos, for example, may have a reputation for being hard workers. But for some Americans, this implies that they are more naturally suited to menial than to professional jobs. (Something similar holds true for Poles in the United Kingdom or for Albanians in Italy.)

			Taken together, these forms of marginalization can add up to a strong sense of second-class citizenship. Some descendants of immigrants are made to feel that their membership in the only club they have ever known will forever remain conditional.

			All of this helps to make sense of the world in which Federico grew up. To him, classmates with names like Thomas or Susanne are German. Those with names like Kheder or Lamya are—like him—“foreigners.”

			Will that ever change?

			

			—

			
			Even for some defenders of the great experiment, the answer to that question appears to be a clear no. Pointing at the ways in which some members of minority groups continue to be excluded in most developed democracies, they conclude that things are unlikely to get any better. Members of minority groups will, even decades from now, continue to be defined by the fact that their ancestors come from elsewhere, that the color of their skin is different, or that they follow a different faith.

			Oddly enough, the pessimism about the future among those who see themselves as proud defenders of the great experiment is at times echoed by people who openly oppose it. But whereas those who would in principle like diverse democracies to succeed tend to emphasize the ways in which members of the majority perpetuate unjust forms of marginalization, those who oppose the great experiment tend to blame minority groups for their own exclusion.

			Immigrants and other minority groups, according to these depictions, reject democratic values, are religiously intolerant, and have no interest in adapting to local customs. They live in “ethnic enclaves” that constitute “parallel worlds” and will never integrate into the cultural mainstream.

			One key concern that is often expressed by authors who take this view is the supposed slowness with which newcomers learn the local language. Thilo Sarrazin, a former member of Germany’s Social Democratic Party, for example, has warned that the children and grandchildren of Turkish immigrants might never acquire fluent German. In one fictional scenario he develops in his bestselling book, Germany Abolishes Itself, he imagines that the descendants of immigrants will one day win the right to be taught in their ancestral language, and effectively stop their children from learning German. “By 2045, there will still be 48 percent . . . of first graders who choose to be taught in German,” Sarrazin speculates. By the turn of the next century, only one in five schoolchildren will do so.

			In the United States, some prominent writers have expressed similar fears about Hispanics. As the eminent political scientist Samuel Huntington wrote in 2009, “Unlike past immigrant groups, Mexicans and other Latinos have not assimilated into mainstream US culture, forming instead their own political and linguistic enclaves—from Los Angeles to Miami—and rejecting the Anglo-Protestant values that built the American dream.”

			Is there something to these fears? Will immigrants and members of other minority groups—whether because of unjust forms of exclusion or because of their own supposed failings—forever remain shut off from the cultural mainstream, living in a kind of parallel world?

			

			—

			Thankfully, the evidence strongly contradicts such fears.

			Across a large number of diverse democracies, majority attitudes toward those who “truly” belong in their countries are rapidly liberalizing. Meanwhile, members of minority groups are integrating into a broadening social mainstream.

			The evidence that attitudes about who belong in their nations is becoming more inclusive among members of the historic majority, for example, is quite clear. According to recent polls, most Europeans still believe that being “truly” French or British or Italian necessitates speaking the local language. About half think it requires sharing in some national customs and traditions. But, especially in Western Europe, only a very small fraction of the population now believes that being born in the country, having common ancestors, or sharing the local religion is a prerequisite.

			Even in America, it has in recent years become much more obvious than before that Latinos and Asian Americans are a natural part of the country’s social fabric. No doubt some prejudices against Latinos still persist, and Asian Americans are still at times treated as though they aren’t “true” Americans. But over the past years, the visibility of both groups has, in just about every realm of the country’s everyday culture, vastly increased. The number of people who believe that Eva Longoria and Alex Rodriguez or Ali Wong and Andrew Yang aren’t “true” Americans simply isn’t that large.

			

			—

			The claim that most members of immigrant or minority groups reject the values and customs of the countries in which they live is even more spurious.

			Their strong support for democratic values is a case in point. Compared with the native-born, immigrants to the United States are more likely to express trust in institutions like the Congress, the presidency, and the Supreme Court. In fact, the most striking characteristic of many immigrants is just how patriotic and optimistic they are. In the United States, for example, more than two out of every three new citizens are proud to be American and believe that their adopted home is “better than most other countries.”

			The evidence that, belying projections by alarmists like Thilo Sarrazin, immigrants are rapidly integrating is even more stark when it comes to easily observed behavior like language acquisition. It is true that poorer immigrants tend to arrive in their new country with little or no command of its language. If they settle in communities with a lot of coethnics—like the Chinatowns that remain prevalent in many of America’s major metropoles or the banlieues that now surround France’s biggest cities—they may go to their graves without ever learning it. So long as new waves of immigrants keep arriving, it will always be easy to find plenty of people who don’t speak the local language.

			But it would be a big mistake to conclude that immigrants and their descendants fail to pick up the local language as they spend more time in their new countries. While the children of immigrants to the United States usually speak their ancestral language reasonably well, since many of them need it to communicate with their parents, nearly all of them prefer to speak English when spending time with their peers. Even within the home, second-generation immigrants have an ambivalent relationship to their parents’ language. A great many households have two operating languages, with parents speaking to their children in their native tongue, and children responding to their parents in English.

			By the third generation, English usually wins a decisive victory. As a 2015 study by Pew shows, the grandchildren of Latino immigrants barely know any Spanish. While a clear majority of first-generation Hispanic immigrants predominantly speak their ancestral language, that remains true for fewer than one in a hundred descendants of immigrants by the third generation.

			While both cultural and linguistic integration tends to proceed a little more slowly in many European countries than it does in North America, the basic trend appears to be similar. There are some real examples of second- or even third-generation immigrants who speak the local language imperfectly. But on the whole, the children and grandchildren of immigrants who are born in Italy or France, in Sweden or Greece speak the local language much more confidently than that of their ancestors.[*]

			Across the world’s diverse democracies, members of minority groups continue to suffer real forms of exclusion. And yet it would be a mistake to conclude that they will forever remain marginalized—or, for that matter, that they lack the ability or interest to join the societal mainstream.

			The rapid progress of many minority groups contradicts both those pessimists who believe that they are somehow unwilling to integrate into their new environment and those who fear that diverse democracies put such obstacles in their path that they will never be able to do so.

			THE GAP IN JOBS AND EDUCATION

			There is a second area in which pessimists about the current state of diverse democracy tend to focus whether they are sympathetic or hostile to the great experiment: the large socioeconomic gap that now persists between members of the historically dominant majority and many minority groups.

			According to this narrative, minority groups tend to have much worse educational attainments, lesser participation in the job market, and lower wages. While some immigrants have thrived, their descendants, on average, remain far less likely to have a high income or gain an advanced degree than those whose ancestors already lived in the same territory.

			A look at the aggregate numbers suggests that there is at least some truth to this pessimistic view. Across most developed democracies, the members of minority groups do, on average, tend to have a significantly lower socioeconomic status than those whose ancestors belong to the dominant group. The United States, for example, suffers from large wage and wealth gaps between different ethnicities. The average white American earns significantly more than the average Latino or African American, and the wealth gap is even more significant.

			Meanwhile, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has found “accumulating evidence that, in Europe, young natives with immigrant parents are overrepresented in disadvantaged positions in the labor market.” Residents of the European Union who were born outside of its territory, another study finds, are twice as likely to be at risk of “poverty and social exclusion” than those Europeans who live in their country of birth.

			Even countries that have long strived to be highly egalitarian and provide all their residents with generous welfare benefits are seeing the fates of different demographic groups diverge to a striking extent. In Sweden, for example, students with an immigrant background significantly lag behind their native-born peers in school and are much less likely to go on to university.

			

			—

			Both pessimists who support the great experiment and pessimists who oppose it agree that the earnings and education gap between the majority and the minority remains large. But as was the case with questions concerning integration and exclusion, they give very different explanations for why that might be.

			Supporters of the great experiment tend to locate the principal reason in past and present discrimination. Minority groups whose ancestors arrived in their countries centuries ago still suffer from the long shadow of hard domination; it is, for example, impossible to understand the special challenges faced by African Americans without reference to their long history of enslavement and exclusion. But even immigrants whose ancestors arrived more recently, many supporters of the great experiment argue, are marginalized in the educational system and discriminated against in corporate hiring.

			A series of clever studies suggests that ongoing discrimination really does continue to play a significant role. When researchers sent fake CVs to the human resources departments of large corporations in the United Kingdom, for example, candidates that bore typically English names were twice as likely to be invited to a first-round interview as those—otherwise identical ones—who bore names that suggested that they had roots outside the country. Around the world, studies have found similarly disheartening results in Japan, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and the United States.

			But that account is nevertheless rejected by many pessimistic authors—such as America’s Ann Coulter, France’s Éric Zemmour, and Japan’s Ko Bunyu—who are openly inimical to the great experiment. They put the blame squarely on the shoulders of immigrants and minorities. The reason for the persistent gaps in jobs and education, they claim, is immigrants’ lack of work ethic, their disinterest in adopting local customs, or even their supposedly lower IQ.

			These factors, ethnonationalist pessimists about the great experiment believe, are unlikely to change. To them, the socioeconomic disadvantage of minority groups is not a temporary problem that might be solved by the right policies or a multigenerational process of social mobility. Rather, they see it as a permanent state that can only be remedied by cutting down on the number of newcomers or deporting a great number of people.

			Are things really that bad?

			

			—

			No.

			In the most pessimistic narrative, the gap in jobs and education is vast and shows no signs of improving. But this is misleading in a number of key ways. For one, the actual differences in earnings between groups are, especially if you correct for factors like age or size of household, often significantly smaller than the most viral statistics suggest. For another, some immigrant groups actually outearn natives by a significant margin. On average, for example, Indian immigrants to the United Kingdom as well as Chinese, Lebanese, and Nigerian immigrants to the United States make more money than members of the white majority. But by far the biggest problem is that the pessimistic narrative fails to account for the significant upward mobility that most immigrant groups achieve in virtually every diverse democracy.

			Most rich countries now attract quite a lot of highly skilled immigrants: doctors, entrepreneurs, and software engineers who speak the local language fluently, have excellent educational credentials or a significant track record of professional achievement, and are able to command high salaries from the day they arrive. But they remain the exceptions. For the most part, a majority of immigrants have had comparatively little formal education, do not speak the local language very well, and remain poor.

			This makes it completely unsurprising that a lot of immigrants achieve significantly lower wages than the native-born—and makes many of the statistics that are trotted out to emphasize the persistent gap in jobs and education meaningless. Aggregate measures that average over first-generation immigrants who have just arrived from much poorer parts of the world and those whose ancestors have been in the country for one or two generations tell us very little about what to expect in the future. Instead, anybody who is genuinely curious about the current state of diverse democracies should be looking at metrics that show whether immigrants improve their condition once they have been in their new countries for a considerable length of time.

			Do the children and grandchildren of immigrants do significantly better than their ancestors? And how do they fare relative to peers who are part of the historically dominant group?

			The answers to both questions, it turns out, are surprisingly upbeat.

			Looking at Europe, for example, two economists recently studied how descendants of immigrants fared relative to native-born peers whose parents had similar levels of education. In virtually all the countries Doris Oberdabernig and Alyssa Schneebaum looked at, the children of immigrants were much more likely to climb up the educational ladder. Their conclusion was unambiguous: their analysis, they wrote, “provides clear evidence of a narrowing gap in educational attainment levels between natives and immigrants across the two most recent generations [. . .] If this process persists over future generations, people with a migration background might soon have comparable education levels to the native population.”

			We should expect that immigrants who attain higher levels of education can also command higher wages; what is surprising is just how quickly this process seems to take place, according to recent studies. In one of the most ambitious attempts to investigate the economic mobility of newcomers to the United States, for example, four top economists analyzed a million data points representing immigrants who came to the country over the past century. What they found was heartening on just about every front.

			Immigrants fared very well, rapidly boosting their incomes from one generation to the next. And, interestingly, the rate of their success barely depended on their country of origin. “Children of immigrants from nearly every sending country,” the economists write, “have higher rates of upward mobility than the children of the US-born.”

			What’s more, immigrants rise in the economic ranks about as quickly now as earlier generations of newcomers did fifty or a hundred years ago. This should be especially heartening to those who fear that earlier immigrants, who were mostly white, were given opportunities from which today’s immigrants, who are mostly nonwhite, might find themselves barred because of structural racism.

			A lot of observers, the economists conclude, “underestimate the long-run success of immigrants.” In reality, even those “who come to the United States with few resources and little skills have a real chance at improving their children’s prospects.”

			As long as diverse democracies allow high levels of immigration, some gap in jobs and education will likely persist at any one moment. But this focus on aggregate numbers conceals the extent to which most immigrants benefit from intergenerational mobility that allows the second and third generation to make rapid progress. Even those who arrive in diverse democracies from poor countries today have good reason to hope that their children and grandchildren will do very well.
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			The experience of African Americans presents the most serious challenge to an optimistic account of the future of diverse democracies. This group not only suffered one of the most extreme and violent forms of domination in the past; it also continues to face one of the worst forms of compounded disadvantage in the present. Even so, an accurate picture leaves significant room for hope.

			African Americans suffer the long-term impact of past domination more strongly than just about any other group. On average, African Americans earn 75 percent of what whites earn in median hourly earnings. The wealth disparity between white and black Americans is even more striking: the net worth of a typical white family is $171,000, nearly ten times the net worth of a typical black family.

			This disparity is even evident in comparison with other ethnic minorities. For example, the median income for a black household in 2018 was $46,073, while the median income for a Hispanic household was $56,113. For Asian households, who significantly outearn whites, it was $98,174.

			These yawning economic disparities go hand in hand with equally shocking discrepancies in other metrics. According to data compiled by the NAACP, a majority of Americans killed by the police are white. But on a per capita basis, African Americans are much more likely to suffer that tragic fate. While 13 percent of the US population is black, African Americans make up 22 percent of all fatal shootings by the police. They are also much more likely to be incarcerated than whites; in 2014, for example, they constituted about a third of the total correctional population.

			But none of this justifies the apocalyptic language that politicians like Donald Trump have used to describe the state of African Americans. In his speeches, it often sounded as though most of them live in “inner-city” neighborhoods that offer virtually no opportunities and suffer from enormous crime rates. Making his electoral pitch to black voters in 2016, Trump repeatedly asked: “What do you have to lose?”

			But for most African Americans, the answer to that question is quite a lot.

			

			—

			A significant minority of African Americans really do live in terrible conditions. The obstacles facing anyone who is born in the poorest parts of Detroit or Baltimore are enormous. But by and large, the condition of black America has significantly improved over the past sixty years.

			Commentators often talk as though a majority of African Americans who grow up in poverty are likely to stay there. And as Raj Chetty’s important research demonstrates, both race and class do powerfully shape an individual’s prospects in life. But even his charts, which went viral in part because they were presented as proof of the pessimistic narrative about the state of black America, show that most African Americans who grow up in poverty experience significant upward mobility over the course of their lifetimes.

			Of every one hundred black Americans who grew up with parents whose earnings put them in the lowest quintile of the income distribution, twenty-eight remained poor. But thirty-three reached the fourth quintile, becoming members of what Chetty calls the lower middle class. Another twenty-one became middle class; eleven, upper middle class; and six, rich. And while black boys experience less social mobility than white boys, black girls have a higher chance of moving up the socioeconomic ranks to lower middle class or middle class than white girls.

			Data on absolute income paints a similar picture. According to the United States Census Bureau, the inflation-adjusted income of African Americans has, with brief interruptions during recessions, increased for every quintile of the income distribution. Despite the Great Recession and the global pandemic, this progress has continued over the past two decades. The income of an African American household at the twentieth percentile of the distribution has increased from about $11,000 to $17,000 since 2002; that of the fortieth percentile from $22,000 to $35,000; that of the sixtieth percentile from $36,000 to $60,000; and that of the eightieth percentile from $60,000 to $100,000. (African American households in the ninety-fifth percentile, meanwhile, can now expect to make about $200,000 per year.)

			The progress of black America shows up even more starkly on noneconomic metrics. The gap in life expectancy, for example, is finally closing. At the beginning of the twentieth century, a white newborn could expect to live a staggering sixteen years longer than a black newborn. By 1950, the gap had fallen to under ten years. By 2016, it was down to fewer than four.

			African Americans are also starting to earn higher degrees in much greater numbers. As The New York Times recently reported, “from 2000 to 2019, the percentage of African Americans with at least a bachelor’s degree rose from 15 to 23 percent, as the share with a master’s degree or higher nearly doubled from 5 to 9 percent.” Over the same period, “the share of African Americans without a high school degree was cut by more than half.”

			As a result of these changes, the great majority of African Americans have, by now, entered the middle class. Today, in 2021, typical African Americans live in the suburbs of large metropolitan centers or in small towns rather than either the urban core or the countryside. They have completed high school, and if they are below the age of forty, have spent some time at a community college or research university. They work in white-collar jobs as nurses or schoolteachers rather than as construction workers or employees of fast-food chains. They get their health insurance from their employers rather than purchasing it on an open marketplace or being uninsured.

			Consequently, the views of the median black American are much more upbeat than you might expect from listening to Donald Trump—or, for that matter, reading the pages of mainstream newspapers. They are proud of their country and say that they love America. And they are actually more likely than their white fellow citizens to “believe in the American Dream” or to say that the country’s best days still lie ahead.

			CRIME AND TERROR

			On a cold morning in November 2019, Learning Together, a Cambridge University program that aims to rehabilitate prisoners by creating “transformative learning communities,” celebrated its fifth anniversary in the elegant rooms of London’s Fishmongers’ Hall. Surrounded by historical artifacts, from narwhal tusks to golden chandeliers, participants lambasted the British criminal justice system. After speeches by an assortment of academics and activists, Usman Khan, one of the program’s vaunted “success stories,” recited a poem about his traumatic experiences.

			Then Khan, who had until recently been in jail for plotting to blow up the London Stock Exchange, steadied his nerves, revealed the two kitchen knives he had concealed underneath his long sleeves, and charged his fellow delegates. Over the next ten minutes, he stabbed five of the organizers, killing two of them.

			In the eyes of many who are hostile to the great experiment, the story of Khan and Learning Together illustrates urgent lessons about politics that its well-intentioned defenders would prefer to ignore. Immigration and cultural diversity, they insist, are fraught with deadly dangers. Over the past few decades, homegrown terrorists have staged attacks in France and Germany, in the United Kingdom and the United States, and in scores of other democracies around the world. Somebody like Khan is not a victim of the criminal justice system but rather a dangerous ideologue who seeks to impose his fundamentalist views on the world by any means necessary.

			To make things worse, they believe, much of the cultural and political mainstream has remained willfully blind to this reality. To the fancy students and professors at Cambridge University, Khan was a misunderstood victim waiting for them to save him. The adulation they directed at somebody who was, quite literally, plotting to kill them demonstrates the extent to which their obsession with the rottenness of their own societies distorts their view of the world.

			

			—

			For many decades, opponents of diverse democracy mostly focused on the supposed tendency of immigrants and their descendants to commit crimes. When I was growing up in Germany, for example, one of the most common slogans on the billboards of far-right political parties was Kriminelle Ausländer Raus! (Deport Criminal Foreigners!).

			These concerns are often exacerbated by the existence of heavily immigrant areas in which crime really is rampant and ethnically based gangs really do thrive. Though Sweden as a whole has extremely low levels of crime, for example, there were eighty-one shootings and fifty-eight bomb explosions in the midsized southern city of Malmö in 2017. In the years since then, these bombings have spread to immigrant neighborhoods in other major cities, such as Gothenburg and Stockholm.

			Because European countries welcomed millions of refugees from Africa and the Middle East—many of them young men unaccompanied by their families—in the summer of 2015, the latest newcomers have become the focal point for similar concerns. After a refugee from Afghanistan in his twenties murdered his fifteen-year-old ex-girlfriend in the small southwestern town of Kandel, and was only sentenced to eight and a half years in juvenile detention, far-right movements protested the leniency of the German judicial system. “What do all these men in the best age for fighting and procreating even want here?” Christiane Christen, one of the organizers of a protest outside the courthouse in nearby Landau on which I reported, asked. “They are leading a war,” she answered her own question.

			But the biggest concern is now, understandably, occasioned by the series of terrorist attacks that have rocked developed democracies over the past two decades. From the murder of the journalists at Charlie Hebdo to the siege of the Bataclan concert hall, and from the bombing of the Boston Marathon to the shooting at the Pulse nightclub, terrorists—many of them homegrown—have claimed hundreds of lives over the past decade. This has led some prominent far-right politicians to conclude that Islam is incompatible with Western civilization. As Beatrix von Storch, the deputy leader of the Alternative for Germany, put the point: “Islam is in itself a political ideology that is not compatible with the constitution.”

			

			—

			The pessimists are right to point to Usman Khan’s story as a serious warning about the consequences diverse democracies are likely to face if the great experiment goes wrong. Some immigrants really are deeply hostile to the most basic rules we need to be able to live together peacefully. Academics and intellectuals who refuse to recognize this are doing a disservice to the causes they purport to care about.

			And yet there is a telling detail that opponents of the great experiment usually leave out of the story of the Fishmongers’ Hall terror attack. For, thankfully, another immigrant was working in the venue’s kitchen that day.

			Łukasz Koczocik, a Polish citizen, is one of many millions who came to the United Kingdom over the past two decades. When he heard calls for help, he sprang to action without a moment’s hesitation.

			Desperate for any kind of weapon that might help him contain Khan, Koczocik snatched a decorative spear off a wall and charged the attacker. Khan fought back, stabbing Koczocik’s hands and shoulders. Despite his injuries, Koczocik pursued Khan into the street. With the help of other men—including Darryn Frost, a South African immigrant wielding a narwhal tusk—he managed to immobilize Khan until the police finally arrived on the scene.

			Few people, immigrant or native, are likely to match Koczocik’s courage. But a dispassionate look at the evidence suggests that his commitment to the society in which he now lives is far more representative of the attitude of most immigrants than Khan’s determination to inflict pain and suffering.

			

			—

			Most immigrants embrace the core values of the societies in which they live.

			As I have shown in this chapter, they want to be integrated into the social mainstream (and are making rapid progress to that end). They believe in the fundamental values of democracy. In some countries, they are even more likely to be patriotic than the native-born.

			At the same time, it is undoubtedly true that a minority of immigrants reject those values. Some may be religious fanatics. Others may turn to a life of crime due to poverty, a lack of opportunity, or a personal psychological predisposition. Others may have joined criminal gangs or networks even before they arrived in the countries in which they now live. Does this provide opponents of diverse democracies with a definitive objection to the great experiment?

			I think not. In many diverse democracies, there is a genuine problem with ethnically based criminal gangs or networks. In some of them, the evidence suggests that immigrants commit crime in similar proportions to other members of their socioeconomic class but at somewhat higher levels than the general population. In still others, including the United States, the evidence strongly suggests that they are actually less likely to commit crimes than the native-born.

			All of this gives diverse democracies good reason to control those who attempt to enter their territory and turn away at the border those who would pose a danger to their citizens. But the fact that a fraction of newcomers will commit crimes is no reason for barring all would-be immigrants from the country. And it certainly is no excuse for violating the rights of the many people who are already living within their borders and have a legal right to do so.

			Similarly, it is worth noting that gangs formed by immigrant youths from poor countries are nothing new. Over the past 150 years, New York has seen the rise of Irish, Italian, Puerto Rican, Chinese, and now El Salvadoran criminal clans. The fact that they have existed before should not detract from the danger they pose in their latest iteration. MS-13, for example, is undoubtedly capable of terrifying cruelty.

			And yet the fact that other ethnically based gangs associated with significant immigrant waves have faded in the past should give us confidence that they are likely to do so again. Irish and Italian gangs, for example, became far less powerful as law enforcement took robust action against their leaders and the larger community from which its members were being recruited integrated into an expanded American mainstream. For similar reasons, diverse democracies will, over time, succeed in defeating the ethnically based gangs that are now operating in cities from New York to Malmö to Berlin.

			

			—

			Finally, terrorism is the hardest worry to assuage because it is an area in which such a small number of people can cause such terrible damage.

			The great majority of Muslims in Europe and North America practice a tolerant form of Islam, and disdain the way in which extremists invoke their religion as a justification for violent murder. As Mohammed Moussaoui, the president of the French Council for Muslim Worship, wrote after yet another terrorist attack in the country: “Muslims in France are horrified by this abject crime.”

			Moussaoui is right. Claims that Islam is somehow incompatible with democracy are belied by the great majority of Muslims who are deeply supportive of the democratic states in which they live, and reject violent forms of political action at about the same rate as citizens of other faiths.

			And yet this argument is unlikely to convince those who are worried that the next homegrown terrorist is, somewhere in Europe or North America, lying in wait for an opportunity to kill his fellow citizens. How can defenders of diverse democracies respond to that fear in an honest manner?

			The first step is to be forthright about the seriousness of the problem and our inability to solve it completely. It may, for example, be technically true that Islamist terrorists have, in the years since 9/11, cost fewer Americans their lives than people slipping in their bathtubs. But to emphasize that fact is to ignore the psychological difference between a tragic mishap and a politically motivated crime designed to scare people.

			The second step is to commit the necessary resources to fighting terrorism and dismantling extremist networks. Defenders of diverse democracy must not brook any attempt to demonize members of religious minorities. But nor should they be squeamish about discussing the ideological roots of Islamist terror or punishing those who aid and abet violence. Advocates of the great experiment must not hesitate to oppose anybody who justifies violence, whether they be part of the majority or belong to a minority community.

			Finally, they should point out that the power of terrorism derives in part from its ability to set people in conflict with one another, to make them return to the safety of their own tribe, and to define others by their ascriptive identities. This is all the more reason to stick to the ideals that unite us in the face of heinous crimes, insisting that the great majority of members of diverse democracies remain committed to living together in peace. Even at the time of greatest difficulty, we must vow not to let terrorists succeed in their mission of destroying democracies that give citizens drawn from a big range of different communities the freedom to live a self-determined life.

			WHY OPTIMISM IS IMPORTANT

			I know from experience that an insistence on seeing the promising as well as the worrying trends is likely to strike many as tone-deaf. But though the instinct to focus primarily on the bad may feel righteous, it is a poor guide to reality—and might just turn out to be a serious obstacle to improving the world.

			A lot of proponents of the great experiment, in particular, assume that a focus on the problems of diverse democracies will motivate their compatriots to act with greater compassion. Once people recognize that the country they love and the institutions they take for granted are deeply racist, the hope goes, they will grow more willing to adopt radical change.

			But it is far from clear that this is how things actually play out in the real world. When they are told that injustices that once characterized their countries persist unchanged despite decades of efforts to remedy them, some people are instead likely to conclude that there isn’t anything they can do. Others may go one step further. Perhaps, they will tell themselves, things never improve because immigrants and minorities really are to blame for their own lack of progress. (For that reason, it should probably give pessimistic proponents of the great experiment pause that its opponents emphasize some of the same pessimistic themes out of a conviction that it is likely to boost their political cause.)

			More important, noble intentions alone are, in any case, unlikely to improve the lot of the disadvantaged. As many failed attempts to eradicate poverty or stimulate economic growth have shown, even the most generous programs go wrong if they are based on a faulty assessment of the roots of the problem and the kinds of measures that have—or haven’t—worked in the past. Anyone who seeks to remedy the problems that really do persist must first gain a realistic view of their nature.

			

			—

			Imagine your neighbor’s house just burned to the ground.

			If you merely point out that many houses in the neighborhood still look very pretty, or that most of them are in a much better state today than they were thirty years ago, your neighbors would understandably feel that you are being obtuse. The first order of business should be to help them put out the fire and, if they need accommodation, offer them a place to stay for the night.

			But once the fire is out, and your neighbors have somewhere to go, you should insist on figuring out what happened. If you want to stop other houses from burning down in the future, you really do need to get a good idea of why existing safeguards failed.

			Let’s imagine you find out that there used to be a lot of fires in the neighborhood. To cut down on risks, every house installed new fire alarms. But as it turns out, the number of fires never went down.

			This would give you valuable information. Perhaps the fire alarms are faulty. Or perhaps the fire brigade takes too long to get to a burning house. Either way, it seems that the current solution to the problem isn’t working. You need a drastic change of course.

			Alternatively, let’s imagine you find out that there used to be a lot of fires in the neighborhood. To cut down on the risks, most houses replaced outdated electrical systems. And though a few houses have not yet had a chance to install the new system, and continue to catch fire at a high rate, the incidence of fires in the neighborhood as a whole has gone down drastically since these changes were introduced.

			This would likely lead you to a very different conclusion. Clearly, the measures taken in the past are making a valuable contribution to fire safety. Perhaps you could make sure they are completed more quickly. Or perhaps you could add additional safety features. But if you want to stop more houses from burning down, you should build on, rather than reverse, the steps the neighborhood has taken so far.

			This, it seems to me, comes closer to the situation we now face.

			There are very real problems and injustices in our metaphorical neighborhoods. For reasons both moral and prudential, we must seriously investigate them, and commit ourselves to remedying them as best we can. This is an urgent task, and one that will by no means be easy. But as we set out to do so, we can, thankfully, build on the real progress we have made in recent decades.
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			One powerful source of pessimism about diverse democracy is the idea that they are not making any progress toward a more equitable future. Another powerful source of pessimism is the idea that diverse democracies will always be split into two mutually hostile groups: members of the historical majority on the one side, and everybody else on the other.

			On this view, the ascriptive identities that are now salient will continue to determine the cultural and political behavior of members of diverse democracies for a long time to come. In the United States, whites will, even thirty or sixty years from now, stand in direct competition with “people of color.” And in the Netherlands, politics will for the foreseeable future consist of a competition between those who are “ethnically Dutch” and those who are “descendants of immigrants.”

			If this outlook proves to be true, it would be politically disastrous. Democracies will be pushed to their breaking point if every election delivers victory to one ethnic block and defeat to another. Even those who are confident that they will be able to cobble together a winning coalition—whether because they manage to retain their majority status by slowing demographic change and disenfranchising minorities or because they belong to groups that are now in the minority but are projected to gain majority status in the coming decades—should be repulsed by a vision of the future in which different ethnic or religious groups are forever locked into existential battle with one another.

			But, thankfully, these pessimistic projections are based on a misunderstanding of the present reality and likely future of diverse democracies. Demographically, it is far from clear that any major democracy will soon become “majority minority” in a meaningful sense. Projections that whites will soon be in a minority in the United States, for example, rely on highly questionable assumptions about who should count as white and how people will actually self-identify. Similarly, the common belief that “demography is destiny” fundamentally mischaracterizes the politics of most developed democracies. Despite the confident predictions of demographers and political strategists, it is impossible to predict who will win the next election by counting the number of people who supposedly fall into different demographic categories.

			Diverse democracies will always remain at risk of fragmentation. It is impossible to rule out the possibility that the electoral and cultural politics of the future might pit majority against minority, or the traditionally dominant against the historically marginalized. But as I argue in the next chapter, it is wrong to think of that outcome as a foregone conclusion—and anybody who wants the great experiment to succeed should work hard to ensure that it doesn’t come to pass.
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			Demography Isn’t Destiny

			It is rare for demographers to make headline news. But when the United States Census Bureau projected that the country would, sometime in the 2040s, become “majority minority,” America’s newspapers paid plenty of attention. The U.S. White Majority Will Soon Disappear Forever, the Houston Chronicle headlined. Other newspapers and magazines explored how this shift would alter every aspect of American life, from its elections to its “office dynamics.”

			Nearly all these articles had one thing in common: they implicitly divided the American population into two distinct blocks. On one side, there were whites, a group portrayed as cohesive despite the vast ethnic and religious differences it subsumes. On the other side, there were members of ethnic minorities—or “people of color”—who were portrayed as having a meaningfully shared identity despite hailing from vastly different parts of the world and comprising individuals from just about every race known to man.

			As a result, these seemingly dry demographic projections have come to signify a much broader transformation of the country’s culture and politics. For the foreseeable future, the implication goes, America will be characterized by a clash between two mutually hostile blocks—and because of its shrinking size, the group that has traditionally dominated the country will soon lose much of its power.

			This framing helps to explain why these projections are capable of inspiring tremendous hope. Many Americans look forward to the 2040s as the decade when their experience will cease to be marginal to the country’s narrative. Instead of being the exception, they will finally become the norm.

			Political strategists have also set their sights on the moment when the country is supposedly set to become majority minority. Because Hispanics and African Americans tend to support the Democratic Party in greater numbers, many Democrats now hope that the ongoing demographic transformation will help them inflict permanent defeat on the Republican Party—and perhaps even remake the country in keeping with their long-standing social and cultural aspirations.

			Among other Americans, that same prospect is capable of provoking enormous fear. Demographic change, in their view, might change the country in which they grew up beyond recognition, or even relegate them to a subordinate position.

			In its most extreme form, this fear takes the form of apocalyptic warnings about the “great replacement” that is supposedly taking place in Western societies. Traitorous politicians, far-right activists claim, are plotting to replace the existing population with newcomers whom they hope to control more easily than the native-born.

			Because the United States is one of the major developed democracies in which the erstwhile majority group has dwindled most rapidly as a portion of the overall population, this debate is most intense in America. In much of this chapter, I focus on the country as a kind of case study. But in other democracies, whose own demographic transformations will take a few more decades to reach the stage at which America has now arrived, similar assumptions are inspiring the same hopes and fears. To this day, for example, many German disciples of replacement theory cite my television interview about “the great experiment” as supposed proof of their conspiracy theory.

			This makes it all the more urgent to examine the premise of the whole conversation. Will America—and, eventually, other diverse democracies from France to Australia—really become majority minority in the sense so many pundits predict? Are the most important political and cultural conflicts within diverse democracies going to pit different demographic groups against one another? And would such changes help the great experiment succeed—or test it to its limits?

			My answers to these questions strongly diverge from the received wisdom. Most developed democracies will never become majority minority in any meaningful sense. It is highly premature to assume that the politics of the future will neatly pit “natives” against “immigrants” or “whites” against “people of color.” And anybody who wants the great experiment to succeed should celebrate that demography isn’t destiny—and do what they can to ensure that the lines of cultural and political conflict in tomorrow’s diverse democracies turn out to be a lot more fluid than so many people now predict.

			WHEN THE “SCIENCE” ISN’T ALL THAT SCIENTIFIC

			When the United States Census Bureau projected that the country would become majority minority sometime in the 2040s, its demographic model was presented—and treated—as an exercise in science, giving the prediction an air of unassailable fact.

			In this view, demographic projections are relatively straightforward exercises in arithmetic. Any American who has ancestors that belong to a relevant minority group, the assumption goes, will become part of the new majority. The future size of that group is a simple function of such factors as how many people belonging to minority groups are currently in the country, how many children they will have, and how many more will move to America over the coming decades.

			Because it’s impossible to predict these factors with precision, building the necessary models admittedly involves a little guesswork. It is always possible that specific projections will, here and there, turn out to be off by a few percentage points. But so long as the people involved in making the model are highly trained professionals who are doing their best to provide the public with objective information (as, for the most part, they are), the findings they come up with will be directionally correct.

			Perhaps America will become majority minority in 2042 or in 2048 rather than in 2045. But sooner or later, whites will be in the minority. That’s just science.

			But this conceals the extent to which the categories popularized by the Census Bureau to classify Americans as white or nonwhite rely on highly questionable assumptions about how they self-identify now—and even more questionable ones about how they will self-identify in the future. Does the child of a white father and a Chinese mother count as white or Asian? (According to the dominant narrative, the answer is: Asian.) And is someone who has seven white great-grandparents and one black great-grandparent white or black? (Black.)

			Seemingly scientific, the projections of the Census Bureau assume that all Americans who have either a drop of nonwhite blood or some distant cultural heritage connecting them to a Spanish-speaking country will be “people of color.” This makes them a highly speculative guide to reality.

			If we want to get a real sense of what the future of America—or, for that matter, other diverse democracies around the globe—will look like, it is not enough to point to a demographic table that stipulates who is what by employing a simplistic scheme of racial classification; we need to observe real-world behavior. And when you bother to look at how different groups actually see themselves, and are seen by others, it quickly becomes apparent that many of their members don’t fit the neat narrative that has been imposed on them.

			There are especially big question marks about the role three rapidly growing groups of Americans—who should, according to the prevailing narrative, simply see themselves as “people of color”—will actually play in the country’s politics and culture.

			THE RISE OF MIXED-RACE AMERICA

			Three or four decades ago, a majority of Americans still openly stated that they opposed whites and African Americans dating one another. Reality reflected these prejudices. In 1980, only 3 percent of newborns in the United States had a mother and a father from different ethnic groups.

			In the past three decades, this has changed rapidly and radically. The number of people who oppose interracial marriage is now miniscule. Only one out of every ten Americans say that they would be uncomfortable if a close relative married a member of a different race. And while some of this shift may be down to “social desirability bias”—with respondents changing how they answer survey questions, not how they really feel—there is strong evidence that the actual behavior of young Americans is transforming just as drastically. By the late 2010s, one out of every seven children born in the United States was mixed-race.

			The tendency to “marry out” is especially widespread among the fastest growing demographic groups. Nearly one out of every three Hispanic and Asian American newlyweds has a spouse of a different race. All indicators suggest that the number of mixed-race Americans will continue to grow in the coming years.

			Because the media usually applies a “one-drop rule” to American identity, every single one of the babies born to these couples is counted as a member of an ethnic minority. But this imposed identity does not square with the findings of sociologists who have actually bothered to study the self-perception of mixed-race children.

			Ethnographic accounts of such children usually conclude that most of them are deeply integrated into white America. Children with one white and one Asian American or one white and one Hispanic parent resemble their fully white counterparts in significant respects. As Edward Telles and Vilma Ortiz found in one seminal study, children with one Mexican and one non-Hispanic white parent “were less likely to know Spanish, were more likely to intermarry themselves [and] identified less with their Mexican origin.”

			Many of these mixed-race Americans even expressly identify as white. As one prominent sociologist summarized in an in-depth report by Pew, “Many Americans with mixed Asian or Hispanic family origins identify with the white majority some of the time.”

			THE COMPLEX IDENTITY OF LATINOS

			In 2014, there were about 55 million people with roots in Spain or Latin America in the United States. At the time, the Census Bureau predicted that, by 2060, there would be 119 million. But while many people of Hispanic origin are black or indigenous, the vast majority, about 103 million, were projected to be white. The big question is whether this group will see itself as distinct or whether it will, like the Italians and Irish of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, slowly blend into the American mainstream.

			The question of how Hispanics will see themselves in thirty years is difficult to answer. American notions of race changed drastically between 1960 and 1990, and again between 1990 and 2020. There is no good reason to think they won’t change just as drastically by 2050.

			What is clear, though, is that Hispanic identity is already much more fluid than much of the country’s political class tends to assume. In the run-up to the 2020 election, for example, two Hispanic progressives conducted a series of focus groups. Ian Haney López and Tory Gavito assumed that Latinos would see themselves as “people of color,” and reject concerns about “illegal immigration from places overrun with drugs and criminal gangs” as a racist dog whistle. Instead, López and Gavito found that many of the people they interviewed insisted on being white, and that Latinos were actually more likely than non-Hispanic whites to agree with anti-immigrant messages.

			Progressives, López and Gavito concluded,

			
				commonly categorize Latinos as people of color, no doubt partly because progressive Latinos see the group that way and encourage others to do so as well. Certainly, we both once took that perspective for granted. Yet in our survey, only one in four Hispanics saw the group as people of color. In contrast, the majority rejected this designation. They preferred to see Hispanics as a group integrating into the American mainstream, one not overly bound by racial constraints.

			

			THE UNCERTAIN PLACE OF ASIAN AMERICANS

			While Hispanics are adding the greatest numbers to the American population, the fastest growing group hails from Asia. Between 2014 and 2060, the number of Asian Americans is projected to increase by more than twofold, from twenty million to forty-six million.

			Unlike many Hispanics, Asian Americans will likely continue to see themselves—and to be seen by others—as racially distinct. But that does not mean that they will naturally form a cultural or electoral coalition with other “people of color.”

			While black Americans continue to earn less than whites, on average, Asian Americans earn significantly more. Korean Americans have a median household income of $72,000; Chinese Americans, of $82,000; and Indian Americans, of $119,000. The median Asian woman in the United States now earns more than the median white man.

			This financial success is rooted in extraordinary educational achievements. While Asian Americans currently make up less than one-tenth of the US population, for example, they make up a quarter of the entering class at Harvard. At schools that are legally prohibited from favoring applicants on the basis of race, their presence is even larger. At Berkeley, for example, nearly half of the domestic students entering the university in 2020 were Asian American.

			Neither culture nor politics is ever just about self-interest. Even so, diverging interests may make a lasting coalition between Hispanics, African Americans, and Asian Americans harder to sustain than those who believe in the inevitable rise of a cohesive grouping of ethnic minorities tend to assume.

			If the future really does pit whites against “people of color” in the way so many academics and journalists now believe—a prospect that is, in any case, highly doubtful—it is far from clear into which group Asian Americans would belong.

			

			—

			Driven by the media’s focus on the country’s demographic transformation, most Americans overestimate the nature and the extent of the changes that lie afoot.

			Because the country will come to be majority minority according to demographic models that make a host of questionable assumptions, most politically engaged Americans now believe that the white population is rapidly declining. But a close look at the actual facts reveals a future America that drastically differs from these speculative assumptions.

			According to the Census Bureau, about 69 percent of the American population of 2060 will, if you include Hispanics who now self-identify as such, be ethnically white. Another 5 percent of Americans will be mixed-race and have some recent white ancestors. Many more will have a spouse or other close relative who is white. It is, in short, far from clear that the most important cleavage in American society will pit whites against people of color.

			Should that be a relief or a disappointment to those who seek to make the great experiment succeed? The answer has to do with one of the few big theories about American politics on which large parts of both the left and the right now agree: the idea that the growing share of minority groups as a portion of the overall population will transform the country’s politics and make it easy for Democrats to win elections. But as it happens, Democrats’ “inevitable demographic majority”—or, as I like to call it, the most dangerous idea in American politics—is just as uncertain.

			THE MOST DANGEROUS IDEA IN AMERICAN POLITICS

			In the years after 9/11, the war on terror dominated American politics. The social mood was distinctly conservative, with a series of statewide referenda against same-sex marriage passing by wide margins. And though George W. Bush was derided by many of the country’s journalists and intellectuals—who distrusted his evangelical faith and loathed his foreign policies—he was popular among ordinary Americans. So when “Dubya” won a second presidential term in 2004, many concluded that the right enjoys a natural advantage in American politics. The future seemed to belong to Republicans.

			Then a couple of contrarians made a startling claim that squarely contradicted the conventional wisdom of the day. Those parts of the American electorate that have traditionally favored Republicans, John Judis and Ruy Teixeira argued in The Emerging Democratic Majority, are rapidly shrinking. Those parts of the American electorate that have traditionally supported Democrats are rapidly growing. Soon, this seemingly right-leaning country was likely to become thoroughly progressive.

			A part of Judis and Teixeira’s thesis touched on social and economic changes. Americans who have college degrees or live in urban centers, they pointed out, have more progressive social values. And because the share of urbanites and college graduates is increasing, the country is likely to move to the left.

			But the most influential part of the book was about the shift in relative weight between different ethnic groups. Latinos, African Americans, and Asian Americans, Judis and Teixeira demonstrated, tend to favor Democrats. Because their proportion of the American population was set to grow, they would likely add millions of votes to the Democratic column. Over time, “these groups of voters will continue to support Democrats rather than Republicans, paving the way for a new majority.”

			These counterintuitive predictions seemed to come true when a man by the name of Barack Hussein Obama began his remarkable ascent. Though Obama was no radical, his policies marked a decisive break with the social conservatism of the Bush years. And when he became the first black politician in the history of the country to move into the White House, his victory rested on the kind of coalition Judis and Teixeira had predicted. Obama won big among the highly educated, made significant gains in urban centers and affluent suburbs, and drew record support from minority groups.

			

			—

			Obama’s historic victory seemed to prove that demography was destiny. But while Judis and Teixeira had emphasized the need for Democrats to build a broad coalition—which would have to include a large number of white working-class voters—many of those who embraced their theory now dispensed with such subtleties. In the minds of many progressive journalists and political strategists, an emerging Democratic majority that would have to be carefully cultivated became a demographic majority that was all but inevitable.

			Big parts of the American right have, oddly, taken the same empirical assumptions on board. Many Republicans are now just as convinced as Democrats that the transformation of the country’s population will push it in a progressive direction. But what fills the hearts of the left with joy has been sowing fear in the ranks of the country’s conservatives.

			Perhaps the most influential articulation of this panic came in the run-up to the 2016 elections. Writing under a pseudonym, Michael Anton, who later took a senior position in the White House, acknowledged that Donald Trump was an untested candidate who might prove incapable of governing. But that didn’t matter. Democrats, Anton warned, are “on the cusp of a permanent victory” because of “the ceaseless importation of Third World foreigners.” In Anton’s mind, Donald Trump was the last chance for Republicans to rescue the country from the imminent demise brought on by its demographic transformation.

			In the lead-up to the election, Trump himself echoed strikingly similar language. “I think this will be the last election that the Republicans have a chance of winning, because you’re going to have people flowing across the border,” he said at the height of the 2016 campaign. “Once all that happens, you can forget it.”

			

			—

			When Trump unexpectedly won the Republican presidential primary in 2016, virtually all pundits and experts were certain that he would lose to Hillary Clinton. Because of the country’s demographic transformation, a candidate who primarily sought to appeal to white voters just wouldn’t be able to cobble together a winning coalition. “Demography alone appears to give Clinton a clear advantage in this election,” an article on NPR’s website proclaimed, predicting that she would win 345 votes in the electoral college.

			Reality turned out to be very different. When the ballots were counted on the evening of November 8, 2016, the very states that were, according to an analysis by Ruy Teixeira, supposed to cement Democrats’ new “progressive dominance” handed Trump his upset victory.

			Trump’s election started to call the theory of the inevitable demographic majority into serious doubt. Enthralled by the growth of the minority vote, many progressives had seemingly forgotten that a majority of the ballots cast for Obama in both 2008 and 2012 stemmed from white voters without a college degree. Democrats remained far more dependent on the support of the white working class than many of their activists and strategists had come to believe.

			Now, even the inventors of the rising demographic majority have come to the conclusion that this will remain the case for the foreseeable future. As Teixeira recently acknowledged, Democrats who seek to be competitive on the national level will have to “retain the votes of a significant portion of the white working class.”

			

			—

			In 2020, Democrats managed to unlearn some of the false lessons they had taken on board. After a tense campaign, Joe Biden won a clear victory over Donald Trump. When all the ballots were counted, he beat Trump by nearly seven million ballots and received more than 300 votes in the Electoral College.

			But far from resuscitating the theory of the rising demographic majority, the 2020 elections demonstrated just how swiftly groups’ electoral behavior can change. Democrats did manage to win important victories in some states with rapidly growing minority populations, such as Nevada and Georgia. But even there, actual vote patterns ran directly counter to the assumptions on which Democrats had relied for the previous decade.

			Joe Biden owes his victory to the fact that he did far better among white voters than Hillary Clinton. Donald Trump remained competitive because he made inroads among just about every other demographic group. When he first stood for election, Trump was extremely unpopular with both Muslim Americans and African Americans. Over the following four years, he increased his share of the vote among both groups by about one quarter.

			The Latino shift toward Trump was even more striking. The media has made much of the fact that many immigrants from Cuba or Venezuela, which have had bad experiences with leftist leaders, were put off by the rhetorical embrace of socialism among some prominent Democrats. This certainly helps to explain why Trump comfortably carried the state of Florida. But Latinos also swung toward the Republican Party in parts of the country that are overwhelmingly populated by voters who do not have the same historical reasons to be nervous about invocations of socialism. The overwhelmingly Mexican American counties of southwest Texas, for example, recorded some of the biggest swings toward Republican candidates anywhere in the United States.

			Counterintuitive as this may be, electoral patterns in the United States have, of late, significantly depolarized by race. As a result, it was harder to predict who a voter was going to support based on their race in 2020 than in 2016.

			It’s impossible to know whether the remarkable trend of the past four years will continue for the next forty. But the fact that Trump—of all people—unexpectedly picked up millions of votes from “people of color” in his failed bid for reelection should drive home just how naive it is to make confident predictions about the ethnic cleavages of 2032 or 2048.

			

			—

			My political values are left of center. The American politician of the past fifty years I most admire is Barack Obama. Faced with a choice between Joe Biden or Hillary Clinton, on the one hand, and Donald Trump, on the other hand, I’d choose one of the former without a moment’s hesitation.

			All of this should predispose me to think that the idea of the inevitable demographic majority is a hopeful one. After all, it would supposedly ensure that “my team” will one day dominate American politics. But the more you think about such a supposedly alluring future, the more disturbing it turns out to be.

			As should by now be clear, I am deeply skeptical that demography really is destiny in the way so many people believe. But let’s assume, for the sake of argument, that predictions of the rising demographic majority come true. The presidential election of 2052 is in full swing. The campaign is bitter and hard-fought. But, deep down, everyone knows that the outcome is foreordained. Counting on the reliable support of the “minority groups” that have, over the past decade, officially come to constitute a majority of the American population, Democrats are cruising for yet another victory.

			But this scenario sounds dystopian to me. Ignore that a democratic election in which the outcome is known in advance leaves a sour taste in the mouth. Forget that countries in which one party predominates for many decades tend to suffer from pervasive corruption. What most worries me about this supposed utopia is the way in which politics would still be segregated by race. Walking down the street in New York or San Diego in 2052, I would be able to guess who you’re voting for with a high degree of accuracy just by looking at the color of your skin.

			Obama once said that we shouldn’t slice and dice the electorate into blue states and red states. In the vision that many progressives have mistakenly taken to be comforting, we would, for the foreseeable future, continue to slice and dice the electorate into “blue races” and “red races.” That is hardly an attractive vision of the future of diverse democracies.

			REASONS TO CELEBRATE THAT DEMOGRAPHY ISN’T DESTINY

			Over the course of the past decade, the dominant discourse has started to divide Americans into two neat groups: whites and “people of color.” But whites are far less culturally or politically homogeneous, and ethnic minority groups far more culturally and politically heterogeneous, than this clean dichotomy implies.

			Thankfully, there is an alternative vision of what America’s future might look like. In The Great Demographic Illusion, the eminent sociologist Richard Alba argues that what he calls the American mainstream has proved capable of expanding in unexpected ways. Whereas the country’s historic ruling elite once feared the changes that Irish and Italian immigrants would bring about, these newcomers were ultimately absorbed into the country’s mainstream; today, the distinction between Americans who hail from Sussex and those who hail from Sicily seems quaint.

			If Alba is to be believed, the American mainstream will once again prove capable of expanding in ways that now seem difficult to fathom. The first groups to join this new American mainstream would likely include white Hispanics, Asian Americans, and those who are mixed-race. But as the increasingly multiethnic culture of metropoles from Houston to New York City shows, the new mainstream could ultimately grow even more inclusive: in particular, a growing share of black Americans could also be absorbed.

			The choice between an America that looks like the projections of the United States Census Bureau and an America that looks like the projections of Richard Alba is straightforward. The country would be a much better place to live, for whites and nonwhites alike, if it managed to integrate an ever-greater array of ethnic and religious groups into an expanding mainstream.

			

			—

			This has important implications for how those of us who are committed to the success of the great experiment should behave.

			Electoral politics is important. Whether they are on the left or the right, politicians should resist the temptation to double down on “their” demographic base. Instead, they should seek to appeal to a broader range of voters, helping to depolarize their countries’ political systems by race. Thankfully, there is at least one good reason to hope that many of them will, over time, start to make the moral choice: by and large, doing so happens to be in their self-interest.

			Democrats in the United States, for example, should neither assume that they are sure to hang on to the vote of Latinos, Asian Americans, and African Americans nor that they are incapable of boosting their standing among whites. Instead of betting the house on the idea that demography is destiny, they must recognize that their future electoral prospects—and the well-being of the country—depends on their ability to appeal to Americans who are drawn from every ethnic group.

			The choice faced by Republicans is even more consequential. They can try to double down on an electoral strategy that squarely focuses on white voters. And that strategy might even deliver a few more close-run victories. But at some point, a Republican Party that refuses to broaden its ethnic coalition or cultural appeal would consistently lose elections. It would then face a choice between trying to entrench its power by pursuing ever more extreme strategies for disenfranchising nonwhite voters—or finally doing what it can to make them feel welcome in the Republican Party.

			When and if the party starts to reach out to those demographic groups in earnest, it will likely be much more successful than many pundits now assume. For far from being consistently progressive on social or economic policy, many minority voters are much more conservative than their current electoral behavior would suggest. A large number of Latinos, Asian Americans, and even African Americans could be open to the appeal of a racially inclusive conservatism.

			

			—

			Politics is important. But society is much more so. And so the question I am most worried about is what the America of 2052 might look like far away from the political arena.

			Will Americans hew closely to the ethnic categories of the Census Bureau, assuming that the interests of white Americans, on the one hand, and those of Hispanics or Asian Americans or African Americans, on the other hand, are implacably opposed? Or will categories of race, while still recognizable, have lost some of their current salience, with the vast majority of Americans integrated into a diverse mainstream?

			This is where developments on the ground provide the greatest reason for optimism. Every day, scores of Americans from different demographic groups decide to intertwine their fates as friends, business associates, or romantic partners. At least in their daily lives, most Americans do not seem to buy into the monolithic opposition between whites and “people of color.”

			But human identities are deeply malleable. They take form—and change nature—in keeping with the narratives imparted by an older generation, the cues given by elites, and the incentives created by institutions. A lot thus depends on whether elementary school teachers and college professors, senators and CEOs help to support the natural processes that are making boundaries between different groups more porous—or whether they, deliberately or inadvertently, reverse that trend.

			This is one of the things that most worries me at this moment. For in more and more spheres of American life, well-intentioned people who genuinely believe that they are fighting for righteous causes are doing what they can to make racial identity the all-encompassing dividing line of American life.

			An overwhelming focus on the importance of ethnic identity and the irreconcilable conflicts between whites and “people of color” is quickly becoming part of the ruling ideology of the American elite. One of the most pressing questions of the next few decades is whether this elite will succeed in imposing its view of race on the rest of the population—or whether ordinary Americans drawn from every demographic group are able to counter with a more inspiring vision of our collective future.

			

			—

			This chapter has primarily focused on the United States. The reason is simple: the demographic transformation is more advanced in America than it is in most other diverse democracies. And so the debate about the rising demographic majority is further along in America than elsewhere.

			And yet the basic terms of debate are increasingly similar in most diverse democracies: progressives dream of a future in which the growing share of ethnic minorities will deliver them secure electoral majorities, while conservatives fear that immigrants and their descendants will fundamentally alter the character of their nations. And there, too, such predictions would represent an acute danger to the success of the great experiment if they came true—but are unlikely to do so.

			This is quickly becoming evident in the political sphere. In many European and Anglo-Saxon countries, right-wing parties whose voters had once almost exclusively been concentrated among members of the ethnic and religious majority have broadened their appeal. Many right-of-center leaders owe their victories in part to significant levels of support among minority communities. In Germany, a recent poll showed that a majority of immigrants and their descendants now vote for right-wing parties. And in the United Kingdom, a conservative government has given a majority of the most important cabinet positions to politicians whose parents or grandparents arrived in the country.

			Defenders of the great experiment should, irrespective of their personal political leanings, recognize this as a sign of progress. A significant percentage of the citizens of diverse democracies will, whether they be white or brown or black, always hold right-of-center views. Political parties that represent these views without tolerating racism in their midst would help to vanquish the dangerous delusion of demographic determinism now shaping political systems from France to the United States—and thereby make a huge contribution to building democracies that are not only diverse but also tolerant.
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			Ten years ago, two professors at Northwestern University set out to study how an emphasis on demographic change would alter the racial attitudes of white Americans. Maureen A. Craig and Jennifer A. Richeson recruited participants to their lab and asked each of them to read one of two texts. The first described America’s current racial makeup. The second summarized the Census Bureau’s projections according to which America was about to become majority minority.

			The findings were striking. Participants in the study who were randomly asked to read about the impending end of white America were much more likely to say that it would bother them if their child married someone from a different ethnic background. They also had more negative feelings toward racial minorities. “Rather than ushering in a more tolerant future,” Craig and Richeson warned, an emphasis on the (supposed) decline of the white majority “may instead yield intergroup hostility.”

			Many well-meaning Americans have convinced themselves that emphasizing an empirically dubious theory about the country’s demographic future would somehow help them overcome the injustices of the present. But as Craig and Richeson suggest, it is actually likely to make it much harder to create thriving diverse democracies.

			The supposedly inevitable demographic majority won’t ride to the rescue of diverse democracies. In politics, the lines of battle are ever shifting. Groups that now appear to be cohesive will likely splinter in as yet unpredictable ways. Demography is not destiny. And so the residents of diverse democracies—white and black, Christian and Muslim, majority and minority, left and right, religious and secular—are stuck with one another. For those of us who believe that the great experiment can succeed, a key task for the coming decades consists of fighting for a future in which as many people as possible conceive of themselves, not as members of mutually hostile tribes but rather as proud and optimistic citizens of diverse democracies.

			Is there something that the traditional arena of political action—public policy—can do to hurry that outcome along? That is the question I address in the tenth, and final, chapter of this book.

		

	
		
			TEN
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			Policies That Can Help

			Books about big ideas often suffer from a serious flaw.

			In their first nine chapters, they identify a fascinating problem or challenge. They explain its causes and context. They show why it is worth worrying about and urgently needs to be solved.

			But any problem that is big and important enough that someone can write an interesting book about it is unlikely to be solved soon. And so the tenth chapter of these books is nearly always far less satisfying. Either it suggests huge changes of public policy or collective behavior that really would solve the problem—but are highly unrealistic. Or it suggests technical policy fixes or small adjustments in our lives that might actually be achievable—but will at best make a small difference.

			It’s the chapter 10 problem.

			No writer can will the chapter 10 problem out of existence. It is owed to the nature of our limitedly perfectible world. Big problems will always go deeper than their putative solutions. It’s far easier to identify what is wrong than to muster the resources to do what is right.

			But a recognition of the chapter 10 problem can at least make writers more careful about making promises they cannot keep, and push them to think seriously about how to contribute to building a better future in the absence of a silver bullet. The questions it implies may be less exciting, but they are also far more useful: What real-world trends are already pointing in the right direction (and how can we amplify them)? And what would society need to look like for positive change to be possible (and how can public policy help to put those conditions into place)?

			

			—

			Over the course of the past two chapters, I have started to examine the larger social transformations that are now underway in diverse democracies to see how they can help to attenuate some of today’s problems.

			One reason to remain optimistic about the prospects for the great experiment, I have argued, is that developments on the ground are much more positive than many observers recognize. In many diverse democracies across the globe, immigrants and other minority groups are making rapid economic progress and reaching new levels of social acceptance.

			Another reason to remain optimistic, I have argued, is that demography need not be destiny. Though many pundits and politicians now like to slice and dice diverse democracies into a supposedly monolithic group of insiders and a supposedly monolithic group of outsiders, it is far from clear that they will fragment along such neat ethnic or religious lines. A much more integrated culture and politics is possible.

			But this still leaves the question about what diverse democracies would need to look like if they were to succeed, and how public policy might (in however modest a manner) help to bring these conditions about. And the best way to approach that question, it seems to me, is to look at some of the broader obstacles that currently make it hard for diverse democracies to succeed. Four of those seem particularly pertinent.

			First, many people have barely experienced any improvements in their living standards in recent years and now worry that they may be even less affluent in the future. As some excellent sociological research shows, this makes them much more likely to look at members of other demographic groups with fear or disdain. It is easier to cheer on the success of members of different groups when you feel that your own future is likely to be bright as well.

			Second, some ethnic and religious groups continue to suffer from significantly lower socioeconomic standing. This is especially common among those, like most African Americans, whose ancestors suffered from schemes of “hard domination.” This long shadow of past domination therefore raises the danger of turning diverse democracies into hierarchical societies in which the members of some groups will indefinitely enjoy superior standing to those of others.

			Third, the institutions of many diverse democracies now struggle to make effective decisions, are insufficiently responsive to public opinion, or exclude key groups from having a full voice in the decision-making process. The resulting sense that citizens don’t have any control over their collective fate raises the risk of intergroup tension and makes it easier for extremists who oppose the founding principles of diverse democracies to win power.

			And finally, a rise in polarization is making it harder for citizens of diverse democracies to see those with whom they have political disagreements in a charitable light. This lack of mutual respect undermines the ability of these societies to contain conflicts when passions run high.

			Fixing any of these problems isn’t going to be easy. Fixing all at once is likely to prove impossible. And yet there are meaningful actions that both policy makers and individual citizens can take to improve the background conditions for the great experiment.

			Diverse democracies, I argue in this chapter, need to offer citizens “secure prosperity”: they should both boost economic growth and ensure that these gains actually end up in the pockets of ordinary citizens. They should double down on “universal solidarity”: they need to build a generous welfare state that helps the diadvantaged and avoids pitting members of one ethnic group against those of another ethnic group. They need to build “effective and inclusive institutions”: they need to give all citizens the sense that their preferences count. And they need to build a “culture of mutual respect”: in diverse democracies, it must be possible for citizens to have robust disagreements without seeing one another as existential enemies.

			The diverse democracies of the future should ensure that all of their citizens get to lead a life of affluence and dignity, that children born to any set of parents have genuine opportunities to rise to the top, that citizens feel a sense of collective control over their destiny, and that they cultivate a sense of respect even for those of their compatriots with whom they have serious political disagreements. Nobody can magically make that kind of future appear. But there are plenty of policies and principles that can help to point diverse democracies in that promising direction.

			SECURE PROSPERITY

			In the late summer of 2018, I stumbled across a large demonstration at the Place de la Republique, in Paris.

			Young protesters in fashionable outfits beat drums and chanted environmentalist slogans with joyous abandon. Colorful signs expressed their opposition to consumerism. One still stands out in my memory: Halte a la Croissance, it read in big red letters: Stop Economic Growth.

			A few months later, a very different kind of mass protest took over the streets of France. When the government proposed to raise its gas tax, millions of citizens all over the country took to the streets in yellow vests.

			Sociologists found that the average participant in these protests lived in a rural or exurban community with little economic opportunity and had no more than a thousand euros of monthly after-tax income at their disposal. Though the ideological profile of the yellow vests was diffuse, the demand for a higher standard of living was widely shared.

			So, increasingly, was an anger bordering on blind rage. As they wore on, the protests became ever more violent, with a growing share of participants identifying outsiders, from Jews to Arabs, as the true cause of their discontent.

			The contrast between these two sets of protests is instructive. When those who are materially comfortable preach an end to economic growth, they are frequently met with the wrath of those who have never had the opportunities they take for granted.

			

			—

			Ever since a watchmaker’s son from Geneva unexpectedly won the prestigious prize of the Academy of Dijon with an elegant essay that denounced the morally corrupting impact of affluence and civilization, it has been fashionable to associate economic growth with moral degradation. Most of his contemporaries, Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued in 1755, blamed common vices, such as greed and pride, on the very nature of humanity. But this was to make the mistake of ascribing ills instilled by civilization to the natural condition of mankind.

			More than 250 years after its publication, the Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Mankind remains highly influential. Building on Rousseau’s lament, writers with an anarchist bent like to claim that humans were more peaceable and altruistic before they started to till fields and build settlements. The belief in the corrupting impact of modern civilization has also worked its way into popular culture. When well-heeled westerners return from a trip to some “exotic” locale, for example, they like to show off their photographs of smiling children posing in front of derelict huts, raving about the “simple virtues” of the people they encountered.

			But if social scientists are to be believed, poverty and economic stagnation are no guarantors of altruism, much less of tolerance. A host of studies have found that economic crises often provoke a climate of hatred, the rise of far-right political movements, or even sectarian violence. According to a trio of German economists, for example, economic crises from the Great Depression in the 1930s to the Great Recession in the 2000s were followed by a statistically significant increase in extremist political movements. Looking at twenty different countries over a 140-year period, they found that “political parties on the far right appear to be the biggest political beneficiaries of a financial crash,” putting a severe “strain on modern democracies.”

			Rapid economic growth, by contrast, is usually associated with a significant liberalization of social attitudes toward all manners of outsiders, including ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities. According to the World Values Survey, for example, people in rich countries are much more likely than those in poor ones to say that they would welcome somebody from a salient out-group as their neighbor. And as Benjamin Friedman, an economist at Harvard University, has argued, economic growth “more often than not fosters greater opportunity, tolerance of diversity, social mobility, commitment to fairness, and dedication to democracy.”

			

			—

			Fights over the distribution of economic goods or the rightful apportionment of social status are far easier to tolerate when the pie is growing than when it is shrinking. Other things being equal, democracies are more likely to manage the tensions induced by their growing diversity if the bulk of their citizens feel confident about their economic future.

			Advocates of diverse democracies should therefore favor policies that boost economic growth. They should oppose monopolies that allow inefficient corporations to quash would-be competitors, and they should favor pouring money into research that has the potential to lead to groundbreaking innovations like the new mRNA vaccines. They should make it easier for ambitious young people to found companies and fight against restrictive building regulations that exclude many underprivileged citizens from opportunity. They should reform educational systems to ensure that all children have a chance to develop their talents and give citizens access to basic welfare benefits like health insurance irrespective of their current employment status.

			But economic growth is not enough if it only benefits a small group of highly educated and especially talented people who, by and large, already look toward the future with optimism. To ensure that economic growth makes it easier for people to treat their compatriots with generosity rather than jealousy, it needs to benefit as many people as possible.

			

			—

			Traditionally, modern states have mostly tried to ensure that economic growth would have benefits for all through welfare state programs like unemployment benefits and transfer schemes like the earned income tax credit. To foster the social preconditions for mutual tolerance, diverse democracies should maintain these programs. And in countries with welfare states that still remain woefully incomplete, as in the United States, governments should finally ensure that all citizens gain access to key services like quality health care or core entitlements like paid family leave.

			Creating opportunities for all citizens to rise in the social ranks is another key tool for diverse democracies. In many countries, social mobility has stagnated or decreased in recent decades. Societies that hope to ensure that economic growth benefits the many, not the few, should redouble their efforts to give all citizens a fair shot at reaching positions of influence and affluence.

			But while entitlement programs like unemployment insurance can help to cushion the fate of the least fortunate, they will still leave many of their beneficiaries feeling that their material means are very modest and the respect they command from society extremely limited. And while it is important for all citizens to have a shot at a better life, it is impossible for everyone to climb the ranks at the same time. What citizens need most urgently, then, is to know that they can earn a dignified living and enjoy real social respect even if they hold down perfectly ordinary jobs.

			Countries that succeed in creating an inclusive economy of this kind tend to have a range of different weapons in their arsenal. They usually shape the distribution of material goods through robust schemes of progressive taxation and corporate taxes that don’t offer big companies endless loopholes. They create the circumstances that allow employees in many lines of work, including those who do not possess special skills, to bargain for a fair wage. And they invest heavily in professional schools and apprenticeship programs that put people who prefer to work with their hands in a position to earn a decent livelihood.

			In the future, more ambitious tools may be necessary to fulfil these same goals. The Biden administration is trying to harmonize international tax systems to make it harder for big corporations to dodge their responsibilities to the societies in which they make their profits; in a promising first step, the nations of the Group of Seven (G7) have recently agreed on a new global minimum tax rate of 15 percent for large multinational corporations. Other ideas whose time may one day come include new forms of industrial policy or even a basic income.

			The precise mix of policies that is needed to achieve such inclusive growth will differ from country to country, and from decade to decade. But the goal is likely to remain the same across these different contexts: the more diverse democracies are able to offer their citizens secure prosperity, the better the background conditions for the great experiment to succeed.

			UNIVERSAL SOLIDARITY

			Most diverse democracies do not just suffer from inequality between the rich and the poor; they are also characterized by significant differences in income and opportunity between members of historically dominant and historically dominated groups. For the great experiment to succeed, this cannot be allowed to turn into a perennial state. If past domination should forever translate into future disadvantage, the promise of treating all citizens as equals would come to ring intolerably hollow.

			Thankfully, the past decades suggest that progress on this front is more likely than many people, whether they defend or oppose the great experiment, now believe. In most countries, descendants of immigrants and members of minority groups have rapidly attained greater educational achievements, gained a higher professional status, and started to earn more generous salaries. If past proves to be prologue, we should expect the gap between different demographic groups to keep narrowing.

			Public policy can help hurry these changes along. Diverse democracies need robust laws to ensure that employers don’t discriminate on the basis of race or religion. They must ensure that the most prestigious institutions of higher learning are genuinely open to high-achieving applicants from all social groups. And they should stop companies and public institutions from offering unpaid internships that make it harder for those without deep-pocketed parents to break into promising careers.

			But if diverse democracies are to overcome their historical patterns of domination, they need to focus less on who attends the most famous universities or is hired for the most prestigious jobs, and more on how to ensure that children from disadvantaged backgrounds have a chance to develop their talents in the first place. Even though there is now a strong consensus in pedagogy and developmental psychology that children’s early years play a crucial role in determining their future prospects, most countries still invest too little in early childcare, kindergartens, and elementary schools. A significant increase in the resources devoted to maximizing the potential of every child at the moment when it most matters would, among many other benefits, help to speed up the rate at which gaps in socioeconomic outcomes between demographic groups close.

			Especially in countries in which the educational system remains deeply segregated and the quality of public schooling varies widely between neighborhoods, giving all children a chance to develop their talents will also require an urgent commitment to providing consistent access to an excellent education. In the United States, for example, the funding available to schools and the salaries paid to teachers depend, in part, on the amount of tax paid by the local community. This makes it all the more important for states and the federal government to offer supplemental funding to schools in poor districts; students who already suffer from significant disadvantages should have access to the same pedagogical resources and enjoy the same quality of education as those who live in wealthier parts of the country.

			It is also worth experimenting with more innovative approaches to boost opportunities for all children. So-called baby bonds, for example, would give young adults starting capital to cover the cost of a quality education or take a risk on an entrepreneurial venture. This could help ensure that the children of the poor as well as those of the rich have a chance to chase their dreams.

			

			—

			For many decades, the left emphasized the need for state programs to be as “universal” as possible. When I went to graduate school, progressive political scientists like Theda Skocpol demonstrated that entitlement programs that benefit virtually all citizens, such as social security, enjoy far greater public support than those that are seen as favoring particular ethnic or economic groups, such as food stamps. Those who wanted to build a generous welfare state capable of giving access to opportunity for all, Skocpol concluded, should promote universal programs.

			In recent years, many writers and policy makers on the left have embraced the opposite conclusion. As questions of race have come to the forefront of public discourse, they have increasingly insisted on making public policy “race-conscious.” In a wide range of areas, from who should get loans at preferential rates to who should first get access to life-saving vaccines, they have advocated measures that would encourage governments to distinguish between citizens on the basis of their race.

			Especially in the United States, politicians have actually started to implement such policies. During the presidential transition, for example, Joe Biden vowed that his administration’s “priority will be Black, Latino, Asian, and Native American owned small businesses, women-owned businesses.” Once in power, his administration attempted to follow through on the promise. Whereas the Small Business Administration had previously awarded emergency grants in keeping with how much of a business’s revenue had been lost because of the pandemic, new rules established a racial pecking order, with those owned by African Americans, Latinos, Asians, and women first. Because funds were limited, this effectively ensured that businesses owned by white men would be excluded from accessing emergency aid under this program.

			Given the persistence of serious economic and educational disadvantages for some minority groups, including African Americans, it is easy to empathize with the intentions behind such policies. But it is doubtful that defaulting to policies that explicitly distinguish between citizens of diverse democracies by their race will serve such purposes without doing a lot of harm. The program run by the Small Business Administration, for example, would quickly have led to a series of absurdities. It would have barred black entrepreneurs who had built their own businesses from emergency aid if they happened to have a white spouse who legally owned half of the business. It would have prioritized Asian business owners over white ones even though Asian Americans now outearn whites. And since it was directed at people who own a business, the policy in any case would have done very little to help those who are most in need. (Thankfully, a federal court held that the new rules violated the constitution.)

			This suggests that the reasons progressives have long preferred universal policies still hold. Though race-conscious policies might be justified in rare circumstances, they are usually hard to implement and lead to arbitrary distinctions between applicants. A growing body of evidence suggests that they are also inimical to the kind of universal solidarity diverse democracies need to sustain the welfare state.

			

			—

			In a democracy, race-conscious policies don’t just need to improve outcomes to be worth pursuing; they must also attract and sustain majority support. That, too, may prove to be difficult.

			In a telling study from the United Kingdom, political scientists Robert Ford and Anouk Kootstra set out to understand “how switching the focus of identical equal opportunities and redistribution policies from class or income to ethnicity influences majority group attitudes.” When Ford and Kootstra asked a randomly selected sample of white Britons to what extent they felt it was the government’s responsibility to reduce inequalities between the rich and the poor, most respondents were enthusiastic. When they asked another randomly selected sample to what extent the government should “reduce inequalities between whites and ethnic minorities,” most respondents were markedly less supportive.

			Next, Ford and Kootstra tested what happened when they changed the intended beneficiaries of a set of opportunity-enhancing policies like university scholarships. When these policies were meant to help all working-class children and communities, they commanded almost universal approval—only 3 percent opposed them. When they exclusively targeted disadvantaged ethnic groups, opposition to them skyrocketed. Up to 67 percent now opposed them.

			Might the situation look different in the United States, where race-conscious policies have a longer history, and members of ethnic minorities—who were not included in Ford and Kootstra’s survey—make up a significantly larger share of the overall population? As a number of similar studies suggests, the answer is likely no.

			Many proposals to expand the welfare state now find strong support across the political spectrum. A clear majority of Americans favor higher taxes on the rich, a more generous minimum wage, the introduction of universal pre-K, and a public option for health insurance. But most Americans reject race-conscious policies that are explicitly targeted toward a specific demographic group. As a result, policies that disproportionately help minority communities become far less popular if their goal is explicitly cast in terms of racial equity.

			A recent paper by two political scientists at Yale University, for example, found that the same policies bled a lot of support when their goals were rendered in terms of race rather than class. American respondents who were presented with race-neutral justifications for policies like a higher minimum wage, the cancellation of student debt, or more permissive zoning laws largely supported these policies. But when respondents were presented with justifications for the same policies that “explicitly use racial justice framing,” opposition to them shot up. Strikingly, these race-based justifications not only made the policies less popular among white respondents; they also decreased support for them among Hispanics, Asian Americans, and (to a more moderate extent) African Americans.

			

			—

			
			Most citizens of diverse democracies, from France to the United States, are outraged when their compatriots experience discrimination on the basis of their religion or ethnicity. They strongly support policies that protect their most vulnerable compatriots against the great misfortunes of life and give kids from a disadvantaged background an opportunity to rise. When cast in universal terms, public policies that help disadvantaged groups close the socioeconomic gap that still separates them from the majority are very popular—even if they disproportionately benefit members of an ethnic or religious minority.

			The alternative to this universal solidarity is explicitly race-conscious policies that frequently fail to live up to their lofty promises. They tend to put different groups into direct competition for key material benefits, pitting them against one another in a zero-sum competition. They often fail to attract the majority support that is needed for a welfare state to be sustainable over time. And at times, they even harm the very people they are supposedly designed to help.

			There is every reason to fear that, over the long run, all this could exacerbate the kind of fragmentation that has historically made it so difficult for diverse societies to succeed. Rather than encouraging citizens to recognize one another as compatriots who share common interests, race-conscious policies prime them to regard one another as members of competing teams. Given the strong human tendency toward in-group favoritism and out-group hostility, that does not bode well for the future success of diverse democracies.

			Everyone who is invested in the success of the great experiment should be concerned about the deep socioeconomic inequalities that still persist between some demographic groups. But, for the most part, a substantive form of universal solidarity, not race-conscious policies explicitly targeted at particular demographic groups, is the best way to remedy them.

			EFFECTIVE AND INCLUSIVE INSTITUTIONS

			In the fall of 2005, Silvio Berlusconi, the prime minister of Italy, began to fear for his future.

			The latest opinion polls were too close to call. A scattering of left-wing parties looked poised to inch past him in upcoming elections. And for Berlusconi, a fall from office could well culminate in a stint in jail.

			Ever since a giant corruption scandal imploded the Italian political system in the early 1990s, the billionaire entrepreneur had faced criminal investigations into his shady business dealings. If Berlusconi failed in his bid for reelection, he would also lose the power to impede court proceedings until the statute of limitations on the many accusations against him ran out.

			With his back against the wall, Berlusconi decided to manipulate Italy’s electoral system. Less than six months before the next election, he pushed two key changes through parliament on a party-line vote. Convinced that he was popular among Italians who live abroad, he created six new members of the upper chamber who would represent territories outside the country. And since he believed that the right was much more capable of uniting under a common banner than the left, he offered a giant seat bonus in the lower chamber to the coalition of parties that got the largest number of votes.

			At the time, commentators agreed that these changes would prove to be a boon to Berlusconi. The minister who drafted the bill publicly admitted that it was a “porcata,” a “swinish” maneuver to stay in power. The opposition strenuously opposed the reforms. But when Italians finally went to the polls in April 2006, the outcome took the country by surprise.

			Because it won most of the overseas senate races, the opposition eked out a paper-thin majority in the upper chamber. And since the new law had given the bickering factions of the left an added incentive to put aside their differences, the newly created Unione beat Berlusconi’s Casa delle Libertà by 49.80 percent to 49.73 percent. Under the new electoral rules, those 24,700 extra votes gave Romano Prodi, the new prime minister, a comfortable majority in the lower house.

			

			—

			Politicians, journalists, and academics often convince themselves that they can predict how changes to a country’s political institutions will alter the dynamics of the system and the fate of its main political factions. In many countries, this hubris is currently on rich display. Especially in the United States, a number of scholars and activists are now calling for big changes to the political system that, they confidently predict, would solve the crisis of the country’s democratic institutions (or at least help their side win).

			Some believe that popular anger at the dysfunctional political system would subside if only the country adopted a form of proportional representation. Others argue that Democrats would finally be able to overcome many of the country’s injustices if they were willing to pack the Supreme Court. But, most likely, each of these changes would turn out to have a very different impact than their proponents suggest. Like Silvio Berlusconi—and many other politicians and academics who have dabbled in changing institutions to serve some purpose, noble or selfish—those who believe that they can predict the impact of such reforms will likely turn out to be wrong.

			This makes me skeptical of the many radical reform proposals that fail to take into account how people with less than noble intentions might be able to abuse their newly changed institutions. But it is also clear that diverse democracies should have something they now lack in many countries: inclusive political institutions that pay due regard to public opinion. And despite the inevitable risk that they, too, may turn out to have unexpected drawbacks, some more modest institutional reforms should be able to make a worthwhile contribution to redressing those shortcomings.

			

			—

			All around the world, many citizens of democracies feel that their political systems are failing to live up to the core promise advertised in their name: to let the people rule. Far from being in control of their collective fate, they lament, they are barely able to influence the direction of their governments.

			There are many reasons for this widely shared sentiment. In Europe, for example, it stems from the highly indirect way in which the European Union makes decisions. In the United States, meanwhile, it is partially owed to the many veto powers that make it so difficult to pass legislation.

			It will not be easy to solve any of these problems. But a few changes do suggest themselves.

			The European project remains an inspiring attempt to overcome the narrow nationalism that shaped the continent, and the world, in the first half of the twentieth century. But European institutions often fail to live up to the noble ideals that motivated their founding. To reduce the EU’s democratic deficit, member states should expand the powers of the European Parliament. But even if the powers of the parliament were to be strengthened, Brussels would continue to feel very remote to most Europeans. The block should therefore return decision-making power on some key issues, especially in the social and cultural realm, to the national level.

			The United States, meanwhile, suffers from a political system that makes it more difficult for a law to pass than that of just about any other democracy in the world. To take effect, a legislative proposal needs to garner a majority in the House of Representatives, a supermajority in the Senate, the approval of the president, and the (tacit or explicit) assent of the Supreme Court.

			In many ways, this intricate system of checks and balances has served the country well. It is, for example, right that the Supreme Court should be able to overrule Congress or the president when they infringe on basic rights guaranteed in the Constitution. But to maintain the bipartisan support it needs to safeguard the rights of the most vulnerable when it really counts, the court should also become much more reluctant to get drawn into big debates about public policy from health insurance to campaign finance.

			While the Supreme Court and the presidency have vastly expanded their powers, Congress has become less and less influential, making it more difficult for a minority of senators to block ordinary legislation from passing may help to reverse this trend. But other, less hotly debated changes are likely to make as big a difference. In keeping with the informal “Hastert Rule,” for example, the Speaker of the House now refuses to bring bills up for debate unless a majority of his or her own members supports it; this effectively ensures the death of many proposals that would be broadly popular in the nation at large. It is time for Congress to make this and other necessary changes to put power back in the hands of elected representatives.

			A reform of the electoral system may also help to temper the polarization that makes it so hard for Congress to get anything done. Maine, for example, allows voters to rank candidates by their order of preference, making it possible for them to support their favorite candidate without having to worry about “wasting” their vote if he or she is unlikely to garner strong support. In California, meanwhile, the two candidates who win the largest number of votes in a nonpartisan “jungle primary” now face each other in the general election, irrespective of their party affiliation. Both reforms can give politicians an incentive to appeal beyond their traditional base.

			

			—

			There is also another specifically American problem. Because the country is the oldest democracy in the world, its system for administering elections is now in many ways outdated and continues to bear the mark of past forms of hard domination. This creates many present injustices.

			Though the American founders rebelled against the idea of having to pay taxation without enjoying representation, the country continues to exclude some of its citizens from full political participation on the basis of their location. To live up to its core democratic principles, the United States should grant statehood to the residents of the District of Columbia and (if its inhabitants wish) Puerto Rico. Meanwhile, the voice of many citizens throughout the fifty states of the union is diluted because they live in “gerrymandered” constituencies that aim to give one party a partisan advantage or to ensure the existence of majority-minority districts. In keeping with the practice of most other democracies, the United States should entrust nonpartisan commissions with drawing the boundaries of electoral districts according to neutral criteria, such as geographic contiguity.

			Other citizens are targeted on the basis of their race. Democracies have a legitimate interest in enforcing the security of elections. But many Republicans invoke such concerns as an insincere excuse for laws that are designed to suppress voter turnout by minority voters who are more likely to support the Democratic Party. The principled way to put an end to such attacks on voting rights is to bring the administration of American elections closer into line with that of other developed democracies around the world. This would include provisions like automatic voter registration, a greater number of voting locations, free and easy access to secure ID cards, and sensible precautions that curb voter fraud.

			But the most urgent threat to a free and fair vote in the United States is rather more novel. After Donald Trump falsely claimed that the outcome of the 2020 election was fraudulent, Republican legislators in a significant number of states have passed laws that give elected politicians a much greater role in certifying the outcome of elections. This raises the risk that they may overrule nonpartisan electoral officials and falsely claim that their preferred presidential candidate has won a key battleground state like Arizona—potentially leading to a terrifying constitutional crisis or an election that really is stolen. To ensure that the outcome of future elections is respected, these laws urgently need to be repealed.

			

			—

			Institutional reforms can help to make diverse democracies more responsive to the preferences of their voters. But it is also incumbent on politicians to be sensitive to the views of their constituents. And there is one area of public policy in which citizens are especially likely to feel that their elected representatives refuse to listen to them: immigration.

			Citizens in virtually every democracy have a preference for strong control over their borders. And while five out of every ten respondents in a recent poll of the citizens of developed democracies said that they wanted to reduce the number of immigrants who can move to their countries, only one out of ten preferred to increase that number. (In part because of widespread revulsion at Donald Trump’s attacks on immigrants, the United States has in recent years been one of the few exceptions. But even there, the public was less happy with Joe Biden’s handling of the southern border than with his performance on any other area of public policy after his first hundred days in office.)

			This puts advocates of diverse democracies in a difficult spot. They are deeply committed to the humane treatment of immigrants. Many also believe that high levels of immigration offer more benefits than drawbacks. At the same time, they are—or should be—committed to the democratic ideal of deferring to the persistent and resounding views of the majority. And as the past decade has made painfully clear, moderate or progressive politicians who ignore their voters’ preferences over immigration risk feeding a populist backlash liable to undermine their core values in an even more fundamental manner.

			So what kind of immigration policies should advocates of diverse democracies favor?

			The basic principles of liberal democracy make it impermissible to discriminate between different citizens on the basis of their religion or ethnicity: members of minority groups need to enjoy the same rights and protections as those who belong to the majority. But this does not mean that liberal democracies cannot legitimately determine the number of, or the requirements for, the people they wish to admit in the future. There is nothing inherently illegitimate about limiting access to membership in a country for those who do not already live there.

			In practice, each country will have to decide which immigrants to admit on such varied criteria as its historical self-understanding, its geographic location, and its economic needs. The United States of America is, for good reason, likely to adopt immigration policies that differ from those of Sweden, and Sweden is in turn likely to adopt policies that differ from those of Japan. But one broad principle is likely to be helpful to policy makers in all these different contexts.

			There appears to be a tight empirical link between border enforcement and public views of immigration. Roughly speaking, countries that have weakened their determination to control their own borders have seen attitudes toward immigration turn more hostile. By contrast, countries that have strengthened their control over their own borders have seen citizens grow more welcoming of immigration. Counterintuitively, those who hope to persuade their compatriots of the benefits of relatively high levels of immigration have good reason to demonstrate that they are capable of exercising real control over who enters the country.

			MUTUAL RESPECT

			Many democracies around the world have become much more politically polarized in recent years. Rather than seeing other politicians and their supporters as mere adversaries, a growing number of people decry them as enemies or even traitors. The mutual respect that many voters once had for each other is fraying at a dangerous speed.

			The rise of populist politicians who denounce their opponents as corrupt or illegitimate is the most important proximate cause for this new era of polarization. But in many countries, its roots lie in a deeper social and cultural divorce between the urban and the rural, the rich and the poor, the highly educated and everybody else.

			In postwar America, some of the key identities by which most people defined themselves tended to cut against one another. Lutherans might have been wary of Buddhists, and Democrats of Republicans. But in Lutheran churches and Buddhist temples, there would have been both Democrats and Republicans. Even as any two Americans were divided by some salient social characteristics, they were likely to share others.

			Today, the most salient social divides increasingly reinforce one another. Lutherans are now very likely to be Republican and Buddhists to be Democrat. Increasingly, Americans are sorting into two mutually hostile blocks, or “supergroups.” If two Americans are divided by one socially salient identity, they are also likely to be divided by a second and a third and a fourth.

			The racial polarization of American politics renders this state of affairs even more dangerous. Many voters don’t just feel that their political values or partisan loyalties are under threat when the other side wins; they also fear that their compatriots have voted to disrespect their ethnic or racial group.

			It is easy to imagine all kinds of reforms and policies that might help to counteract the dangerous polarization of American society. Politicians have an urgent responsibility to appeal to demographic groups that have not traditionally supported their party in great numbers. And reforms to the electoral system might help to give politicians concrete incentives to reach out beyond their base.

			Other policies might make a worthwhile contribution as well. Some idealistic reformers, for example, seek to establish a kind of domestic Peace Corps program, allowing young people to get to know very different communities within their own country. Others have called for schools to recommit to a form of civics education that emphasizes the enduring ideals of liberal democracy without airbrushing their countries’ serious injustices out of existence. Others still emphasize the importance for elite institutions to be on their guard against turning into an ideological monoculture so as to ensure that the decision makers of the future don’t look upon half their compatriots with derision or disdain.

			But all these policies and prescriptions are likely to pale in comparison to the scale of the challenge. And so the most important battlefield for how to cultivate some modicum of mutual respect and avoid the formation of two diametrically opposed supergroups is not political; it is social and even personal.

			

			—

			As polarization in many democracies intensifies, and extremists attempt to poison the tone of the public debate, there is a growing temptation to turn politics into a Manichean struggle between “us” and “them.” Whether this dangerous development can take hold, shaping what life in diverse democracies will look like, depends on the kind of arguments each citizen makes, cheers, and tolerates. This is why we should all, as best as possible, resolve to hold ourselves—as well as our friends, relatives, and compatriots—to three basic maxims:

			
					
					Stick to Your Principles: The more polarized a country gets, the easier it becomes to outsource one’s own thinking to one’s greatest enemies. Instead of relying on their own commitments to assess a situation, a frightening number of people now seem content to look at the positions of those they most disdain and embrace the opposite point of view. But, shrewd though this may seem, the precept that my enemy’s enemy is my friend is strategically stupid because it allows those who have the most reason to harm you to define what you believe and who you embrace. More importantly, it is normatively disastrous because it lures you into a view of the world in which everybody must be either wholly good or wholly bad, forever forcing you to make excuses for the lesser evil. So the only way to make real political progress remains what it has always been: to apply your own standards in a consistent manner.

				

					
					Be Willing to Criticize Your Own: One of the difficulties with sticking to your own principles is that it will sometimes require you to criticize people who are on your side. And whenever you dare to point out that some of the people who are usually on your team may have gotten the wrong end of some important stick, you are likely to be accused of committing the sin of looking for equal fault with “both sides.” But if those who see themselves as being on the right side of history avoid criticizing members of their own team for fear of being seen to downplay the sins of the other side, it will become impossible for them to hold the worst instincts of their own group in check. In this way, the charge of both-siderism raises the cost for internal critique, allowing the most immoral and cynical members of each coalition to go unchallenged. That is why you should remain willing to criticize your own even when you believe the sins committed by your side to be far less grave than those committed by your political adversaries.

				

					
					Don’t Ridicule or Vilify; Engage and Persuade: Far too much of the debate about the future of diverse democracies consists in attempts to ridicule or vilify rather than to engage or persuade. Instead of denouncing each other, we should enter into a real debate about the kind of country we seek to build. For our ultimate ambition should not be to score rhetorical points or win the next election but rather to rally as many of our compatriots to the cause of the great experiment as possible.
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			As citizens of democratic countries, we do, collectively, hold a lot of political power—and have a corresponding obligation to make our voices heard in moments of crisis. It’s incumbent on us to vote for parties that are committed to making the great experiment succeed, to advocate for policies that would realize the promise of diverse democracy, and of course to protest when governments target minorities or deepen discrimination.

			And yet to all but the most extreme politics junkies, the explicitly political field of battle will often feel very remote. The question likely to interest them is not how to impact the next election or bring about large changes in public policy but rather how to boost the cause of diverse democracy through concrete steps they can take in their own lives.

			A large part of the answer to this question lies in the personal realm.

			The project of making diverse democracy thrive is the project of building a meaningfully shared life. It is therefore more likely to succeed if we build deeper connections, empathy, and solidarity between different groups—and that ultimately depends on the millions of small choices we collectively take about where to invest our time and energy.

			The best thing you can do to advance the lived reality of a thriving diverse democracy is, quite simply, to get out of your own bubble. Seek out opportunities to build bridges to members of other groups. Look for more diverse groups of friends and acquaintances. Become active in charities or interfaith organizations. Invite your neighbors over for coffee or organize a block party. Spend a little less time arguing about the state of diverse democracy and a lot more time modeling the future you seek.

		

	
		
			CONCLUSION

			Much of the world is setting out for uncharted territory.

			All through human history, some societies have been characterized by ethnic and religious diversity. Virtually all of them subjugated minorities in cruel ways, suffered from structured anarchy, or had to contend with the effects of deep fragmentation. Only a handful were democratic—and even those barely pretended to offer their members true equality.

			In some diverse democracies, like the United States, an explicit scheme of domination excluded members of an ethnic underclass from the most basic rights and liberties enjoyed by the majority. In other countries, including much of Europe, an implicit scheme of domination turned immigrants and their descendants into second-class citizens or permanent “guests.” The stability of these democracies was, to a significant degree, purchased by the exclusion of millions of people.

			Only one kind of polity has, in the long annals of human history, been conspicuous by its absence: a democracy that grants true equality to a highly diverse set of citizens. And yet dozens of countries around the world are now attempting to construct such a society.

			That is The Great Experiment. Can it possibly succeed?

			

			—

			The last decade has made it tempting to answer this question in the negative.

			When I arrived in the United States, the first black presidential candidate with a realistic chance of moving into the White House was running on a message of hope and change. When Barack Obama was duly elected the forty-fourth president of the United States, many commentators declared that the country was about to enter a “post-racial future.”

			In the following years, it quickly became obvious that such predictions had been hopelessly naive. The Great Recession took an especially heavy toll on the economic standing of minority groups. Opposition to the country’s first black president increasingly focused on a conspiracy theory about his place of birth. The spread of cell phones with video cameras made visible the extent of police brutality against African Americans.

			Inspired to take a closer look at their own practices, many people and institutions that prided themselves on their own tolerance started to recognize how frequently they, too, had failed to live up to their ideals. When I lived in New York as an exchange student at Columbia, I was impressed by how diverse both the city and the university were. The longer I stayed in America, the more I recognized that even self-consciously inclusive institutions like Ivy League universities remained structured along racial lines. Black students were much more likely to sit next to other black students, and white students to be friends with other white students.

			Then the bad news turned worse. Donald Trump became the forty-fifth president of the United States by belittling members of minority groups and questioning the legitimacy of his predecessor. Authoritarian populists in some of the most powerful and populous democracies of the world, from Brazil to India, pulled off similar upsets. Their success makes painfully clear how high the stakes of the great experiment are. If diverse democracies should fail, their most vulnerable members will be subjected to unspeakable cruelty—and even those who escape the worst injustices because they are part of the dominant group will be in danger of losing their democratic rights.

			

			—

			The setbacks of the past decade have inspired two responses that now vie for dominance in much of the mainstream debate about the future of diverse democracies.

			The first consists of unadulterated pessimism. Countries like the United Kingdom or the United States, many of their most self-critical citizens believe, have always been characterized by enormous injustices and are unlikely to experience significant improvements in the future. Socially dominant groups will always find a way to cling to power and avoid the indignity of being treated, merely, as an equal. The future of diverse democracy looks bleak.

			The second response is rooted in the premise that diverse democracies are characterized by a fundamental battle between different identity groups. In North America and Western Europe, this has, historically, allowed members of the white majority to subjugate everyone else. But since the balance of demographic forces is now shifting, the future is likely to look very different. One day soon, the formerly subjugated shall supposedly inherit the earth.

			From the perspective of overcoming historical injustices, the second prediction seems to look more promising. But the closer you look, the more dystopian it turns out to be. For it, too, assumes that different members of diverse democracies will forever look at one another as something more akin to enemies than fellow citizens.

			That’s why it’s time to recommit to a more ambitious vision for the future of diverse democracies. If the great experiment is to be truly successful, it must offer a realistic account of human nature and be honest about the injustices of the past. But it must also be unapologetically sanguine about the possibility that members of different groups can pull together to build fair and thriving democracies whose members share a sense of common purpose.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Humans are groupish.

			We are wired to distinguish between those who count as “one of us” and those who are “one of them.” How we treat others strongly depends on the category into which they fall. Even people who are no more moral than average often treat members of their in-group with real consideration and generosity. And even people who are no more immoral than average can, under the wrong circumstances, treat members of an out-group with stunning disregard or cruelty.

			Humanity’s groupish nature has plenty of advantages. It is the reason the world does not resemble the war of all against all that so terrified Thomas Hobbes. It facilitates humans’ distinctive ability to cooperate with each other on a massive scale. It is implicated in all the biggest wonders of civilization, from beautiful religious temples to moving symphony concerts.

			But our groupish nature is also responsible for many of history’s most bitter tragedies and injustices. It explains how god-fearing people can slaughter infidels in good conscience and why highly civilized human beings might wish to kill members of another race by the use of bombers or bayonets.

			Faced with history’s rich parade of horrors, many people understandably despair for their country, their culture, their race. “How could we have done such terrible things?” they ask. Often, the answers they identify have to do with the specific attributes of their group. They point to the darkest chapters of their history, to the most noxious prejudices that pervade their culture, or to the dangerous tendency of some of their own compatriots to see themselves as members of a superior race.

			These laments are usually right insofar as they go. Most countries really do have shameful chapters in their histories. And for the most part, those chapters really do have roots in long-standing features of the societies in which they took place. Occasions for shame are rich, the need for commemoration real.

			But precisely because the human capacity for evil is so universal, these answers leave out something just as important. In history, war and slaughter, oppression and subordination are closer to the norm than the exception. Societies that have never inflicted injustices usually owe their superior moral status to a lack of opportunity rather than a surfeit of moral virtue. If you want to corrupt a group, history suggests, you have but to bestow great power upon it.

			Any attempt to understand one instance of horror in abstraction from all the others will, then, lead to conclusions that are at best partial. The great historical puzzle is not why some societies have been capable of doing terrible things; virtually all of them have. It is why other societies have at times done a little better—and how they might be able to keep improving.

			

			—

			Compared with the long sweep of human history, what is striking about the current state of France or Japan, Australia or the United States is not so much the things these societies continue to get wrong, real and maddening though they are; it is what they get right.

			Most diverse democracies around the world are vastly more just and inclusive today than they were fifty or a hundred years ago. The United States has abolished slavery, granted African Americans civil rights, and adopted far more inclusive views and practices in areas ranging from cultural representation to interracial marriage. European countries like Germany and Spain have rejected fascism, broadened their conception of who truly belongs in their societies, and started to embrace an everyday culture that is deeply diverse. Even comparatively homogeneous democracies like Japan have in recent decades become a little more willing to see members of other cultures as equals and accept immigrants as compatriots.

			A fair assessment of these countries’ current condition needs to feature the good alongside the bad. Today’s America is characterized both by a serious problem of police violence and by the millions of people who protested it in the midst of a deadly pandemic. Today’s Germany is marked both by the resurgence of a scary far-right movement and by the millions of people who have seriously grappled with the country’s Nazi past. Today’s Japan is characterized both by prime ministers who honor the graves of war criminals and by attitudes toward immigrants and minorities that are gradually becoming more welcoming. And in all these countries, members of minority groups and descendants of immigrants are rapidly climbing the economic and educational ranks, occupying positions of higher prestige than their parents or grandparents thought possible.

			It is common for writers to deemphasize the positive side of the ledger. Going on about progress when so many things remain far from perfect, they worry, will be seen as a form of quietism; perhaps they might even be accused of seeking to preserve persistent injustices by downplaying their severity. But this is to misunderstand why progress matters. The point of being as forthright about the good as the bad is not to soothe anybody’s conscience; it is to give us the courage we need to fight for a better future—and show us how to do so successfully.

			

			—

			Advocates of diverse democracies need the courage and confidence to take the fight to their detractors.

			From Europe to America, and from Asia to Australia, there are still a lot of people who believe that we must abandon the great experiment before it is too late. Immigration and ethnic diversity, they claim, bring few benefits and a lot of problems. The best course of action is to limit or end the arrival of newcomers—and make it clear to those outsiders who are already in the country that the historically dominant group will always call the shots. If somebody doesn’t like that, they can leave.

			To win the fight against these detractors, those of us who are committed to diverse democracies need to embrace a confident vision of a better future. The various horror scenarios beloved by enemies of diverse democracies are unlikely to come true. Contrary to what they say, our countries are capable of integrating newcomers, of building a common bond with people who do not share the same race or religion, and of embracing new national narratives. The future need not consist of a pitched battle between different demographic groups.

			But to make that case convincingly, the advocates of diverse democracy will also have to keep in check the pessimists in their own midst. For some of the loudest voices in the debate now claim that race and religion will forever separate the citizens of diverse democracies to such an extent that they are barely able to understand one another. Society, in their vision, will forever be characterized by a clash between the historically dominant and the historically oppressed, or between whites and “people of color.” Even thirty or sixty years from now, race will remain the defining attribute of residents of diverse democracies.

			Such a vision of the future is unlikely to sustain the political solidarity we need to overcome historical injustices. Instead of growing the resolve of those who care about the fate of the great experiment, it inadvertently validates the fears of its most devoted detractors. It would be both a moral and a strategic mistake to settle for such a cynical vision of the future.

			Thankfully, there is a better alternative. Defenders of diverse democracies should aim for a society in which as many citizens as possible feel that they are embarking on a meaningfully shared life. While they should never be naive about the difficulty of understanding those who come from different ethnic or religious groups, they should trust their ability to build a future in which most citizens come to regard one another as compatriots to whom they owe empathy and consideration. Most importantly, they must aim to construct diverse democracies in which racial markers become less important over time—not because their citizens blind themselves to the extent to which these now shape societies around the world but rather because they have managed to overcome the injustices they still inspire.
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			Of late, I’ve spent a lot of time listening to the songs of Manu Chao.

			There is something compellingly joyous about his music. His is the sort of beat that helps get you out of bed in the morning, the sort of sound you want to have playing on a road trip. During the isolated months of the global pandemic—months during which the compelled loneliness of the shutdowns was, in my case, deepened by the self-imposed discipline required to write a book—I found myself comforted by its promise of adventure to come in the near future.

			But there is, I now realize, also a deeper reason why I have found myself drawn to albums like Próxima Estación: Esperanza (Next Station: Hope). They remind me of a faith in the existence of a common humanity and the compassion required to recognize it that have recently become all too rare.

			Manu Chao was born in France, in 1961, the son of Spanish parents who had fled the fascist dictatorship of Francisco Franco. He grew up in the highly diverse suburbs of Paris, soaking up cultural influences from across Europe, Africa, the Caribbean, and the Middle East. His politics are not at all mine (though my fifteen-year-old self would, probably, have agreed with him on just about everything). While I believe in the virtues of liberal democracy, he has a long history of supporting insurrectionist movements.

			And yet there is something in his style and his songs that I savor. Chao’s music is a kind of patchwork. It bears the influence of a wide variety of genres, from punk to salsa, from French folklore to Jamaican ska. He and his collaborators sing in a bewildering array of different languages, from Spanish to English to Arabic to Wolof. His is the sound of encounter, of mutual cultural influence, of people from different countries clashing and, together, creating the world anew.

			This does not mean that Manu Chao’s songs are silent about the difficulties and injustices that many members of diverse democracies face. Much of Clandestino, his first album, is told in the voice of illegal immigrants who have to contend with the indifference of the people they encounter. On the album’s second song, “Desaparecido,” he vividly describes the predicament of a street vendor who has to flee whenever he spots the police, making a touching plea to see him as, simply, human:

			
				They call me the one who’s disappearing

				A phantasma that never stays

				They call me the one who’s profiteering

				But that doesn’t express the truth

				In my body, I carry a pain

				That doesn’t let me breathe

				In my body, I carry a sentence

				That always makes me leave.

			

			These lines encapsulate much of the cultural message of Manu Chao’s albums, and of a whole humanistic thought world that can now feel disturbingly anachronistic. For all the flaws it had then, and for all the ways in which the past decades make additional amendments to it inescapable, I believe that it would be a grave mistake to abandon it altogether.

			

			—

			Appeals to our common humanity, even when accompanied by a catchy tune, will only do so much good. “Desaparecido” can no more show us a realistic recipe for how to build diverse democracies than “Kumbaya” or “We Are the World.”

			Even so, I believe that there is something in the spirit of Manu Chao’s songs that is worth recovering. It expresses a faith in a shared humanity and its ability to inspire empathy that was once dominant in much of the mainstream. And that is an optimistic vision for our ability to build better societies, and relate to each other as equals, that is far more attractive than the various dystopias peddled by the pessimists who now dominate the discourse.

			Constructing diverse democracies that command the enthusiastic consent of the great majority of their citizens is going to be hard. We really have embarked on an unprecedented experiment. It really might fail. But if those of us who are committed to its values want to maximize its chances of success, we need to have the courage to paint the vision of a shared future that most people would actually want to live in—one in which as many people as possible conceive of themselves as proud and optimistic citizens of diverse democracies, choosing to emphasize what we have in common rather than what divides us.

			Let’s get to it.
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					The one notable exception are mixed-race children who have a black parent. While mixed-race Americans with some Asian ancestry are very likely to “say that they have more in common with whites” (Alba, “The Likely Persistence of a White Majority”), Pew reports that those with African ancestry “have a set of experiences, attitudes and social interactions that are much more closely aligned with the Black community.” Parker, Menasce Horowitz, Morin, and Hugo Lopez, “Multiracial in America.”

					This should not come as a surprise. Historically, enslaved people would count as black—and be denied civil rights—even if they only had one black great-grandparent. This legacy lives on in American conceptions about who counts as black today.

					But it is a mistake to assume that the “one-drop rule” has a similarly strong hold over other ethnic groups. The projections of the Census Bureau are, quite simply, wrong to take it for granted that the historical experience of African Americans predicts the future behavior of most mixed-race Americans.
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					Because the country will come to be majority minority: In the fall of 2020, I ran an informal poll on my Twitter feed. Emphasizing that I was including Hispanic whites in the question, I asked what percentage of the American population would, according to the latest projections from the United States Census Bureau, be white by 2060. More than 70 percent of respondents answered that fewer than half of all Americans would, under this definition, be white. Fewer than 5 percent of respondents gave the right response: forty years from now, more than two-thirds of Americans will still be white.

					The result of this poll is of course entirely unrepresentative; it by no means captures what average Americans think about this question. But since people who follow political scientists on social media and spend their weekends clicking on polls about the future demographic composition of the country are likely to be highly politically engaged, it does reveal something interesting about how much of America’s political class now misperceives its own country.
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			Chapter Ten: Policies That Can Help
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					Over the next decades, their wish came true. By making it easier for Americans to vote for politicians that represented their core values, these changes undoubtedly had some positive effects. But as the last years painfully demonstrated, they also created huge problems of their own. American politics is now deeply polarized. With every election, the stakes seem to grow more existential. Preoccupied with the problems of their own time, the eminent members of the panel vastly underestimated the new problems that their desired changes would bring about.
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			* “Preto” is the more official term for dark-skinned Brazilians, of which “pretinha” is the female diminutive.

		

	
		
			* Gender is another important source of conflict and identity. The tasks and responsibilities socially ascribed to men or women often vary significantly. Women have for many centuries been confined to a narrow “private sphere” that severely restricted their freedom to live a self-determined life. Unsurprisingly, the injustice that has been inherent in many such arrangements has increasingly become, and now remains, an important locus of political contestation.

		

	
		
			* I will explain the cage of norms, and its implications, in greater detail in chapter 4.

		

	
		
			* I describe this progress in much greater detail in chapter 8.

		

	
		
			* Some writers like to distinguish carefully between nationalism and patriotism. Nationalism, they believe, is bad because it necessarily implies that one country is superior to all others. Patriotism, by contrast, is said to consist in a love of country that is not jealous of other nations. I fear that this is too simple. Even at its worst, nationalism can inspire common purpose. And even at its best, patriotism is susceptible to being weaponized. Though I agree much more strongly with the goals and aspirations of those thinkers who have historically called themselves patriots than with those who have historically called themselves nationalists, I worry that an overly clean distinction between these two concepts blinds us to an important empirical reality: rather than being wholly separate, patriotism and nationalism are but the pretty and the ugly side of the same coin. Since the distinction between patriotism and nationalism is widely accepted, though, I follow the usual convention of describing forms of collective pride that I support as “patriotism” and those that I find worrisome as “nationalism” in the following pages.

		

	
		
			* Reality, as ever, is a little more complicated than theory. Over the course of American history, millions of people have been excluded from full citizenship in the country on the basis of their sex or ethnic origin. And even countries that are founded upon civic patriotism have often violated the rights of other nations or picked unjustifiable wars.

		

	
		
			* None of the existing terms to describe this movement are satisfactory. “Woke” is too loaded. “Critical race theory” is overly focused on its academic origins and fails to capture that it is also deeply concerned with related topics like gender or religion. What Wesley Yang has called the “successor ideology” is the most promising: It has the virtue of being morally neutral and calling attention to the ways in which the theory aims to supplant many of the principles that have traditionally governed western democracies. But since it falsely implies that the fight is already over, with the new movement sure to win, I will instead use a term of my own: “challenger ideology.”

		

	
		
			* Pessimists on the left and the right both express some version of the first two claims, though they blame different factors for these failures. The third claim is mostly advanced by the right.

		

	
		
			* To be clear, it is by no means an unalloyed good that many immigrants lose command of their ancestral language in later generations. Whereas many educators advised immigrants not to speak with their children in their native tongue as recently as a few decades ago, the pedagogical consensus has thankfully swung in favor of multilingual education. My point here is, simply, that one of the core concerns voiced by opponents of the great experiment—that descendants of immigrants will never integrate or learn the local language—is strongly contradicted by the evidence.
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