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			CHAPTER 1

			Maintaining Freedom

			It was cold, much colder than the passengers crowded aboard the Mayflower had expected. A long beach curved before them, its high dunes protecting them from the open Atlantic beyond, where they had nearly perished amid the Nantucket Shoals. Delayed by storms and business troubles, many of the 101 colonists were now sick, especially the children, their coughs echoing in the fetid hold, itself dangerously bare of supplies. Some of the rest, surly young men who had come on the voyage at the insistence of senior investors in their colonial project, hinted at mutiny. The New England winter would soon be upon them, yet they had no shelter, no livestock, no gear to catch smaller fish, nor harpoons to hunt the hundreds of whales that greeted them in the bay that first morning. All of their lives were in danger. Something had to be done.

			They had sailed out of the English Channel two months before, leaving a war-torn continent to port, a depression-ravaged England to starboard. The original party had consisted of Pilgrims, Calvinist separatists seeking a new life in the Virginia Company’s lands, which on paper extended all the way to the mouth of the Hudson, where they had obtained permission from King James to settle. Lacking the capital to finance their transatlantic migration, the Pilgrims had turned to a shady group of investors led by a ne’er-do-well alum smuggler who was himself one step from insolvency. With them, they formed a common stock company that would own the colony’s land, buildings, tools, and trading profits for seven years, at which point the company would be liquidated and its assets divided among the shareholders. The capital investors had shares in proportion to their investment, but the colonists received one share each, their sweat equity in the venture.

			Now they had arrived, in the chill air of November 1620, but not at the mouth of the Hudson. Frightened by their near deaths on the shoals south of Cape Cod, they had turned north instead, to lands owned, on paper, by Sir Ferdinando Gorges, in a place that would later be called Massachusetts. They were trespassers, in both English and Native American eyes.1

			Most aboard the Mayflower knew they would need to cooperate or all would perish. Yet the would-be mutineers had pointed out that their royal charter of government was for the lands of Virginia, not Gorges’s New England. They threatened “that when they came ashore they would use their own liberty, for none had the power to command them.” To rectify the situation, others quickly drew up a document and called all the adult men together, from the lowliest laborers to the swashbuckling military man Myles Standish. Modeled on an English town charter, the document committed its signatories to “covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil body politic, for our better ordering and preservation.” Together they would create such laws, constitutions, and offices as were needed to secure “the general good of the colony.” The men endorsed this Mayflower Compact by at least a nine-to-one margin, pledging their “due submission and obedience” to their improvised body of self-government. Twelve years before the birth of John Locke, the Pilgrims had effectively realized the philosopher’s imaginings of how human government had first been formed: as the voluntary act of freeborn individuals to “unite into a community, for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a greater security against any that are not of it.”2

			Struggling to find an appropriate town site as winter closed in, they didn’t start construction on their first shelter at Plymouth until December 24. Rain, wind, and sickness delayed its completion until the middle of January, at which point many of the settlers were already doomed. “There died sometimes two or three of a day in [January and February so] that of 100 and odd persons, scarce fifty remained,” recalled William Bradford, who would later be elected governor. “In the time of most distress there was but six or seven sound persons.” Thankfully the following autumn their first harvest of corn and barley was good, and they celebrated with a three-day feast of Thanksgiving, at which they were joined by ninety members of the Wampanoag tribe who had helped them in their distress. “Although it be not always so plentiful, by the goodness of God, we are so far from want,” colonist Edward Wilson wrote friends in England shortly thereafter, “that we often wish you partakers of our plenty.”3
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			Three hundred and eighty-nine years later, one of America’s most popular talk radio personalities, Rush Limbaugh, was telling millions of listeners the “true story” of Thanksgiving and the Pilgrims, part of an annual ritual on his program. “It was a commune, folks,” he told his followers. “It was the forerunner to the communes we saw in the sixties and seventies out in California—and it was complete with organic vegetables, by the way.”

			In Limbaugh’s telling, the colony’s stockholding company and its corporate property were portrayed as a communist experiment, each individual colonist’s single share in the venture evidence of productivity-killing collectivism. “That’s right. Long before Karl Marx was even born, the Pilgrims had discovered and experimented with what could only be described as socialism,” Limbaugh continued. “And what happened? It didn’t work! They nearly starved! . . . They did sit down and they did have free-range turkey and organic vegetables, but it was not the Indians who saved the day. It was capitalism and Scripture which saved the day.”4

			Limbaugh, broadcasting in 2010, was drawing on a narrative tradition more than half a century old, and one already widely disseminated among the radical libertarians of the Tea Party movement. In 1951, as U.S. civil defense authorities were preparing Americans to survive a nuclear exchange with the Soviet Union, popular historian Bradford Smith published a biography of his ancestor, Governor Bradford, lionizing him for overthrowing Plymouth’s “communist society.” The Pilgrims’ story, Smith advised, was “a true parable of the American faith in the dignity of labor and the rights of the individual . . . the course [America] still defends against all assaults.” In the 1960s, libertarian journalist Henry Hazlitt, a personal friend of Ayn Rand and the economist Ludwig von Mises, tied the storyline to Thanksgiving, urging readers to be “thankful for this valued lesson from our fathers—and yield not to the temptations of socialism.” By 2005, anticommunist Christian conservative senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina was arguing that the Mayflower Compact had created a “share the wealth” society and thus “Communism came over on the Mayflower.” The Pilgrims starved, he observed, “then they turned to God for an answer—and they got it.”5

			This twentieth- and twenty-first-century revisionism built its case from Governor Bradford’s account of a change in policy at Plymouth in 1623, two years after the first Thanksgiving. Faced with the need to boost food production, Bradford’s advisers convinced him to assign each family a plot where it could grow its own food, rather than have the entire colony farm the company’s fields and deliver the production to its storehouse. The families didn’t own the plots, just the food they produced, but self-interest did the trick. “It made all hands very industrious, so as much more corn was planted than otherwise would have been by any means the Governor or any other could use, and saved him a great deal of trouble,” Bradford later recalled, referring to himself in the third person. Tenant farming “was found to breed much confusion and discontent, and retard much employment that would have been to their benefit and comfort.” As originally planned, Plymouth continued on as a shareholding company, its assets and property—save food harvests—held in common until 1627, when settlers were given ownership of twenty-acre lots.6

			Settled by devout Calvinists, profit-seeking in its purpose and corporate in organization, Plymouth was never a communist enterprise. If there is a historical lesson to be drawn from the colony’s early history, it’s that a band of people cast upon an unknown shore, short of resources and surrounded by potential enemies, needed to cooperate to survive, while respecting and rewarding individual initiative. Yet for the better part of a century the Pilgrims have been made pawns in a rhetorical struggle between champions of individualism and those of the common good, a conflict so elemental to the American experience that it has consumed even Thanksgiving.
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			Political conflict in the United States is often said to be between “liberals” and “conservatives,” or between “elitists” and “hardworking Americans,” or between Democrats and Republicans. History has demonstrated that all of those terms simply sow confusion. Since 1930, the Democrats and Republicans have swapped their agendas and, since 1960, their entire constituencies. In the early twentieth century Democrats were the party of white southerners and northern blue-collar workers, while a century later those groups are key pillars of the Republican coalition. During Teddy Roosevelt’s administration, Republicans were a coalition of Yankees and black southerners, two groups that haven’t supported the GOP for decades. If our conflict is really a populist one, which elite is it that ordinary people are seeking to take their country back from, the educated middle- and upper-middle-income professionals who staff our hospitals, schools, universities, and government laboratories, or the multimillionaires and billionaires who control much of the economy and some 40 percent of the nation’s wealth while making up 1 percent of the population? What would Edmund Burke, the great eighteenth-century champion of conservatism—a man who valued the wisdom of received institutions and practices and foresaw the excesses of the French Revolution’s Reign of Terror—make of the demands of early twenty-first-century “conservatives” to immediately dismantle the century-old constitutional, institutional, and philosophical legacies of the Progressive and New Deal eras on the basis of an abstract theory of human nature? What would the seventeenth-century political theorist John Locke make of people who would have proudly called themselves “liberals” in his day—and “libertarians” today—forging a political coalition with religious fundamentalists who seek government enforcement of their social, spiritual, and moral beliefs and practices on a majority of people who don’t share them? Burke might well judge the Democrats to be the party of conservation, just as Locke, scratching his head, might pronounce Newt Gingrich and Paul Ryan to be liberals.7

			Throughout the history of our republic, the real and abiding conflict has been not between these shape-shifting political camps, but over competing definitions of freedom. There are two distinct visions, each with a full spectrum of adherents, from radical revolutionaries to pragmatic centrists. At the middle, they are differentiated by their answer to the question “When individual liberty and the common good come into conflict, with which principle will you side?” On one near flank are individualists, who prioritize the freedom of the individual, on the other, communitarians who emphasize the freedom of the community. Together they span the ideological distance between Thomas Jefferson, who imagined a self-regulating republic of independent producers led by enlightened landed gentlemen like himself, and Alexander Hamilton, who envisioned a vigorous national government staffed by the best and brightest, committed to promoting the public interest by building institutions and infrastructure, and strong enough to defend the Constitution from enemies foreign and domestic. Between 1945 and 1979, governance was shared between these centrist camps while hard-liners stewed on the edges, sometimes vocal but marginalized from the conversation.

			Moving further apart on the spectrum, one reaches libertarians, who seek a laissez-faire world in which government acts only to defend private property and enforce contracts, and social democrats, who would build a comprehensive social welfare state possibly featuring centralized industrial planning. Both of these philosophies have been put into practice in our history. Laissez-faire economic libertarianism was the ruling ideology of the United States from the period between the assassination of Abraham Lincoln in 1865 and the rise of the Progressives at the turn of the twentieth century and again through the 1920s; it wrought a wildly oscillating economy, inequality sufficient to forever kill the Jeffersonian dream, the rise of an oligarchy that threatened freedom itself, and a worldwide economic meltdown that ended liberal democracy in Germany and nearly in America as well. In the aftermath of that collapse, Franklin Delano Roosevelt dabbled in social democracy with his National Recovery Administration, micromanaging prices, the distribution of raw materials, and industrial production, and then resurrected it again to fight and win the Second World War. However effective it may have been in a national emergency, this level of government intrusion into the workings of the marketplace was soundly rejected by peacetime electorates. America, as we will see, is far too individualistic to tolerate social democracy, let alone socialism.

			At the farthest extremes of the spectrum, one encounters tyrannical realms. On one hand are the radical libertarians, anarcho-capitalists and followers of Ayn Rand, who want government to wither away and for “free” individuals to engage in unfettered competition without public obligations. On the other hand are radical collectivists, who would ensure “freedom” by turning all wealth and power over to the all-knowing benevolence of the state, Fatherland, or party. These ideas have not been tried in the United States, but have resulted in the deaths of tens of millions around the world, from the killing fields of Cambodia and Soviet Ukraine to the gas chambers of Nazi Germany and the victims of the death squads of the Salvadoran, Honduran, and Guatemalan oligarchies. Since the collapse of the Soviet Empire, no one in the United States has taken radical collectivism seriously. Unfortunately, radical libertarians abound at the highest levels of government in the early twenty-first century, including several fringe presidential candidates, a House speaker and recent vice presidential nominee, and a longtime chairman of the Federal Reserve. Here lies the greatest present threat to individual freedom and America’s world-changing, 250-year experiment with liberal democracy.

			American Character will argue that sustaining liberal democracy requires balancing those two essential aspects of human freedom: individual liberty and the freedom of the community. Sacrifice one, and you are on the road to oligarchy or anarchy; lose the other, and the shadow of collectivist dictatorship looms. You simply can’t have one without the other. The reasons for this go deeper than logic and philosophy. They’re literally encoded in Homo sapiens’s DNA.
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			Many of the underlying ideas we have about how to achieve human freedom come from a handful of English political thinkers who lived in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They were writing at a time when the easy assumptions of the medieval era—the divine right of kings, the inerrancy of the Bible, the natural subjugation of humans to their superiors—were coming apart. Their theories of liberal government were built on their imaginations of what life was like before governments existed. Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Adam Smith all assumed that humanity in its natural state consisted of solitary individuals, each free to eke out an existence on his or her own. This environment, while free of government oppression, was presumed to be unpleasant. Hobbes famously described it as a perpetual “war of every man against every man” in which individuals lived in “continual fear and danger of violent death; and the life of [each was] solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” To bring some measure of relief from the uncertainties of this anarchic world, the philosophers argued, humans consented to form governments, but remained, by their very natures, self-interested individuals.

			At the time they were put forth, these were radical notions, as they challenged fifteen hundred years of Western thinking centered on the collective nature of human existence whereby humans thought of themselves not as individuals but as parts of a great social organism headed by a monarch chosen by God. The intellectual battle over these competing ideas about the human condition and their implications for government was being fiercely fought while the east coast of North America was being colonized; the American Revolution was the first real-world application of the principles of liberal government.8

			As a factual matter, however, both parties were wrong. Human nature is not fundamentally individualistic or fundamentally collectivist. It’s both.

			Edward O. Wilson, the founder of social biology and one of the world’s leading experts on biological evolution, has made the case that Homo sapiens is unique in this regard, and that it is that quality that has made us so successful. All other advanced social creatures—ones that organize themselves in colonies featuring the cooperative care of unrelated young, a division of labor, and multiple generations living together—compete at the group, not the individual level. Ants, bees, and termites don’t compete with one another as individuals; they compete against other colonies and hives, and are willing to sacrifice themselves for the success of their super-organism, itself an extension of their queen’s genome. Similarly, we humans are genetically hardwired to be tribal and join groups and, having done so, to consider them superior to others. Our groups—whether small bands, tribes, societies, or nations—compete with one another for dominance, with individuals sometimes willingly giving their lives for the group, even when it consists of unrelated people, as in a fire team of U.S. Marines. Yet, unlike our hive-dwelling friends, we also compete for survival and reproduction within groups via individual selection. The human condition, Wilson concluded in his 2012 book The Social Conquest of Earth, is largely a product of the tension between these two conflicting impulses:

			The dilemma of good and evil was created by multilevel selection, in which individual selection and group selection act together on the same individual, but largely in opposition to each other. Individual selection . . . shapes instincts in each member that are fundamentally selfish with reference to other members. . . . Group selection shapes instincts that tend to make individuals altruistic toward one another (but not toward members of other groups). Individual selection is responsible for much of what we call sin, while group selection is responsible for the greater part of virtue. Together they have created the conflict between the poorer and the better angels of our nature.9

			For our purposes, the point is that our fundamental nature is conflicted on the question of individualism versus collectivism. We’re torn on how to balance these forces, and while most of us teach our preschoolers to share their toys and show kindness to others, we hope they will be at the top of their high school graduating class. As Wilson puts it, there’s an iron rule to genetic social evolution: “Selfish individuals beat altruistic individuals, while groups of altruists beat groups of selfish individuals.” Our curse, as it were, is to forever strive to keep these forces in equilibrium:

			The victory can never be complete; the balance of selection pressures cannot move to either extreme. If individual selection were to dominate, societies would dissolve. If group selection were to dominate, human groups would come to resemble ant colonies.10

			Far from being naturally solitary, humans have always existed in a social state. Our evolutionary ancestors, Homo erectus, were using fire a million years ago, a game-changing innovation that led them to live in group campsites; share tasks, responsibilities, and resources; and, eventually, forge metal tools. Groups whose members cooperated well tended to defeat or outcompete dysfunctional ones and isolated family units alike, which led to “altruistic” genes becoming more prevalent over the course of time. By the time the first Homo sapiens appeared some forty thousand generations later, they already belonged to bands, and depended on such groups for survival. From infancy they were predisposed to interpret the intentions of other humans, and from early childhood cooperated closely with others to build tools and shelter, to acquire and prepare food, to watch after young and old. Researchers who study animal intelligence—in chimpanzees, gorillas, dogs, or crows—have found again and again that its biggest difference from our own is its failure to allow as intensive collaboration for shared goals. Pursuing the “common good” isn’t some imagined ideal but one of the essential qualities that has always defined our species.11

			Indeed, communalism—not individualism—was the natural state of humans for most of recorded history. From ancient Babylonia to medieval Europe to imperial China, people lived in societies in which individual freedom wasn’t even part of their conceptual framework. Medieval Europeans conceived themselves as being members of one or another organ of a great, harmonious super-organism. John of Salisbury, the great twelfth-century English philosopher and bishop, described the commonwealth as a body, with the prince serving as the head, the sheriffs and judges as the senses, the army as one hand and the tax collectors as the other, the artisans and peasants as the feet “who erect, sustain, and move forward the mass of the whole body.” (The clergy, standing slightly apart, guided the entire organism as the soul.) While everyone had his or her place, John wrote, all members of society were to “keep watch over the public advantage,” which included “mutual charity reigning everywhere.” Society was hierarchical, but it wasn’t intended to be exploitative; lords didn’t own their property, they had been appointed custodians of it by their king and had duties to the serfs and citizens living on it. Medieval life was intellectually stifling, oppressive to the individual, and often unjust, but it was premised on a theory of the common good that was thought to be the will of God. In much of Europe, this general model endured into the eighteenth century.12

			In England, however, the medieval model, so dismissive of individual aspiration and expression, came under sustained attack in the seventeenth century. When King Charles I asserted that he had absolute, divinely ordained political power, much of the gentry (who controlled all representation in the country’s ephemeral parliament) rose up against him in a civil war that lasted from 1642 to 1651. King Charles lost the war and his head, clearing the way for England’s first and only republic, under Oliver Cromwell, an event that shook the foundations of Anglo-American political culture. The feudal system of land tenure and mutual obligation was done away with, making nobles landowners instead of tenants of the Crown and dispossessing the rural poor from their customary rights to use the land. Thomas Hobbes, who spent the war in exile in the Netherlands, wrote Leviathan (with its line about anarchic life being “nasty, brutish, and short”) in an effort to justify an absolute monarchy with logic, as the beheading of the king had undermined the previous reliance on biblical authority. John Locke, whose father had fought on the side of Parliament in the civil war, became famous by developing a set of political theories that validated the aristocracy’s rebellion and property seizures in the name of something new: individual rights.

			Locke’s ideas formed the foundations of what Europeans still call “liberalism” and is known today in America as “libertarianism.” They would have a powerful influence on the thinking of America’s founding fathers. Locke, like so many Enlightenment philosophers, imagined the first humans as having been free and solitary individuals, happily going about creation and, through the sweat of their own labors, creating the first properties. Those who worked hardest claimed the most property. To defend it, they created the first governments, which were tasked for that purpose by contract. If a government violated this social contract by seizing property as Charles had tried to do through taxation, property owners were justified in overthrowing it. At the time Locke formulated these ideas, the great property owners were engaged in an ongoing struggle with the restored monarchy over the further dismantling of a highly collectivized order and the carving out of an important zone of individual freedom. It is essential to understand, however, that Locke and his successors—Adam Smith and John Stuart Mill—were primarily concerned with the struggle between the Crown and the English elite. The broad mass of people—the ones who had been forced off the lands they had farmed for countless generations and were now called the “surplus population”—were universally regarded as a nuisance to be suppressed.

			The classical liberals therefore imagined that the sole threat to individual freedom was the state, and that the two were locked in a zero-sum game for control: The greater the sphere of the state, the less freedom there would be for the individual. This made sense from the perspective of, say, Locke’s employers and patrons, men like Sir John Popham and Lord Shaftesbury, whose freedom would be constrained by a strong state. From the perspective of the vast majority of England’s people, however, a strong state was the only thing standing between them and oligarchy. The result was, in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain, not a liberal democracy but a liberal autocracy, a government where individual rights were secure, but meaningful freedom and political participation remained the privilege of the upper classes. It was the world of Charles Dickens’s novels, not the utopia of classical liberal promise. It also provided the foundation for the essential culture of the Chesapeake region of the American colonies, with lasting effects on the future trajectory of the United States.
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			The reason classical liberal theory didn’t deliver freedom’s promise is simple: The struggle for freedom is not bilateral, but instead triangular. The participants are the state, the people, and the would-be aristocracy or oligarchy. Liberal democracy, an incredible historical and cultural accomplishment that allows for mass individual freedom, relies on keeping these three forces in balance.

			There is no doubt that the state can be tyrannical and oppressive; history is replete with examples, from the ancient Maya to the Soviet Empire. However, a weak state doesn’t necessarily ensure freedom, as it typically ushers in the tyranny of the oligarchy. Hans Morgenthau, father of the realist school of international relations, reflected on this liberal blind spot back in 1957:

			The autonomous forces of society, left to themselves, engendered new accumulations of power, as dangerous to the freedom of the individual as the power of the government had ever been. And while liberalism had assumed that the weakness of the government assured the freedom of the individual, it now became obvious that it also assured the unhindered growth of private power, destructive of individual freedom. . . . The solution . . . demands an answer to the question as to how the state can be made strong enough to limit the concentrations of private power in order to protect the freedom of the many without becoming so strong as to be able to destroy the freedom of all.13

			Francis Fukuyama, the neoconservative political scientist, came to similar conclusions in his two-volume, sixteen-hundred-page history of the state. He highlighted the example of medieval Hungary, where the nobility succeeded in putting restraints on the king, eliminating taxes on themselves, and forcing the peasantry back into serfdom. The Hungarian state became so weak that it wasn’t able to defend itself when the Ottoman Turks attacked, precipitating its destruction and a century and a half of Ottoman rule. “Constitutional limits on a central government’s power do not by themselves necessarily produce political accountability,” Fukuyama concluded:

			The “freedom” sought by the Hungarian noble class was the freedom to exploit their own peasants more thoroughly, and the absence of a strong central state allowed them to do just that. . . . The twentieth century has taught us to think about tyranny as something perpetrated by powerful, centralized states, but it can also be the work of local oligarchs. . . . It is the responsibility of the central government to enforce its own laws against the oligarchy; freedom is lost not when the state is too strong but when it is too weak.14

			A comparable situation occurred in the Deep South before the Civil War and in early twenty-first-century El Salvador and Honduras, where a handful of families control not only the wealth, banks, and news media of their nations, but the government, courts, and army as well. The only challenges to the rule of El Salvador’s “Fourteen Families” and the “Ten Families” of Honduras have been communist-minded peasant insurgencies born of despair in the 1970s and 1980s and, more recently, the rise of violent drug cartels, who’ve taken advantage of the weakness of the state. Neither nation offers meaningful freedom for their citizenries, who live in what are among the most violent societies on earth.15

			The founding fathers well understood that the struggle for freedom was three-cornered. In Federalist No. 17, Alexander Hamilton counseled that the federal government would usurp state government’s powers only if the latter failed to retain the confidence of its citizens. By way of analogy, he raised the feudal system of the Old World, where the king was locked in a power struggle with his vassals. “The power of the head of the nation was commonly too weak either to preserve the public peace or to protect the people against the oppressions of their immediate lords,” Hamilton wrote. “In those instances in which the monarch finally prevailed over his vassals, his success was chiefly owing to the tyranny of those vassals over their dependents. The barons, or nobles, equally the enemies of the sovereign and the oppressors of the common people, were dreaded and detested by both.”16

			James Madison, making his famous argument for the separation of powers in Federalist No. 51, emphasized the dangers of an unchecked oligarchy or an unrestrained majority:

			It is of great importance in a republic not only to guard the society against the oppression of its rulers, but to guard one party of the society against the injustice of the other part. Different interests necessarily exist in different classes of citizens. . . . Justice is the end [i.e., the purpose] of government. It is the end of civil society. It ever has been and ever will be pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost in the pursuit. In a society under the forms of which the stronger faction can readily unite and oppress the weaker, anarchy may as truly be said to reign as in a state of nature, where the weaker individual is not secured against the violence of the stronger.17

			John Adams, traditionally associated with “elitism,” was in fact extremely concerned about the need to constrain oligarchic ambition, which—unlike Madison and Hamilton—he believed to present a greater danger to the Republic than the unwashed masses. “The aristocracy is always more sagacious than an assembly of the people collectively, or by representation, and sooner or later proves an overmatch in policy,” he warned in 1778.

			It is always more cunning, too, than a first magistrate [i.e., a chief executive], and always makes of him . . . a mere ceremony, unless he makes an alliance with the people, to support him against it. What is the whole history of the wars of the barons but one demonstration of this truth? . . . The standing armies in Europe . . . were all given to kings by the people, to defend them against aristocracies.

			It was with this in mind that Adams called for aristocrats and their influence to be isolated in one chamber (an “ostracism” was how he put it) and for the creation of a monarchical president who would be “the natural friend of the people, and the only defense which they or their representatives can have against the avarice and ambition of the rich and distinguished citizens.” The founders, in short, were well aware of the threat unchecked private power posed to human liberty.18

			They were also clear about the purpose of their unprecedented experiment. Its aim was not to remove every feasible impediment to individual desire, but rather to promote human happiness and the common good. The goal of government, Madison wrote, “is the happiness of the people” and “the public good, the real welfare of the great body of the people.” He argued that the 1789 Constitution—which created a stronger, not a weaker federal government than had existed under the Articles of Confederation—was necessary to ensure this ideal. The Preamble of the Constitution itself stated its purpose: “to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” Our task as a nation, in other words, was the common good, shared and fostered across generations.19
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			The advent of liberal democracy is one of humanity’s most remarkable achievements. Far from representing a “natural” state of being, it is a complex and delicate work of art, the creation of which took our species eons of preparation and four centuries of awkward experimentation. Its gift is the erection of a framework that allows, for the first time in the history of complex human societies, the possibility of individual freedom on a nearly universal basis. Maintaining this situation, which defies thousands of years of human experience, requires maintaining the balance between the freedom of the government (or the state), the powerful (the oligarchs-in-waiting), and the people.

			In the Anglo-American context, restraints on the state’s power came first. In 1215, the nobility imposed certain restrictions on the power the Crown held over them via the imposition of the Magna Carta, and they furthered and confirmed these with the execution of Charles I and, in 1688, the deposition and replacement of his son, James II. While eighteenth-century Britons celebrated their rights under common law—which protected individual property rights and certain civil liberties—only 2 percent of the adult male population was allowed to vote or otherwise participate in politics. It was a liberal state, but not a democratic one, and its liberties were mostly conferred on a property-owning elite. In colonial America, where there was a sparse population and a great deal of Indian-held land that could be bought or seized, a majority of families could acquire property, greatly enlarging the proportion of people who could be granted political rights. The American Revolution started as a series of wars of liberation, as each regional colonial culture sought to protect its distinctive way of life from imperial centralization, but in some regions it unleashed democratic forces that insisted on the equality and political rights of all adult white men.20

			The French Revolution provided a cautionary tale for populist democratizers. France’s impoverished masses overthrew and executed their king and queen, abolished the monarchy, and then set about making the world anew. The radical revolutionaries renamed the months, beheaded over sixteen thousand alleged enemies, engaged in the summary execution of priests, arrested their electoral opponents, and drove the country into such chaos that its people rallied around a military leader, crowned him emperor, and launched a war against their neighbors. Democracy in the hands of the illiberal, humans have since learned, brings not freedom but tyranny, the “illiberal democracy” of Slobodan Milošević’s Serbia and Franjo Tuđjman’s Croatia, which engaged in popularly sanctioned repression and genocide; Vladimir Putin’s murderous and authoritarian regime, which is enthusiastically endorsed by the Russian electorate; and the terrorism of Hamas, voted into power by the traumatized people of the Gaza Strip. “Democracy without constitutional liberalism,” Fareed Zakaria, the public intellectual who popularized the term “illiberal democracy,” proclaimed in 1997, “is not simply inadequate, but dangerous, bringing with it the erosion of liberty, the abuse of power, ethnic divisions and even war.” Democracy itself can’t protect freedom in a society in which most people endorse terror, tyrants, and dictatorship.21

			A liberal democracy requires a citizenry prepared to exercise liberty. As the former George W. Bush speechwriter Michael Gerson and a colleague stated, “Responsible, self-governing citizens do not grow wild like blackberries, which is why a conservative political philosophy cannot be reduced to untrammeled libertarianism. Citizens are cultivated by institutions and families, religious communities, neighborhoods and nations.” The goal of liberal democracy isn’t to allow everyone to do whatever he or she wants, but to create and maintain a society in which all people can be free and self-governing. Doing so requires a preponderance of autonomous individuals who are committed not just to their own selfish ends, but to sustaining an environment conducive to every child having the tools for and a fair chance of also becoming autonomous. Without such customs, without a commitment to the public goods and civic institutions that foster the attainment of individual freedom for those who are not so well-born, without a citizenry interested, informed, and engaged in civic affairs, liberal democracy cannot be sustained.22

			Alexis de Tocqueville, the insightful and much-quoted nineteenth-century French observer of Americans in the early Republic, underscored this point above all others: that the customs and habits of the people were far and away the most important factor in understanding the success and survival of their democracy, more so than the details of their constitution or their fortuitous geographical circumstances. “I am convinced that the most advantageous situation and the best possible laws cannot maintain a constitution in spite of the customs of a country; while the latter may turn to some advantage the most unfavorable positions and the worst laws,” he concluded in Democracy in America. “So seriously do I insist upon this head that, if I have hitherto failed in making the reader feel the important influence of the practical experience, the habits, the opinions in short, of the customs of the Americans upon the maintenance of their institutions, I have failed in the principal object of my work.” Those customs, especially the wide dissemination of public education in the Northeast, and the direct and widespread participation of most adult males in local politics in New England and New England–settled upstate New York, supplied the social capital that enabled them to govern well. Coming from a feudal country where the vast majority of the population was illiterate, Tocqueville was shocked to find the learned and literate even in the rudest, most primitive frontier huts. “Everything about him is primitive and wild,” he said of the backwoods American, “but he is himself the result of the labor and experience of eighteen centuries . . . speaks the language of cities . . . is acquainted with the past, curious about the future, and ready for argument about the present.”23

			These “habits of the heart” that underpin liberal democracy include a degree of restraint and civic-mindedness, an ethic of internalized altruism and trust in others that limits the need for public authority and state intrusion, and a personal commitment to liberal values. This is why, at the outset of a treatise on representative government, the classical liberal theorist John Stuart Mill wrote, “A people may prefer a free government, but, if, from indolence, or carelessness, or cowardice, or want of public spirit, they are unequal to the exertions necessary for preserving it; . . . they are unlikely to long enjoy it.” The paradox of broad individual freedom is that it requires individuals to act altruistically and the successful to be willing to “pay it forward” to support the institutional and cultural achievements that made their own ascent possible.24

			[image: ]

			If sustaining freedom is ultimately a matter of balancing individual liberty and the common good, where does the “sweet spot” lie? The answer is context dependent: Every society is going to have a slightly different set of coordinates where their people feel their happiness is best secured. Some liberal democracies, such as Japan and South Korea, will strongly favor social harmony and collectivist values. Most of our West European peers have chosen a social democratic position that prioritizes the common good more than most Americans would be comfortable with. The United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand have each staked a position between social democracy and the current neoliberal orientation of the United States, which is an individualistic outlier among liberal democracies. What works for one political culture doesn’t necessarily fit for another.

			Consider the social welfare democracies of Western Europe. They have shown that a large and activist government and a thriving private economy can go hand in hand. The libertarian Frasier Institute publishes annual ratings of economic freedom in the world, based on rule of law, access to sound money, freedom of trade, and regulation. In aggregate, in 2014 the United States finished behind Finland and Switzerland, and only slightly ahead of Denmark, Sweden, and Norway, because the raters penalize states with high taxation and regulation. Despite their commitment to both, however, many welfare states finished far ahead of the United States in rule of law and free trade, with big-spending Denmark, Finland, and the Netherlands near the top of the world lists for both. The governments of Australia, the Netherlands, and Norway all spent a higher proportion of their country’s overall consumption than the United States did, and yet all ranked higher on the United Nations Human Development Index, which compares life expectancy, living standards, literacy, education, and quality of life to measure overall well-being. On that list, Norway finished first, the United States fifth, and all the West European welfare states in the top twenty-five. Social democracy—which couples capitalist enterprise with high taxes, ample regulations, and comprehensive services and benefits (including free and high-quality health care, higher education, and child care, monthlong annual vacations, and yearlong maternity leave)—isn’t incompatible with liberal democracy or the accumulation of wealth. Nonetheless, it has never had broad-based support in the United States.25

			The struggle to define freedom has been particularly fractious in the United States for a simple reason. Unlike Norway, Sweden, South Korea, or Japan, we’re not a unitary state with a common culture, but rather a coalition of nearly a dozen regional cultures, most of which trace their origins and fundamental characteristics back to one of the colonial clusters founded on the eastern or southern rims of what is now the United States. As we will discuss in chapter 3, each of those regional cultures has and has always had a different answer as to where the balance point lies on the individualist-communitarian spectrum. Some have always been more inclined toward the common good, others to individual liberty. (Even Tocqueville remarked on this, contrasting the civic-minded Northeast with the libertarian and aristocratic South.) All have been more individualistic than, say, modern-day Scandinavians, and some continue to fight for a radical libertarian vision of society that, if implemented, would spell the end of liberal democracy.

			The balkanized nature of our federation has made constructive discussion of this essential issue extremely difficult. It confounds efforts to articulate a common vision for American freedom, a set of ideals from which our political parties would draw their specific policy stances on everything from taxes to regulation to welfare. It confuses efforts to assess our historical record, to understand what we’ve tried before, where it led us, and how we might apply these lessons to the problems and challenges of contemporary life. It leaves us reeling, unable to gain our collective bearings, to agree about the direction our country should take and how we are to achieve the happiness of our people. The Republic stumbles through a haze, or stands paralyzed, its compromise-dependent institutions frozen, its lifeblood draining into a pool of debt that threatens to drown the future.

			This book aims to help find the answers, to locate our balance point, to restore our civic strength and unity of purpose. It begins with two cautionary tales, one of collectivist excess, the other libertarian, because it is essential to understand what the single-minded pursuit of either has wrought.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Two Paths to Tyranny

			In early September 1989, I was a twenty-year-old student on my first trip outside of North America, jet-lagged, laden with luggage, and aboard a train bound for Budapest, where I was to enroll as an exchange student for a semester at what was then called the Karl Marx University of Economics. I was majoring in East European history and had been studying Eastern Bloc politics, but I’d never before set foot in a country that wasn’t a liberal democracy. The prospect of living on the other side of the Iron Curtain—in a region many had died trying to escape from, where secret police might be listening to your phone calls and opening your mail, and where the nuclear missiles that had cast an apocalyptic shadow over two generations of children were pointed toward our homes—was an intimidating one. That the Hungarian language tapes I had been listening to featured conversations where people cheerily said things like “You don’t have to eat meat every day, once or twice a week’s enough” and “Were there eggs at the store today?” suggested an austere world quite different from the late-1980s United States. I expected to learn a great deal about what it was really like to live in authoritarian and totalitarian societies, in an economy where shortages, not demand, conditioned individual economic behavior, and civil liberties did not exist.

			I did not expect, however, to also witness the collapse of communism.

			My train originated in Vienna and crossed the frontier between Austria and Hungary on September 10, 1989, at just about the time the reform communist government in Budapest made a decision that would crack the foundations of the Eastern Bloc. It opened its border fences and let East Germany’s people go.

			As my train rolled toward Budapest’s cavernous Keleti station, thousands of East Germans were fleeing in the opposite direction, part of an exodus to freedom in the West that grew so large it forced regimes in Moscow, East Berlin, Prague, and Budapest to make a decision: call in the military or capitulate to popular will. For Hungary, the most open, politically relaxed, and consumer-oriented member of the bloc, a nation that resented the ongoing Soviet occupation and longed to become a neutral state like Austria or Yugoslavia, the decision was a relatively easy one. Their citizens were already allowed to travel to the West, and that night they decided to let the sixty thousand East German “tourists” who had flooded the country that summer—in reality families seeking to escape through Hungary’s recently defortified frontier—do so as well. The East Germans had known that if they made it to Austria, they would be allowed to travel on to West Germany, whose constitution already considered them citizens. Taking advantage of the fact that Hungary was one of the few places in the world their regime permitted them to visit, tens of thousands had booked their summer vacations there, but had no intention of ever
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