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			Introduction

			Democratic collapses, like bankruptcies, happen gradually and then all at once. So do collapses of countries. Americans are experiencing what it’s like when both are happening at the same time.

			The United States is an awkward federation of distinct regional cultures, created as an ad hoc alliance to resist a common, British, opponent. At the moment of this creation, a handful of the most eloquent Founders proposed its ideals: to create a place where all people could live in freedom.

			We’ve been fighting over these ideals ever since, yet, ironically, they are the one thing that can hold us together.

			To achieve these ideals, Americans fought for and slowly built a liberal democracy, a form of government where people have both civil and political rights. Across a large swath of the country, this required a revolution, the civil rights movement of the 1960s, to overthrow what had been illiberal, authoritarian regimes under which a person’s rights depended on their bloodlines. When those former Confederate states became liberal democracies, America finally did, too.

			Now that’s all coming apart. Politicians no longer respect election results and have taught their followers not to believe them. Federal judges routinely make nakedly partisan rulings. Supreme Court justices have put the state in charge of women’s bodies and put presidents above the law, subject to only their very subjective review. Elected officials, poll workers, public health officials, reporters, and even the grieving parents of murdered children face mob violence and intimidation. An outgoing president encouraged a violent coup attempt at the Capitol to keep himself in power; Republican senators couldn’t bring themselves to impeach him, a Democratic attorney general failed to bring him to justice, and voters saw fit to restore him to the presidency in 2024, despite his promises to imprison his enemies, deploy active-duty troops against protesters, round up “vermin” into concentration camps, and pardon convicted insurrectionists en masse.

			Our democracy is backsliding. Both the Economist Intelligence Unit and Freedom House—organizations that tourists and businesspeople once looked to for information on the state of democracy in developing countries—reclassified the United States as a flawed democracy years ago and warn that we continue moving in the wrong direction.

			The authoritarian movement threatens the federation, too, because it is far stronger in some regions of the country than others, creating increasingly unmanageable political, legal, and constitutional tensions. There are swaths of the U.S. where there are political leaders who push for total abortion bans, who argue that climate change is a natural phenomenon and that transgender people should be driven underground, and who want to deploy Jesus Christ and firearms in every classroom. In other regions, political leaders think reproductive rights are sacrosanct, climate change is a pressing issue requiring immediate redress, church and state are to be kept apart, guns should kept securely at home and far from schools, and more transgender people should hold public office. There are giant blocks of the country that overwhelmingly support an authoritarian ethnonationalist’s presidential bids and other blocks where the same man is overwhelmingly reviled. Everywhere there’s a growing share of the population that says we’d all be better off if we broke apart; in early 2024, nearly a quarter of American adults and about three in ten Californians, New Yorkers, and Texans said they’d support their state seceding from the United States. Of Republicans surveyed in 2022, 54 percent thought it was likely the country would descend into civil war in the next decade.[1]

			How did this happen? What can we do to reverse it?

			This book seeks to answer those questions using original data and polling results interpreted through the work of historians, political scientists, social psychologists, health researchers, and other scholars. It concludes with an evidence-based strategy for bringing America’s people and regional cultures together around the ideals in our original mission statement, the Declaration of Independence. It reveals the depth and contours of the challenge, but also that the American people are not nearly as polarized as our political leaders on the hot-button issues, and are remarkably united around our ideals.

			We can save our democracy, our country, and ourselves. It will take hard work and sound strategy by millions of us over many years, but I believe we’ll succeed.

			

			—

			I’m a scholar of nationalism, nationhood, and democracy, a historian of North American regionalism, and a former foreign correspondent who spent years reporting from countries that had descended into civil war or overthrown dictatorships or became authoritarian states after one or both of these events had taken place. I’ve covered atrocities, ethnic riots, war crimes trials, and peace and reconciliation efforts from the Balkans to Bikini Atoll and from Honduras to The Hague. I did academic work on how and why cynical leaders use lies and provocations to get people to kill one another, and how ethnic conflicts come about, before turning to the question of why my own country, the United States, is and has always been so regionally divided. For the past two decades, I’ve focused on this problem and how we can fix it before it brings down the republic and shatters our federation.

			In a previous book, American Nations: A History of the Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America, I showed that there has never been one America, but rather several Americas, regional cultures that were founded at different times and by very different people and which expanded across mutually exclusive swaths of the continent, laying down their own institutions, fundamental values, and original intents. I demonstrated that we’ve never been a nation-state in the European sense, but rather a federation of nations, more akin to the European Union than the Republic of France. I showed how this fundamental fact has complicated efforts to find common ground, be it in a policy issue like social spending, gun control, abortion, or the environment, or in more fundamental ideas, like where our society comes from, who can truly belong, and even whether we should be a democracy at all.[2]

			In a sequel, American Character: A History of the Epic Struggle Between Individual Liberty and the Common Good, I explored how these “American Nations” have fought with one another over the best way to achieve the liberal democracy envisioned in the Declaration. Some regions have always emphasized maximizing the freedom and autonomy of individual citizens (though not everyone could be one), while others have championed the creation and maintenance of a free society, a social project to cultivate a republican citizenry and to ensure that individuals can be meaningfully free even if they are born poor and powerless. I warned that over a half century, our federation had drifted so far into individualism that the social contract had come apart, with a growing gulf between haves and have-nots and fewer ways for people to cross it. I warned that if we didn’t change course, people would turn against democracy. The book was released in 2016, a few weeks before Trump secured the Republican Party’s nomination for president.

			

			—

			After Trump’s inauguration, I started thinking a lot about my time in Yugoslavia before, during, and especially after its civil war. I kept coming back to a day in Bosnia in September 1996, not long after the war had ended. It was election day, actually, and under the watchful eyes of NATO troops and international administrators, Bosnians were voting for the first time since ethnic Serbs had started shelling the capital and murdering their Croat and Bosniak neighbors before a world television audience. I’d hitched a ride with a Canadian election observer to Sokolac, a large village deep in the hills above the burned-out skyscrapers, bullet-ridden Olympic stadiums, and grave-filled city parks of Sarajevo. We drove through unlit road tunnels, past a Bosnian Serb checkpoint and fields marked with minefield warning signs and then, beyond the former front, into forests, mountains, roadside sawmills, and compact lumber towns that looked much like northwestern Maine, where I grew up. Instead of rounding the bend into Farmington or Rangeley, we’d confront an armored column of French peacekeepers or a billboard plastered with pictures celebrating the Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadžić, who was later convicted of genocide by an international court.

			We’d come to Sokolac to see if any of the ethnic Croats and Bosniaks who’d been forced from their homes by the Serbs’ ethnic cleansing campaign had returned to vote under international protection. There was no line at the polling station set up for them, but we found a big crowd at the one for Serbs across town. One of the men in the crowd marched up to me, surrounded by curious onlookers. He was well-dressed and self-assured and had an aggressive manner accentuated by a menacing smile. He’d just returned from Switzerland, where he’d spent most of the war in comfort and, in those pre-internet days, completely outside the Serbian propaganda bubble, where up was down, night was day. Within this bubble, the Bosnian Serbs’ rape camps didn’t exist and their execution of thousands of civilian men and children at Srebrenica was a heroic act to defend Christendom from Bosniaks, Bosnia’s largest ethnic group, whose ancestors had converted to Islam when the region was part of the Ottoman Empire. “Why does the world tell such lies about the Serbs?” the man demanded to know. “All these stories about concentration camps and mass graves—these never existed! Nobody was killed in Srebrenica, and yet you journalists show pictures of corpses they are digging up. Is this any way for democratic countries to behave?” He patted my shoulder with theatrical warmth. “We’re saving Europe from the Muslims and you treat us like criminals?”

			I spent many hours trying to understand how Karadžić and his mentor, the Serbian dictator Slobodan Milošević, had convinced this guy and millions like him that what they saw with their own eyes never happened, that the most indisputably evil and despicable acts were the work of heroes, that the victims were aggressors and the aggressors were victims. I’d by then spent years in Eastern Europe and the Balkans and had witnessed the collapse of Communism and the withdrawal of Soviet troops, the rise of demagogues, and what raw animal instinct wrought in the trenches and villages on the Slavonian front between Croatia and Serbia. Years of disruption, decades of dictatorship, and centuries of despotism had done something to the people of this unlucky region, I told myself. These lies would never take root in a free society like my own.

			Yet they have. And my work now focuses on ensuring that we remain a free society, one that never goes down Bosnia’s path.

			

			—

			Our divisions flare up over policy flashpoints. In this book, I’ll show that the great hot-button political issues of our times have been shaped and are largely explained by the presence of the “American Nations,” our underlying regional cultures. Covering topics from abortion and health to gun violence and immigration, this book presents the hard data illustrating just how profoundly settlement patterns from two, three, and four centuries ago shape the world we live in today. This knowledge helps us to understand not only how and why these divisions exist but also the historical and sociocultural forces behind those differences, enabling us to find solutions that can bridge these divides.

			The extensive powers our constitution reserves for the states have given us “laboratories of democracy” that allow us to experiment with different approaches. Our data delivers some inescapable verdicts on which experiments are working and which are not. There is a clear pattern. Individualistic policy approaches—financing tax cuts by reducing public services, for instance—have reduced our health, safety, happiness, wealth, and longevity. Communitarian ones, which presume that social investments in shared goods like public parks, libraries, schools, universities, health insurance, or basic scientific research grants can improve individual lives, have had the opposite effect. Deteriorating social conditions, especially in regions with highly individualistic cultures, have created precisely the sort of environment where demagogues thrive. Here’s how my fellow Mainer Heather Cox Richardson, professor of history at Boston College, puts it, distilling the essence of Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism:

			
				Authoritarians rise when economic, social, political or religious change makes members of a formerly powerful group feel as if they have been left behind. Their frustration makes them vulnerable to leaders who promise to make them dominant again. A strongman downplays the real conditions that have created their problems and tells them that the only reason they have been dispossessed is that enemies have cheated them of power.[3]

			

			As I write later in this book, the single-minded pursuit of individual freedom is driving us to the brink of despotism. Chapters 2, 3, 5, 6, and 7 show how as they parse regional differences across five emotive issues: gun control, social and health spending, immigration and belonging, abortion, and climate change.

			Regional cultural and political traditions also differ on democracy itself. It’s not fully appreciated that some regions of our country were governed by ethnonationalist authoritarian regimes until the late 1960s—the Jim Crow South was a racial apartheid system backed by formal law and extrajudicial death squads—and, like fragile democracies the world over, are susceptible to counterrevolution. Chapter 4 reveals the mythic histories of the respective regions, which have differing implications regarding democracy, equality, diversity, and belonging. Chapters 8 and 9 relate the role the “American Nations” have played in the current authoritarian crisis, which started with the shock of the 2008 financial collapse, years before Trump stepped onto the political stage.

			Holding this Balkanized federation together has always required a shared vision, a national story of purpose and belonging. Ours is a truly amazing story, a people engaged in a common effort to create and maintain a society where humans can be truly and sustainably free.

			The American Experiment is the quest to ensure, in Abraham Lincoln’s words, that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the Earth. It includes the American Promise, that we are all created equal and should be treated as such. It’s also been contested from the outset by champions of a counternarrative that holds people as inherently unequal and believes that a superior subset should have dominion over all. After the end of the Cold War, many of our leaders told us history had ended, that America had “won,” and that, in a sense, the Experiment had come to a successful, triumphant conclusion. We stopped talking about it, stopped acting on its principles, and the Promise began to wither. We need that story now, in a form that speaks to twenty-first-century life. Chapter 10 provides an answer, informed by original research, polling, and in-depth qualitative interviews. We can fix our country and find a new birth of freedom.

			

			—

			Much of this work was undertaken at Nationhood Lab, the project I founded at the end of 2022 at the Pell Center for International Relations and Public Policy, the think tank at Salve Regina University in Newport, Rhode Island. Broadly speaking, Nationhood Lab studies the problems of U.S. nationhood and how to solve for them. In practice, we use the American Nations model to analyze past and present phenomena where regionalism is important in an effort to better describe and improve the situation. Ahead of the Semiquincentennial, the 250th birthday of the United States and the Declaration in 2026, we’ve focused on developing, testing, and deploying a renewed civic national story for the country, backed by historical understanding and hard, present-day data.

			For data analysis and visualizations, we’ve partnered with Motivf, an Alexandria, Virginia–based geospatial consultancy that incorporates cultural factors into its work; they created many of the maps and graphics within these covers. On health and social issues, I’ve collaborated with a shifting team of academic researchers across the country led by Ross Arena, a physiologist at the University of Illinois Chicago, and Nicolaas Pronk, president of the Minneapolis-based HealthPartners Institute, to produce an expanding corpus of peer-reviewed studies driven by the American Nations model. While we strive to maintain standards of academic rigor, Nationhood Lab is primarily focused on driving constructive change outside the academy’s walls, and I’ve shared portions of the research and analysis in articles in Politico, Smithsonian, the Washington Monthly, and other media outlets. If you find this book useful, I encourage you to follow our work online.
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				Nations

			
			“We in America are in reality a federation of sections rather than of states,” the eminent historian Frederick Jackson Turner concluded in a book he was still working on when his struggling heart finally gave out in 1932.

			In his youth, Turner had become perhaps the most famous academic on the continent on account of his frontier thesis of national unity, an essay that “went viral” in 1893 because it had offered Americans a story they wanted to hear. The frontier environment of the middle and, later, far west had remade those who settled it into Americans, an equality- and democracy-loving people with a can-do attitude and republican spirit. Not long after publishing his thesis, however, Turner realized there was something wrong. His research of county-level data—on economic activity, ethnic geography, church membership, and election returns—showed the various parts of the middle west had been settled by distinct streams of settlers—“ ‘bowie knife southerners,’ ‘cow-milking Yankee Puritans,’ ‘beer-drinking Germans,’ ‘wild Irishmen’ ”—and they hadn’t become more alike over time. In fact, they’d remained noticeably different in their political behavior, ideological outlook, and social organization. This perplexed Turner, who, like most academics of the age, was a devotee of Charles Darwin’s exciting theories about environmental selection. Surely there must be a hidden geographical or ecological explanation for these persistent differences, Turner thought, and he spent the last thirty years of his life trying unsuccessfully to find them.[1]

			In the end, he’d begun to accept what the facts had been telling him. The primitive conditions of the North American interior hadn’t broken down the varied cultural heritages of the old colonies to the east. The settlers had very much retained their habits, beliefs, customs, values, and ideals. They’d reproduced their political and social institutions on “the frontier,” expanding their cultures across the continent and assimilating those who came later. The regions, he wrote at one point, “may be likened to the shadowy image of the European nation, to the European state denatured of its toxic qualities.” In that, he was half right.[2]

			

			—

			As American Nations demonstrated, our abiding divisions stem from the fact that the original clusters of North American colonies were settled by people from distinct regions of the British Isles—and from France, the Netherlands, and Spain—each with their own religious, political, and ethnographic characteristics. For generations, these discrete Euro-American cultures developed in remarkable isolation from one another, consolidating their own cherished principles and fundamental values and expanding across the eastern half of the continent in nearly exclusive settlement bands.[3]

			Some of these “nations” championed individualism, others utopian social reform. Some believed themselves guided by divine purpose, others espoused freedom of conscience and inquiry. Some embraced an Anglo-Protestant identity, others ethnic and religious pluralism. Some valued equality and democratic participation, others deference to a traditional aristocratic order modeled on the slave states of classical antiquity. Throughout the colonial period and the Early Republic, they saw themselves as competitors—for land, settlers, and capital—and even as enemies, taking opposing sides in the English Civil War, the American Revolution, and the War of 1812. Nearly all of these regional cultures would consider leaving the Union in the eighty-year period after Yorktown, and two went to war to do so in the 1860s.
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			Despite centuries of domestic migration, foreign immigration, technological change, and economic integration, these regional cultures’ deep underlying characteristics remain with us today. You might well ask how that could possibly be when it would make perfect sense that they would have blended together by now, or been diluted or erased by later migration and immigration patterns and populations. Cultural geographers were asking precisely the same questions decades ago. Wilbur Zelinsky of Pennsylvania State University provided a compelling answer in 1973, when he formulated a theory he called the Doctrine of First Effective Settlement. “Whenever an empty territory undergoes settlement, or an earlier population is dislodged by invaders, the specific characteristics of the first group able to effect a viable, self-perpetuating society are of crucial significance for the later social and cultural geography of the area, no matter how tiny the initial band of settlers may have been,” Zelinsky wrote. “Thus, in terms of lasting impact, the activities of a few hundred, or even a few score, initial colonizers can mean much more for the cultural geography of a place than the contributions of tens of thousands of new immigrants a few generations later.” Founding settler-colonizers lay down the cultural DNA for the society, the core ideas, practices, and institutions, the historical and mythic memories, symbols, and beliefs that together constitute what anthropologists define as culture. Cultures change over time, to be sure, but broad outlines remain over decades and centuries, be it a nation of Japanese or Icelanders, Zulu or Marshallese, Québécois or Deep Southerners. The Dutch may be all but extinct in the lower Hudson Valley—and the landed aristocracy may have lost control of the Chesapeake country—but their legacy remains, built into social and political institutions and the fabric of daily life.[4]

			
				
				[image: Map titled 'The Eastern Nations 1776–1850' showing regional cultures in eastern North America, including Yankeedom, New Netherland, The Midlands, Tidewater, Greater Appalachia, Deep South, and New France (Québec, Acadia, Louisiana). Political boundaries from 1850 and settled areas from 1776 are marked, with arrows indicating migration patterns.]
			

			
				
				[image: Map titled 'El Norte 1560–1830' showing Spanish settled areas in 1830 across the southwestern United States and northern Mexico. Locations include Monterrey (1560), Saltillo (1577), El Paso (1659), Santa Fe (1607), and San Diego (1761), among others, with settlement dates marked. Arrows indicate migration and settlement routes.]
			

			

			—

			The point of all this is that there’s never been an America, but rather several Americas, wrestling with one another over the destiny of our shared federation. Today’s North America includes nine major regional cultures that are located primarily within the current borders of the United States plus four smaller “enclaves” that are the U.S. portions of regional cultures that are primarily located in Canada, the Caribbean, Greenland, and Oceania. These enclaves have had far less influence over the course of U.S. history—indeed, all are located on territories that didn’t become part of the union until the nineteenth or twentieth centuries—but they’re essential to understanding state-level phenomena. There’s also the District of Columbia itself, an entity created by the federal government that isn’t part of any of the other regional cultures but whose presence has helped trigger the rapid disintegration of what had once been the most powerful of all these stateless “nations.”

			These American Nations, if you will, are as follows:

			[image: ]

			Yankeedom

			
				Population (2020): 55 million

				Density: 157 per square mile

				Demographics: 72 percent white, 9 percent Black, 9 percent Hispanic, 4 percent Asian; 9.3 percent foreign-born

				Orientation: Aggressively communitarian

				States dominated: Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota

			

			Founded on the shores of Massachusetts Bay by radical Calvinists as a new Zion, since the outset, the nation I call Yankeedom has put great emphasis on perfecting earthly society through social engineering, individual self-denial for the common good, and the aggressive assimilation of outsiders. It has prized education, intellectual achievement, community (rather than individual) empowerment, and broad citizen participation in politics and government, the latter viewed as the public’s shield against the machinations of grasping aristocrats, corporations, and would-be tyrants. From its New England core, it has spread with its settlers westward across upper New York State; the northern strips of Pennsylvania, Ohio, Illinois, and Iowa; parts of the eastern Dakotas; northward into the upper Great Lakes states; and eastward across much of the Canadian Maritimes.

			The early Puritans believed they had a covenant with God, that they were a chosen people tasked with creating a more perfect society here on Earth, a “city upon a hill,” a beacon for humanity to follow in troubled times. From the beginning, they attempted to accomplish this through collective institutions, with the common good invariably taking precedence over individual freedom when the two came into conflict. The point of the New England experiment was to maintain the freedom of the community, which to the region’s founders meant remaining ever vigilant against the formation of an aristocracy, which in turn demanded restraint on the avarice of individuals.

			Early Yankees tended to settle areas not as individuals, but as family units traveling in groups of friends and neighbors, sometimes as a “village on the move,” often led by their Puritan, Congregational, or Presbyterian preacher. On arriving at the frontier—eastern Massachusetts in the early seventeenth century, western New York a half-century later, the Western Reserve of Ohio in the late eighteenth century, or Michigan in the early nineteenth—they divided the land nearly equally among themselves, levied taxes, and promptly constructed a public school, meetinghouse, and common pasture. Each town was, from the outset, a tiny republic unto itself, wherein elected committees decided everything from where the public roads, churches, town greens, and schoolhouses would be located to how to levy, collect, and spend taxes, and how best to raise and organize the militia. The local church congregation was also completely self-governing, with no external hierarchy to which to report. Whereas in other regions, counties held considerable power and towns had little if any, in New England and much of Yankeedom, counties had few powers at all so as to confound the emergence of unaccountable political forces. To this day, many small towns in New England maintain a town-meeting form of government, where the people themselves assemble as a legislature to vote on all substantive decisions directly. Government, to the Yankee mind, was conceived not as the enemy, but rather as an extension of its citizenry.

			Indeed, Yankees would come to have faith in government and public institutions to a degree that was unimaginable to the people of other regions. Government, New Englanders believed from the outset, could defend the public good from the selfish machinations of moneyed interests. It could enforce community standards through the prohibition or regulation of undesirable activities, from adultery and swearing in the sixteenth century to slavery and drinking in the nineteenth. It could create a better society through public spending on infrastructure and schools. Even the pursuit of profit—a subject with which the Yankee elite was obsessed—was conceived as being not a private endeavor but a civic responsibility, part of the continuing duty of building the New Zion promised by the Puritan founder John Winthrop in the sermon he gave on his people’s departure from England in 1630. “We must be knit together in this work as one man,” Winthrop preached. “We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of other’s necessities…uphold a familiar Commerce together…delight in each other, make other’s conditions our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our Commission and Community in the work, our Community as members of the same body.”[5]

			Here was a society that prized the common good, distrusted the selfish motivations of individuals, and aspired to lead America and the world.
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			New Netherland

			
				Population (2020): 18.8 million

				Density: 3,430 per square mile

				Demographics: 43 percent white, 25 percent Hispanic, 15 percent Black, 12 percent Asian; 28 percent foreign-born

				Orientation: Aggressively communitarian

				States dominated: New Jersey

				States controlled: New York

			

			Established by the Dutch at a time when the Netherlands was the most sophisticated society in the western world, the regional culture I call New Netherland has displayed its salient characteristics throughout its history: a global commercial trading culture—multiethnic, multireligious, and materialistic—with a profound tolerance for diversity and an unflinching commitment to the freedom of inquiry and conscience. Today it comprises greater New York City, including northern New Jersey, western Long Island, and the Lower Hudson Valley. Like seventeenth-century Amsterdam, it emerged as a leading global center of publishing, trade, and finance; a magnet for immigrants and a refuge for those persecuted by other regional cultures, from Sephardim who moved there in the seventeenth century to gays, feminists, and bohemians in the early twentieth. Not particularly democratic or concerned with great moral questions—it tolerated slavery and defended the Deep South until the 1861 attack on federal troops at Fort Sumter—it nonetheless has found itself in alliance with Yankeedom in defense of a shared commitment to public-sector institutions and a rejection of Evangelical prescriptions for individual behavior.

			The early New Netherlanders, to a remarkable degree, struck a balance between individualistic aspirations and the common good. Theirs was a colony founded, owned, and ruled by a corporation, the Dutch West India Company, and it was organized to earn profits for its shareholders. When some of its early directors tried to rule as authoritarian bosses, treating its polyglot inhabitants as employees, the citizenry would have none of it. The “establishment of an arbitrary government among us,” nineteen leading residents wrote in a 1653 protest, “crushed our spirits and disheartened us in our labors and our callings so that we, being in a wilderness, are unable to promote the good of the country with the same zeal and inclination as before.” Dutch authorities, they insisted, had the duty “to promote the welfare of their subjects” and, therefore, had to uphold the civil liberties of “every freeborn man” against the company’s governor.[6] They won the day.

			Unlike the Puritans of New England, the New Netherlanders didn’t expect much self-government. There were no representative assemblies and, for much of the Dutch period, no municipal governments. But they did insist that whatever government they did have should provide for the common good. Their successful protest against the authoritarian rule of the West India Company argued that without change “this country will never flourish.” In 1653, they won the right to establish a municipal government and immediately undertook a series of public works projects, including building a wall against the English (where Wall Street now lies), paving the streets with cobblestones, digging a proper canal through the middle of the settlement, and constructing a wharf to serve the oceangoing ships upon which the colony’s prosperity depended. A series of laws were passed that coerced individuals on behalf of the common good: Thatch roofs had to be replaced with tiles (to prevent major fires in the densely packed town), and street-front chicken coops and pig sties had to be removed (for aesthetic and health reasons). As New York grew in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, public works and ordinances became all the more essential to maintaining safety and prosperity in an increasingly crowded city.

			More important, they constrained their government with strong and explicit protections of individual liberties, which they believed to be their birthright. The 1653 protesters asserted their rights as “freeborn” men to assemble and to protest against the company boss’s violations of property rights. When England conquered New Netherland—first in 1664 and permanently in 1674—its people managed to negotiate guarantees for a long list of individual liberties: protections against the arbitrary seizure of property and the quartering of troops in homes, guarantees of trial by jury, and freedom of religion. In the aftermath of the American Revolution, residents of the New Netherland section of New York spearheaded the passage of a state law granting additional rights, including free elections, freedom of speech for legislators, and the guarantee that any new taxes could be imposed by only the people’s legislative representatives. Not surprisingly, it was New York’s representatives that insisted on the inclusion of a Bill of Rights in the proposed U.S. Constitution. A multireligious society with a tradition of free presses and a historical experience of foreign occupation and authoritarian-minded corporate governors, New Netherlanders were—and remain—attuned to the importance of protecting civil liberties in maintaining a free society.

			Finally, New Netherland was, perhaps more than any other colonial culture, a socioeconomically mobile society. At a time when social status in most colonies was largely determined by birth, mid-seventeenth-century New Netherland’s local elite were self-made men. The first Vanderbilt (Jan Aertsen Van der Bilt) was an indentured servant, but he begat one of the wealthiest families in history. The founder of the Van Cortlandt dynasty arrived as a soldier, took up carpentry, and eventually became the city’s mayor. The Van Burens started as tenant farmers. Frederick Philipse rose from humble butcher to the city’s richest man, with a slave plantation in Barbados and a land holding encompassing much of Westchester County. The notion that, with hard work and dedication, any white male might climb to the top of the heap in a single lifetime took hold in the colony’s capital and never let go.[7]

			As members of a highly mobile, outwardly oriented trading society, New Netherlanders have long recognized the need to have both a competent government that looked out for the common good and clear protections for the freedom of the individuals living under it. Do “not force people’s consciences, but allow everyone to have his own belief, as long as he behaves quietly and legally, gives no offense to his neighbors and does not oppose the government,” Governor Peter Stuyvesant was directed in 1663 by his superiors in Holland. “Your province…would be benefited by it.”[8]
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			Midlands

			
				Population (2020): 38.4 million

				Density: 128 per square mile

				Demographics: 69 percent white, 12 percent Black, 10 percent Hispanic, 4 percent Asian; 9 percent foreign-born

				Orientation: Passively communitarian

				States dominated: Pennsylvania, Iowa, Nebraska, Kansas

				States controlled: Maryland, Delaware, Missouri

			

			The Midlands, America’s great swing region, was founded by English Quakers, who believed in humans’ inherent goodness and welcomed people of many nations and creeds to their utopian colonies on the shores of Delaware Bay. Pluralistic and organized around the middle class, the Midlands spawned the culture of Middle America and the Heartland, where ethnic and ideological purity have never been a priority, government has been seen as an unwelcome intrusion, and political opinion has been moderate, even apathetic. An ethnic mosaic from the start—it had a German, rather than British, majority at the time of the Revolution—it shares the Yankee belief that society should be organized to benefit ordinary people, but rejects top-down government intervention. From its cultural hearth in southeastern Pennsylvania, southern New Jersey, and northern Delaware and Maryland, Midland culture spread through central Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois; northern Missouri; most of Iowa; Southern Ontario; and the eastern halves of South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas, sharing the border cities of Chicago (with Yankeedom) and greater St. Louis (with Greater Appalachia).

			Like Yankeedom, the Midlands got its start as a utopian project, but one with an entirely different character. With their optimistic take on human nature, William Penn and the early Quaker founders saw little need to coerce individuals to act for the greater good. Indeed, the Quakers themselves were opposed to authority and hierarchy, refusing to address gentlemen and nobles with their honorific titles or to doff their hats to them. As pacifists, they would eventually lose control of the colony’s government for their refusal to undertake the most basic of government functions: the defense of the colony from destruction (in their case, from an Indian attack that threatened Philadelphia itself). Whereas early Yankee towns were nucleated to buttress community unity, cohesion, and discipline, Penn allowed colonists to settle in separate tracts, resulting in a dispersed pattern of farms. Settlers from a particular religious sect or part of the world—Welsh, Mennonites, or German Palatines—were allowed to form their own communities and actively practice and preserve their separate ways. In his original constitution for Pennsylvania, Penn vested great power in a large annual legislative assembly and very little in the governor, reflecting the egalitarian structure of the Quakers’ meetings. Order was expected to come naturally as the result of each person observing the Golden Rule: to do unto others as you would have done to yourself. Government was relatively weak, and Pennsylvania’s taxation rates were among the lowest in colonial America.[9]

			The underlying ethos of the Midlander colonies was egalitarian. Family farms were the primary driver of their rapidly growing economy and the home to most of their population. There were very few large-scale farms. In the 1760s, the average farm size was just 125 acres in southeastern Pennsylvania and in New Jersey, the southern half of which was settled by Midlanders, during a time when most plantations in the South Carolina lowlands measured between 500 and 1,000 acres. Laws encouraged equal partition of estates, discouraging the formation of a Midlander aristocracy.[10]

			Here was a community-minded society distrustful of strong government, a nation where people assumed the best in others and, therefore, could do without one. If the Midlander ethos were to be stated in a single sentence, it would be: “Government, leave our communities alone to get on with building a better place together.”

			[image: ]

			Tidewater

			
				Population (2020): 13.2 million

				Density: 293 per square mile

				Demographics: 52 percent white, 25 percent Black, 12 percent Hispanic, 6 percent Asian; 12.5 percent foreign-born

				Orientation: Aggressively communitarian (today)

				States dominated: Virginia

			

			Built by the younger sons of southern English gentry, Tidewater was meant to reproduce the semifeudal manorial society of the countryside they’d left behind, where economic, political, and social affairs were run by and for landed aristocrats. These self-identified “Cavaliers” largely succeeded in their aims, turning the lowlands of Virginia, Maryland, southern Delaware, and northeastern North Carolina into a country gentleman’s paradise, with indentured servants and, later, slaves taking the role of the peasantry. Tidewater was, for the first 350 years of its existence, fundamentally conservative, with a high value placed on respect for authority and tradition and very little on equality or public participation in politics.

			The society that took hold in the Chesapeake country in the aftermath of the English Civil War is best described as hierarchically libertarian, a liberal autocracy not unlike that which was taking shape back in England as the divine right of kings was discredited. Landed gentlemen—many aspiring to nobility—had a near-monopoly control over property, power, religious institutions, and the law. They were the masters of their estates, the “heads” with the intellect and wisdom to control the “hands” of their lessers: wives and children, laborers and servants, paupers and slaves. They enjoyed “liberties”—that is, privileges—that others did not, including the avoidance of taxes and corporal punishment and the ability to stand for public office. These came, however, with the responsibility to guide society, to provide for one’s inferiors, and, later, to uphold liberal republican principles. Fast forward to the Early Republic, and the region was crawling with gentlemen aristocrats—Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, and James Madison among them—whose educations had inculcated them with Enlightenment ideas about rational inquiry, the universalism of humanity, and the natural rights of humans, sitting on their English-style manor estates worked by enslaved people.

			Tidewater was the most powerful nation in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the birthplace of eight of our first twelve presidents and the source of many of the aristocratic inflections in our constitutional arrangements, from the Electoral College to the U.S. Senate (whose members were chosen by legislators, not the people, until 1913). Today it is a nation in rapid decline, its distinctiveness vanishing at an accelerating speed since the mid-1960s. Cultures have incredible staying power—Byzantium collapsed in 1453 and the Ottoman Empire in 1922, but their religious, civil, and sociological influences can be felt across a great swath of Eurasia today—but Tidewater’s may not be with us much longer. This is a result of two developments. First, in the late colonial era, Tidewater was boxed out of westward expansion by its boisterous Appalachian neighbors, leaving it sandwiched between regions whose relative power and influence grew over time. Then, in December 1800, in an interregional compromise, Congress moved the seat of the federal government from Philadelphia to a new federal zone straddling the Tidewater-Midlands border.

			At first, Washington, a sad, artificial city laid out on the swampy shores of the Potomac, was no threat to its cultural surroundings, and the U.S. Navy’s presence at the old Royal Navy anchorage in Hampton Roads, Virginia, even less so. But the federal government and national security establishment grew dramatically during the New Deal, World War I, and, especially, the Cold War, sucking in hundreds of thousands and eventually millions of people from other regions of the country to the Tidewater suburbs surrounding the District of Columbia and Norfolk and Newport News, the site of what had become the world’s largest naval base. Trillions of dollars in annual federal spending have allowed millions of people to live economic, social, and cultural lives without reference to Tidewater norms for several generations. Over the past twenty years, it has reached a tipping point. Tidewater—wealthy, diverse, and highly educated—is now a progressive region, and not just in the deep “blue” suburbs around DC but, in recent years, across southern Maryland, suburban Richmond, southeastern Virginia, northwestern North Carolina, and even the lower Delmarva Peninsula, the conservative bastion from which Frederick Douglass and Harriet Tubman escaped slavery.

			Throughout Nations Apart, you’ll see evidence of this profound cultural shift in polls, election results, and other data. I doubt anyone will recognize Tidewater at the end of this century. Something new will have taken its place.
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			Greater Appalachia

			
				Population (2020): 61.5 million

				Density: 117 per square mile

				Demographics: 68 percent white, 12 percent Hispanic, 11 percent Black, 3 percent Asian; 8.2 percent foreign-born

				Orientation: Aggressively individualistic

				States dominated: West Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, Arkansas, Indiana, Oklahoma

			

			Founded in the early eighteenth century by wave upon wave of rough, bellicose settlers from the war-ravaged borderlands of Northern Ireland, northern England, and the Scottish Lowlands, Greater Appalachia has often been lampooned as the home of rednecks, hillbillies, and white trash. In reality, it is a transplanted culture that formed in a state of near-constant warfare and upheaval, characterized by a warrior ethic and a deep commitment to personal sovereignty and individual liberty. From southwestern Pennsylvania, its bearers spread down the Appalachian Mountains and out into the southern tiers of Ohio, Indiana, and Illinois, the Arkansas and Missouri Ozarks, the eastern two-thirds of Oklahoma, and on down to the Hill Country of Texas, clashing with Indians, Yankees, and Mexicans along the way. Intensely suspicious of lowland aristocrats and Yankee social engineers alike, Greater Appalachia’s people have shifted alliances based on whoever appeared to be the greatest threat to their freedom; since Reconstruction and, especially, the upheavals of the 1960s, the region has been in alliance with the Deep South in an effort to undo the federal government’s ability to overrule local preferences.

			Generations of Americans have been raised with the myth that our country was founded by highly individualistic frontiersmen, men in coonskin caps and—later—cowboy hats who survived and prospered based on their bravery, hard work, and self-sufficiency. Living in log cabins, defending their families from Indians with their own weapons and courage, they neither sought nor relied on government assistance or the comforts of cities. While this account is entirely untrue for much of what is now the United States, it is an accurate description of much of the Greater Appalachian frontier, which was dangerous, far removed from the centers of government, and populated by people who treasured their individual liberty and were suspicious of ordering institutions of any kind.

			The Scots-Irish and other borderland settlers embraced an extreme libertarian definition of freedom: the right to rule oneself with as little intrusion by law enforcement, courts, and other political institutions as possible. They practiced an “eye for an eye” form of justice in which a wronged party was expected to punish his transgressor himself. As a backcountry proverb brought from North Britain put it, “Every man should be a sheriff on his own hearth”; the corollary to this, as historian David Hackett Fischer has pointed out, was that government institutions, including the actual sheriffs, had relatively little to do. Vigilantes and lynch mobs—the latter named for one Charles Lynch, who dispensed frontier justice upon loyalists in Virginia’s Appalachian region in 1789—were socially accepted well into the mid-twentieth century. Settlements were few and far between for much of the colonial period—the settlers preferring to live on isolated homesteads—and schools, courts, libraries, and other public institutions were correspondingly rare. Leaders—the local elite—relied on their reputations rather than social rank to attract a personal following, usually by having displayed bravery and decisiveness. The inhabitants of this region neither sought nor received much from their governments, and wished to keep it that way.

			Moreover, Greater Appalachians were willing to stand up for their rights, even against powerful opponents. Throughout the colonial era, much of the region was part of one or another colony controlled by the Tidewater or Deep Southern aristocracies. These oligarchs—hierarchical in their thinking and contemptuous of the “baser people” of the mountainous backcountry—refused to give their Appalachian subjects proper representation in the legislatures and passed taxation policies that shifted the burden from wealthy planters to impoverished farmers and herdsman. In North Carolina during the 1760s, Tidewater counties received ten times the per capita legislative representation as the state’s ample and rapidly growing Appalachian sections; the backcountry settlers reacted by forming bands of “Regulators” who seized control of their region for three years, beating lawyers, sacking courthouses, and expelling tax collectors, until they were put down in a pitched battle with Tidewater militia. Similar resistance movements formed across the Appalachian frontier, and during the Revolution, pent-up grievances fueled a horrific civil war in the Carolinas and Georgia with frequent atrocities on both sides. Life on the frontier was, right into the nineteenth century, strikingly reminiscent of that of the war-torn British borderlands from which the region’s settlers had come.

			The region’s religious heritage buttressed its individualism. When the Second Great Awakening spread across the American frontiers in the years after the American Revolution, millions of Americans embraced novel religious forms, inventing new Protestant sects and weakening the established churches—Anglican, Puritan Congregational, Presbyterian, and Quaker—that had been brought from Europe. But while Yankee frontiersmen created collectivist religions aiming to fashion more perfect earthly societies—Millerism, Mormonism, Seventh-Day Adventism—Greater Appalachia’s people embraced individualistic creeds—Southern Baptist, Southern Methodist, and a wide range of other iconoclastic evangelical Christian forms—whereby each person might meet God personally, be spoken to by Him or his son, and be guided without the mediation of institutions, a clerical hierarchy, or literary interpretation. In Greater Appalachia—and indeed among the non-elite of the Deep South—the emphasis has been not on improving this world, but on one’s personal salvation in the hereafter.

			Unruly, populist, and highly libertarian, Greater Appalachia has historically been a cauldron for individualistic political efforts, be it in the Regulator movement or the Tea Party one.
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			Deep South

			
				Population (2020): 45.6 million

				Density: 148 per square mile

				Demographics: 52 percent white, 24 percent Black, 16 percent Hispanic, 3 percent Asian; 10.4 percent foreign-born

				Orientation: Aggressively individualistic

				States dominated: South Carolina, Alabama, Mississippi

				States controlled: Georgia, Florida

			

			Established by English slave lords from Barbados as a West Indies–style slave society, the Deep South has been a bastion of white supremacy, aristocratic privilege, and a version of classical Republicanism modeled on the slave states of the ancient world, where democracy was the privilege of the few and enslavement the natural lot of the many.

			The Barbadians who landed in the 1670s in what was then still called Carolina in the West Indies cherished their own individual liberty and maximized it by taking freedom away from most everyone else. They loved John Locke, the seventeenth-century philosopher who made his mark providing a theory that justified aristocratic rebellions to protect their interests from the Crown at a time when the latter was the only real force standing in the way of the gentry’s effort to end medieval obligations to the commoners who had worked their manors. Indeed, Locke wrote the first Carolina constitution, which stipulated that “every freeman of Carolina shall have absolute power and authority over his negro slaves” and created a hereditary serf caste obliged to obey a hereditary titled nobility. It was an oligarchy, a government by and for those on top, and has remained so to one degree or another ever since.[11]

			“It is a great and dangerous error to suppose that all people are equally entitled to liberty,” the South Carolina Senator John C. Calhoun proclaimed in 1851, summing up the Deep Southern elite’s point of view. “It is a reward to be earned, not a blessing to be gratuitously lavished on all alike—a reward reserved for the intelligent, the patriotic, the virtuous and deserving—and not a boon to be bestowed on a people too ignorant, degraded and vicious, to be capable either of appreciating or of enjoying it.” This system didn’t betray republican values, the South Carolina Governor James Henry Hammond asserted in 1845. “In the slave-holding States, however, nearly one-half of the whole population and those the poorest and most ignorant, have no political influence whatever, because they are slaves,” he wrote. “Hence, slavery is truly the ‘cornerstone’ and foundation of every well-designed and durable ‘Republican edifice.’ ”[12]

			From its Charleston beachhead, the Deep South spread apartheid and authoritarianism across the Southern lowlands, ultimately encompassing most of South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, Florida, and Louisiana, plus western Tennessee and southeastern Arkansas, Texas, and North Carolina. In the antebellum period, its leaders had extensive territorial ambitions in Latin America, wanting to annex most of Mexico, Central America, and the Spanish Caribbean to form a slaveholding empire. When these ambitions were frustrated and it became clear the population of the antislavery regions would continue to outpace theirs, they created their own slaveholder’s confederation, fired on federal troops, and, backed by reluctant allies in Tidewater, led Americans into a horrific civil war that left 700,000 people dead.

			Even after its slave and caste systems were dismantled by outside intervention and internal uprisings, its leaders have continued to fight for rollbacks of federal power, reductions of taxes on capital and the wealthy, and diminished environmental, labor, and consumer safety protections. It is the least democratically minded of the regions, with a history of authoritarian one-party rule and the suppression of dissent. It forged an uneasy “Dixie” coalition with Appalachia and Tidewater in the 1870s and has remained locked in an epic battle with Yankeedom and its Left Coast and New Netherland allies for the future of the continent.
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			El Norte

			
				Population (2020): 34.4 million

				Density: 147 per square mile

				Demographics: 47 percent Hispanic, 34 percent white, 9 percent Asian, 5 percent Black; 23.1 percent foreign-born

				Orientation: Passively communitarian

				States dominated: Arizona

				States controlled: New Mexico, California

			

			The oldest of the Euro-American nations, El Norte dates back to the late sixteenth century, when the Spanish Empire founded Monterrey, Saltillo, and other outposts in what are now the Mexican-American borderlands. Today this resurgent culture spreads from the current frontier for a hundred miles or more in both directions, taking in south and west Texas, southern California and the Imperial Valley, southern Arizona, most of New Mexico, parts of Colorado, and the six northernmost Mexican states. Most Americans are aware that the region is a place apart, where Hispanic language, culture, and societal norms dominate; few realize that among Mexicans, norteños have a reputation for being more independent, self-sufficient, adaptable, and work-centered than their central and southern countrymen. Long a hotbed of democratic reform and revolutionary settlement, various parts of the region have tried to secede from Mexico to form independent buffer states between the two federations. Today it has come to resemble Germany during the Cold War: a single people with a common culture separated from one another by a large wall.

			Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Spain, unlike England and the Netherlands, was an unenlightened, unreconstructed despotism, a centralized monarchy wherein neither the mother country nor its staggering array of American colonies had any representative legislative bodies of any sort. Trade and manufacturing were highly regulated, with special licenses required to engage in most activities—if they were permitted at all—and prices were fixed by central officials. Most of El Norte, the far-flung frontier of New Spain’s already far-flung Mexican viceroyalty, was settled as if it were a lunar base: by militarized missions of farmers, ranchers, servants, and soldiers sent to establish remote installations. Most of the region was ruled by military officers or other outsiders appointed by the distant bureaucracy.[13]

			Even when Mexico became independent in 1821, the parts of El Norte that are now in the United States all lacked full statehood and, thus, institutions of self-government. Under Mexico’s 1836 constitution, state legislatures were eliminated, state governors were appointed in Mexico City, and only the wealthy were allowed to stand for
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