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INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

DIVERSE DEMOCRACY AND ITS DISCONTENTS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE RISE OF THE PESSIMISTS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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