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Imitation and its Discontents


We are all born originals – why is it so many of us die copies?

Edward Young



The future was better yesterday. We used to believe that the year 1989 divided ‘the past from the future almost as clearly as the Berlin wall divided the East from the West’.1 We had ‘trouble imagining a world that is radically better than our own, or a future that is not essentially democratic and capitalist’.2 That is not the way we think today. Most of us now have trouble imagining a future, even in the West, that remains securely democratic and liberal.

When the Cold War ended, hopes for liberal capitalist democracy spreading globally were high.3 The geopolitical stage seemed set for a performance not unlike George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion, an optimistic and didactic play in which a professor of phonetics, over a short period of time, succeeds in teaching a poor flower girl to speak like the Queen and feel at home in polite company.

Having prematurely celebrated the integration of the East into the West, interested observers eventually realized that the spectacle before them was not playing out as expected.4 It was as if, instead of watching a performance of Pygmalion, the world ended up with a theatrical adaptation of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, a pessimistic and didactic novel about a man who decided to play God by assembling replicas of human body parts into a humanoid creature. The defective monster felt doomed to loneliness, invisibility and rejection. And envying the unattainable happiness of its creator, it turned violently against the latter’s friends and family, laying their world to waste, leaving only remorse and heartbreak as legacies of a misguided experiment in human self-duplication.

How liberalism ended up the victim of its heralded success in the Cold War is the story this book aims to tell. Superficially, the fault lay with a series of profoundly destabilizing political events: the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center in New York, the second Iraq War, the 2008 financial crisis, Russia’s annexation of Crimea and intervention in Eastern Ukraine, the impotence of the West as Syria descended into a humanitarian nightmare, the 2015 migration crisis in Europe, the Brexit referendum, and the election of Donald Trump. Liberal democracy’s post-Cold War afterglow has also been dimmed by the Chinese economic miracle, orchestrated by a political leadership that is unapologetically neither liberal nor democratic. Attempts to salvage the good name of liberal democracy by contrasting it favourably with non-Western autocracy have been undercut by the feckless violation of liberal norms, as in the torture of prisoners, and the evident malfunctioning of democratic institutions inside the West itself. Tellingly, how democracies atrophy and perish has become the question that most preoccupies liberal scholars today.5

The very ideal of ‘an open society’, too, has lost its once-fêted lustre.6 For many disillusioned citizens, openness to the world now suggests more grounds for anxiety than for hope. When the Berlin Wall was toppled, there were only sixteen border fences in the world. Now there are sixty-five fortified perimeters either completed or under construction. According to Quebec University expert Elisabeth Vallet, almost a third of the world’s countries are rearing barriers along their borders.7 The three decades following 1989 turned out to be an ‘inter-mural period’, a brief barricade-free interval between the dramatic breaching of the Berlin Wall, exciting utopian fantasies of a borderless world, and a global craze of wall-building, with cement and barbed-wire barriers embodying existential (if sometimes imaginary) fears.

Most Europeans and Americans today also believe that the lives of their children will be less prosperous and fulfilling than their own.8 Public faith in democracy is plummeting and long-established political parties are disintegrating or being crowded out by amorphous political movements and populist strongmen, putting into question the willingness of organized political forces to fight for democracy’s survival in times of crisis.9 Spooked by the phantom of large-scale migration, electorates in parts of Europe and America are increasingly drawn to xenophobic rhetoric, authoritarian leaders and militarized borders. Rather than believing that the future will be uplifted by the liberal ideas radiating out of the West, they fear that 21st-century history will be afflicted by the millions of people streaming into it.10 Once extolled as a bulwark against tyranny, human rights are now routinely accused of limiting the ability of democracies to fight terrorism effectively. Fears for liberalism’s survival are so acute that references to William Butler Yeats’s ‘The Second Coming’, written in 1919 in the wake of one of the deadliest conflicts in human history, became an almost obligatory refrain for political commentators in 2016.11 A century after Yeats wrote them, these words are now the mantra of apprehensive defenders of liberal democracy worldwide: ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; / Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.’

In his memoir The World as It Is, Ben Rhodes, Barack Obama’s closest aide and personal friend, confides that, on the day Obama left the White House, the worry that haunted him most was: ‘What if we were wrong?’12 The uncertainty was not ‘What went wrong?’ or ‘Who acted wrongly?’ Nor was Hillary Clinton’s ‘What happened?’ the most urgent mystery to solve. Obama’s more troubling query was: ‘What if we were wrong?’ That is, what if liberals had misinterpreted the nature of the post-Cold War period? ‘What if we were wrong?’ is the right question and the one we have set out to answer in this book.

For the two of us, it is also an acutely personal question. The older of the two, the American, was born a year after the Cold War began and learned in high school that the just-erected Wall was an incarnation of intolerance and tyranny. The younger one, the Bulgarian, was born on the other side of the East–West divide some four years after the Wall went up, and grew up believing that tearing down walls was a pathway to political liberty and individual freedom.

While our backgrounds are different, both of us lived for years in the shadow of the Wall and its dramatically televised demolition turned out to be the defining moment in our political and intellectual lives. First the Berlin Wall and then its absence have indelibly marked our political thinking. The illusion that the end of the Cold War was the beginning of an Age of Liberalism and Democracy was our illusion too.

This book represents our attempt to understand not only why we were once ready to embrace this illusion but also how to think about a world onto which a high tide of illiberal and anti-democratic ‘anarchy’ has now been so ominously loosed.

THE SENSE OF AN ENDING

Three decades ago, in 1989, a US State Department official pithily captured the spirit of the time. Writing a few months before the Germans would joyfully dance on the sledge-hammered remains of the Berlin Wall, he proclaimed the Cold War effectively over. The comprehensive victory of liberalism over communism had been sealed by a decade of economic and political reforms initiated in China by Deng Xiaoping and in the Soviet Union by Mikhail Gorbachev. The elimination of ‘the Marxist-Leninist alternative to liberal democracy’, Francis Fukuyama argued, signalled ‘the total exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to Western liberalism’. Having been crowned by Marxists as the culmination of ‘History’ in the Hegelian sense, communism was suddenly demoted to ‘history’ in the American sense of something of negligible significance. ‘Western liberal democracy’, under these circumstances, could be called ‘the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution’. After the downfall of ‘the fascist and communist dictatorships of this century, the only form of government that has survived intact to the end of the twentieth century has been liberal democracy’. Because ‘the basic principles of the liberal-democratic state’ were ‘absolute and could not be improved upon’, the sole task left to accomplish for liberal reformers was ‘extending those principles spatially, such that the various provinces of human civilization were brought up to the level of its most advanced outposts’. Fukuyama maintained that liberalism ‘would eventually become victorious throughout the world’. But his real point was that no ‘ideologies which claimed to be more advanced than liberalism’ could hereafter arise.13

What did the recognition of capitalist democracy as the final stage of mankind’s political development mean in practice? Fukuyama was somewhat evasive on this point. But his argument undoubtedly implied that Western-style liberal democracy was the only viable ideal towards which reformers everywhere should strive. When he wrote that the last ‘beacon for illiberal forces’ had been extinguished by Chinese and Soviet reformers, he meant that America’s liberal beacon alone was lighting mankind’s pathway to the future.14

This denial that any globally appealing alternative to the Western model existed explains why Fukuyama’s thesis not only appealed to American self-love but also felt self-evident to dissidents and reformers living behind the Iron Curtain.15 A short year earlier, in 1988, some of the most ardent proponents of democratic pluralism in the Soviet Union had published a collection of articles under the title Inogo ne dano,16 which can be roughly translated as ‘There Is No Other Way’. The Bible of Soviet reformism, too, was a book arguing that there were no sustainable alternatives to Western capitalist democracy.

Formulated in our terms, 1989 heralded the onset of a thirty-year Age of Imitation. The Western-dominated unipolar order made liberalism seem unchallengable in the realm of moral ideals. This ideological supremacy, in turn, conferred such normative legitimacy on Western institutional forms as to make copying them, for those able to do so, seem obligatory. After initially high hopes of exporting the West’s political and economic model began to fade, however, revulsion at the politics of imitation gradually spread. An anti-liberal backlash was arguably an inevitable response to a world that had been characterized by a lack of political and ideological alternatives. This absence of alternatives, we submit, even more than the gravitational pull of an authoritarian past or historically ingrained hostility to liberalism, best explains the anti-Western ethos dominating post-communist societies today.17 The very conceit that ‘there is no other way’ provided an independent motive for the wave of populist xenophobia and reactionary nativism that began in Central and Eastern Europe and is now washing across much of the world. The lack of a plausible alternative to liberal democracy became a stimulus to revolt because, at some elemental level, ‘human beings need choice, even just the illusion of it’.18

Populists are rebelling not only against a specific (liberal) type of politics but also as against the replacement of communist orthodoxy by liberal orthodoxy. The message of insurgent movements on both the left and the right, in effect, is that a take-it-or-leave-it approach is wrong and that things can be different, as well as more familiar and more authentic.

Obviously, no single factor can explain the simultaneous emergence of authoritarian anti-liberalisms in so many differently situated countries in the second decade of the twenty-first century. Yet resentment at liberal democracy’s canonical status and the politics of imitation in general has, we believe, played a decisive role, not only in Central Europe, but in Russia and the United States as well. To begin making this case, we call two of Central Europe’s most articulate critics of liberalism as our opening witnesses. A Polish philosopher and conservative member of the European Parliament, Ryszard Legutko, is irate that ‘liberal democracy has no alternative’, that it has become ‘the only accepted course and method of organizing collective life’ and that ‘the liberals and the liberal democrats have managed to silence and marginalize nearly all alternatives and all nonliberal views of political order’.19 An influential Hungarian historian concurs: ‘We don’t want to copy what the Germans are doing or what the French are doing,’ announced Maria Schmidt, Viktor Orbán’s intellectual-in-chief. ‘We want to continue with our own way of life.’20 Both statements suggest that a stubborn unwillingness to accept ‘the total exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to Western liberalism’ helped turn the West’s soft power to inspire emulation into weakness and vulnerability rather than strength and authority.

A refusal to genuflect before the liberal West has become the hallmark of the illiberal counter-revolution throughout the post-communist world and beyond. Such a reaction cannot be casually dismissed with the trite observation that ‘blaming the West’ is a cheap way for non-Western leaders to avoid taking responsibility for their own failed policies. The story is much more convoluted and compelling than that. It is a story, among other things, of liberalism abandoning pluralism for hegemony.

NAMING AND NECESSITY

During the Cold War, the most politically consequential schism in the world ran between communists and democrats. The earth was divided between the totalitarian East and the West’s free world, and societies populating the periphery of the main conflict had, or imagined they had, the right and the power to choose sides. After the fall of the Wall, this constellation changed. Henceforth, the most consequential split in the geopolitical firmament separated imitators from the imitated, established democracies from countries struggling to complete the transition to democracy. East–West relations morphed from a Cold War stand-off between two hostile systems into a strained relationship between models and mimics inside a single unipolar system.

The striving of ex-communist countries to emulate the West after 1989 has been given an assortment of names – Americanization, Europeanization, democratization, liberalization, enlargement, integration, harmonization, globalization, and so forth – but it has always signified modernization by imitation and integration by assimilation. After the communist collapse, according to Central Europe’s populists, liberal democracy became a new, inescapable orthodoxy. Their constant lament is that imitating the values, attitudes, institutions and practices of the West became imperative and obligatory. As the Polish philosopher cited above has also written, ridiculing the mindset of many of his countrymen after 1989:


the deeper wisdom was to copy and to imitate. The more we copied and imitated, the more we were glad of ourselves. Institutions, education, customs, law, media, language, almost everything became all of a sudden imperfect copies of the originals that were in the line of progress ahead of us.21



This fraught asymmetry between those morally ahead and those morally behind, that is, between the imitated and their imitators, became a defining and painful feature of East–West relations after 1989.

After the fall of the Wall, across-the-board imitation of the West was widely accepted as the most effective way to democratize previously non-democratic societies. Largely because of the moral asymmetry it implied, this conceit has now become a pre-eminent target of populist rage.

STRAINS OF IMITATION

That imitation is ubiquitous in social life goes without saying. The renowned nineteenth-century social theorist Gabriel Tarde went so far as to claim that ‘society is imitation’.22 He even referred to ‘contagious imitation’ as a kind of ‘somnambulism’, meaning that human beings copy each other spontaneously, without any strategic purpose or plan, as in copycat crimes, and without being forced or compelled in any way.23

When Central Europe’s populists rail against a perceived Imitation Imperative as the most insufferable feature of liberalism’s hegemony after 1989, they obviously mean something less generic and more politically provocative. The form of comprehensive institutional imitation at issue involves, first, the acknowledged moral superiority of the imitated over their imitators, second, a political model that claims to have eliminated all viable alternatives, third, an expectation that the imitation will be unconditional rather than adapted to local traditions, and, fourth, a presumption that representatives of the imitated (and therefore implicitly superior) countries could legitimately claim a right to monitor and evaluate the progress of imitating countries on an ongoing basis. Without pressing the analogy too far, it’s interesting to observe that the style of regime imitation that took hold after 1989 bears an eerie resemblance to Soviet-era elections where voters, overseen by Party officials, pretended to ‘choose’ the only candidates who were running for office.

To describe better what is at stake, we need to draw a few preliminary distinctions. We need to distinguish, as already suggested, between the full-scale imitation of a single orthodox model, monitored (not imposed) by judgemental foreigners, and the ordinary learning by which states vicariously profit from each other’s experiences.24 The former engenders resentment, while the latter, usually ascribed to the demonstration effect of perceived successes and failures, does not.

Second, and even more importantly, we should separate the imitation of means from the imitation of goals. We call the former borrowing rather than imitation. A classic formulation of this distinction was articulated by the great economic sociologist Thorstein Veblen, who wrote at the beginning of the twentieth century that the Japanese had borrowed ‘the industrial arts’ of the West but not the West’s ‘spiritual outlook’ or its ‘principles of conduct and ethical values’.25 Borrowing technical means does not affect identity, at least not in the short term, while imitating moral ends cuts deeper and can initiate a much more radically transformative process, veering close to a ‘conversion experience’. In rebuilding their societies after 1989, Central Europeans strove to replicate the lifestyles and moral attitudes which they observed in the West. The Chinese, by way of contrast, have taken a path not unlike the one identified by Veblen, adopting Western technologies to drive economic growth and boost the prestige of the Communist Party for the explicit purpose of resisting the siren song of the West.

The imitation of moral ideals, unlike the borrowing of technologies, makes you resemble the one you admire but simultaneously makes you look less like yourself at a time when your own uniqueness and keeping faith with your group are at the heart of your struggle for dignity and recognition. The prevailing cult of innovation, creativity and originality at the core of liberal modernity means that, even for the inhabitants of economically successful countries such as Poland, the project of adopting a Western model under Western supervision feels like a confession of having failed to escape Central Europe’s historical vassalage to foreign instructors and inquisitors.

This self-contradictory request to be both an original and a copy was bound to be psychologically stressful. A feeling of being treated disrespectfully was also fomented by what can be reasonably identified as the central irony of post-communist democracy-promotion in the context of European integration: the Central and East European countries ostensibly being democratized were compelled, in order to meet the conditions for EU membership, to enact policies formulated by unelected bureaucrats from Brussels and international lending organizations.26 Poles and Hungarians were told what laws and policies to enact, and simultaneously instructed to pretend that they were governing themselves. Elections started looking like ‘a trap for fools’, as Rudyard Kipling would have said. Voters regularly threw the incumbents out, it is true, but the policies – formulated in Brussels – didn’t substantially change. Pretending to rule themselves while being ruled by Western policy-makers was bad enough. The last straw was being disparaged by visiting Westerners, who accused them of merely going through the motions of democracy, when that was exactly what political elites in the region thought they were being asked to do.

The collapse of communism kindled a psychologically problematic and even traumatic transformation of East–West relations because, for various reasons, it created the expectation that countries exiting from communism needed to imitate not means but ends. Those Eastern political leaders who pioneered the importation of Western models in this strong sense wanted their fellow citizens to internalize the model’s goals and adopt the model’s preferences in a holistic rather than piecemeal fashion. The core complaint motivating anti-liberal politics in the region today is that the attempt to democratize formerly communist countries was aiming at a kind of cultural conversion to values, habits and attitudes considered ‘normal’ in the West. Unlike grafting a few foreign elements onto indigenous traditions, this political and moral ‘shock therapy’ put inherited identity at risk. Because it was inevitably partial and askew, copycat liberalism made many of those who had originally embraced the changes feel like cultural impostors, a malaise that, in turn, excited politically exploitable longings for a lost authenticity.

Admittedly, attempts by the weak to imitate the strong and successful are nothing exceptional among states and nations. But imitation usually resembles shallow parroting rather than the psychologically and socially stressful transfiguration that was attempted in Central Europe after 1989. Louis XIV’s France, as the dominant power in seventeenth-century Europe, inspired many imitators of this superficial kind. As political scientist Ken Jowitt has pointed out, replicas of Versailles were built in Germany, Poland and Russia, French manners were copied, and French became the language of far-flung elites. In the nineteenth century, it was the turn of the British parliament to become the focus of perfunctory and ornamental imitation, while ‘after World War II a number of Stalinist regimes were created in Eastern Europe, from Albania to Lithuania, all stamped with identically ugly Stalinist architecture – political and physical.’27 An important reason why cosmetically imitative behaviour is so common in political life is that it helps the weak appear stronger than they are – a useful form of mimicry for surviving in hostile environments. It also makes the imitators seem legible to those who might otherwise help, hurt or marginalize them. In the post-Cold War world, ‘learning English, displaying copies of the Federalist Papers, wearing Armani suits, having elections’ – and, to recall Jowitt’s favourite example, ‘playing golf’28 – enable non-Western elites not only to put their powerful Western interlocutors at ease, but also to make economic, political and military claims upon them. Mimicking the powerful allows a weak country to share vicariously in the enormous stature and prestige of an authentic ‘Versailles’, without necessarily becoming a source of national humiliation or a grave threat to national identity.

When we speak of the unintended consequences of the unipolar Age of Imitation and describe a perceived post-1989 Imitation Imperative as an important reason why the liberal dream turned into a liberal nightmare, we are referring to patterns of mimetic behaviour and mimetic intoxication that are more emotionally taxing and transformative than glib simulation. At issue is the kind of comprehensive political makeover that, partly because it is orchestrated not at the West’s command but ‘under Western eyes’, evokes feelings of shame and resentment and stokes fears of cultural erasure.

Some of Central and Eastern Europe’s most influential political leaders eagerly embraced copycat Westernization as the shortest path to reform in the immediate aftermath of 1989. Imitation was justified as a ‘return to Europe’, and that meant a return to the region’s authentic self. In Moscow, of course, the situation was different. Communism there was never experienced as foreign domination, and thus imitation of the West could not be plausibly presented as a recovery of the country’s authentic national identity.

However earnestly or disingenuously embraced at the outset, Western models eventually lost their charm even for their originally most hopeful Eastern imitators. Reform along liberal-democratic lines began to feel less agreeable for many reasons besides those already suggested. For starters, even the best-intentioned Western advisors were unable to conceal the implied superiority of the model over the mimic. Making things worse, foreign promoters of political reform in the East continued to hold up an idealized image of liberal democracy even after the signs of the latter’s internal dysfunction became too obvious to ignore. It was in this context that the global financial crisis of 2008 gave liberalism’s good name its final coup de grâce.

The French philosopher René Girard argued voluminously that imitation’s centrality to the human condition has been misleadingly and dangerously neglected by historians and social scientists. He devoted his career to studying how imitation can breed psychological trauma and social conflict. This happens, he claimed, when the model imitated becomes an obstacle to the self-esteem and self-realization of the imitator.29 The form of imitation most likely to generate resentment and conflict, according to Girard, is the imitation of desires. We imitate not just means but also ends, not just technical instruments but also targets, objectives, goals and ways of life. This, in our opinion, is the inherently stressful and contentious form of emulation that has helped trigger the current sweeping anti-liberal revolt.

According to Girard, human beings want something not because it is inherently appealing or desirable, but only because somebody else wants it, an observation that makes the ideal of human autonomy seem illusory. The hypothesis can be tested by observing two small children in a room full of toys: the ‘most desirable’ toy is usually the one in the other child’s hands.30 Imitating the goals of others is also associated, Girard argues, with rivalry, resentment, and threats to personal identity. The more confidence that imitators have in those they imitate, tellingly, the less confidence they have in themselves. The model being imitated is inevitably a rival and a threat to self-respect. This is especially true when the model you are supposed to imitate is not Jesus Christ in heaven but your neighbour to the west.

Arguments from etymology are notoriously weak. But it is probably worth recalling that ‘emulation’ originally signified not deferential admiration but ruthless competition. The son wants to be like his father, but the father conveys the subliminal message that the boy’s ambition is unachievable, causing the son to hate the father.31 This pattern is not far from what we observe in Central and Eastern Europe where, according to the populists, the Western-inspired Imitation Imperative made it seem like destiny for countries to shed their hallowed pasts and adopt a new liberal-democratic identity which, if truth be told, would never be fully theirs. Shame at reshaping one’s preferences to conform to the value hierarchies of foreigners, doing so in the name of freedom, and being looked down upon for the supposed inadequacy of the attempt – these are the emotions and experiences that have fuelled the anti-liberal counter-revolution that began in post-communist Europe, specifically in Hungary, and that has now metastasized worldwide.

Girard’s insight into the persistent tendency of imitation to breed resentment, while based almost exclusively on the analysis of literary texts, is nevertheless highly pertinent to understanding why a contagious uprising against liberal democracy began in the post-communist world.32 By drawing attention to the inherently conflictual nature of imitation, he helps us to see democratization after communism in an entirely new light. His theory suggests that the problems we face today arise less from a natural relapse into bad habits of the past than from a backlash against a perceived Imitation Imperative promulgated after the fall of the Berlin Wall. While Fukuyama was confident that the Age of Imitation would be endlessly boring, Girard was more prescient, foretelling its potential for incubating the kind of existential shame that can fuel explosive upheaval.

THE FLOWERS OF RESENTMENT

The origins of today’s worldwide anti-liberal revolt lie in three parallel, interconnected and resentment-fuelled reactions to the presumptively canonical status of Western political models after 1989. That is the thesis we wish to explore and defend, with all due awareness of its one-sidedness, incompleteness and empirical vulnerabilities. Our aim is not to produce a comprehensive and definitive account of the causes and consequences of contemporary anti-liberalism but to emphasize and illustrate one specific aspect of the story that has yet to garner the attention that we believe it deserves. To highlight the sometime hidden affinities among our three cases of reactionary nativism and authoritarianism, we have relied on a flexibly articulated and admittedly speculative but, we hope, coherent and revealing concept of political imitation. With this purpose in mind, we have structured the book as follows.

We begin by examining the intolerant communitarianism of Central European populists, especially Viktor Orbán and Jarosław Kaczyński, attempting to explain how a significant swathe of the electorate, in countries where a liberal elite had only recently embraced the imitation of Western models as the quickest path to prosperity and freedom, began to view such imitation as a road to perdition. We examine how an anti-Western counter-elite, with predominantly provincial origins, began to emerge in the region and to attract considerable popular support, especially outside the globally networked metropolitan centres, by monopolizing the symbols of national identity that had been neglected or devalued in the process of ‘harmonization’ with the European Union’s post-national standards and regulations. And we aim to show how the process of depopulation in Central and Eastern Europe that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall33 helped populist counter-elites capture their public’s imagination by denouncing the universalism of human rights and open-border liberalism as expressions of the West’s lofty indifference to their countries’ national traditions and heritage.34 We do not contend that the Central European populists are blameless victims of the West, or that resisting what they experienced as an Imitation Imperative is their sole agenda, or that their illiberalism was the only possible response to 2008 and other crises in the West. Nor are we unmindful of the heroic fight against illiberal populism that is under way in the region. What we argue, instead, is that populism’s political rise cannot be explained without taking account of widespread resentment at the way (imposed) no-alternative Soviet communism, after 1989, was replaced by (invited) no-alternative Western liberalism.

We turn next to Russia’s sense of grievance in the face of what they saw as yet another round of imperative Westernization. For the Kremlin, the disintegration of the Soviet Union signalled Moscow’s loss of its superpower status and therefore of its global parity with its American adversary. Russia was transformed virtually overnight from a formidable peer competitor to a basket case begging for support and forced to feign gratitude for the advice delivered by well-meaning but poorly prepared American consultants. For Russia, imitation was never going to be synonymous with integration. Unlike Central and Eastern Europe, it wasn’t a serious candidate to join NATO or the European Union. It was too large, possessed too many nukes, and had a sense of its own ‘historical greatness’ that would not allow it to become a junior partner in a Western alliance.

The Kremlin’s first response to the global pre-eminence of liberalism was a form of simulation of the sort adopted by relatively weak prey to avoid being attacked by dangerous predators. Russia’s political elite, in the immediate aftermath of the Soviet collapse, was by no means uniform. But most of them found faking democracy perfectly natural since they had been faking communism for at least two decades before 1991. Russia’s liberal reformers, such as Yegor Gaidar, genuinely admired democracy, but they were convinced that in the vast reaches of the country, and given the authoritarian tradition that had shaped society for centuries, creating a market economy was impossible under a government genuinely responsive to the popular will. The creation of ‘imitation democracy’ in 1990s Russia involved none of the arduous work of real political development. It was essentially a matter of erecting a Potemkin façade with a superficial resemblance to democracy only. The masquerade was effective to the extent that, during a difficult transition period, it reduced Western pressure to engage in political reforms that, while not creating accountable government, might have put the inherently traumatic and inevitably corrupt process of economic privatization at risk.

By 2011–12, this democratic charade had outlived its usefulness. Russia’s leaders then switched to a resentment-fuelled policy of violent parody, a style of imitation that is brazenly hostile and intentionally provocative. It certainly cannot be captured by bland analyses of foreign policy imitation as ‘observational learning’.35 We call it mirroring. Rankling under what it saw as the imperious and futile demand that Russia imitate an idealized image of the West, Kremlin insiders decided to imitate what they perceived as the most odious behavioural patterns of the American hegemon in order to hold up a mirror to the West and to show these would-be missionaries what they really look like when their self-flattering pretences are stripped away. Mirroring is a way for erstwhile imitators to avenge themselves on their would-be models by revealing the latter’s unattractive defects and irksome hypocrisy. What makes this rage for unmasking significant is that the Kremlin often pursues it as an end in itself, apart from any collateral benefits the country might hope to reap, and even at considerable cost.

Russia’s interference in the American Presidential elections in 2016, to come to the most salient example of this tauntingly ironic ‘mirroring’ approach, was understood by its organizers and perpetrators as an attempt to duplicate what the Kremlin considered the West’s unwarranted incursions into Russia’s own political life. The explicit purpose was less to elect a Kremlin-friendly candidate than to teach Americans what foreign interference in a country’s politics looks and feels like. Alongside this pedagogical objective, such mirroring was meant to expose the ricketiness and vulnerability of a supercilious democratic regime.

Having simulated the accountability of politicians to citizens in the 1990s, we argue, the Kremlin today has lost all interest in democratic charades. Instead of pretending to imitate America’s domestic political system, Putin and his entourage prefer to imitate the way America illicitly interferes in the domestic politics of other countries. More generally, the Kremlin aims to hold up a mirror in which America can contemplate its own proclivity to violate the international rules it pretends to respect. And it does so condescendingly, with the aim of humiliating the Americans and cutting them down to size.

Resentment of Americanization provides a powerful (if only partial) explanation for Central Europe’s domestic illiberalism and Russia’s foreign-policy belligerence. But what about the United States? Why would so many Americans support a president who sees America’s commitment to the liberal world order as its main vulnerability? Why would Trump’s supporters implicitly accept his eccentric idea that the United States should stop being a model for other countries and perhaps even remake itself in the image of Orbán’s Hungary and Putin’s Russia?

Trump won both popular and business support by declaring the United States to be the greatest loser from the Americanization of the world. Significant public acceptance of this deviation from the boastful mainstream of American political culture cries out for an explanation. Because Russians and Central Europeans reject imitation as bad for the imitators and good only for the imitated, it is at first puzzling that some Americans would reject imitation as bad for the imitated and good only for the imitators. Indeed, Trump’s resentment against a world full of countries that seek to emulate America seems anomalous until we realize that, for his American supporters, imitators are threats because they are trying to replace the model they imitate. This fear of being supplanted and dispossessed has two sources: immigrants, on the one hand, and China, on the other.

The far-fetched image of America as an abused victim of its admirers and imitators was not taken seriously by the business community or the public when Trump first made it his signature idea in the 1980s. So why did it begin to speak loudly to both in the second decade of the twenty-first century? The answer lies in the travails of middle- and working-class white Americans and the emergence of China as a much more dangerous economic competitor to the US than either Germany or Japan had been. The white voter’s perception that China is stealing American jobs and the business community’s perception that China is stealing American technology helped Trump’s eccentric message of American victimization – despite its being a radical break from the country’s traditional self-image – gain a crude plausibility that it had never previously enjoyed.

This preliminary example illustrates how the model and not only the mimics can come to resent the politics of imitation and, in this case, how the leader of the country that built the liberal world order could decide to do everything in his power to tear it down.

China also provides a natural finale to our argument because the rise of an internationally assertive China, ready to contest US hegemony, signals the end of the Age of Imitation as we understand it. In his December 2018 resignation letter to the US President, Secretary of Defense James Mattis wrote that Chinese leaders ‘want to shape a world consistent with their authoritarian model’. But he did not mean to suggest that they aimed to persuade or compel other countries to adopt ‘Asian values’ or to encourage them to paint ‘Chinese characteristics’ on their own political and economic systems. They seek influence and respect, but not worldwide conversion to ‘Xi JinPing Thought’. They aim, as Mattis wrote, at ‘gaining veto authority over other nations’ economic, diplomatic, and security decisions – to promote their own interests at the expense of their neighbors, America and our allies’.36

The coming clash between America and China is bound to be world-changing, but it will be about trade, resources, technology, turf and the ability to shape a global environment hospitable to the two countries’ very different national interests and ideals. It will not involve a conflict between rival universal visions of the human future, in which each side attempts to recruit allies to its side by ideological conversion and revolutionary regime change. In today’s international system, naked power asymmetries have already begun to replace alleged moral asymmetries. This explains why the Sino-American rivalry cannot be accurately described as ‘a new Cold War’. Alliances are dissolving and re-coalescing kaleidoscopically, with countries abandoning long-term ideological partnerships for ephemeral marriages of convenience. Though the consequences are impossible to foretell, they will not produce a re-run of the forty-year conflict between the US and the USSR.

What the breathtaking rise of China suggests is that the defeat of the communist idea in 1989 was not, after all, a one-sided victory for the liberal idea. Instead, the unipolar order became a world much less hospitable to liberalism than anyone had predicted at the time. Some commentators have claimed that 1989, by eliminating the Cold War competition between rival universal ideologies, fatally damaged the Enlightenment project itself, in its liberal as well as communist incarnation. The Hungarian philosopher G. M. Tamás has gone even further, arguing that ‘both the liberal and socialist utopias’ were ‘defeated’ in 1989, signalling ‘the end’ of the ‘Enlightenment project’ itself.37 We are not so fatalistic. After all, American and European leaders able to manage the West’s decline judiciously may still emerge. A pathway to liberal recovery on foundations both familiar and novel may be identified and followed. At present, the odds favouring such a renewal seem slim. Still, the anti-liberal regimes and movements we discuss here, perhaps because they lack any broadly appealing ideological vision, may prove ephemeral and historically inconsequential. History, famously, is an invasion of the unknown. But whatever the future holds in store, we can nevertheless begin by trying to understand how we got to where we are today.
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The Copycat Mind


There is no doubt that men like Robespierre are created by such moments of humiliation.

Stendhal1



‘As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect.’ This opening line of Kafka’s Metamorphosis might as well be describing the astonishment felt by Western liberals when they opened their eyes, sometime around 2015, to discover that once-celebrated new democracies in Central and Eastern Europe had been transformed into conspiracy-minded majoritarian regimes where the political opposition was demonized, non-government media, civil society and independent courts were denuded of their influence, and sovereignty was defined as the leadership’s determination to resist any and all pressure to conform to Western ideals of political pluralism, government transparency and tolerance for strangers, dissidents and minorities.

In the spring of 1990, John Feffer, a 26-year-old American, spent several months crisscrossing Eastern Europe in hopes of unlocking the mystery of its post-communist future and authoring a book about the historical transformation unfolding before his eyes.2 He was no expert, so instead of testing theories, he buttonholed as many people from as many walks of life as possible and ended up both fascinated and puzzled by the contradictions he encountered at every step. East Europeans were optimistic but apprehensive. Many of those he interviewed at the time expected to be living like Viennese or Londoners within five years, ten years at the most. But these exorbitant hopes were mingled with anxiety and foreboding. As Hungarian sociologist Elemér Hankiss observed, ‘People realized suddenly that in the coming years it would be decided who would be rich, and who would be poor; who would have power and who would not; who would be marginalized, and who would be at the centre. And who would be able to found dynasties and whose children would suffer.’3

Feffer eventually published his book, but did not return to the countries that had briefly captured his imagination. Then, twenty-five years later, he decided to revisit the region and to seek out those with whom he had spoken in 1990. This second journey resembled the reawakening of Gregor Samsa. Eastern Europe was richer, but roiled by resentment. The capitalist future had arrived, but its benefits and burdens were unevenly, even crassly distributed. After reminding us that ‘For the World War II generation in eastern Europe, communism was the “god that failed”’, Feffer hits upon the thesis this chapter aims to explore: ‘For the current generation in the region, liberalism is the god that failed.’4

THE DYING OF THE LIGHT

In the immediate aftermath of 1989, the global spread of democracy was envisioned as a version of the fairy tale of Sleeping Beauty, where the Prince of Freedom only needed to slay the Dragon of Tyranny and kiss the princess in order to awaken a previously dormant liberal majority. But the kiss proved bitter, and the revived majority turned out to be more resentful and less liberal than had been expected or hoped.

When the Cold War ended, racing to join the West, as that destination has been idealized from behind the Iron Curtain, was the shared mission of Central and East Europeans. Indeed, becoming indistinguishably Western was arguably the principal aim of the revolutions of 1989. The enthusiastic copying of Western models, accompanied as it was by the evacuation of Soviet troops from the region, was initially experienced as liberation. But after two troubled decades, the downsides of a politics of imitation had become too obvious to deny. As resentment seethed, illiberal politicians rose in popularity and, in Hungary and Poland, acceded to power.

In the first years after 1989, liberalism was generally associated with the ideals of individual opportunity, freedom to move and to travel, unpunished dissent, access to justice, and government responsiveness to public demands. By 2010 the Central and East European versions of liberalism had been indelibly tainted by two decades of rising social inequality, pervasive corruption, and the morally arbitrary redistribution of public property into the hands of a few. The economic crisis of 2008 had bred a deep distrust of business elites and the casino capitalism that, writ large, almost destroyed the world financial order. Liberalism’s reputation in the region never recovered from 2008. It greatly weakened the case, pressed by a handful of Western-trained economists, for continuing to imitate American-style capitalism. Confidence that the political economy of the West was a model for the future of mankind had been linked to the belief that Western elites knew what they were doing. Suddenly it was obvious that they didn’t. This is why 2008 had such a shattering ideological, not merely economic, effect both regionally and worldwide.

An additional reason why Central and East populists have got away with exaggerating the dark sides of European liberalism is that the passage of time has erased from the collective memory the even darker sides of European illiberalism. In addition, Central and East Europeans got their chance to imitate the West just as the West was losing its global dominance and prescient observers began to doubt not only the universal applicability but also the ideal superiority of the West’s political model. This was not a favourable context for continuing to pursue reform-by-imitation. Being an imitator is often a psychological drama. But it becomes a shipwreck if you realize midstream that the model you have started to imitate is about to capsize and sink. Fear of catching the wrong train is commonly said to haunt the collective psyche of Central Europe. Thus, political and economic instability in the West has both energized and justified the revolt against liberalism in the East.

By identifying animus against the politics of imitation as one of the taproots of Central and Eastern European illiberalism, we do not mean to deny that the leaders of illiberal parties in the region are power hungry and benefiting politically from their efforts to discredit liberal principles and institutions. The illiberalism espoused by ruling groups in Budapest and Warsaw is incontestably convenient for incumbents who want nothing to do with the democratic alternation of parties in power. Their anti-liberalism is opportunistic in the sense that it helps them evade legitimate charges of corruption and abuse of power levelled by EU officials and domestic critics. Fidesz (the Hungarian Civic Alliance) and PiS (the Polish Law and Justice Party) regularly malign the checks and balances prescribed by Western constitutionalism as a foreign plot to stifle the authentic voices of the Hungarian and Polish peoples. The urgent need to defend the nation against ‘foreign-hearted’ inner enemies is how they justify their dismantling of an independent press and an independent judiciary as well as their scurrilous attacks on dissidents and critics.

But focusing on the corrupt practices and strategies for evading responsibility adopted by the illiberal governments in the region will not help us understand the sources of popular support for national populist parties. The origins of populism are undoubtedly complex. But they partly lie in the humiliations associated with the uphill struggle to become, at best, an inferior copy of a superior model. Discontent with the ‘transition to democracy’ was also inflamed by visiting foreign ‘evaluators’ with an anaemic grasp of local realities. These experiences have combined to produce a nativist reaction in the region, a reassertion of ‘authentic’ national traditions allegedly suffocated by second-hand and ill-fitting Western forms. The post-national liberalism associated especially with EU enlargement has allowed aspiring populists to claim exclusive ownership of national traditions and national identity.

This was the mainspring of the anti-liberal revolt in the region. But a subsidiary factor was also involved, namely, the unargued assumption that, after 1989, there were no alternatives to liberal political and economic models. This presumption spawned a contrarian desire to prove that there were, indeed, such alternatives. Germany’s populist anti-euro party, Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), provides a parallel example. As its name suggests, it was launched in response to Angela Merkel’s offhand claim that her monetary policy was ‘alternativlos’ (‘without alternative’). By describing the government’s proposal as the only available option, she provoked an intense and implacable search for alternatives.5 A similar backlash, provoked by the assumed normality of post-nationalism, gave birth, in formerly communist countries, to an anti-liberal, anti-globalist, anti-migrant and anti-EU revolt, exploited and manipulated by populist demagogues who knew how to demonize ‘inner enemies’ to mobilize public support.

STRAINS OF NORMALITY

According to George Orwell, ‘All revolutions are failures but they are not all the same failure.’6 So, what kind of failure was the revolution of 1989, given that its aim was Western-style normality? To what extent was the liberal and therefore imitative revolution of 1989 responsible for the illiberal counter-revolution unleashed two decades later?

Fortuitously coinciding with the bicentennial of the glorious but bloody French Revolution, the ‘velvet revolutions’ of 1989 were, by contrast, largely unmarred by the cut-throat methods and human suffering that are usually part of root-and-branch political upheaval. Never before had so many deeply entrenched regimes been simultaneously overthrown and replaced using basically peaceable means. The left praised these velvet revolutions as expressions of popular power. The right extolled them as both a triumph of the free market over the command economy and the well-deserved victory of free government over totalitarian dictatorship. American and pro-American liberals, for their part, were proud to associate liberalism, routinely ridiculed by leftist critics as an ideology geared to maintaining the status quo, with the romance of emancipating change.7 Equally sympathetic were the West European sixty-eighters who, even when favouring a Marxist vocabulary, preferred cultural liberalism to Cultural Revolution. And of course these largely nonviolent changes of regime in the East were vested with world-historical significance since they marked the end of a great-power stand-off that had dominated the second half of the twentieth century and threatened the planet with nuclear Armageddon.

The non-violent nature of the revolutions of 1989 was not their only unique feature, however. Given the prominent public role played at the time by creative thinkers and savvy political activists such as Václav Havel and Adam Michnik, the events of 1989 are sometimes remembered as revolutions of the intellectuals. And it’s true that of the 232 participants in the round table talks between the governing Polish Communist Party, pretending to represent the working class, and the anti-communist Solidarity trade union, representing actual workers, 195 would identify themselves as intellectuals.8 But if they were bookish, they were anything but dreamers. What ensured that these revolutions would remain ‘velvet’ was their background hostility to utopias and political experiments. By 1989, moreover, regime insiders themselves had fully switched from utopian faith to mechanical rituals and from ideological commitment to corruption
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