
[image: ]




Praise for The Populist Explosion

A New York Times’ 6 Books to Help Understand Trump’s Win

Named one of the Best Books of 2016 by Bloomberg
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“A sweeping narrative—rich in historical and political argument—that ably ties together the insurgencies on both sides of the Atlantic.”
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“A terrific short book that is a brisk tour of the horizon, of the right and left versions of populism, their history and current state, with a useful comparison of the populist upsurge in the United States and Europe. His general insight: Populism gains adherence whenever mainstream parties let ills fester.”
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“The fact remains that in The Populist Explosion, as elsewhere, Judis hews to a much higher standard of sociological and political analysis than nearly any other American liberal. Whatever he makes of the situation, he faces it more squarely than most.”
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Understanding Nationalism

The New York Times runs a video series called “The Interpreter” where its reporters explain controversial ideas. In February 2018, it put up a video, entitled “National Identity Is Made Up.” The Times contended that, “national identity is the myth that built the modern world, but it also primes us for dictatorship, racism, genocide.” What does it mean to say that one’s national identity is “made up” or a “myth”? Something that is made up or a myth is not true. It’s a story. By that understanding, a person could say, “I’m not really an American,” the way someone who plays in a band on the weekends, but is an accountant during the week, could say, “I’m not really a musician.”

And what does it mean to say that our made-up identity “primes us” for racism and genocide? Does it prime us for other things that are not so terrible? Could it also prime us, for instance, to vote in elections? Or maybe it could also prime us to be concerned about a school shooting in Florida even though we live in Maryland and have never been to the city of Parkland and don’t know any of the children who were shot?

The argument of this book is that national identity is not just a product of where a person is born or emigrated to, but of deeply held sentiments that are usually acquired during childhood. Nationalism is not simply a political ideology, or set of ideas, but a social psychology. Nationalist sentiment is an essential ingredient of a democracy, which is based on the assumption of a common identity, and of a welfare state, which is based on the acceptance by citizens of their financial responsibility for people whom they may not know at all, and who may have widely different backgrounds from theirs.

The psychology of nationalism is the basis for nationalist politics, which can take very different forms—on the left, center, or right. Demagogues can exploit the sentiments on which nationalism is based to promote a nativist or imperial agenda, but political leaders can also appeal to nationalism to rally a citizenry to resist foreign conquest or colonial domination. Abraham Lincoln and Benito Mussolini were ardent nationalists. The French revolutionaries of 1789 were nationalists; but so, too, was Spanish dictator Francisco Franco’s Falange. Theodore Roosevelt and George Wallace both claimed the mantle of nationalism.

The political direction that nationalism takes has depended on how a politician or political movement draws upon existing nationalist sentiments. Politicians, parties, and policymakers who simply discount these sentiments, or who identify them solely with right wing excesses—as many in the United States or Europe have done—are likely to encourage exactly the kind of nationalism they might have wanted to avoid. That is the lesson of the rise of the Alternative for Germany (AfD), the Sweden Democrats, and Donald Trump.
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Our current one-sided understanding of nationalism as the stimulus for racism and genocide comes out of the experience of World War II. After World War II, the leaders of the victorious powers tried to prevent the revival of the toxic, aggressive nationalism that had arisen in Germany, Italy, and Japan, which combined a quest for world domination with vicious scapegoating that, in Germany’s case, led to genocide. In Europe, and to some extent in the United States, the very term “nationalist” and its cognates acquired a pejorative connotation. To call someone a “nationalist” insinuated some underlying sympathy for Nazis or fascists.

To prevent an outbreak of this toxic nationalism, the victors devised regional and international organizations that were intended to tamp down the urge for world domination and prevent the outbreak of ethnic or racial nationalism. These included the United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the European Economic Community. Even NATO and the Soviet Union’s Warsaw Pact and Comecon were intended partly to prevent an eruption of aggressive nationalism. Together, these institutions helped prevent the outbreak of a new world war; they contributed to three decades of rapid economic growth and prosperity; and they squelched the development of the older nationalism that had sparked World War II.

Emboldened by these successes, and by the end of the Cold War, policymakers in the United States and Europe embraced in the 1990s and early 2000s the growth of new international organizations and the expansion of older ones. They encouraged global economic integration, dubbed globalization, and the subordination of national sovereignty to international rule. American President Bill Clinton urged Americans to “embrace the inexorable logic of globalization.” British Prime Minister Tony Blair said, “I hear people say we have to stop and debate globalization. You might as well debate whether autumn should follow summer.”

During a fifteen-year stretch, the European Economic Community became the European Union. Most of the EU’s continental members were united by a single currency; EU-wide rules restricted budget deficits and allowed the free movement of workers. “Rarely if ever has there been a greater voluntary concession of national sovereignty than Europe’s Economic and Monetary Union,” Financial Times economist Martin Sandbu wrote in Europe’s Orphan. The EU encouraged the idea that a French or German citizen could be, above all, a citizen of Europe.

The World Trade Organization began operation in 1995, purporting to take the resolution of trade disputes out of the hands of individual countries and set limits not only on quotas and tariffs, but on government intervention to boost industries and exports. In 2001, with strong American support, China was invited into the new organization. On the European continent, the EU incorporated states that had been behind the Iron Curtain, and NATO expanded up to Russia’s borders. And a new generation of multinational corporations and banks, untethered to particular countries, spanned the globe. When ExxonMobil CEO Lee Raymond was asked whether he planned to build more American oil refineries, he responded, “I am not a U.S. company and I don’t make decisions based on what is good for the U.S.”

During this period, both the United States and Europe opened their borders wide to immigrants and refugees. George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton increased the annual entrants and included new groups of “guest workers.” The European Union created open borders within it and welcomed refugees from the Balkans and later from the Middle East and Africa. When ten new countries (including eight from Eastern Europe) were admitted to the EU in 2004, the British, Swedes, and Irish waived the seven-year transition period before migrants from these countries could freely come to theirs to work.

Prominent thinkers and policymakers in the United States and Europe began to espouse a version of cosmopolitan democracy that promoted the transcendence and even abandonment of national loyalties. Mary Kaldor, David Held, and Daniele Archibugi advanced the notion of “cosmopolitan democracy.” Held argued that the sovereign nation-state “would, in due course, wither away.” Columbia University political scientist Saskia Sassen heralded a new “post-national and denationalized citizenship.” Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor promoted the idea of “world sovereignty.”

But a series of events disrupted the growing consensus around these new international and regional organizations and cut short the musings about world sovereignty. Russia predictably took offense at NATO enlargement. China became a regional military power with ambitions in the South China Sea and a global economic power capable of gaming the international trade and monetary system. Millions of jobs in the United States and Europe were lost to Chinese imports, some of which were from American, Japanese, and European companies that had relocated or outsourced their production from there in search of cheap labor costs. Illegal and legal immigration exploded in the United States and Europe; always something of an issue, it became fused in the public mind with Islamist terrorist attacks. Wars broke out in the Middle East, South Asia, and North Africa—the result in part of American and European attempts to extend their sway over these regions—that brought millions of new asylum-seekers to Europe and the United States. The Great Recession of 2008 gave the lie to the promise of prosperity in Europe and the United States.

Together, these developments created new winners and losers in the international economy, new challenges to world peace, and new fears and resentments. They reawakened nationalist sentiments and antipathies that had lain dormant for decades. New politicians and parties have emerged that appealed to these sentiments. They included the Tea Party and the candidacy of Donald Trump in the United States; the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP), which led the vote for the UK to leave the European Union; populist parties in France, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Norway, Italy, Austria, and even in Germany; nationalist parties in Hungary and Poland that have defied the dictates of the European Union on immigration and liberal democracy; and the resurgence of Russian nationalism under Vladimir Putin.

Liberals in the United States and social and Christian democrats in Europe have condemned many of these nationalist parties and politicians. They have portrayed them, as The New York Times’ Interpreter does, as echoes of fascism and Nazism, or, in the United States, as the heir of Ku Klux Klan–style white supremacy. To be sure, many of these parties and politicians are deeply reactionary. They have exploited nationalist sentiments to cripple political opponents and in the process undermine democratic institutions. They have demonized outgroups like Europe’s Muslims or America’s Hispanic immigrants and have fomented conflict with other nations. But in simply condemning these nationalist politicians and parties, cosmopolitan critics have ignored, or even scorned, the underlying sentiments to which these politicians and parties have appealed, and have failed to address the circumstances that have provoked these sentiments. They have ignored the degree to which the rise of these groups signals the breakdown of an old order that cannot simply be reaffirmed, but needs to be reconstructed.

Politics is driven by complementarity. The political right from Edmund Burke to Ronald Reagan, as political scientist Corey Robin has argued, arose in opposition to the historic egalitarianism of liberals and the left. Similarly, the right wing nationalism of Donald Trump or Hungary’s Viktor Orban or Germany’s AfD is a backlash to the cosmopolitanism and globalism of American and European liberals. These politicians and parties did not, of course, come out of nowhere. The Tea Party preceded Trump, Pegida was a precursor of the AfD, and Orban is in many ways a throwback to the Communist Janos Kadar or even Miklos Horthy regimes. But their successes and (in the case of Trump and Orban) triumphs were in many respects a rejection of the excesses and failures of their liberal cosmopolitan rivals.

I intend this as a book of analysis, not advocacy. But I’ll say a little about how I come to this subject of nationalism. I am of the same generation as Donald Trump. I grew up at a time when if you went into a store to buy something, you looked for the label “Made in the USA”—not out of patriotism, but out of the conviction that America made the best shirts, cameras, and cars. Trump’s father was in real estate in New York. Mine manufactured dresses in Elgin, Illinois, until he went out of business in the 1950s and became a salesman. It was a shock to me, and to many in my generation, when American products seemed to vanish from stores and showrooms, replaced by televisions from Japan or South Korea and shirts and suits from Southeast Asia, and when the great cities of the Midwest declined as manufacturing moved south or abroad.

I was not bothered that American companies no longer dominated the market for T-shirts or toys, but I did worry that Americans had to buy flat-panel displays from overseas or that American auto companies seemed in an unseemly rush to move their plants to Mexico. I became sympathetic in the 1980s to politicians like Dick Gephardt or David Bonior, who railed against unfair trade practices and runaway shops. In 1995, Michael Lind and I wrote a manifesto for the New Republic entitled “For a New Nationalism,” where we warned against a politics increasingly shaped by private interests. Political scientist Ruy Teixeira and I organized a luncheon salon, which we called the “new synthesis group,” and which we hoped would lay the basis for a new political tendency in the Democratic Party that would embrace an economic nationalism rather than the free-trade let-her-rip globalization that Clinton Democrats and Newt Gingrich Republicans espoused.

None of that came to pass as we had hoped. In 2002, Teixeira and I published a book, The Emerging Democratic Majority, in which we predicted that by the decade’s end, the Democrats would have created a majority based on support from women, professionals, and minorities, along with about 40 percent of the old pro-New Deal white working class. We described the majority’s politics as “progressive centrism,” which we envisaged as an extension of Bill Clinton’s New Democratic views. We were right about the Democrats’ centrist politics and about the composition of the majority that would win Congress in 2006 and the White House in 2008. What we didn’t anticipate was what happened next: the massive migration of white middle and working class voters to the Republicans, which underlay Republican Congressional successes and Donald Trump’s victory in 2016.

I first encountered Trump at a rally in New Hampshire in August 2015, twenty years after Lind and I had published our manifesto. Trump’s pitch was a mix of incendiary nativism about Mexicans and Muslims, tirades against Jeb Bush and Obama, and wacky foreign policy pronouncements (“We should have taken Iraq’s oil!”) with a ringing critique of footloose corporations and of trade deals that had screwed American workers. Economic nationalism had suddenly re-emerged, but as part of a right wing populist appeal. And Trump’s views of trade and corporate America remained central themes in his campaign and important to his success in Midwestern and Southern towns that had been decimated by the loss of manufacturing jobs. For me, Trump’s victory bore out the old adage, “Be careful what you wish for, you might get it.”

If this book has an underlying political agenda, it is to identify and reclaim what is valid in nationalism—and of the liberal internationalism of the post-World War II generation—from both the cosmopolitan liberals who believe in a borderless world and from the right wing populists who have coupled a concern for their nation’s workers with nativist screeds against outgroups and immigrants.




Why Nationalism Matters

Here are three anecdotes in search of an analysis:

When I was on tour to promote my book on populism, a member of the audience reproached me: “I don’t understand why you are criticizing free trade,” she said. “It has raised the standard of living of many people around the world.” Before I could measure my words, I replied: “I don’t give a damn about people around the world.”

Several years before that, a German friend began telling me how upset his mother had been to see people in Berlin hanging Turkish flags outside the windows of their apartments to show support for Turkey’s team in the European football championships. Though a devoted internationalist like many Germans of his generation, he agreed with his mother, but didn’t want to say so outright.

When I was in Tokyo, a prominent Japanese intellectual took me out for sushi. When I told him that I had a favorite sushi restaurant back home, he complained about how Koreans were opening up restaurants in the United States that claimed to serve Japanese food.

Many people today, whatever their considered convictions or political ideology, are nationalists in their hearts. It can come out when they are grouchy and tired, as I was on my book tour, or in response to an innocuous sporting event or the ownership of a sushi bar. But it’s there.

Nationalism provides a framework—often unacknowledged—for our politics, expressed most clearly in the question of whether a policy is in the national interest. And in special circumstances, it can rise to the level of an explicit political ideology, as it has today in the United States, Europe, and parts of Asia: “America First” for Trump, “France First” for the National Front, “Italians First” for the Italy’s League Party, and “Russia for [ethnic] Russians” for the anti-immigrant DNPI. To understand the deep attraction of these ideological challenges and to assess whether they are constructive or destructive, progressive or reactionary, you have to understand the sentiments on which they are based.

Origins of Nationalism

The German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder is credited with introducing the term “nationalism” in a work published in 1774. It didn’t become a staple of political vernacular until well into the nineteenth century. But the key ingredient of what came to be called nationalism appeared much earlier: loyalty to a group larger than oneself. It resembles the loyalty felt within a biological family. The terms by which nations are described (in English, “homeland,” “fatherland,” “motherland,” of which there are cognates like the German “Heimat” and the French “patrie”) suggest the nation is an extension of the family.

Of course, a nation is not literally a family, but nevertheless there is a strong emotional tie that asserts itself. Group solidarity was indeed initially based on the survival of kinship groups that displayed loyalty. Azar Gat, a political scientist at Tel Aviv University, and author of Nations, writes that, “as Darwin himself suggested, under conditions of intense competition, a group which was biologically endowed with greater solidarity and with individual willingness to sacrifice for the group would defeat less cohesive groups.” Gat sees a progression from these smaller kinship groups that can take the form of clans or tribes to what he calls an “ethnos”—“a population of shared kinship (real or perceived) and culture”—to a “people” that share a common understanding of their “identity history and fate”—to a “nation” in which a people become politically sovereign. He presumes that the features of loyalty, solidarity, and reciprocity that originated earlier in history are preserved in this progression and give cohesion to the larger group of the nation.

Moreover, to join, and be part of, a group is in effect to cede part of oneself. That can bolster an individual’s self-esteem. When the group succeeds, so do its members. On a trivial level, one sees this among sports fans (i.e., fanatics). When the team wins, the fans win. Citizenship in a nation can have the same uplifting effect. Identification with a nation can deflect an abiding fear of mortality. Even if the individual is mortal, the nation itself is not. In his Addresses to the German Nation, one of the seminal texts of German nationalism, Johann Gottlieb Fichte writes of the “noble-minded man”:

Life merely as such, the mere continuance of changing existence, has in any case never had any value for him; he has wished for it only as the source of what is permanent. But this permanence is promised to him only by the continuous and independent existence of his nation. In order to save his nation he must be ready even to die that it may live, and that he may live in it the only life for which he has ever wished.

Almost two centuries later, British Labour leader Neil Kinnock would express similar sentiment: “I would die for my country, but I would never let my country die for me.” In The Worm at the Core, psychologists Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg, and Tom Pyszczynski write, “People also gain a sense of symbolic immortality from feeling that they are part of a heroic cause or a nation that will endure indefinitely.” In The Psychology of Nationalism, psychologist Joshua Searle-White sums up the appeal of nationalism: “Nationalism provides us with a way…to feel moral, right, and just. It gives us a way to join with others in a heroic struggle. It gives a sense of purpose and meaning to our lives, and even to our deaths.”

Learning Nationalism

During childhood, people today acquire a fear of death and a desire for social approbation, but the question is how these become linked to nationalism. Threats from other peoples and countries can always be important—and lead to the historical development of nationalism—but in everyday life, a significant role, according to British psychologist Michael Billig, is played by what he calls “banal nationalism.” National pride and loyalty are inculcated through the routine details of living and learning. These include learning of a country’s history and heroes, filtered through a rosy prism, visiting its monuments, taking part in its celebrations and holidays, saluting its flag, singing its national anthem, and referring to the nation’s inhabitants as “we” and “us.”

For many people, the most important gateway to nationalist sentiment is through religious belief and observance. Nationalism’s promise of transcending the self dovetails with the promise of many religions of evading the fear of death. Christianity, Islam, and other world religions address the hope of escaping personal mortality and powerlessness through identification with a larger group and a higher power. In some countries like Iran and Israel, nationalism is inextricably bound up with a religion. In other countries like Turkey and India, the ruling political parties have identified the national culture with a religion.

Even professedly secular nations continue to frame their objectives, and the substance of their nationalism, in terms borrowed from their countries’ religious history. They have re-adapted religious customs, holy days, martyrs, sacred texts, and monuments. Americans say the Pledge of Allegiance at the beginning of the school day, celebrate presidents’ birthdays, and revere the Constitution. Fallen heroes like Joan of Arc and Martin Luther King, Jr., are celebrated. America’s Memorial Day and Australia’s Remembrance Day signify the transcendence of the self by the nation, as do monuments like France’s Arc de Triomphe and London’s Cenotaph.

Political scientist Anthony Smith describes the modern nation as “a sacred communion of citizens.” He writes, “Investing ‘our’ homeland with special qualities, and regarding it with reverence and awe, as the birthplace of the nation or the resting-place of its heroes and ancestors, is to continue in secular form the pre-modern practice of hallowing historic places and marking off sacred ancestral territories.” Religion, Smith concludes, “far from being squeezed out of the frame of a secularizing modernity, re-emerges within it in new guises. Its legacies are not buried and forgotten, rather they are transmuted in and by nationalism.”

Modern Nationalism

There is a heated debate among the social scientists who study nationalism about when nations and nationalism originated. Traditionalists like Azar Gat or Anthony Smith believe that you can find nations and nationalism as far back as ancient Egypt, Judah, China’s Song Dynasty, or in pre-capitalist Poland, Hungary, France, and Japan. These were nations, according to the traditionalists, that commanded the loyalty of their peoples, as best evidenced in wars. The Dutch historian Johan Huizinga made a strong case for the emergence of nationalism during the Middle Ages.

Modernists like Benedict Anderson, Eric Hobsbawm, or Ernest Gellner usually date the first nations and instances of nationalism from the French Revolution. (Liah Greenfeld puts the beginnings in Tudor England.) Modernists see the development of print literacy, capitalism, and popular sovereignty as necessary conditions of nationhood. The nation, Hobsbawm writes in Nations and Nationalism since 1780, is a “novelty.” Some of this debate is purely semantic.* But if you strip away the nomenclature, there is a way of reconciling much of what is true in both approaches.

While the traditionalists are right that there were nations and nationalist sentiment before 1789, a significant change in the nature of both takes place in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The result is the elevation in importance of nationalist sentiment and the development of a comprehensive nationalist politics and ideology.

In highly stratified and dispersed feudal Europe or Japan, nationalism primarily emerged when a foreign enemy was at the gates. Early Japanese nationalism was spurred by an abortive Mongol invasion, Chinese incursions, and the appearance of Christian missionaries and Western traders. Gat describes nationalism during these wars:

In times of national emergency the elites did not hesitate to appeal to and arouse the masses’ latent national sentiments, even if their socioeconomic interests differed and the nobles’ token willingness to take up the peasants’ cause scarcely survived the time of emergency.

Outside of national emergencies, national loyalty in these countries lay dormant and was subordinated to that of family, kin, village, parish, fief, or domain. That began to change, however, with the spread of print literacy; the replacement of feudalism with capitalism; the political revolutions in England, the United States, and France; the unification of Germany and Italy; and the challenge of Western imperialism in East Asia.

Literacy created the possibility for a popular politics and a broadly accepted ideology of nationalism. In Europe and the United States, Protestantism challenged religious and social hierarchy. Capitalism undermined feudal hierarchy, and it centralized production and people in towns and cities, where they could exert their influence en masse. Political revolutions destroyed the power of the monarchy and nobility. Popular sovereignty didn’t necessarily require democracy, only the possibility of citizens massing in protest against a national administration, as they did in Europe in 1830 and 1848. Gat writes, “Two complementary processes were at work fueling the age of nationalism: mass society and popular sovereignty greatly enhanced national cohesion and the people’s stake in the nation; and by the same token they opened the door and enabled the expression of long-held popular nationalistic sentiments.”

Ernest Gellner argues that by destroying local institutions and hierarchies, industrial capitalism created a singular, direct relationship between the individual and the nation. “There is very little in the way of any effective, binding organization at any level between the individual and the total community,” Gellner writes. “The nation is now supremely important, thanks to the erosion of subgroupings and the vastly increased importance of a shared literary-dependent culture.” As a result, Gellner argues, nationalist sentiment assumed an importance that it had lacked in pre-capitalist societies.

The diminishment of these institutions has continued well past the heyday of industrial capitalism. Modern capitalism’s divorce of production from the family—as described in Eli Zaretsky’s Capitalism, the Family, and Personal Life—and the challenge to the traditional family from new sexual norms weakened a key institution that allowed individuals to transcend their isolation. Science’s conflict with religion dealt another blow to an important source of group identity. The emergence of globalization in the 1970s has undermined the labor union and the locally owned factory and business and the community they sustained. Finding themselves at the mercy of currency flows, footloose multinational corporations, and migrant flows, and afflicted by anomie and a sense of powerlessness—the individual has little recourse except the nation.

Nationalism as a Framework

Nationalism provides a framework within which citizens and their governments deliberate about what to do—and justify what they have done. Citizens debate whether a policy is in the “national interest.” Even debates over globalization or free trade will usually be waged on this terrain. In January 2017, in response to attacks by Trump and his aides on “globalists,” Forbes ran a column entitled “Globalization Has Done a Lot of Great Things for Americans.”

This approach is not hardwired into people’s brains, but learned; it can also be rejected, and has been, particularly during the 1990s, the heyday of globalization. Philosopher Jürgen Habermas advocated a “post-national constellation.” Ulrich Beck urged “a politics of post-nationalism” in which “the cosmopolitan project contradicts and replaces the nation-state project.” Martha Nussbaum urged Americans to pledge allegiance to a common humanity. “They are, above all, citizens of a world of human beings, and that while they happen to be situated in the United States, they have to share this world with the citizens of other countries.”

Indeed, some policymakers and governments have championed policies like the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions on the grounds that doing so would help the planet avoid a climatological catastrophe, but in these cases, government officials can also argue that their nation would benefit. There are, however, some circumstances in which a government might adopt policies that would affect their citizens somewhat adversely in order to aid another country that is facing a natural disaster. And even when undertaking policies that they deem in the national interest, policymakers will take into account their effect on other countries, and try, especially if they are friends or allies, to limit any adverse consequence.

But in the great majority of challenges a country faces, public officials and citizens will look primarily to what they believe is in their nation’s best interests. Oxford political scientist David Miller writes, “In acknowledging a national identity, I am also acknowledging that I owe special obligations to fellow members of my nation that I do not owe to other human beings.”

Some advocates of cosmopolitanism reject this outlook on ethical grounds. In criticizing Democratic Presidential candidate Bernie Sanders for rejecting a policy of “open borders,” journalist Dylan Matthews argued that Sanders “is obligated to weigh the interests of a poor potential Nigerian immigrant equally to those of a much richer native-born American. I think if he saw an immigrant drowning in a pond, he has just as much of a duty to rescue her as he would if she were a native-born American.” Should Americans display as much concern about Bolivians or Uzbeks as they do about their own citizenry? Maybe they should do so in some ideal world, but they simply don’t. Questions about what a nation should or should not do are inevitably grounded in an existing common framework of concern.

At a similar time of global reach in the late nineteenth century, British moral philosopher Henry Sidgwick made exactly this point. The “cosmopolitan ideal,” Sidgwick wrote, is “the ideal of the future” but it now “allows too little for the national and patriotic sentiments which have in any case to be reckoned with as an actually powerful political force, and which appears to be at present indispensable to social well-being. We cannot yet hope to substitute for these sentiments in sufficient diffusion and intensity, the wider sentiment connected with the conception of our common humanity.”

Nationalism and the Modern State

In modern nations, the loyalty and solidarity expressed by the pronoun “we” underpins key institutions and practices. Nationalist sentiment underlies the public commitment to upholding the results of elections and to adhering to laws without coercion. Writes David Miller, “Where the citizens of a state are also compatriots, the mutual trust that this engenders makes it more likely that they will be able to solve collective action problems, to support redistributive principles of justice, and to practice deliberative forms of democracy.” When there isn’t such a common nationalist sentiment, either because of civil disorder or because of the existence of rival nationalisms, as in pre-Civil War America or Iraq, Syria, Nigeria, and Spain today, the country becomes difficult or impossible to govern.

Nationalist sentiment underlies the acceptance or rejection of the welfare state. The modern welfare state has been built upon shared nationalist sentiments. Governments had to secure citizens’ commitment to pay taxes to help their fellow citizens when they became sick or disabled, too old to work, or lost their job and couldn’t quickly find another one. Citizens had to be able to identify themselves with the fate—“it could happen to me”—of other citizens they did not know. (This is what Benedict Anderson meant by calling a nation an “imagined community.”) This willingness to identify with others assumed that their fellow citizens who received this aid conformed to certain cultural norms: that, for instance, they were or had been willing to work; that if they were immigrants, that they had entered the country legally and were committed to staying and working and that in extreme circumstances, they would fight to defend the nation. They had to believe that the others shared the same nationalist sentiments—that they could be included in the use of the plural pronoun “we.”

When this trust and feeling of reciprocity has broken down, then support for the welfare state has dissipated, as it did in the United States, amidst suspicion of what Ronald Reagan called “welfare queens,” and in Europe, as suspicion has arisen that immigrants or refugees are free riders or “welfare tourists.” At its extreme, it can be the basis for social exclusion of groups like Jews, Muslims, or Roma that are not deemed to be a trusted part of the nation.

In other words, nationalist sentiments can be the basis of social generosity or of bigoted exclusion. Nationalism is an essential ingredient of political democracies; but it can also be the basis for fascist and authoritarian regimes. What direction these sentiments take depends very much on the interplay between historical circumstances and the appeals that a country’s parties, politicians, and officials make. Take the most extreme example of Hitler’s Germany. Nazism is often portrayed as an inevitable outgrowth of German nationalism, but it did not have to be that way.

German nationalism was composed of the following: German Pietism, which emphasized feeling over reason, and came to identify the nation as the embodiment of Christianity and of Christianity’s promise of eternal life; German romanticism, which in the works of G. W. F. Hegel or Friedrich Schlegel, saw the nation as an organic whole and the individual as a mere fragment who lived through it and through the state; and the Prussian quest for power through the unification of the principalities into a powerful state. These three strains came together in Prussian-led Wilhelmine Germany. They were reflected in the rise of German Social Democracy (which advocated a socialist state) and later in the rise of Nazism and still later in Germany’s post-World War II solidaristic mix of Christian and Social Democracy.

There was no unbreakable chain that connected early German nationalism to Nazism. The triumph of Nazism in the 1930s required, among other things, German defeat in World War I, the punitive terms of the Versailles settlement after the war, the specter of Bolshevism and the split in the Second International, the incomprehension of American, British, and French finance officials during the 1920s, and the utter failure of an embattled Weimar democracy. In short, nationalist sentiments do not necessarily lead rightward or leftward. They can shape the kind of government, but their ultimate disposition depends on a host of historical circumstances.

Nationalism as an Explicit Ideology

Since World War II, politicians, parties, and public officials have relied on the framework of nationalist sentiment to justify their initiatives, but they usually haven’t specifically invoked nationalism to distinguish themselves from other politicians or parties. They haven’t suggested that they alone represent the national interest and that their political opponents’ commitments to the nation are equivocal. They haven’t run on an explicit doctrine or ideology of nationalism. A politics based on this kind of an explicit appeal usually emerges only during times of social disorder—in the United States on the eve of the Civil War or in Europe between the two world wars or in countries in the throes of revolution. But this kind of explicit nationalist politics has resurfaced in Europe and the United States during the last decade.

There are at least three different kinds of explicit nationalist appeals. The first is intended to unite the nation against a foreign foe or a colonial power. This can occur during war or during conflicts over trade and territory or even over perceived wrongs from the past. What distinguishes these kinds of appeals is that they seek to unite an entire nation. The second kind of appeal attempts to unite a prototypical nation (such as “real Americans” or “true Poles”) against an internal foe that is seen to threaten the nation’s cohesion and integrity. Such foes can range from a monarch or an elite (who are seen either to represent only themselves or even a foreign interest) to an underclass or an outgroup or a secessionist movement. The third kind of appeal, which is characteristic of secessionist movements, seeks to unite a part of a nation, defined usually by a common territory and culture, against what has been a host nation. The Catalan appeal for secession against Spain or the Scottish appeal for independence takes this form.

The first and second of these nationalist appeals often occur together. Trump has railed against China and Mexico for their trade practices and against illegal immigrants and has proposed to ban visitors and immigrants from Muslim countries. Poland’s government has attacked Brussels (the headquarters of the EU) and has contrasted “true Poles,” who support its agenda, with “Poles of the worst kind.” The Hungarian government complains of intervention from Brussels but also from Hungarian native and American citizen George Soros and his allies in Budapest.

This kind of explicit nationalism can appear on the political right or the left. It is often associated with the extreme right of Germany’s Hitler, Italy’s Benito Mussolini, Spain’s Francisco Franco, the Southern Confederacy and the Ku Klux Klan. But nationalism was also central to the French revolutionaries of 1789, the North in the American Civil War, the national liberation movements of the twentieth century, and to Britain’s resistance to the Nazi onslaught during its “finest hour.” Sociologist Craig Calhoun writes in Nations Matter:

From the eighteenth-century revolutions, to the nineteenth-century “Springtime of the Peoples,” to mid-twentieth-century post-colonial independence movements, nationalism has often been closely linked to the pursuit of greater self-government.

Whether on the left or right, most explicit nationalist movements and parties, and most nations during war or revolution, can display the strengths but also the significant weaknesses of group solidarity. By ceding their individuality to a larger group that defines itself as the nation, the members of a movement or party or of citizens in war relinquish their moral judgment and intelligence to the group, and most often to the group’s charismatic leader. They become susceptible to suggestion and can come to believe things that they would ordinarily reject. They become capable of great courage and sacrifice on behalf of ends both noble and ignoble. They can display exceptional generosity and kindness or wanton cruelty and vindictiveness.

In the wake of World War I, Sigmund Freud, writing in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, described the psychology of groups (“Massenpsychologie” might be more accurately rendered as the psychology of “masses” or “crowds” or even “mobs”) in a way that applies to some explicit nationalist movements:

When individuals come together as a group all their individual inhibitions fall away and all the cruel, brutal, and destructive instincts, which lie dormant in individuals… are stirred up to find free gratification. But under the influence of suggestion, groups are also capable of high achievement in the shape of abnegation, unselfishness, and devotion to an ideal. While with isolated individuals, personal interest is almost the only motive force, with groups it is very rarely prominent.…Whereas the intellectual capacity of a group is always far below that of an individual, its ethical conduct may rise as high above it as it may sink below it.

A critical intelligence is often the first casualty of war, revolution, and impassioned nationalist appeals. Right wing nationalists have often based their appeals on exaggerated threats (for instance, of Mexican rapists) or wild conspiracy theories, but in wartime, the center and left often exploit the credulity of their followers. During the first Gulf War, fought to prevent a large country from absorbing its small neighbor, many liberals as well as conservatives believed that Iraqi soldiers were taking Kuwaiti babies out of incubators and leaving them to die.

Nationalist movements on the right have often advocated violence against their domestic as well as foreign adversaries. They have sought to constrict rather than expand democracy. But there is also a disturbing trajectory on the left: a long history of parties and movements—from France’s Jacobins to Russia’s Bolsheviks to the national liberation movements after World War II—that have begun with a promise of democracy only to embrace tyranny and even terror. In other words, there is a danger endemic to explicit nationalist movements on the right or the left. Even those that promise liberation often end up promoting oppression. It’s not an historical aberration, but is rooted in the psychological nature of explicit nationalist appeals.

Causes of the Nationalist Revival

The conditions that have made today’s citizenry in the United States and Europe susceptible to explicit nationalist appeals go back to changes in Western capitalism and politics that began at least in the 1970s and to the big push toward a globalized politics and economics that began in the 1990s. What made many citizens in the United States and Europe receptive to nationalist appeals is a perception that they and by extension their nations were in decline. More broadly, it is a perception that their—and by extension their nations’—way of life was threatened. Many of these citizens were victims of the uneven development of the post-industrial global capitalism that had taken hold in the 1970s and reached a denouement during the Great Recession.

While metro areas populated by the highly educated have prospered, towns that had depended on manufacturing and mining have gone into disrepair. Factory and related business closings created what British political scientists Robert Ford and Matthew Goodwin have called the “left-behinds” who see themselves falling behind in comparison to their compatriots. They blame trade, immigration, Brussels, and Washington for their fate. Some liberal political scientists have insisted there is no economic basis for right wing nationalist or populist politics, but the key consideration is not whether a particular area is well or poorly off in absolute terms, but whether it has experienced decline and whether its inhabitants feel themselves significantly less well off than people elsewhere in their countries.

There have been several studies of the Brexit vote in 2016. By comparing voting patterns with economic figures, Yann Algan, Pierre Cahuc, and Marc Sagnier found that “increases in unemployment during the crisis period 2007–2015 (rather than the level of unemployment in 2015) are strong predictors of Brexit vote.” Economists Sascha O. Becker, Thiemo Fetzer, and Dennis Novy reached similar conclusions in analyzing the Brexit vote by voting district. They found the vote to leave the EU was strongly correlated with areas that had once had strong manufacturing employment, but now suffered from low pay, rising unemployment, and declining public services. In Germany, the heart of the AfD’s support is in former East Germany. Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt, two states where the AfD is particularly strong, have only a little more than half the per capita income of Munich’s Bavaria or Frankfurt’s Hesse. Austria’s Freedom Party, Hungary’s Fidesz, and Poland’s Law and Justice all have their strongest support outside the more prosperous metro centers of Vienna, Budapest, and Warsaw.

Economic decline is often accompanied by a decline in the social network of unions, bars, and social clubs. In The New Minority: White Working Class Politics in the Age of Immigration and Inequality, political scientist Justin Gest describes the politics of two East London boroughs, Dagenham and Barking, that used to house a huge Ford plant that had radically downsized from a peak of 40,000 to 2,000 employees, leaving many of the original inhabitants without work. The social fabric of these boroughs, based on unions and pubs, has deteriorated. Gest writes, “Pubs are endangered in Barking and Dagenham today. Their primary consumers, white working class men and women, have less and less disposable income. With the loss of basic warehouse and manufacturing work, they can no longer afford to spend precious pence on pints at the pub, let alone tickets to local football matches.”

The perception of economic and social decline was often linked to a perception of moral decline. This was seen to result from challenges to the family and church perceived to be caused by feminists and secularists, and by the jarring customs of immigrants. Gest quotes a letter that a member of the Barking-Dagenham tenant association wrote to British Prime Minister David Cameron in 2012:

We used to be a very close community but over the last 15+ years this has changed so much and certainly not for the better. It would seem that immigrants from all over the world are encouraged to come to our borough to live, thus driving out the indigenous community one by one until now we have the situation where we are in the minority in a place we have lived for most of our lives.… The recent arrivals are only interested in their own cultures and, to a large degree, this is being encouraged by all the services created especially for them at great financial cost, while we sit on the sidelines and watch all this; we watch our elderly being frightened to go out because if they get on a bus they are likely to be the only person speaking English.

These citizens, like those in North Carolina towns that until very recently were centers of furniture manufacturing, or in northern French towns decimated by the loss of manufacturing and mining jobs, have felt left behind by post-industrial capitalism and by the libertarian, secular, and cosmopolitan culture of New York, San Francisco, London, Copenhagen, and Paris. They became prime candidates for an explicit nationalist appeal that would reaffirm their social identity and combat their own feelings of social isolation and political powerlessness.

In the United States, what made that group immediately susceptible to nationalist appeals was anger over trade deals that seemed to favor foreigners over the United States, a massive influx of legal and illegal immigration that appeared to take away jobs and raise social costs, and the onset of Islamist terror attacks to which they believed porous borders had made them vulnerable. In Europe, there was a similar mix, but the economic resentment was more focused on austerity promoted by the European Union than on trade deals. In both the United States and Europe, the fear and resentment over immigration, fused with a fear of Islamist terrorism, loomed as the single greatest precipitant of the new nationalism. Today’s conservative nationalism is a complex of attitudes and sentiments about economic, social, and moral decline—a fear that one’s way of life is under attack—that has been catalyzed into a nationalist politics by the economic, social, and moral issue of immigration.

After the UK voted to leave the European Union, a British polling group did a survey to determine what had motived the vote to leave and constructed a “word cloud” to represent the prominence of the different responses they got. Immigration was clearly number one. In April 2018, YouGov asked citizens from eleven EU countries what issues were the most important to them. Immigration was number one in all except for Spain and Poland. Terrorism was number two in all except for Spain and Poland (it was number one in Poland). Trump’s vote in 2016, the successes of Le Pen’s Front National, Orban’s Fidesz Party in Hungary, Germany’s AfD, and the League in Italy were clearly attributable to social anxiety over immigration and terrorism underlain by a perception of economic and moral decline. They were the proximate cause of the rise of the nationalist right.

Nationalists and Cosmopolitans

There is a key political division in the United States and Europe that is not between left and right or Christian Democrats and Social Democrats, but between what British author David Goodhart, analyzing the Brexit vote, calls “somewheres” and “anywheres.” Somewheres usually live in small or midsized towns that were once centers of manufacturing or mining. They have an identity rooted in home, family, and nation—in the United States, often in faith and religion as well. They used to have multiple identities in union, company, and community, and used to be optimistic about their future, but are no longer. And they see their nation’s well-being, standing, and social integrity being threatened by foreign trade, unscrupulous financiers, and above all mass immigration. Goodhart notes, “For several years now more than half of British people have agreed with this statement (and similar ones): ‘Britain has changed in recent times beyond recognition, it sometimes feels like a foreign country and this makes me feel uncomfortable,’” One would find similar sentiments among Americans outside the big metro areas.

I don’t know whether “anywheres” is the best term for the opposing outlook. The people Goodhart identifies as “anywheres”—young college graduates, professionals, people who live in one of the great thriving metro centers or upper tier college towns—wouldn’t necessarily live anywhere. They would be comfortable in any of the other great metro centers, including Paris, New York, London, and Berlin, but don’t send them to Buffalo or Calais or Magdeburg. “Cosmopolitans” might be a better term for them.

They have multiple identities, including a profession (with membership in professional associations) and a firm, a practice, or a university (in whose future they have a stake). They welcome immigrants, who often serve as maids, nannies, landscapers, roofers, cabdrivers, orderlies, home care aides, and waiters. They are not bothered by factory closings, which they see as the price of progress. They are not anti-nationalist, or unpatriotic. They would go to war if the country was attacked. They are proud to be American or French or British (or English), but unlike the somewheres, they don’t depend primarily or even significantly for their self-approbation and esteem on that identity. It’s not necessarily their hedge against individual mortality or anomie.

Anywheres, Goodhart writes, “have portable ‘achieved’ identities, based on educational and career success which makes them generally comfortable and confident with new places and people. Somewheres are more rooted and usually have ‘ascribed’ identities—Scottish farmer, working class Geordie, Cornish housewife—based on group belonging and particular places, which is why they often find rapid change more unsettling.” The United States and Europe are rife with division between these two groups. The somewheres—who coincide roughly with the “left-behinds” of post-industrial capitalism in the U.S. and Europe—have provided the base of the explicit nationalist movements and parties. They voted for Brexit and Donald Trump and they cheer Victor Orban in Hungary or Marine Le Pen in France.

The somewheres generally regard the anywheres as part of a global elite that is oblivious to them or, worse still, is trying to undermine their communities through shutting down their factories and mines and championing the influx of alien cultures. The anywheres—typified by a Wall Street, Frankfurt, or the City financier, a tenured professor from Oxford, Columbia, or Sciences Po, or a computer executive from Silicon Valley with multiple “achieved” identities—regard the somewheres as racists or misogynists or authoritarians who hearken to the Hitlers of history. The question for the future of politics in the U.S. and Europe is whether some kind of accommodation can be reached between these two very different political communities and sensibilities so that the worst excesses that can accompany explicit nationalism—the demagoguery, the rampant conspiratorializing, the scapegoating—can be marginalized. But for that to happen, the anywheres or cosmopolitans will have to exhibit greater understanding of what is driving many of their compatriots to support people like Trump and Orban.

*   Just as with other political and historical terms (e.g., populism, liberalism, society, people), the terms “nation” and “nationalism” cannot be subject to scientific standards of definition without artificially limiting the scope of analysis and without coming up with conclusions that defy common sense and ordinary usage. For instance, Walker Connor, a highly regarded political scientist who specialized in the study of nationalism, defined a “nation” as “the largest group that shares a sense of common ancestry.” (“The Timelessness of Nations,” Nations and Nationalism, 10, 2004.) By this definition, he acknowledged, there was a Basque, Polish, and Welsh nation, but not a British, American, or Indian nation. That will make the Basques happy, I’m sure, but will bewilder Americans. My own approach is to use the terms as popularly understood, and on that basis to look backward in history to find how the sentiments and beliefs associated with what people call nations or nationalism originated. A degree of inexactitude is unavoidable.




(Let’s) Make America Great Again

American nationalism has a long lineage, going back even before the revolution of 1776, and draws together an understanding of home, family, religion, and work into the idea of an American way of life. Much of the country’s success over the centuries has been due to the widespread acceptance of a common identity and way of life. That has accounted for the country’s enduring political institutions and for its successes in two world wars.

But as befits a nation that originally welcomed African-American slavery and that after the 1830s began receiving a massive influx of immigrants, many of whom did not share what was then the prevailing culture, religion, and ethnicity, America has had continued debates over the definition of an American. These debates erupted into heated political conflict by the 1840s and in the 1860s into a civil war where over 600,000 Americans perished.

Over the last decade, rumblings over nationality, which began in the 1980s, have ascended to a deafening roar. Donald Trump won this support in 2016 most visibly over his opposition to illegal immigration, “bad trade deals,” and “political correctness.” In doing so, Trump, and the Tea Party movement that preceded him, were appealing to American citizens who felt that their nation and their common purpose had been put in jeopardy. Trump fanned these sentiments, which are deeply rooted in America’s past, and which have contributed to the country’s great successes as well as failures, into a conflagration that carried him to the presidency and have allowed him to build an ardent following.

Early American Nationalism

There is an anodyne version of American nationalism, popularized six decades ago by philosopher Hans Kohn, that American nationalism consists merely of support for “an idea, the idea of liberty under law as expressed in the Constitution.” By contrast, Eastern (by which Kohn meant Eastern or Central European) or ethnic nationalism was “cultural” and based on “traditional ties of kinship and status.” To be sure, there are differences. It no longer makes sense to talk of an “ethnic American.” But American nationalism, no less than German, was born out of a core ethnic and religious identity. Over the next 225 years, that identity has been called into question, modified, and expanded, but never entirely lost. It has framed the current struggle over what it means to be an American.

The creation of an American identity began even before the revolution. There was a sense of common ancestry and belief that underlay the difficult transition from colonial Britain to revolutionary America and to the “we the people” of the Constitution. In his plea for a United States, John Jay in Federalist Paper, No 2, described this basis for the new nation:

Providence has been pleased to give this one connected country to one united people—a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the same religion, attached to the same principles of government, very similar in their manner and customs, and who, by their joint counsels, arms, and efforts, fighting side by side throughout a long and bloody war, have nobly established liberty and independence.

In 1790, when the first census occurred, about 90 percent of white American settlers were British in origin—82 percent were English. An even higher percentage of them were Protestants. Not all the settlers had sided with the revolutionaries against the British, but the revolutionary victory in 1783 had consolidated the understanding of the settlers as “Americans” as distinct from “Britons” or “English.” While the framers of the Constitution would resist the term “nation”—they preferred “union”—what came into being after the Revolution was, however fractured into states, a new American nation where most of the inhabitants felt a sense of kinship.

Even those who could not trace their lineage to England sought to create a semblance of kinship. Political scientist Eric Kaufmann writes, “Among Pennsylvania Germans, for example, Zimmermann became Carpenter and Rittinghuysen was changed to Rittenhouse, while, among the Huguenots, revolutionary Paul Revere’s surname reflects a change from the French Rivoire.” In other words, even if Anglo-American Protestants were not omnipresent, they exercised a kind of social hegemony. They constituted the initial image of the American.

This idealized American, as set forth in eighteenth-century American nationalism, was an English-speaking Anglo-American who adhered to the tenets of a dissenting Protestantism that had traversed the Atlantic Ocean in the early seventeenth century. This religious outlook had reached other colonies from New England during the Great Awakening of the 1740s, and had created a common moral or religious community. As Alexis de Tocqueville commented later, “The principles of New England spread at first to the neighboring states; they then passed successively to the more distant ones; and at length they imbued the whole Confederation. They now extend their influence beyond its limits over the whole American world.”

This Protestantism was structured around a set of beliefs that would continue to define American nationalism well after Americans ceased to remember who Jonathan Edwards or George Whitefield were or practiced Biblical Christianity or were predominately descended from English yeomen. These features included the following:

•  American Exceptionalism. Americans were a “chosen people” that had a mission to transform the world by creating a “shining city on the hill,” a “new Israel,” or a “new Canaan” on the American continent.

•  An Apocalyptic Adversary. In achieving their mission, Americans faced an implacable foe that had to be overcome. For the early settlers, it was Catholicism and the “Papal anti-Christ.”

•  The Good Book. Americans sought guidance from sacred texts. For the first settlers, it was the Bible as the word of God, but later it was the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. (The constitution that the Connecticut colony ratified in 1639 is described as the world’s first written constitution.)

•  Equality Before God. The early settlers believed they enjoyed an unmediated relationship with God without the intercession of monarchies or Popes. That became inscribed in the Declaration’s words that “all men are created equal.”

•  The Protestant Ethic. The settlers believed that success through hard work was a measure of whether one was saved and that idleness was a mark of damnation.

•  Family, Church, and Nation. Family and church became the bulwarks of nation. “Such as families are, such at last the church and commonwealth must be,” wrote James Fitch in 1683.

The chief polarity defining American nationalism was that between the nation’s chosenness and its adversaries, but the sense of American identity was always broader than that and included notions about liberty, equality, work, family, church, and textual authority. This definition was as “cultural” as that of other nations. Where it differed from Poland or Japan was that American national identity expanded over the centuries well beyond the original Anglo-American ethnicity.

The Triumph of the Euro-American

The initial image of the Anglo-American would be undermined by waves of immigration—Irish and Germans in the 1840s and 1850s and Southern and Eastern Europeans from the 1880s to 1921, until Congress began drastically curbing immigration. Many Anglo-American Protestants objected to the new immigrants, and there were pitched battles over immigration before the Civil War and from the late nineteenth century until the 1920s. “Blackness” was the ultimate badge of outsiderdom but in the early 20th century, it was not just African-Americans who would be branded “colored,” but also Eastern and Southern Europeans. When a young Harry Truman visited New York City in 1918, he wrote to his cousin, “This town has 8,000,000 people. 7,500,000 of ’em are of Israelish extraction. (400,000 wops and the rest are white people.)”

The immigrants from the 1880s and their descendants were able to assimilate, partly because of the restrictions on immigration in the 1920s but also because of World War II where white Americans fought side by side. After the war, Americans increasingly adopted the ideal of what Michael Lind in The Next American Nation called the “Euro-American.” This new ideal included Poles, Italians, and even Jews alongside Anglo-Saxon Protestants in what was portrayed as the “American melting pot.” In 1960, an Irish Catholic was elected President. In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson evoked the dream of the melting pot. “Our beautiful America was built by a nation of strangers. From a hundred different places or more they have poured forth into an empty land, joining and blending in one mighty and irresistible tide.”

As the image of the American changed, so did the political framework of American nationalism. This framework was forced to adapt to the transformation of American capitalism and of America’s place in the world. Instead of seeing their country as Biblically “chosen,” Americans proclaimed their “manifest destiny” as they spread over the North American continent. Later, as America became a global power, Americans boasted of the American Century and of America as the leader of the Free World and of America as the “indispensable nation.” This notion of America’s exceptionalism was sustained by America rising to become a global power, by victory in two world wars, by a rising standard of living, by the success of American manufacturing, and by the superiority of American-made consumer goods.

The New Immigrants

Over the last fifty years, this consensus around the Euro-American ideal and around what C. Wright Mills called the “great American celebration” has disintegrated. In its place, the United States has endured what have been called “culture wars.” They are very similar to the political wars that took place from the 1880s into the 1920s, but more bitter, protracted, and polarized. The first phase of these culture wars stretches from the late 1960s until September 11, 2001. They were partly precipitated by a dramatic change in the composition of the American citizenry through new waves of immigration and partly, too, by African-Americans winning their civil and political rights.

Inspired by the Civil Rights movement, Democrats in Congress, led by Massachusetts Senator Ted Kennedy, passed a new Immigration and Nationality Act that erased the discriminatory quotas erected in the 1920s. Immigration was limited to 170,000 a year, and the bill’s supporters did not expect it would dramatically increase immigration. But the bill’s sponsors didn’t anticipate that many people from Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean, as well as from Asian nations, would take advantage of the bill’s provision for family reunification, which allowed relatives of citizens to emigrate without respect to quotas.

In the 1950s, 68 percent of legal immigrants came from Canada or Europe, but from 1971 to 1991, about half the immigrants came from Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean and another third from Asia. In addition, as the guest worker Bracero program was shut down for seasonal farm workers, immigrants from Mexico began flooding across the border illegally. Their numbers totaled 540,000 in 1969, 5 million in 1996, and 8.4 million in 2000.

Many of the new legal immigrants, and a large majority of the illegal immigrants, were unskilled with little education. They took some jobs—for instance, in agriculture—that Mexican émigrés had historically taken. But they also competed with native-born Americans for jobs in the hotel, leisure, meatpacking, and construction industries. In the Midwest, white, unionized meatpacking workers were replaced by low-wage immigrants. In Los Angeles, lower-paid immigrants replaced African-American janitors. Construction jobs, once eagerly sought after by native workers, became the province of low-wage immigrant workers. And towns and cities found themselves burdened with the costs of providing social services, including bilingual education in schools and emergency room healthcare.

American identity had always been bound up in the universal use of English. But many of the Latino and Asian immigrants, like the generations of European immigrants in the 1880s, clustered in communities where they spoke their own language. By the 1990s, there was a backlash against the waves of immigrants. According to a 1994 survey, 66 percent of Americans favored decreasing the level of immigration. 89 percent thought immigrants would “increase unemployment.” And 73 percent feared that immigrants would “reduce unity.” In the 1994 General Social Survey, 63 percent favored making English “the official language.” Thirty-two states adopted laws making English the official language. In 1994, Californians passed Proposition 187, banning illegal immigrants from receiving state funds and attending state schools, by 59 to 41 percent. The head of the group that put the referendum on the ballot said, “We have to take direct and immediate action to preserve this culture and this nation we have spent two centuries building up.”

Declining America

During this period, Americans began to suffer doubts not only about who they were, but about America’s historic role among nations. The American defeat in Vietnam raised questions not only about America’s military prowess, but about its mission in the world. In 1971, facing renewed competition from Japan and Western Europe, the U.S. suffered its first trade deficit in the twentieth century. That was followed by the energy crisis, which revealed America’s dependence on Middle Eastern oil despots.

In the 1980s, Americans worried about whether they were losing ground to Japan and West Germany. Americans who went to shop for a television could no longer find American brands except for those names like RCA purchased by the South Koreans or Japanese. Americans also witnessed the disappearance of American manufacturing jobs, which were concentrated in what came to be called the “Rust Belt.” The loss of jobs stirred discontent about trade. In a 1985 survey, 75 percent of Americans thought the trade deficit was a “bad thing.” In a 1988 survey, nearly nine in ten respondents were concerned about “a loss of jobs due to foreign competition,” and 72 percent backed restricting imports.

Americans also fretted about social and moral decline. White Protestant evangelicals, based primarily in the South and Midwest, joined the Moral Majority, and later the Christian Coalition. These groups contended that the country was in a moral tailspin that had begun in the 1960s with the rise of the counterculture, feminism, and secular humanism and with Supreme Court rulings that barred school prayer and later permitted abortion. On September 17, 1986, televangelist Pat Robertson, who would go on to found the Christian Coalition, launched his bid for the Republican presidential nomination at Constitution Hall in Philadelphia on the 199th anniversary of the signing of the Constitution. “A vision was born on this date of a nation united—a nation whose official motto was E Pluribus Unum—out of many one,” he declared.

Worries about America’s moral and social decline dovetailed with concerns about the explosion of welfare spending and the rise of urban crime. Many Americans blamed the rise of welfare spending—which evened out in the later 1970s but then exploded again in the late 1980s—on new Hispanic immigrants and newly empowered blacks using relaxed welfare laws to free ride. In a December 1994 CBS/New York Times poll, 57 percent of respondents believed that “most people who receive money from welfare could get along without it” and only 36 percent believed they “really needed help.”

Urban violence also became a major issue in response to the riots of the 1960s. As political scientists Thomas Cronin, Tania Cronin, and Michael Milakovich argued in a 1981 book, “the public fears engendered by civil rights protests and the violent reactions these protests occasioned—fear of disorder, fear of riots, fear of blacks” later became entangled with “the public alarm over street crime.” In 1977, the National Rifle Association, which had primarily been concerned with gun training for hunters, shifted its focus to advocating for the rights of homeowners to defend themselves. Gun rights became bound up with concerns about the sanctity of home and about American identity and the decline of the country.

In the last third of the twentieth century, a succession of presidential candidates evoked these fears of economic, social, and moral decline. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan trumpeted the “new patriotism” and proposed, “Let’s make America great again.” In 1992, Texas billionaire Ross Perot promised to reverse America’s economic decline at the hands of Japan; and Pat Buchanan sounded the tocsin for a “cultural war…for the soul of America.” With the exception of Perot, who was on the center-left, these nationalist campaigns sought to take America back to the 1950s. They were conservative or even reactionary in nature. The high-tech boom of the late 1990s temporarily quieted fears of economic decline, and ended Perot’s and Buchanan’s political careers, but at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the whole panoply of issues, causes, and concerns wrapped up in Americans’ identity would return with a vengeance.

Terror, China, and the Great Recession

There were three developments in the early twenty-first century that intensified nationalist sentiment and laid the basis for the conservative nationalism of the Tea Party and Trump. The first was the terrorist offensive by radical Islamists against the United States, which climaxed on September 11, 2001, killing almost three thousand. Wal-Mart sold 366,000 flags the next two days. Country singer Charlie Daniels, whose career appeared to have been floundering, scored a hit with a song entitled “This Ain’t No Rag. It’s a Flag.” Religious observance also flourished. The American Bible Society reported a 45 percent increase in Bible sales. A 1977 book entitled Where is God When it Hurts immediately sold 750,000 copies. According to a Gallup Poll, church and synagogue attendance reached heights not seen since the 1950s.

When sociologists Bart Bonikowski and Paul DiMaggio analyzed changes in “American popular nationalism” in the extensive General Social Survey, they found a marked intensification in explicit and exclusionary nationalist sentiment from 1996 to 2004. In 1996, 48 percent of the respondents limited a “true American” to someone who was born in America, was a Christian, spoke English, felt American, and had lived most of their life in the United States; in 2004, it had gone up to 60 percent who limited a true American to English-speaking Christians who had lived in America most of their lives. And as one would expect, the rise in nationalist sentiment from terror attacks by foreigners fueled anti-immigrant sentiments. The sociologists found that those respondents believing in the limited definition of “true Americans” also strongly believed that immigrants increased crimes rates, took away jobs, and consumed too much government spending. In 2002, a year after September 11, Gallup reported that the percentage of Americans that favored a decrease in immigration had risen from 41 to 54 percent.

With many Americans, the connection between immigration and terror may have been implicit. But when I went to Arizona in 2005 to write about the support for Proposition 200 aimed at illegal immigration, I found people expressing fears that terrorists were going to come across the border. Said one Arizonan, “We have many apprehensions of Pakistanis and Iraqis on the border. They are coming in disguised as Hispanics and blending in.” When I covered the 2010 Republican Senate primary in Arizona, I found Arizonans fearing that al-Qaeda operatives were sneaking across the border. This fusion of anti-immigrant sentiment with fear of terror persisted well after the number of illegal immigrants entering the U.S. had peaked in 2007 and had begun to decline.

The second development that sparked the rise in nationalist sentiment was the emergence of China as a global economic power. In 1978, under Deng Xiaoping, China had begun introducing market reforms into what had been a rigidly planned communist economy. These reforms, which included an opening to foreign investment, led to rapid industrialization. From 1978 to 2012, China averaged 9.4 percent a year in GDP growth. But trade with the United States was held in check by the 1974 Jackson-Vanik act, which said that if a present or former Communist country denied its citizens the right to emigrate, it could not enjoy normal trading relations with the United States unless Congress annually passed a special waiver.

China had routinely enjoyed a waiver, but after the government massacred protestors in Tiananmen Square in 1989, opposition grew in Congress to continuing China’s “most favored nation” trading status. Bill Clinton had campaigned in 1992 against granting China a waiver but once in office, pressured by the CEOs of multinational corporations and Wall Street investment firms seeking a foothold in potentially the world’s largest market, became a champion of U.S.-China trade, arguing annually for a waiver and then for allowing China to enter the World Trade Organization on generous terms.

Clinton argued that granting China a waiver and championing its entry into the WTO would democratize China and lead to “hundreds of thousands of American jobs.” The opposite occurred. The Chinese regime became more autocratic—in retrospect, the 1980s were the heyday of Chinese proto-democracy—and after China joined the WTO, its trade surplus with the United States soared at the expense of American jobs. According to an estimate by Robert E. Scott of the Economic Policy Institute, the growth in the U.S.-China trade cost the United States 3.4 million jobs. (For more on this, see Chapter Four.)

About three-quarters of the lost jobs were in manufacturing. Many had been held by whites who had not graduated from college and who were once charter members of the American middle class. The loss of these jobs contributed to what economists have called the “hollowing out of the middle class.” It created a large group of discontented Americans who saw liberal trade policies, including the earlier North American Free Trade Agreement (which had gone into effect in 1994) and rapacious Chinese trade strategies as the source of their ills.

According to an Allstate/National Journal poll in 2010, 61 percent of white Americans who had not graduated from college thought international trade had been bad rather than good for the American economy. Only 34 percent thought it was beneficial. This loss of jobs also contributed to more general fears of American economic decline. In the Allstate/National Journal poll, 47 percent of all the respondents thought China had the strongest economy in the world, compared to 20 percent for the United States. Fifty-eight percent of respondents feared that “it is inevitable that Americans’ incomes will grow more slowly” because of competition from low-wage economies like China’s.

The third and final development that stoked a conservative nationalism was the Great Recession. During the Great Recession, unemployment peaked at 10 percent in October 2009. The economy lost 8.7 million jobs between 2007 and 2014, including 1.4 million manufacturing jobs. The Great Recession reinforced opposition to China’s trade strategies, but it also sowed division internally. Instead of creating solidarity between the middle and bottom rungs of the economic ladder, as happened during the Great Depression, the Great Recession heightened the resentment that many in the Euro-American core felt toward African-Americans and toward Latino immigrants, whom they believed to be benefiting from government programs without paying taxes to support them. It particularly enflamed anger at illegal immigrants. Those sentiments helped to give rise to the Tea Party and later to Donald Trump’s candidacy.

The Tea Party

The Tea Party at its height was comprised of hundreds of uncoordinated local groups, two corporate-run and corporate-financed lobbies that co-opted the name, and several staff-driven political action committees. What was of interest was the spontaneity of the movement. It dated from a protest against the Obama administration’s attempt to limit the Great Recession’s damage through an $832 billion stimulus program. On February 19, 2009, CNBC commentator Rick Santelli, speaking from the floor of the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, let loose against the administration’s plan to help homeowners who could no longer pay their mortgages. “This is America!” Santelli exclaimed. “How many of you people want to pay for your neighbors’ mortgage that has an extra bathroom and can’t pay their bills?” Santelli called for a “Chicago Tea Party” to protest the administration’s stimulus program.

After a series of demonstrations on April 15, tax day, movement groups began to form around the country until there were as many as 200,000 people actively involved. Reflecting its name, the Tea Party replicated the original framework of American nationalism to the point of parody. At demonstrations, they flew the “Don’t Tread on Me” flag designed by Christopher Gadsden in 1775 for the colonial rebels. They sacralized the Constitution as a Bible to guide their work. In speeches, Tea Partiers cited articles and amendments from the Constitution the way that clerics cite Biblical verses. They invoked the Protestant Ethic, demanding that Obama, in the words of one sign, “Stop Rewarding the Lazy and Taxing the Working.”

Tea Partiers’ concerns about family, home, guns, work, and illegal immigration were subsumed under a conservative nationalism that aimed to restore the America of old. They saw themselves as defending a way of life. Many of them had also participated in gun rights and Christian right organizations and incorporated their demands about protecting the traditional family and blocking gun control legislation into the Tea Party’s agenda.

The Tea Party’s principal adversary was Obama, who was their equivalent to the Papal antichrist. When sociologists Christopher Parker and Matt A. Barreto made a study of Tea Party blogs in 2010, they found 33 percent of the content was devoted to “topics such as whether or not Obama actually had a valid U.S. birth certificate, or whether he had a secret agenda to make America a socialist welfare state, or whether he secretly prayed from the Koran in the West Wing.”

Parker and Barreto contended that the Tea Party’s fixation on Obama was due to the president being a symbol of the nation. “We submit that the strength of the Tea Party opposition has something to do with, frankly, the threat associated with a nonwhite commander in chief and what he represents to supporters of the Tea Party: a threat to the cultural dominance of ‘real Americans,’” they wrote in Change They Can’t Believe In: The Tea Party and Reactionary Politics in America.

What was probably at work here was an implicit acceptance of the Euro-American prototype. The acceptance of that prototype allowed some Americans to believe, even in the face of contrary evidence, that a black man whose views they detested was not really an American—that he was born in Africa, where his father resided. They didn’t necessarily believe that no black American was qualified to be president, but the fact that Obama’s father was an African made him vulnerable to speculation that he was not really an American. It is doubtful, for instance, that if Obama’s father had been born in Poland that Tea Party activists would have thought he was really Polish. (There was an echo of the Republican Protestant contention in the 1928 election that if Catholic Democrat Al Smith became president, his policies would be dictated by the Pope in Rome.)

What was also at work was a credulousness borne out of individuals ceding their intelligence to a large group, in this case a nationalist movement based on an invidious comparison between “us and them.” The Tea Party was rife with conspiracy theories that no dispassionate individual of average intelligence and curiosity could believe. These included: Obama was seen as creating a “one world government” that would dictate what color cars could be; the United Nations was preparing to station a guard at each person’s home; global elites had sown the Ebola epidemic in order to kill 90 percent of the population.

Trump’s Nationalism

Trump, who adopted Reagan’s campaign slogan (minus “Let’s”) of “Let’s Make America Great Again,” was heir to the nationalism of Reagan, Perot, Buchanan, and the Tea Party. Trump lacked Reagan’s skill as an administrator and negotiator, as well as his public geniality, but like Reagan, he had a sixth sense about what a significant part of the electorate really wanted to hear. And what it wanted to hear were the mystic chords of American nationalism.

Trump had evinced nationalist sentiments well before he declared for the presidency. He had been complaining since the late 1980s about America losing out on trade to Japan and then China and being taken advantage of by its allies in Europe. He had a sense, common to people who came of age in the 1950s during the Great American Celebration, that America had lost out. “When I was young, we were always winning things in this country,” he explained after the election. “We’d win with trade. We’d win with wars.” And he had a salesman’s ability to adopt and mimic whatever sentiments he had not shared earlier, but that his customers wanted to hear him express.

When Trump was vying with Buchanan for the Reform Party’s presidential nomination for 2000, he had criticized Buchanan for his “disgusting” views on Mexicans. That changed as he began contemplating running for president as a Republican. In his 2011 book, Time to Get Tough, he charged that “illegal immigration is a wrecking ball aimed at U.S. taxpayers.” And he began his 2016 campaign by branding Mexican illegal immigrants “rapists” and demanding that Mexico pay for a border wall.

Trump also adopted the Tea Party’s skepticism about whether Obama had been born in the United States. “Why doesn’t he show his birth certificate?” he asked an ABC interviewer in 2011. Trump probably didn’t believe Obama had been born in Kenya, but was currying favor with the Tea Party by championing one of the key tenets of their conservative nationalism. Trump was also not religiously observant, and had favored abortion and gay rights before contemplating a run for the Republican nomination, but during his 2016 campaign he attempted to ingratiate himself with the religious right by embracing its religious nationalism. In his speech in January 2016 at the late Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University, Trump called for Americans “to band together…around Christianity.”

As he began to campaign, Trump also abandoned his earlier support for a ban on assault weapons and his criticism of Republicans who “walk the NRA line.” By April 2015, he was declaring, “I love the NRA. I love the second amendment.” And as he found himself denounced for taking these various stands, he blasted the “political correctness” of his Republican and Democratic foes.

In his speeches and tweets, Trump stressed his success at business and his superior intelligence. As president, he boasted of his achievements. (“I truly believe that the first 100 days of my administration has been just about the most successful in our country’s history.”). He marketed a daily diet of claims that were patently false. He claimed that three to five million votes by illegal immigrants had cost him the popular vote. He waged war on his critics, especially in the press (who, he charged, produced “fake news.”) He frequently violated the norms of polite discourse, branding his political rivals as liars. His views on women (“Look at that face. Would anyone vote for that?”) and foreign countries (as “shitholes”) would not have been out of place on a barstool, but had rarely been heard in political campaigns or from a president. His outsized personality and his indiscretions offended political opponents but they also helped to create an impassioned following.

Trump’s Following

Trump’s success in November 2016 rested primarily on winning Pennsylvania and Midwestern states that had backed Obama in 2012 against Mitt Romney. These, as well as the Southern states that Trump won, tended to be those hardest hit by the decline in manufacturing jobs. Trump’s win in these states came from increasing the Republican margin among white workers without a college education—what pollsters refer to as “white working class” voters, even though they include a number of small businesspeople. Many of these voters fit the profile of the “left-behinds.” In Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania, for instance, Trump won these voters by an almost two-to-one margin.

Following the election, Trump lost some support—particularly, one imagines, from people who voted against Clinton rather than for him in 2016—but he retains an energized core of between 20 and 25 percent of the electorate who tell pollsters they “strongly approve” of Trump’s presidency. Many of them attend his rallies and still display yard signs from the election. If their support is boiled down to particular issues, they are probably most concerned about immigration and its link to terrorism. CATO Institute polling director Emily Ekins found that in the Republican primaries, Trump’s supporters were 20 to 30 points more likely than the supporters of other Republicans to favor restricting immigration across the board, building a wall, deporting illegal immigrants, and temporarily banning Muslim immigrants.

What drives voters, however, is often not a single issue, but a complex web of issues and concerns that represent a threat to a way of life. In the 2016 election, these could be grouped around the conservative nationalist views that Trump strongly espoused. Both Ekins and John Sides of George Washington University have published studies based on the extensive (eight thousand respondents) survey of 2016 voters by the Democracy Fund Voter Study Group. According to their analyses, the bulk of Trump’s primary vote and a little over half of his general election vote were made up of people skeptical of legal and illegal immigration, who believe their Christian identity was important to them, and who supported a Muslim travel ban. When asked, “What does it take to be truly American?” most of them believed it was important to have “lived in the U.S. most of your life,” “been born in America,” and “be Christian.” They also thought discrimination against white people was a serious problem. According to Ekins, one group of primary supporters, which she calls the American Preservations, and who made up about 20 percent of the primary electorate, enthusiastically backed Trump’s attacks on past trade deals and on corporations that move jobs out of the country. They supported Trump “with far greater intensity” than anyone else, Ekins wrote.*

The intersection of Christianity and nationalism was particularly common among Trump voters. According to Sides, nearly two-thirds of Trump voters thought “being a Christian” was part of being truly American. Three sociologists, Andrew L. Whitehead, Samuel L. Perry, and Joseph O. Baker, using the Baylor Religion Survey conducted after the election, found that Trump supporters in the general election thought that the “success of the United States is part of God’s plan,” and that “the federal government should declare the United States a Christian nation.” Those findings show an affinity between Trump’s following and the Protestant roots of early American nationalism.

The Psychology of Trump’s Support

Trump’s rallies during the campaign and his presidency, punctuated by chants of “USA! USA!” displayed the irrationality that explicit nationalist movements can inspire. The gatherings resembled at times high school pep rallies before a big game with a rival team and at other times angry religious revivals. When Trump would mention illegal immigrants, his followers would shout back in unison, “Build the wall!” He would then ask questions as if he were conducting a responsive reading in church, “Who is going to pay for it?” And they would shout back “Mexico!” Trump fans also followed his lead in demonizing his opponents—from Jeb Bush to Hillary Clinton.

Trump supporters displayed a credulousness similar to the Tea Party and characteristic of crowds or mobs. They appeared to believe that Trump would get Mexico to pay for a wall and that he would deport 11 million illegal immigrants. Clinton was thought to have already been indicted and wearing an ankle bracelet, to be suffering from Parkinson’s disease or even from AIDS, which she supposedly caught from her promiscuous husband.

Trump’s followers also venerated him in a way that is very characteristic of the leaders of nationalist movements. Instead of being offended by Trump’s self-centered boasting, they saw it as confirmation of his larger self. Freud writes of the masses and their leaders in the wake of World War I, “Even today the members of a group stand in need of the illusion that they are equally and justly loved by their leader; but the leader himself need love no one else, he may be of a masterful nature, absolutely narcissistic, self-confident, and independent.”

Some supporters simply denied as “fake news” reports of Trump’s sexual escapades; others focused on the reactions to them as “political correctness.” But most of his followers, including religious conservatives, simply let these and other apparent moral failings pass them by. After the revelation of Trump’s affair with porn star Stormy Daniels, Robert Jeffress, the Pastor of the First Baptist Church in Dallas, told Fox News, “Evangelicals know they are not compromising their beliefs in order to support this great president.” That is characteristic of the way supporters regard their heroes. Few Americans allow John Kennedy’s sexual escapades to blot his image. Similarly few people even know that Martin Luther King plagiarized his PhD thesis or take seriously the reports that he frequently cheated on his wife. Those details became irrelevant, just as Trump’s affairs have become irrelevant even to his most pious followers.

Trump Supporters in Ohio

This description of Trump and his followers jibes with my experience covering Trump’s campaign and interviewing his supporters during the 2016 election. To see whether the analysis still held up a year into Trump’s presidency, I had a discussion in the suburb of a struggling Ohio industrial town with six men who had voted for Trump. Several had not backed him in the primary, but since the election they had become enthusiastic supporters. They included two blue-collar workers and three office workers (one unemployed, another retired) and a small businessperson. I asked them why they voted for Trump, and what “Make America Great Again” and “America First” meant to them. They had different emphases, but very similar overall views.

Trade issues loom large in Ohio, and they applauded Trump’s attack on “bad trade deals.” One of them had worked for a plant whose operations had been transferred to Mexico after NAFTA passed. Another said of NAFTA, “I supported it at the time and I remember Ross Perot warning against it, and he was right.” They frequently mentioned China. They were worried about China’s growing industrial might and liked Trump’s targeting of their trade practices. “I think he is in favor of sticking it to China. He wants a fair deal with China. We’re losing jobs.” “China is our only serious competitor,” another commented.

They were very supportive of his stance against illegal immigration. “The main reason I voted for him was his immigration policy. I thought that was the single most important issue in the country,” the retired office worker said. Another explained, “I think we need to worry more about American citizens than illegal aliens. We have to worry more about American jobs than about taking jobs away from Mexico or China.” Another said, “We need to hold [the Mexicans] accountable…so that they are not burdening us with a bunch of unaccountable people who are coming across our border who might just be looking for work but they are depressing the wages of Americans and a certain portion of them really are criminals.” I asked about whether they thought America was still a melting pot or a multicultural society. “I don’t run around saying you have to call me European-American or German-American. I am an American. We’re getting so far apart,” one of the Trump supporters lamented.

They believed that America was suffering a moral decline. “A lot of people will say I don’t believe in God. But let’s face it, this country was founded by Christian men, and our Constitution was based on a lot of Christian beliefs. Judeo-Christian beliefs. And I feel we’ve had a lot of politicians and administrations that have actively tried to destroy that.” Several of them also attributed moral decline to the absence of a work ethic among some Americans. “There are a lot of people who are taking the easy road, taking the government handouts and not even looking for work,” one said. Several cited African-Americans as a case in point. “Look at the black population. Seventy-six percent are out of wedlock,” one remarked. Another added, “If you want to talk about the African-American population here or however you want to look at it, we have said the government is going to take care of everything. You don’t have to be responsible.”

The Trump supporters disliked Hillary Clinton. “She felt she was entitled. She felt like she was our dictator,” one person said. But I was shocked by how angry they still were at Obama. They said Trump’s presidency was a direct result of Obama’s failure. The slogan “make America great again,” one explained, is “a reaction to a president who hated or was ashamed of his country.” He added, “He was clearly not American. He clearly was not interested in taking care of America.” When I asked for examples of how Obama hated America, they said, “Where to start? How many hours would you like to be here?” I don’t think they really believed that Obama wasn’t born in America. When someone started to mention that, he was hushed. But they thought that what Obama did and believed disqualified him as an American.

They scorned “political correctness” and applauded those instances when Trump had incurred the most criticism. When I asked them about Trump’s response to the armed white supremacists who had protested the removal of a statue of Confederate General Robert E. Lee in Charlottesville, Virginia—one of the white supremacists had also killed a counter-demonstrator—they sided with those who wanted to keep the statue and applauded Trump’s initial response in which he blamed the protestors and counter-demonstrators equally for the violence. “I agree with what Trump said, which is that there were bad people on both sides.” They also thought Trump was being accurate when he described Haiti and African nations as “shithole countries.”

Several people talked about preserving gun rights and combating gun control as important to making America great again. This was weeks before the horrific school shooting in Parkland, Florida, where seventeen people were killed. After the shootings, one of the people from Ohio sent me a statement he admired from a Facebook friend of his. She had written:

I have really come to absolutely loathe liberals. The very same people who created the psychotic society we live in now are also the same ones screaming themselves blue in the face about taking everyone’s guns away.…The very same people who try and tell us that there’s a gazillion different genders.…The very same people who destroyed the sanctity of life by avidly supporting the right to murder babies.…The same people who have worked tirelessly attacking religion and telling everybody that they can decide for themselves what’s right and what’s wrong. The only “religion” they DO support? Islam.…The very same people who’ve done everything they can to make men the enemy and destroy the family unit. The very same people doing everything they can to destroy this country and replace it with a totalitarian regime.…You want to take my guns. Kiss my ass libs.…It ain’t ever going to happen.

Her statement reflected the deep polarization between Trump supporters and the people they call “liberals.” It drew together the different strands of today’s conservative nationalism: the threat to guns and family and nation from Muslim terrorists and from liberals.

The Cosmopolitans

Who Trump supporters identify as liberals are really a distinct segment of those voters who might identify themselves in that manner. Some of the self-identified liberals who backed Bernie Sanders or Clinton in 2016 might have actually agreed with Trump voters on some economic issues. The relevant polarity is not really between nationalists and liberals, but between nationalists and cosmopolitans. When Trump supporters blame America’s ills on liberals, they are generally talking about cosmopolitans.

Cosmopolitans make up, perhaps, 15 to 20 percent of the electorate. They are more likely to be Democrats or Independents than Republicans. They are concentrated in the large metro centers and in smaller college towns. They are among the 36 percent of Americans who own a passport and the 15 to 20 percent of adults who have graduated from selective colleges. Many of them work in the upper rungs of services in healthcare, education, and government and in what economist Peter Temin describes as the FTE sector of finance, technology, and electronics. They have multiple identities, particularly from their prestigious colleges, their professions, their accomplishments, and their civic associations that provide self-approbation and a hope for immortality. Many are in the top 20 percent in income or, if recent college graduates, will soon be there.

Like David Goodhart’s English “anywheres,” they are not anti-nationalist or unpatriotic. They celebrate Thanksgiving and if they follow sports, probably cheer the United States team in the Olympics. They want to see America succeed in the world economy and support the effort to wipe out the Islamist terrorists that threaten the United States, but they don’t fly an American flag on their front porch, and they weren’t appalled (as were the Trump supporters I interviewed) by black athletes refusing to stand for the national anthem. They want strict gun control; they think people who are upset about illegal immigration are racists or nativists. They like to think of America as a multicultural society rather than as a melting pot. They think free trade is good for America. They utterly despise Trump. They thought Hillary Clinton was on target in branding Trump supporters as “deplorables” and think that most or many of those who voted for him were either racist or stupid or both.

There are scores of studies by political scientists about the motivations and views of Trump supporters, but very few about anyone resembling cosmopolitans. One of the few I’ve seen was a poll of the founders of Internet startups in Silicon Valley conducted by journalist Greg Ferenstein. Ferenstein summarized the responses, “They want more global alliances at the expense of sovereignty, few restrictions on immigration, and believe in state incentives to make people healthier, more educated, and civically active.” According to Ferenstein, far more of them were Democrats than Republicans. Sixty percent wanted to increase immigration. Twenty percent favored totally open borders. Seventy-three percent put “global trade” as a priority over “American workers.”

In her campaign in 2016, Hillary Clinton represented in some respects a less extreme version of this outlook. Even though she had disavowed her support for the Trans-Pacific Partnership, it was widely known that she had enthusiastically supported NAFTA, the entry of China into the WTO, and the U.S.-Korea Pact. She gave short shrift to preventing illegal immigration and opposed deporting illegal immigrants unless they had committed violent felonies. During the primary, she ran a campaign ad attacking the Republican candidates for opposing multiculturalism and the use of English over Spanish. In a speech after the election, Clinton affirmed the cosmopolitan view of the result. She characterized her voters as having come from “the places that are optimistic, diverse, dynamic, moving forward” and Trump’s campaign and his followers as “looking backward. You know, you didn’t like black people getting rights; you don’t like women, you know, getting jobs.” Clinton was in her way as polarized in her outlook as Trump was. They represented starkly different and incompatible visions of America.

Is there any prospect for reconciling the two visions of America? Perhaps, but there are immense difficulties. The two visions are rooted in different economic and social experiences, and in wide geographical differences. “A growing part of inequality in America,” economist Enrico Moretti writes, “reflects not just a class but a geographical divide.” I remember that when I moved to Washington, D.C., in 1982, from what was then a decaying industrial Chicago, it felt like leaving one country for another. Living in Washington, one somehow feels closer to Paris or London than to Racine or Wichita. If anything, the social and economic distance between the parts of America has sharply increased since then. And these social, economic, and geographical differences, along with the exaggerated views they produce, have contributed to America’s failure to confront its underlying problems.

The nationalist backlash has been in response to real failures in the American economy and society. America’s middle class has been hollowed out. Imports from China (some of which come from American firms that have outsourced their production) have decimated many smaller and midsized towns and cities outside the great metro areas. Enormous numbers of unskilled immigrants have competed for jobs with Americans who also lack higher education and have led to the downgrading of occupations that were once middle-class; many of these immigrants, resembling those that entered the United States before the 1920s, have congregated in closed communities that have slowed assimilation. But in responding to the challenge of mass immigration, Trump and the Tea Party, like their Anglo-Saxon forbears from the 1840s or 1890s, have resorted to nativist screeds and to threats of deportation, while in responding to destruction of small town life in states like West Virginia and Kentucky, they have sometimes nurtured fantasies about reviving bygone industries like coal mining.

Cosmopolitans and the larger group of liberals have dismissed concerns about immigration and trade. For instance, an analyst from a Democratic think tank, the Center for American Progress, wrote that “immigrants complement native-born workers and increase the standard of living for all Americans”—with the inclusion of the adjective “all,” a statement as implausible on the surface as any put forward about climate change by Tea Party activists or Trump supporters. Aaron Ruper from Think Progress described Trump’s criticism of American business leaders for not doing more about unfair trade as a “striking a fascistic note.” In response to the Trump administration’s abominable policy of separating the children of illegal immigrants from their parents, liberals and Democratic politicians and congressional candidates have called for abolishing rather than reforming the Immigration and Customs Enforcement division of the Department of Homeland Security, which is in charge of enforcing immigration laws, preventing the illicit passage of guns and drugs, and looking out for potential terrorist threats.

In response to Trump’s complaints about China forcing American companies to transfer high technology in order to gain access to China’s market—which could imperil America’s chance of competing in the world economy—former Clinton and Obama administration official Lawrence Summers wrote, “China’s extraction of intellectual property through joint-venture requirements is largely a problem for companies outsourcing production from the United States, and not for American workers.” The Trump administration’s rejection of a Singapore business, with apparent ties to China, to take over a key American technology company, Qualcomm, also met with criticism from Wall Street and Silicon Valley.

The polarization, based in part on the difference between cosmopolitans and nationalists, and reinforced by partisan politics, has been particularly damaging to reaching any constructive solution to the conflict over immigration and national identity. One can devise on paper a set of compromises that would over a decade or two quiet the roaring fires of nativism by allowing the millions of immigrants already here, and those who will come in the future, to assimilate into American society. Two things are required. The first is blocking illegal immigration through stiff employer penalties, while giving a path to citizenship for the roughly 11 million illegal immigrants already here. These immigrants cannot simply be deported, and if they remain in the U.S. illegally, they will continue to constitute an inassimilable underclass.

The second thing to do is to reduce the annual number of immigrants, and to narrow the conditions for family reunification, while giving priority to skilled immigrants. That will reverse the growth of immigrant ghettos, which slow assimilation, and allow those immigrants already here to move up the economic and social ladder. That is what happened as a result of the restrictive legislation passed in 1921, 1924, and 1929. These bills were highly discriminatory, but the reduction in immigration was a key to the assimilation of the Southern and Eastern Europeans who had immigrated over the prior forty years. Such a proposal can be effective without discriminating against particular nationalities.

But regardless of how these proposals are framed, they likely cannot get through a Congress that is divided into conservative nationalists and liberal cosmopolitans. Conservative nationalists in the House of Representatives have blocked legislation that would give illegal immigrants a path to citizenship. Democratic liberals and cosmopolitans have denounced a bill introduced by conservative Republican Senators Tom Cotton and David Perdue that would cut in half annual immigration from roughly a million to 500,000, give priority to skilled immigrants, and narrow the criteria for family reunification, even though their bill is almost identical to a set of proposals put forward in 1997 by a commission chaired by a liberal Democratic icon, former congresswoman Barbara Jordan, and which Bill Clinton extolled at the time.

The polarization between Republicans and Democrats on immigration is also driven by narrow partisanship. The Republicans want to curb immigration, and to prevent the 11 million illegal immigrants from becoming citizens because they fear they will become Democrats, while the Democrats see in the waves of new immigrants the creation of a “majority-minority” country in which the minorities will vote, as they presently do, disproportionately for Democrats. I think these projections are foolish, but they are widely held on both sides and make unlikely the resolution of a conflict that has been central to the rise of conservative nationalism.

*   Some political scientists have used regression analyses to determine what single factor most motivated voters to back Trump, and they have suggested variously that it was racism, nativism, misogyny, and authoritarianism. I don’t put any stock in these kinds of analyses, which strike me as being partisan attempts to discredit Trump and his supporters. As Emily Ekins notes, “These models inherently assume each Trump voter places equal weight on each policy issue measured.” Regression analyses don’t measure the intensity with which a voter views one issue over another. I don’t think it’s accurate to explain most elections by looking at a single issue or concern, but my contention is that of all the issues immigration/terrorism was the most important. That conclusion is based as much on interviews and the political history of the last three decades as on polling.




The Disunited States of Europe

In 1941, as war engulfed Europe, Altiero Spinelli and Ernesto Rossi, two political prisoners who were interned on the island of Ventotene, drafted “The Ventotene Manifesto.” They argued that the historic quest to establish nation-states had inevitably led to war. “The absolute sovereignty of national States has led to the desire of each of them to dominate, since each feels threatened by the strength of the others.…This desire to dominate cannot be placated except by the hegemony of the strongest State over all the others.”

Spinelli, a former Communist, and Rossi, who had broken with Mussolini, called for “the definitive abolition of the division of Europe into national, sovereign States” and the establishment of a new “European Federation.” “The multiple problems which poison international life on the continent have proved to be insoluble: tracing boundaries through areas inhabited by mixed populations, defence of alien minorities, seaports for landlocked countries, the Balkan Question, the Irish problem, and so on. All matters which would find easy solutions in the European Federation.”

In 1943, French businessman Jean Monnet, a member of the French National Liberation Committee in Algiers, wrote a memo making a similar point. “There will be no peace in Europe if the states are reconstituted on the basis of national sovereignty,” he wrote. “Their prosperity and essential social developments are impossible, unless the States of Europe form themselves into a Federation or one ‘European entity’ understood as a common economic unit.”

Spinelli and Monnet are generally regarded as the founding fathers of the European Union. The parliament building in Brussels is named for Spinelli, and a European Commission building in Luxembourg for Monnet. Their argument boiled down to this: To avoid the recurrence of another world war, the European nations would have to cede their sovereignty to a supranational federation. Nationalism was inherently toxic.

Over the next sixty years, the leading countries on the continent followed their script. In 1951, France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands set up the European Steel and Coal Community, headed by Monnet, which pooled production in two industries that had been a major cause of conflict. In 1957, the six countries signed the Treaty of Rome to create the European Economic Community, which promised a borderless single market in goods, services, capital, and people. In 1973, the UK, Ireland, and Denmark joined; Greece in 1981; and Spain and Portugal in 1986. That year, the members negotiated the Single European Act, which established a single market with a parliament, council, and commission.

Finally, in 1992 at Maastricht, the members agreed on a common currency that would take effect in 2001, and created the European Central Bank and a new organization that would be called the European Union. The single currency, the euro, was to be the glue that bound together the union. Jean-Claude Juncker, who was then the Prime Minister of Luxembourg and who later became President of the European Commission, predicted that when citizens began using the euro in 2002, “a new we-feeling would develop: we Europeans.”

The EU also sought to ensure that its members were liberal democracies. With new countries clamoring for membership, the EU clarified its membership criteria at a 1993 meeting in Copenhagen. The Copenhagen criteria stipulated that

Membership requires that candidate country has achieved stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, human rights, respect for and protection of minorities, the existence of a functioning market economy, as well as the capacity to cope with competitive pressure and market forces within the Union.

In other words, the European community was not simply a customs union but a supranational organization. It was not just intended to integrate the continent’s economies, but to further the spread of free market democracies. In 1995, Austria, Finland, and Sweden joined. In 2004, the EU began admitting former Communist states, including Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic. There are now twenty-eight countries in the EU, and nineteen (with the UK, Denmark, and Sweden the major exceptions) use the euro as their currency.

There were notable dissenters to the transition from the EEC to the EU. French President Charles de Gaulle and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher both preferred that the EEC remain a tariff-less customs union. Thatcher objected to giving the EU the power to pass labor, consumer, and environmental regulations. She also opposed the establishment of a common currency. “To try to suppress nationhood and concentrate power at the center of a European conglomerate, would be highly damaging,” Thatcher said in 1988. But Thatcher was displaced in 1990 by the pro-EU John Major. Polling showed some skepticism among the European public about integration, but with de Gaulle having died and Thatcher out of power, Europe’s leaders greeted the experiment with great enthusiasm.

Intellectuals were also enthusiastic. Habermas envisaged the EU as a transition to a “post-national constellation.” Tony Judt, in his magisterial history Postwar, concluded that “nationalism had largely come and gone,” and heralded “Europe’s emergence in the dawn of the twenty-first century as a paragon of the international virtues: a community of values and a system of interstate relations held up by Europeans and non-Europeans alike as an exemplar for all to emulate.” The creation of the Eurozone was seen as the culmination of Spinelli and Monnet’s vision, and in the first decade after the Maastricht agreement, the European Commission declared, “The euro is a resounding success. The single currency has become a symbol of Europe, considered by Euro-area citizens to be among the most positive results of European integration.”

These accolades seemed premature at the time, but they now seem hopelessly outdated. The EU has begun coming apart at the seams. Nationalism, once thought to be on the verge of extinction, has revived. Populist parties have advocated the reestablishment of a national currency and national control over borders. Secessionist movements have gained support in Scotland and Catalonia. Governments in Poland and Hungary have defied the EU’s promise of liberal democracy. And of course, the UK voted in 2016 to leave the EU altogether.

Common Currency

The advocates of a European federation framed their objective as a “United States of Europe.” In 1955, Monnet organized an “Action Committee for the United States of Europe.” But America’s and Europe’s histories are very different. The United States expanded outward from a core cultural-ethnic identity. Americans killed or drove off the Native Americans, whose cultures were seen to be incompatible. As the United States has grown over the years, it has incorporated different ethnicities and nationalities without abandoning the rudiments of its original culture, including, most importantly, its language. The United States is undergoing another struggle over assimilation similar to that which took place from the 1880s to 1920s, but it has shown in the past the ability to succeed at doing this. Europe has not had this experience, and to date, does not appear to have the cultural basis for doing so.

There is no common ethnic-cultural identity that marks off Europeans. Different nations are separated by dramatically different languages and cultures, with a few exceptions. Economic integration might be the basis for supranational integration. But the economic integration of the United States proceeded under the prior existence of a national state and common culture. During the Civil War, the power of the national state won out over the existence of a competing regional culture and economic system. Politics carried the day. But in Europe, it was hoped that gradual economic integration would lay the basis for a powerful supranational state.

The proponents of a common currency did recognize that they were dealing with very different economies. Roughly speaking, the leading Northern economies, led by Germany and including the Netherlands, Austria, and Belgium, have depended on export surpluses to drive consumer and business demand for their products and keep their workers employed. To maintain export surpluses, these countries had to keep productivity up and costs, including labor costs, down. In Germany, for instance, labor unions agreed in the 2000s to limit wage demands in exchange for a guarantee of secure employment.

The Southern economies, including Portugal, Spain, Italy, and Greece, were more dependent on domestic consumption, driven by non-tradable services, public spending, and private debt. Their rates of productivity were lower than those of the Northern countries. Before the introduction of the euro, they had to use currency devaluations (which raised the cost of imports and lowered those of exports) to keep their trade deficits from spiraling out of control. The Italian lira, for instance, was devalued eleven times between 1979 and 1992, and between 1979 and 1999 it lost 53 percent of its value against the Deutschmark. That created a huge amount of volatility, making business planning difficult.

The proponents of the euro hoped that the currency would lead to a convergence between the two economies. The common currency would rule out devaluations as a means to limit trade deficits; in addition, a Growth and Stability Pact (demanded by the Germans) which limited budget deficits to 3 percent of GDP would rule out using deficit spending to boost demand. That would force the Southern countries to raise productivity and lower costs. They too would become export countries. Europe as a whole would become competitive and united. That was the plan put forward by French Finance Minister Jacques DeLors in 1989.

In the early 2000s, both the North and South appeared to benefit from the euro. Industries in the North got relatively lower exchange rates because the euro’s value reflected the bloc as a whole and not their strong individual economies. That helped their sales internationally. And within the Eurozone, they no longer had to worry about being priced out by devaluations. The South, on the other hand, benefited from relatively lower interest rates because the zone’s lending rates reflected overall confidence in the new German-led zone. That allowed them to borrow to finance their deficits and private investments. These borrowings came primarily from Germany, Austria, Belgium, France, and the Netherlands, whose banks were, in effect, recirculating the countries’ trade surpluses back to the deficit countries. From 1999 to 2009, the Greek debt held by Northern European banks increased 491 percent; Spain’s indebtedness to these banks increased 554 percent.

That arrangement worked well until Lehman Brothers went under in September 2008 and banks in the United States and Europe began calling in loans. A year later, Greece revealed that its budget deficits were twice as large as first reported. At that point, the entire arrangement that had propped up the Eurozone during its first seven years crumbled. Interest rates began to climb; countries in the South faced bankruptcy. Unemployment shot up. Instead of convergence, the euro had produced even wider divergence between the countries. As German economic sociologist Wolfgang Streeck from the Max Planck Institute in Cologne later put it, “An integrated monetary regime for such disparate economies as Europe’s supply-based North and demand-based South cannot work equally well for both. The consequence is that qualitative horizontal diversity is transformed into a quantitative vertical inequality.” That vertical inequality fueled a rise in nationalism in the Eurozone. Instead of “we,” the euro had created “us” versus “them.”

In Greece, Spain, and Italy, the collapse of their economies sparked protest against Brussels and the European Central Bank for insisting that in order to receive a bailout, the governments would have to eviscerate their welfare and pension systems and sell off state assets. The populist parties Syriza in Greece, Podemos in Spain, Front National in France, and Five Star Movement in Italy, as well as the secessionist Northern League, voiced doubts about the euro and the EU. Much of the anger was directed at Germany, which the parties believed controlled the Eurozone finance. In Greece, Germany’s leading role in setting draconian conditions for a bailout led to public demonstrations and demands that Germany pay Greece reparations for World War II. In tabloids, German finance minister Wolfgang Schauble was regularly depicted wearing a Nazi SS uniform.

On the other side, governments and the public in Europe’s Northern tier protested against bailing out the improvident South. In Germany, the Alternativ fur Deutschland (AfD) originated in 2013 as an anti-bailout party calling for Germany to leave the Eurozone. The Finns and the Dutch also denounced the bailout. The Finns (formerly the True Finns), a populist party founded in 1995, opposed the bailout of Portugal in 2011. “Why should Finland bail anyone out? We won’t allow Finnish cows to be milked by other hands,” the party’s leader Timo Soini explained. Four years later, Soini called for Greece to be expelled from the Eurozone. Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte ran successfully for election in 2012 on a promise of “not one more cent for Greece.”

The furor over the euro has temporarily abated in Spain and Portugal as their economies have picked up. In Italy, two Euroskeptic powers govern, but they have backed off from their opposition to the euro. Fear of what leaving the euro would entail, especially among pensioners living on fixed incomes, has overshadowed disillusionment with the euro and the ECB. But there is continuing resentment toward the EU, the Growth and Stability Pact, and Germany’s role in Eurozone finance. Once thought to be a boon, the euro is at best thought in the South to be a bearable burden.

According to the polling analysts EUVision, only 39 percent of Italians think it’s been beneficial to be in the EU. In a poll in Greece in 2017, 53 percent thought joining the Eurozone was the “wrong decision” and only 38 percent the “right decision.”

As currently structured, the euro and the Growth and Stability Pact will continue to cause a wide divergence between the North and the South, and in the event of another sharp downturn, could plunge the EU into another political crisis. Some politicians and economists have proposed a gradual withdrawal, perhaps through demoting the euro to a secondary reserve currency that would work like the IMF’s Special Drawing Rights; others have advocated strengthening the EU’s fiscal power so that it can act to stem economic crises in the manner of the American government. French President Emmanuel Macron has proposed creating a Eurozone budget and finance minister post, but Macron’s proposal may not be able to overcome objections from center-right and right wing populist parties in Northern Europe.

Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte’s approach is for the Southern economies to undertake “structural reform” that will turn them into export-driven, industrial replicas of the German or Dutch economies. German Christian Democrats have put forth similar proposals. Their effect would be to create a version of what Keynes called the “paradox of thrift.” As all the nations of the EU joined Germany in attempting to create trade surpluses by holding down domestic demand, they would inhibit consumer demand in what has been the most important market for their goods—their fellow EU countries.

In theory, as Martin Sandbu argues in Europe’s Orphan, the euro could be made to work. But in the real world, the economic, political, and cultural are inextricably intertwined, and those measures that could turn the euro to the advantage of the South as well as the North are blocked by those countries that either benefit from the existing structure—as the Germans or Dutch do—or find the attempt to emulate the Germans or Dutch impossible within the constraints of their politics and culture. In the absence of reform, it appears likely that the Eurozone’s horizontal diversity will continue to produce vertical inequalities. These will exacerbate the political division and national resentment that the EU was supposed to eliminate. And as recent years show, when resentment toward the EU’s economic role is fused with opposition to its policies on immigration, borders, and Islam, a garden-variety nationalism can become toxic and dangerous.

European Citizenship

Europe’s postwar planners envisaged eliminating borders in the European federation. They hoped that would prevent the reemergence of a dangerous nationalism. From the end of World War II through the 1990s, the countries in the EU gradually ended restrictions on where residents of any EU country could travel to or work in. They also adopted rules on asylum that allowed millions of refugees into Europe from the Middle East, South Asia, and Africa. But this effort, like that of integrating Europe’s economies, began to run aground in the 2000s when cultural and economic concerns about migration became fused with fear of Islamist terrorist attacks.

Europe’s earlier experience with immigration was very different from that of the United States. During much of the last three centuries, Europe’s was a history of emigration, not immigration. Europe’s nations didn’t really have to develop policies on immigration until the economic boom that hit after World War II and that attracted workers to the industries of Northern Europe. At that time, Europe’s policies were focused primarily on guest workers. Governments in West Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Scandinavian countries made bilateral agreements with Turkey and countries in southern Europe to send workers who would be expected to return to their homelands after a specified time. In 1968, the EEC approved freedom of movement for workers (not persons) within the community. In West Germany, there were 500,000 Italians, 535,000 Yugoslavs, and 605,000 Turks working in manufacturing and construction by 1973. France and the Netherlands also admitted migrants from their former colonies, and Great Britain did the same for those from its Commonwealth.

When the economies in Europe declined in the early 1970s, northern European countries tried to induce guest workers to leave, but many stayed and took advantage of reunification laws to bring in family members. Britain passed laws that, in effect, restricted citizenship to European migrants, but high birth rates actually increased the number of people of South Asian, Caribbean, and African descent. Having signed the 1951 Geneva Convention pledging asylum for refugees from political, sexual, and racial persecution, Europe also began receiving migrants from wars in Africa and Asia beginning in the 1980s. Over the next decade, with the outbreak of the Balkan wars, this trickle became a raging stream. In 1992, European nations received 672,000 applications for asylum. Many of these new migrants, as well as many of the old, were Muslims. Many lacked the educational background or work habits to fit quickly into the European economies. In France, the UK, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Germany (and later too in the Scandinavian countries), many immigrants were clustered into highly segregated communities that had high crime rates and a high incidence of welfare dependence.

Europe’s history simply did not prepare it to deal with the questions of assimilation raised by these decades of migration. France, due in part to the circumstances of its own birth as a nation that incorporated and assimilated other nationalities within its territory, had the most liberal citizenship laws on the continent. Citizenship was according to birth—the jus soli. If you were born in France, you were French. So the children of migrants became French citizens. But in the 1980s, the presence of large numbers of Muslims, most of whom came from former French colonies, sparked calls to revise the jus soli. Jean-Marie Le Pen, the head of the Front National, declared, “You have to deserve to be French.” Even mainstream politicians objected. French Socialist Gaston Defferre warned that “the rules of Islam ... are contrary to all the rules of French law on the custody of children ... and they are contrary to [French rules on] the rights of women.” Over the next fifteen years, there would be repeated attempts to revise the citizenship law.

But during the 1990s, the EU’s planners took further steps toward eliminating Europe’s borders and opening them to immigrants and asylum-seekers. The EU nations adopted the Dublin Regulation in 1990, which set out a procedure by which asylum-seekers would be processed for their ultimate destination at the EU country at which they first arrived.

In 1993, Maastricht took effect, which codified court rulings that residents (and not just citizens) of any EU state could travel to and work in any other. In 1995, the Schengen Agreement, which had been reached a decade earlier, took effect. It removed border controls within the EU. Anyone in one EU country could enter another without having to show a passport. That also meant that noncitizens, including illegal immigrants, could travel easily from one country to another. In 1999, members of EU’s European Council met at Tampere, Finland to propose common EU policies on asylum and migration. It was proposed that those who won asylum in one state could “seek and obtain entry to all EU states.”

The first signs of a revolt at the polls appeared. Le Pen’s National Front won 15 percent of the vote in 1995 presidential elections. In Denmark, the People’s Party, which originated in 1995 out of the protests of two Lutheran pastors against the threat that Muslim immigration posed to Denmark’s cultural heritage, won 7.4 percent in the 1998 general election. In Austria, the Freedom Party, whose original leadership had ties to the country’s Nazi past and which focused on opposition to immigration under a program “Austria First,” won 27 percent of the vote in 1999, coming in second and entering the government.

Terror and Culture

In the early 2000s, the revolt gave way to a political rebellion. The catalyst was the onset of large-scale Islamist terrorist attacks in the United States and Europe. From 2004 to 2017, there were thirteen major terrorist attacks in the EU, as well as the political assassination of a Dutch filmmaker.

In 2002 elections, Le Pen finished an astonishing second to the eventual winner Jacques Chirac, ousting the Socialist candidate who had been favored to win. In Holland, Pim Fortuyn, who was opposed to Muslim immigration (“I see Islam as an extraordinary threat, as a hostile religion”), founded the Pim Fortuyn List in 2002. His party won control of Rotterdam’s government, and then two weeks before the general election in May, he was assassinated by an animal rights protester. His party still won 17 percent and became part of the government. Throughout Scandinavia, new parties running against open borders and Islam made significant inroads. In 2001, the Danish People’s Party won 12 percent of the vote and became the third largest party. In Italy, the Northern League, at the time only a regional party, won 8.3 percent nationally in 2008, promising to protect Italy’s “Christian identity” against Muslim immigrants.

In 2004, the EU began expanding into Eastern Europe, producing new waves of immigrants to Western Europe. The EU adopted a seven-year transition period for workers in the former communist countries to be able to work in whatever other EU country they wanted, but Britain, Ireland, and Sweden, eager for cheap labor, waived the transition period. As workers from the East traveled westward in droves, and as the Great Recession took hold, the economic case against immigration, particularly among Europe’s left-behinds, rose to the surface. These left-behinds included industrial workers who lost their jobs as factories and mines closed in northeast England, northern France, East Germany, and small towns in Austria or Hungary or Poland.

Dissatisfaction with the economic burdens of immigration began to register. In a 2014 Pew poll in the EU, majorities in Italy, France, and the UK, and 44 percent in Germany, wanted fewer immigrants. Majorities in Italy and France believed immigrants were taking their jobs and social benefits. The opposition to immigration was concentrated among the same group adversely affected by the downturn: unskilled and semi-skilled workers and their families who generally lived and worked outside the metropolitan areas. In the Pew poll, only 37 percent of UK respondents believed immigrants were taking their jobs and benefits, but a majority of those without a college education believed so. Then came a new round of asylum-seekers and terrorist attacks.

In 2010, the number of refugees from wars in the Middle East and North Africa began to rise—from 259,000 in 2010 to 627,000 in 2014. Many of these headed for Greece or Italy. In 2015, in response to the war in Syria and the chaos in Libya, the number of asylum-seekers skyrocketed—to 1.32 million in 2015 and 1.26 million in 2016. At the same time, there was a massive uptick in Islamist terrorist attacks in Europe, some of which were credited to the ISIS group. From 2014 to 2017, there were thirty-six terrorist attacks with casualties. These included major attacks in Brussels, Paris (twice), Nice, Berlin, London, Stockholm, and Manchester. Some of the terrorist incidents involved refugees. That brought to a head the issues of terror and Islam on top of what were growing economic and cultural grievances against migrants.

A Pew poll in July 2016 found that large majorities in Hungary, Poland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, the UK, Sweden, and Greece thought that admitting refugees would “increase domestic terrorism.” Majorities in Greece and Italy and pluralities in Hungary and Poland thought diversity was making their country “a worse place to live.” A Gallup poll in 2017 asked whether people in fourteen European countries thought “acts of terrorism” by migrants were “a serious problem.” Huge majorities in France, Denmark, Belgium, Portugal, and the Netherlands thought they were; the median across the fourteen countries was 66 percent. Respondents from the same countries thought that “current immigration levels” were a “serious problem.”

The political repercussions were dramatic. In Britain, the single most important issue driving the vote to leave the EU was immigration, and the most effective publicity was a poster, produced by UKIP, that showed a huge stream of swarthy migrants (actually Syrian refugees heading toward Slovenia) with the caption “Breaking Point: the EU has failed us all” and “We must break free of the EU and take back control of our borders.” In France, Marine Le Pen got 34 percent of the vote in the final round against Macron, twice the Front National’s previous total. In Denmark, the People’s Party got 21 percent of the vote in 2015, up from 12 percent in 2011. In the 2015 election, the Finns party came in third and became part of the government. In Austria in 2017, the Freedom Party got 27 percent of the vote and joined the government. In Norway’s 2017 election, the anti-immigrant Progress Party came in third and became part of the government.

In Italy, the combination of the Great Recession and the flood of asylum-seekers, for which Italy was the first and sometimes the last stop, boosted the fortunes of anti-immigrant parties. In 2016 alone, 171,000 fled by boat to Italy—equivalent proportionately to 919,000 refugees from the Caribbean or Central America arriving in the United States. There were about 600,000 immigrants in the country illegally. The League, which dropped “North” to become a national party, and which ran on the slogan “Italians First,” got 17.4 percent of the vote. Former Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia got 14 percent, the Brothers of Italy, which has fascist roots, 4.35 percent, and Beppe Grillo’s Eurosceptic Five Star Movement 32.66 percent. More Europe, the explicitly pro-EU party, got 2.55 percent of the vote.

The protests were grounded in genuine grievances, but in the hands of nationalist politicians, they descended into vilification. Muslims were viciously stereotyped, as typified by UKIP’s poster in the Brexit campaign. Distinctions resurfaced between who were the real nationals. The term Francais de souche (“ethnically French”), which Marine Le Pen had banned in the course of trying to rid the party of its Vichy roots, made a comeback. There was also an attempt to rehabilitate the dark forces that had plunged Europe into world war. One survey prior to the Italian election found that 32 percent of Forza voters and 38 percent of League voters had a “positive or very positive opinion” of fascist dictator Benito Mussolini. So did 24 percent of Five Star voters. In this respect, the most disturbing of the popular new parties—probably because it was least expected—was Germany’s Alternativ fur Deutschland (AfD).

The Return of the Repressed

After World War II, West Germany discouraged any display of nationalist sentiment or patriotism as being an echo of the Nazi past. The first two triumphalist stanzas of the German national anthem were excised. Thomas Kleine-Brockhoff, a former advisor to Germany’s president who now heads the Berlin office of the German Marshall Fund of the United States, said, “Personally, I grew up in the Seventies, and it was deeply shameful to be a German and to be representing Germany. I was on the under-eighteen German basketball team. We would have these long basketball socks, German colors, red and gold. We would roll them down. You would cover the eagle on your chest.”

Yet the West Germans didn’t banish every manifestation of the older nationalist sentiment. Germany’s immigration law retained its nationalist roots. It remained based on descent. The new constitution after World War II granted citizenship to “the entire German people,” including those who were living in East Germany or Poland. So a German living in Poland could easily gain citizenship, but the children of a Turkish guest worker, who had been raised and schooled in Germany and may have never even visited Turkey, were denied citizenship.

In 1999, however, Germany modified its immigration law to allow citizenship by birth and also to permit residents who stayed longer than eight years to apply for citizenship. It also became a favored destination for asylum-seekers. By 2007, Germany was housing 578,879 refugees, more than twice as many as the United States and almost four times as many as France. At the same time, the threat of terrorist attacks surfaced. In 2006, Germany narrowly escaped a Madrid-like bombing incident when two suitcases of bombs left on a train by Islamists failed to go off. In 2007, police foiled a plot to plant 1,500 pounds of explosive around American targets in Germany. Two of the conspirators were German converts to Islam, one was a Turkish immigrant, and another was the son of Turkish immigrants who had obtained German citizenship.

Ordinary Germans began to be concerned about terrorism and about Germany’s Muslim population. In a 2006 survey by Pew Research, 82 percent of Germans were very or somewhat concerned about the rise of Islamic terrorism. A ten-year survey beginning in 2003 by the University of Bielefeld found that only 19 percent of Germans believed Islam was compatible with German culture, and 46 percent thought there were “too many Muslims” in Germany. Then in 2010, Thilo Sarrazin, a banking official and member of the Social Democrats, published a book entitled Germany Abolishes Itself.

Sarrazin’s book argued for restricting immigration by Muslim groups. He charged that Turks and other Muslim groups had failed to assimilate and were living off the state in ghettos like Berlin’s Neukolin, where as many as two-thirds of the 80,000 immigrant residents were on welfare. He warned that if the government didn’t limit their numbers, they would eventually overtake ethnic Germans. Sarrazin’s book was immediately condemned by political leaders and Germany’s major publications, and he was discharged from his position with the Bundesbank—but it shot to the top of the bestseller list, eventually selling 1.5 million copies. According to Der Spiegel, party leaders from the Social Democrats and Christian Democrats were chastised by their rank and file for attacking Sarrazin. The seeds of a nationalist backlash had been sown.

The Alternativ fur Deutschland was founded in Berlin in February 2013 by economist Bernard Lucke, lawyer Alexander Gauland, and journalist Konrad Adam. It was primarily a Euroskeptic party that, in the wake of Germany’s role in bailing out Greece, called for Germany to leave the Eurozone. Dubbed the professor’s party because of its leadership and its base among the educated middle class, it got a surprising 7.1 percent in elections in 2014 to the European parliament, which are usually a low-turnout forum for protest voters. But the next year, at the party congress in Essen, the AfD changed course.

Frauke Petry, a chemist and single mother from Dresden, joined with Gauland in ousting Lucke from the leadership. Petry and Gauland wanted the party to focus on immigrants and the Islamic threat. Lucke resigned from the party, charging that Petry wanted to turn it into the “PEGIDA party,” the name of a Dresden-based anti-Islamic group (Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamicization of the West) that staged weekly demonstrations. In national polls, the party looked doomed, floundering at 3 percent. But Petry and Gauland’s takeover came just two months before Angela Merkel decided to open Germany’s border to over a million Muslim refugees.

“We Can Manage This”

In the summer of 2015, with Iraq and Syria engulfed in war, refugees begin pouring into Southern Europe through Turkey and Greece. Thousands encamped in Hungary in August seeking to enter Germany. Hungary’s Prime Minister Victor Orban claimed he couldn’t process them and called on Merkel to take them, which she agreed to do, declaring in August that Germany’s borders were now open to any refugees who wanted to come. “We can manage this,” she famously declared. Over that year and next, 1.2 million refugees would arrive, roughly equivalent to five million refugees arriving in the United States over a year.

That fall, Merkel’s initiative was widely praised. She was Time’s Person of the Year. The German press focused on the raucous right wing opposition from PEGIDA and dismissed Merkel’s mainstream critics as racist. Wolfgang Streeck says, “People were morally compelled to shut up. It resulted in people who did not agree seeing themselves in newspapers, and on television, as Nazis, Holocaust deniers. They were excluded from the political community.” There was little debate about migration in the political parties, especially on the left. Explained Sociologist Anke Hassel, a research fellow at the union-backed Hans-Böckler-Stiftung, “It was very hard for the left to even discuss these issues because it is considered racist or xenophobic to discuss it.”

Then on New Year’s Eve in Cologne, groups of men, identified as being Arab or North African, went on a rampage in the city center assaulting and robbing women—at least twenty-four women were raped. According to the chief prosecutor, the “overwhelming majority” of the men were asylum-seekers and illegal immigrants. Similar incidents—an estimated 1,200 attacks—occurred in Stuttgart, Dusseldorf, Hamburg, Dortmund, and Bielefeld. That abruptly ended the public’s enthusiasm for Merkel’s policy of open borders and boosted the fortunes of the AfD.

In three state elections held in March 2016, the AfD, running in opposition to Merkel’s open borders, got 24.2 percent of the vote—the second highest—in Saxony-Anhalt, a downscale state in the former East Germany. It also came in a respectable third in two wealthy states in the former West Germany where disillusionment with Merkel’s alliance with the Social Democrats ran high. Merkel sought to contain the damage by working out an agreement with Turkey to house future migrants from Syria there. The flow abated after the spring of 2016, but the political damage was done. In the September 2017 national elections, the AfD would come in third with 12.6 percent—ahead of the Free Democrats but also the Greens, the leading champion of an open borders policy. When the CDU/CSU and SPD agreed the next spring to form a coalition government, the AfD became the official opposition party in parliament and became entitled to chair the powerful budget committee.

The AfD has some similarities to other nationalist and populist parties on the continent, but it is nationalist in a way that no significant German party has been since 1945. It represents a repudiation of what Germany, France, and the other countries that formed the EEC attempted to do. The party’s official platform condemns the Schengen and Maastricht treaties for violating German “national sovereignty.” It declares that the AfD is committed to “German as the predominant culture” and rejects “the ideology of multiculturalism.” It declares that “Islam does not belong to Germany.” It says that “German citizenship is inseparably linked to our language and culture” and rejects dual citizenship and granting citizenship to children by the fact of their birth regardless of their parent’s nationality.

The AfD, like some of the smaller openly pro-fascist groups in Italy or the dissenting wing of the Front National, appears to be symptomatic of what Freud called the return of the repressed. This occurs when instinctual impulses—or in this case very ordinary nationalist sentiments—are completely blocked from expression because of their association with aberrant, ugly desires, only to return in their most primitive, brutal form.

In their public statements, the party’s leaders have suggested that anyone who is not of German ethnic descent is not really German. In June 2016, Alexander Gauland, who was then deputy chairman of the AfD and is now co-chairman, described Jerome Boateng, a star on Germany’s soccer team who was born in Berlin of a Ghanaian father and German mother, as “alien,” and said that people would not want “someone like Boateng as a neighbor.” AfD leaders have also flouted the taboos about Germany’s Nazi past. Bjorn Hocke, one of the party’s leaders and an elected official in Thuringia, said at a rally in Dresden in January 2017 that Germany needs to make a “180 degree turn” in its attitude toward World War II. Referring to the Holocaust memorial, he complained that the Germans “were the only people in the world to plant a monument of shame in the heart of their capital.” Nine months later at a meeting at a nineteenth-century German war memorial, Gauland called on Germans to take pride in their military and not identify it with the Nazi period. “These years don’t concern our identity anymore,” he said. “Which is why we have the right not only to take back our country, but also our past.” The AfD’s parliamentary delegation has recruited some of its staff from groups identified as neo-Nazi, including the NPD and HFD, which the government banned in 2009 for trying to indoctrinate young people with Neo-Nazi ideology.

Many AfD voters are former East Germans whose standard of living is still well below that of former West Germans. Many of them have also retained a strictly ethnic view of German citizenship. East Germany had a small migrant population from Vietnam, Cuba, and Angola, but they were segregated, never given even permanent residency, and were encouraged to leave after reunification. Critics of the AfD have questioned why, given how few refugees actually migrate to that part of Germany, the former East Germans should have been so up in arms over the refugee crisis. One of them explained, “We voted AfD so we don’t get any refugees in the first place. Once you’ve got weeds, they are hard to get rid of. So you make sure they don’t grow to start with.” A similar logic would prevail among many citizens in Eastern Europe toward the prospect of refugees being relocated there.

Hungary and Victor Orban

The final segment of the EU’s original project, embodied in the Copenhagen Criteria, was the attempt to extend democracy across the continent by absorbing eight former Warsaw Pact countries. By admitting them to the EU, the EU’s planners hoped they would be kept on a liberal democratic path. In 2004, five years after admitting them, EU commission Olli Rehn declared the move an unquestioned success. “Enlargement has served as an anchor of stability and democracy and as a driver of personal freedom and economic dynamism in Europe,” he said.

Less than a decade later, however, there were questions about whether in expanding eastward, the EU had created an albatross rather than an anchor. Prime Minister Victor Orban and his Fidesz Party, running on an aggressive nationalist program, have now won two-thirds majorities in 2010, 2014, and 2018 and have been taking steps to create a one-party state, prompting charges from the EU that they are violating article two of the EU’s treaty requiring all members to respect democracy and the rule of law. In Poland, Jaroslaw Kaczynski and his Law and Justice Party, which took over the government in 2015, have followed Orban’s lead and incurred the same charges from the EU.

Their violation of the Copenhagen Criteria raises questions about the EU’s original ambitions. Should the EU have admitted these countries in the first place? And if it should have, should it also have recognized that Hungary and Poland’s histories, and their experience with nationalism, are very different from those of the countries in Western Europe?

Hungarians date their nation from the coronation of the Magyar King Saint Stephen, who had converted to Catholicism, in 1000. But in the succeeding millennium, they were butchered by the Mongols, who killed off about half the population, and subjugated by the Ottomans and then the Hapsburgs. Dragooned by Austria into backing the Central Powers in the First World War, the Hungarians were punished by the victorious Allies. At Trianon in 1920, Hungary lost 60 percent of its population and two-thirds of its land, which originally spanned part of Romania and the former Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, leaving 3.2 million native Hungarians in neighboring countries. Hungarians hoped to get these lands back by allying with the Nazis in World War II, but lost them again afterward in the Soviet occupation.

In Hungary, nationalism never acquired the bad name it had in Germany. Instead, it was seen as the basis for the country’s survival over the centuries. It was a source of pride and at the time nurtured a continuing fear of foreign domination. Cultural scientist Magdalena Marsovszky writes, “Trianon was the cause of a great deal of consternation, and an irrational fear of the ‘death of the nation’ took on immense proportions.” Hungary also had little experience of liberal democracy. During its brief period of independence from 1919 to 1944, it was ruled by Admiral Miklos Horthy.

After Hungary gained its independence from the Soviet Union in 1989, its first governments were led by classic liberals and former socialists who had turned from Marx to Milton Friedman and from Lenin to Tony Blair. They enthusiastically embraced the prospect of a European Hungary as a counter to a Soviet Hungary. Orban’s Fidesz party, which started out as student dissenters to Soviet rule, originally advocated classical liberalism, but after faring poorly in elections, turned to Christian nationalism. Invoking the wounds of Trianon, Orban advocated “a unified nation, extending beyond national borders, belonging together.” He combined that with a social welfare agenda that echoed Hungary’s communist past under Janos Kadar.

Orban’s party won the leadership in 1998, but the coalition splintered and lost power four years later. However in 2010, in response to the austerity promoted by a coalition of liberals and former socialists in the wake of the Great Recession, Orban and Fidesz won the two-thirds majority necessary to alter Hungary’s constitution.

Orban lowered utility prices, adopted a family allowance plan to give subsidies to people having children, and defended Hungary’s national health system against efforts to privatize it. He also put into effect a strongly nationalist agenda. He allowed ethnic Hungarians outside the country to hold Hungarian passports and to vote in elections. At the same time, Orban took steps to create a one-party state similar to that which had existed in communist Hungary. Orban and Fidesz rewrote the constitution, gutted the power of the independent Constitutional Court to review legislation, and gave the executive and the legislature the power to appoint the members of commissions that were created to oversee the media and elections.

Orban consolidated the state media and put it in the hands of a council that Fidesz controlled. He required other journalists and publications to register with the government. They were subject to fines if their coverage was not “balanced.” Orban’s personal friends, many of whom got rich from government contracts, have acquired nearly all of the country’s media outlets. Orban who funds a pro-Fidesz think tank, has attempted to intimidate independent ones, and has taken control of state museums and theaters.

When the EU’s justice commissioner in 2014 harshly criticized Orban’s revision of the constitution and threatened to strip Hungary of its EU voting rights, Orban struck back with a campaign against “Brussels” and its “left corner.” The EU became, in effect, the latest foreign invaders to violate Hungary’s sovereignty. At a speech at an ethnic Hungarian summer camp in Romania, Orban invoked Hungarian nationalism in defense of his measures:

The Hungarian nation is not simply a group of individuals but a community that must be organized, reinforced, and in fact constructed. And so in this sense the new state that we are constructing in Hungary is an illiberal state, a non-liberal state. It does not reject the fundamental principles of liberalism such as freedom, and I could list a few more, but it does not make this ideology the central element of state organization, but instead includes a different, special, national approach.

In 2015, after Orban had won reelection and another two-thirds majority, he found a new kind of foreign invader to single out. Refugees from the Middle East began streaming across Hungary’s southern border. In the first six months, 50,000 migrants entered Hungary looking for asylum in the EU. In June, Orban began building a fence across Hungary’s border to keep out the migrants, but they kept coming. By September, they were in Budapest’s rail station and on its highways trying to move northward to Germany. When the European Commission decided at Germany’s behest to establish quotas of migrants for each nation and allotted Hungary 1,294, Orban refused to accept them.

Orban’s rejection of the refugees and of those who championed and sponsored them crystalized his case for Hungarian nationalism. “The crisis offers the chance for the national Christian ideology to retain supremacy not only in Hungary, but in the whole of Europe,” he said. He warned that the refugees were “overrunning us and threatening our civilization.” “We do not want to see in our midst any minorities whose cultural background differs from our own. We want to keep Hungary for the Hungarians.” Orban and Fidesz’s stance on refugees was very popular in Hungary. According to a 2016 Pew poll, 76 percent of Hungarians thought the influx of migrants increased “the likelihood of terrorism.”

In this crusade he found an enemy in George Soros, a Hungarian Jew who had migrated to New York and made billions as a currency speculator. Soros’s Open Society Foundation had funded educational and human rights campaigns in Hungary for decades. In 1989, Orban himself had gone to school in England on a Soros grant. In September 2015, Soros had written a column recommending that the EU “accept at least a million asylum-seekers annually for the foreseeable future.”

Orban launched a campaign against Soros with the premise, resting on little evidence, that Soros was behind a plan to turn Hungary into a haven for the refugees at the expense of its inhabitants. He took out hundreds of billboards in Budapest and throughout the countryside; one showed a smiling Soros and was captioned, “Let’s not let Soros have the last laugh.” Another read, “Soros wants to transplant millions from Africa and the Middle East. Stop Soros.” I found the billboards extremely disturbing, as did people I interviewed from Budapest’s Jewish community. With the April 2018 election approaching, Orban stepped up his attacks against the press and against the organizations and the university that Soros funded.

In the wake of Orban’s 2018 election victory, several hundred academics from Europe and the United States signed an open letter to Merkel calling on her to dissociate herself and her party from Orban. “The price that Europe will have to pay for the failure to stand up to Orban is also much higher than you seem to realize,” the letter read. “The European Union is founded on values including democracy, the rule of law, and respect for human rights. By allowing the Hungarian government to destroy democratic institutions and to demonize minorities with impunity, the EU risks turning into little more than a regional trade bloc devoid of common values.”

But the question posed by Orban’s success in office is whether the EU overreached itself in going beyond being a regional trade bloc: whether it took sufficient account of Hungary’s history, in which autocrats like Horthy and Kadar are esteemed by Orban’s supporters, and of its vibrant, but also highly defensive, nationalism. It’s the same question that needs to be asked about its stand against Poland’s government.

Budapest in Warsaw

For all of Hungary’s historical woes, those of Poland easily exceed them. While Hungary retained a geographical identity as well as a local culture during the centuries, Poland was not so lucky. From the eighteenth century until World War I—at a time when modern nations were forming in Europe and across the Atlantic—Poland did not exist as a geographical entity. It was partitioned among Germany, Russia, and Austria. The Germans and Russians also did what they could to wipe out indigenous Polish culture, but as often happens, they didn’t succeed.

As a result, Poland’s idea of its nationhood was nurtured for centuries when the nation itself didn’t physically exist. It lent the idea of Polish nationhood a special ethnic purity that encouraged solidarity in the face of foreign domination on the one hand, and intolerance of anything seemingly foreign on the other hand. Polish political scientist Leszek Koczanowicz has written, “The nation emerged as a projection of hopes and anxieties—or, to use a psychoanalytical term, as a phantasm that left a heavy imprint on the lives of multiple generations of Poles. At its heart lay a dream of absolute national unity and the appended belief that it was almost tangible, within reach.”

During the centuries of partition and during the Soviet era, the main enduring Polish institution was the Catholic church. Like Hungary, Poland dates its own origin to a ruler who in 966 joined the Roman Catholic church. But even more than in Hungary, religious observance and belief has been central to Poland’s national identity. It’s a line that runs from Mieszko I in the tenth century up through Solidarity and Pope John Paul II down to Jaroslaw Kaczynski and his ruling Law and Justice party today. Jacek Kucharczyk, president of the Institute for Public Affairs in Warsaw, explained the connection between the church and Polish nationalism this way, “To be a true Pole,” he said, “you have to be a Catholic.”

Like Hungary, Poland also has a strong sense of having been victimized over the centuries, but particularly in the last century. During World War II, Poland was initially partitioned between the Nazis and the Soviet Union, and was afterward entirely under German control. During that time, 6 million out of 30 million Poles perished, including three million Jews. In retreat, the Germans reduced Warsaw, Poznan, and Lubin to rubble. Slawomir Sierokowksi, the director of the Institute for Advanced Study in Warsaw, describes Poles as having “more the identity of soldier than a citizen. You are a member of a nation that doesn’t have a state and is enslaved, and you fight all the time for freedom. This kind of identity doesn’t fit well with liberalism, proportional values, and compromises.”

Poland’s transition out of communism was similar to that of Hungary and other Eastern European countries. Under Solidarity hero Lech Walesa, and his successor, former Communist official Aleksander Kwasniewski, Poland went from a planned to a hyper-free market economy.

By the 2005 elections, Kwasniewski had worn out his welcome. Unemployment was at 17.7 percent. Government corruption was rife. Polish participation in George W. Bush’s Iraq war was unpopular. That left an opening for two new parties: a center-right group, Civic Platform, similar to Germany’s Free Democrats, and a new populist party, Law and Justice, founded by twin brothers Jaroslaw and Lech Kaczynski. The Kaczynski brothers, who were born in 1949, had both gone to law school in Warsaw and had then attached themselves to Walesa and Solidarity. Both men had initially held positions in Walesa’s administration, but had broken with him, primarily over Walesa’s reluctance to purge Poland’s government of former Communists.

In 2005, the brothers focused their campaign on crime, corruption, communism, and growing inequality. They advocated outlawing the Democratic Left Alliance because of its connections with the “criminal underworld.” Jaroslaw Kaczynski charged that ten thousand former members of the Communist secret police had jobs in Poland’s police force. The Kaczynskis advocated a “moral revolution.” They framed the election as a choice between “returning post-communism” and “regaining Poland by Poles.” Lech Kaczynski, who ran for president, edged out the Civic Platform candidate, but Law and Justice won a bare plurality in parliament with 27 percent of the vote and had to create a coalition. After two years of infighting with its coalition partners, the brothers called for a new election, and lost their majority to Civic Platform.

In 2010, Lech Kaczynski, who had remained president, died in an airplane crash. In the 2011 parliamentary election, Law and Justice was again bested by Civic Platform. Jaroslaw Kaczynski said afterward, “Viktor Orban gave us an example of how we can win. The day will come when we will succeed, and we will have Budapest in Warsaw.” In preparation for 2015, Kaczynski mimicked Orban’s potent blend of nationalism, cultural conservatism, and left wing economics. Kaczynski, who had gained a reputation for abrasiveness in his brief tenure as prime minister in 2006–2007, became the backroom strategist and ran Andrzej Duda for president and Beata Szydło for Prime Minister.

Kaczynski gave only one speech during the campaign. He attacked Civic Platform for agreeing to the EU’s demand that it accept seven thousand refugees from Syria. “There are already signs of emergence of diseases that are highly dangerous and have not been seen in Europe for along time,” he warned. Law and Justice attacked Civic Platform for raising the retirement age to sixty-seven and promised a program dubbed five hundred plus—families would get five hundred zlotys a month (about $150) for each additional child above one that they were raising. The proposal was supposed to boost the Polish birthrate and provide the equivalent of a guaranteed annual income for downscale rural Poles with large families. “This program gained Law and Justice huge popularity,” explained political scientist Marek Cichocki. “It was the first real program after the transformation [from communism] to redistribute income.”

This time, Law and Justice won a majority of seats. Once in office, Law and Justice continued to follow Orban’s playbook. They lowered the retirement age for men and women, provided free medication for people over seventy-five, and raised the minimum wage. They rejected EU demands to accept refugees. They promulgated their own version of Christian nationalism. Piotr Buras of the European Council on Foreign Relations in Warsaw says, “The story is that we are a nation that had to defend itself for centuries against the powerful neighbors, we were constantly under pressure, sometimes we lost politically, we lost our sovereignty, but we were always morally on the right side, we are morally superior to the others.”

Following Orban’s example, Kaczynski also took aim at Poland’s constitution. Law and Justice adopted new rules for the Supreme Court that would substantially curb its independence. They repealed Poland’s civil service regulations that insulated top officials from political pressure. In response, the European Commission initiated proceedings against Poland for its assault on the rule of law. Kaczynski portrayed the EU pressure on Poland as an attempt to reestablish foreign control. “The program of deep changes in our country will not slow down. On the contrary, there cannot be any talk about reaching an agreement with powers that for years treated Poland as their own private loot,” Kaczynski told a Polish daily.

Kaczynski and his administration have constantly reminded Poles of Germany’s occupation. He has demanded that Germany pay “huge sums” in reparations for World War II. When I interviewed several cabinet officials and asked them about Law and Justice’s nationalist appeal, they went back to the lessons of the German invasion of Poland. Maciej Pisarski, the Deputy Director of the Department of Foreign Policy Strategy, said, “September 1, 1939 is still a defining moment. Nothing was the same again. Many arguments today boil down to 1939. Because we were abandoned by our allies and left to our own defenses, and suffered a total apocalypse, we have to be able to stand our ground no matter what.”

In the wake of the refugee crisis, Kaczynski condemned Europe for its willingness to sacrifice its cultural and ethnic identity to admit Muslim refugees. “There is a very deep crisis in Europe,” he has said. “It is a serious crisis of European consciousness, a crisis of identity, which is coupled with the collapse of values and basic social institutions.” Kaczynski’s stand against admitting the refugees in defiance of the EU remains very popular. Asked by one poll whether Poland should refuse to accept Muslim refugees even if that meant a cut-off of the EU funds that Poland depends on, 56.5 percent said yes and only 40.4 percent no. More than half would be willing to leave the EU entirely, even though Poles generally support membership in the EU as a repudiation of their past association with the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact.

With Poland, as with Hungary, EU officials underestimated the historical undertow that prevents countries from moving easily and smoothly from authoritarian pasts in which their own nationhood was constantly in question, but also in which nationalism was a weapon against cultural extinction—to a liberal democratic present in which questions of ethnicity and religion are put aside. History generally follows a pattern of two steps forward and—if we are lucky—only one-and-a-half steps backward. Post-Soviet Russia looked like it was headed toward Western democracy in the 1990s, only to end up with a deeply flawed democracy that echoed the old Soviet or even Czarist past. Poland and Hungary have not become autocracies, but their governments increasingly echo their recent Cold War and communist past—Hungary’s in particular, albeit without Soviet domination. And the EU’s attempt to bring these countries into line has strengthened national resentment of outside interference and control.

The EU could well survive. Even many of its critics recognize that in a world increasingly dominated by the United States and China, the nations of Europe need a way of exerting their influence. The EU provides that. There is also an economic utility to the EU as a customs union and a passport-free zone, as the British who backed Brexit and who never had to put up with the euro may belatedly discover. But in the absence of an unforeseen crisis, Monnet and Spinelli’s dream of a United States of Europe is likely to remain unfulfilled. The attempt to realize it has not brought the nations closer together, but in some respects driven them apart by awakening the nationalist sentiments it was supposed to eradicate.




Trump and the New World Disorder

There is no doubt that the attempt by the United States and Western Europe after World War II to prevent the re-emergence of toxic nationalism was a success up through at least the 1970s. The formation of the EEC put the relationship between France and Germany on a new footing. The IMF helped to prevent the clashes over currency that had contributed to the Great Depression and war. Even during the Cold War, the formation of NATO created a stable alliance that was able to pursue a strategy of containment against the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact. In the Far East, the United States brought a pacified Japan under its security umbrella. The Cold War’s end was seen as vindicating this attempt and as justifying the expansion of the regional and supranational arrangements that the U.S. and Western Europe had created.

In the wake of the Cold War’s end, the U.S. embraced a foreign policy aimed at replacing the ideological and economic division between capitalist West and communist East with an American-dominated world order of American-style free market democracies. “The successor to a doctrine of containment must be a strategy of enlargement—enlargement of the world’s free community of market democracies,” Bill Clinton’s National Security Advisor Anthony Lake declared in September 1993. But in attempting to create this new world order, the U.S., and to differing degrees, its Western European allies, were oblivious to the nationalist sentiments in the countries they were trying to bring into this community.

That failure of understanding was evident in the decision by NATO to enlarge its membership to the borders of Russia; in the American and British attempt to remake the Middle East by invading Iraq; and in the assumptions that Americans brought to their dealings with China. The United States, which has been driven since its founding by a messianic vision to remake the world in its own image, repeatedly failed during this period to recognize the particular history and mission that drives other countries.

During his presidential campaign, Donald Trump displayed a dawning recognition that this effort at global conversion had failed in the Middle East and with Russia and China. In reaction, Trump’s approach, capsulized in his slogan “America First,” was to replace America’s broader ideological ambition with a narrow nationalism aimed at asserting America’s material interests against those of rival nations. Trump also appeared to recognize that some of the global and regional institutions created after World War II had lost their way; but instead of attempting to revive or reform them, he largely eschewed alliances and international organizations in favor of the singular exercise of power.

The Mideast Imbroglio

As often noted, the most serious failure of American foreign policy during the last five decades was the Bush administration’s invasion of Iraq in 2003. The Americans who promoted the invasion assumed, in the words of Vice President Dick Cheney, that Americans would be “greeted as liberators.” Instead, the invasion awakened suppressed nationalist sentiments as well as tribal and religious hostilities. It dynamited the fragile scaffolding that had held together the tribes and religious groups in the nations that Great Britain and France had created after World War I. The invasion would eventually inspire the rise of ISIS in Iraq and would contribute to the spread of Islamist terrorism in Europe and the United States and to the flood of refugees that destabilized Europe in 2015.

George W. Bush and his war council made the decision to invade, but the seeds of it were sown in the debate in the 1990s about American intervention first in Somalia and then in the former Yugoslavia. This debate pitted post-Vietnam liberals and neo-conservatives against realists. The liberals and neo-conservatives believed that in order to spread free market democracy, the United States could and should remake other nations. In intellectual circles, the stance was embraced by the editorial policies of the liberal New Republic and the newly minted neo-conservative Weekly Standard. The realists warned that such efforts would run roughshod over native nationalism and would tax American resources. The Clinton administration and the neo-conservatives backed American intervention in the Balkans; and its relative success reinforced their convictions. Clinton signed the 1998 Iraq Liberation Act into law, which committed the United States to “regime change,” but not necessarily to a ground invasion of Iraq.

Barack Obama initially ran for president in opposition to the invasion of Iraq, but once in office, he, too, became involved with the British and French in his own version of nation-building in North Africa. The Libyan intervention, like that in Iraq, sundered the country along tribal lines, and unleashed another wave of refugees to Western Europe. Obama, overly enthused about the effects of the Arab Spring, made a similar error in Syria, putting America’s word, influence, and special forces behind a call for Syria’s president to step down. All these efforts, which were based on a misapprehension of other nation’s histories, and which sought to impose American political and economic ideals, ended in disaster.

Russia and Cold War II

In Russia, the Clinton administration rested its hopes of transforming the post-Soviet nation on Boris Yeltsin’s government, which it helped to win election in 1996. Clinton and his top advisors hoped that Yeltsin’s election would strengthen Russian democracy. They also hoped that Yeltsin’s adoption of an American plan to subject the Russian economy to “shock therapy” by selling off its assets and removing government regulations would lead to a capitalist recovery. They thought that through aiding Yeltsin they were bringing Russia into the American-European orbit. They didn’t believe that their own initiatives to expand NATO to Russia’s borders would endanger American-Russian relations. They were wrong on every count.

Yeltsin’s policies led to a massive Russian depression—the Russian economy contracted 40 percent between 1991, when Yeltsin took power, and 1998. Then in 1998, Russia endured a financial crash that almost took down Western economies. Yeltsin’s privatization of assets led to the creation of a new class of Russian oligarchs and to deepening corruption. Yeltsin appointed as his successor Vladimir Putin, who promised to restore Russia’s economy and position in the world.

Putin viewed the collapse of the Soviet Union as a “disaster.” In his 2005 State of the Union speech, Putin, articulating widely held Russian convictions, famously said:

Above all, we should acknowledge that the collapse of the Soviet Union was a major geopolitical disaster of the century. As for the Russian nation, it became a genuine drama. Tens of millions of our co-citizens and co-patriots found themselves outside Russian territory. Moreover, the epidemic of disintegration infected Russia itself.

In attempting to revive Russia, Putin assiduously avoided Marxist-Leninist fantasies of resurrecting the Soviet empire. Instead, like Orban in Hungary, he reverted to ethnic nationalism, and restored an older authoritarian tradition of Russian state rule. In 2000, after taking office, Putin said:

It will not happen soon, if it ever happens at all, that Russia will become the second edition of say, the U.S. or Britain in which liberal values have deep historic traditions. Our state and its institutions have always played an exceptionally important role in the life of the country and its people. For Russians a strong state is not an anomaly that should be gotten rid of. Quite the contrary, they see it as a source and guarantor of order and the initiator and main driving force of any change.

Over his almost two decades of rule, Putin has steadily chipped away at the brittle democracy Russia had put in place with American support after the Soviet Union dissolved. And he has aggressively reasserted his country’s power and influence on its periphery in Georgia and Ukraine and in the Middle East in Syria. What Yeltsin described in 1994 as a “cold peace” is reverting to another Cold War.

An aggressive Russian nationalism was always waiting in the wings, but America and its European allies played an important role in bringing it onstage by discounting its importance. That began with the attempt by the United States and Germany in 1990 to win Soviet acceptance of German unification in exchange for a promise not to expand NATO.* George H. W. Bush’s Secretary of State James Baker assured Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev and Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze that “there would be no extension of NATO’s jurisdiction for forces of NATO one inch to the east.” But even before Bush had left office, American officials were debating whether to expand NATO eastward to include the former Warsaw Pact nations.

Bill Clinton, backed domestically by a coalition of liberals and neo-conservatives, convinced NATO’s European members to embrace expansion. Clinton publicly unveiled his plan after Yeltsin’s election in 1996. In 1999, NATO formally extended offers to Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland, and in 2004 to seven other nations, including three that had also been part of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev, Yeltsin, and Putin denounced the decision. It ignored longstanding Russian fears, which went back to Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812, of being encircled and then attacked from the West. And it ignored the challenge to Russian amour propre, which is not inconsequential in foreign affairs. Citizens’ identification with their nation is based on identifying with its success in the world—whether in athletic competitions or war—and any leaders’ perpetuity in office depends on defending their nations against slights and insults. In the case of Russia this meant restoring the nation’s pride after the disintegration of the Soviet Union and of its empire in Eastern Europe.

NATO expansion was vigorously opposed by a wide range of American government officials who warned that by defying Russian national interests, the administration could eventually create a new Cold War. In an open letter to Clinton in 1998, over forty foreign policy experts, including two former ambassadors to the Soviet Union, warned that in Russia, expansion “will strengthen the non-democratic opposition, undercut those who favor reform and cooperation with the West, bring the Russians to question the entire post-Cold War settlement, and galvanize resistance in the Duma to the START II and III treaties.” In an interview with columnist Thomas Friedman about NATO expansion, George Kennan, the father of the containment policy toward the Soviet Union, said that “it shows so little understanding of Russian history and Soviet history. Of course there is going to be a bad reaction from Russia, and then [the NATO expanders] will say that we always told you that is how the Russians are—but this is just wrong.”

But Clinton and his successors and the leaders of the European Union doubled down on a strategy of moving the Western alliance eastward to Russia’s borders. The United States and its Western European allies also began intervening in Georgia and the Ukraine in the early 2000s. The Russians attributed the color revolutions of 2004 in those countries, which brought pro-Western governments to power, to American funding of opposition groups. In April 2008, George W. Bush, with the support of presidential candidates Obama and John McCain, proposed that Ukraine and Georgia be asked to join NATO. Putin, who in the first years of his presidency, had actually worked cooperatively in Afghanistan with the United States, warned that the American plan posed a “direct threat” to Russia.

In 2008, the EU began negotiating an Association Agreement with Ukraine that would subject it to the EU’s political norms and economic rules and inhibit its economic relations with Russia. In conducting the negotiations, political scientist Samuel Charap and sociologist Timothy Colton wrote in Everyone Loses, “Brussels acted as if Russia did not exist.” The decision in November 2013 by Ukrainian Prime Minister Viktor Yanukovych to suspend negotiations over the agreement prompted the protests in the western Ukraine that culminated in his ouster the next February.

The Obama administration initially tried to play a mediating role in what was then called the Maidan Revolution, but after Yanukovych was driven out of office, the administration enthusiastically backed the new pro-Western government. Putin, citing the ouster of an elected president and the new government’s subordination of Ukraine’s predominately ethnic Russian east and south, reclaimed Crimea and backed the pro-Russian rebels in eastern Ukraine. The issue, Putin said, “is how to ensure the legitimate rights and interests of ethnic Russians and Russian speakers in the south and east of Ukraine.” In leveling sanctions against the Russians, Obama’s Assistant Secretary of State Victoria Nuland continued to discount Russian nationalism. “Unless Putin changes course,” she warned, “at some point in the not-too-distant future, the current nationalistic fever will break in Russia.”

Contrary to Nuland’s prediction, Putin’s actions in seizing Crimea and backing a rebellion in eastern Ukraine against Kiev have remained highly popular in Russia. That perhaps led Obama’s Ambassador to Russia Michael McFaul and political scientist Kathryn Stoner-Weiss to argue that Putin’s actions had nothing to do with Western policies, but were “a result of Putin’s response to new domestic political and economic challenges inside Russia.” In other words, Putin intervened in order to enhance his domestic standing, which was under attack. But their analysis begs the question. The reason Putin’s actions were popular was because there was a sense of national grievance to which he could appeal. That grievance was partly the result of the prior decades in which the United States and the EU systematically and repeatedly ignored Russia’s historic fears of encirclement and the “trauma” and “loss of face,” in Charap and Colton’s words, that it had suffered from the collapse of the Soviet Union.

The Chinese Dream

In the 1990s, the Clinton administration and other policymakers in Washington held similar false expectations about China. They predicted that by welcoming China into the WTO, they would put it on a path to becoming a peace-loving free market democracy that, like Russia, would fall within the America-led world orbit. In a speech promoting China’s accession to the WTO, Clinton declared that “membership in the WTO, of course, will not create a free society in China overnight or guarantee that China will play by global rules. But over time, I believe it will move China faster and further in the right direction.”

Here, again, nothing that the Clinton administration predicted came to pass. Washington policymakers expected that China’s state-run industries would be unable to compete on a global stage, forcing China to adopt a privatized free market system that would integrate it into the American-led global economy. But instead, China and its state-run firms blossomed under the WTO. China figured out how to game the system by subsidizing export industries, holding down their own labor costs, and using currency manipulation to keep the prices of exports down and imports up. China also demanded that firms that wanted to set up shop in China share ownership and technology. Some industries and governments complained of China’s tactics, but by the time they had won their cases against China in the slow-moving WTO tribunal, the damage had been done.

During the 2000s, China boomed. By 2009, it had surpassed its bitterest rival, Japan, as the world’s second-largest economy. In the United States, Chinese imports—and American firms’ decision to relocate or outsource their components to China rather than attempt to increase their productivity at home—created a large swath of boarded up main streets in American towns that had once depended on manufacturing plants.

China, which had begun to entertain some measure of free political speech in the 1980s, reversed course after the Tiananmen Square revolt in 1989. Open dissenters were jailed. Under Xi Jinping, who took power in 2013, it abandoned the informal two-term limit that Deng Xiaoping had installed. The government combed the internet for even hints of dissent. The government has set up a social credit system that tracks individuals and is able to reward or punish them for their behavior with high or low scores.

Finally, contrary to the expectations of the Clinton administration and Washington experts, China’s foreign policy became less accommodating and increasingly displayed an aggressive nationalism. This should have come as no surprise to students of China’s history. China’s nationalist aspirations go back even farther than Russia’s. They go as far back as the Han Dynasty that took power in 206 BC. In Everything Under the Heavens: How the Past Shapes China’s Push for Global Power, Howard W. French writes:

Practically speaking, for the emperors of the Central Kingdom, this place we call China, the world could be roughly divided into two broad and simple categories, civilization and noncivilization, meaning the peoples who accepted the supremacy of its ruler, the Son of Heaven, and the principle of his celestial virtue, and those who didn’t—those who were beyond the pale.

In the known world of Asia where China’s civilization reigned supreme, China’s emperors established a system by which states that wanted to trade with it had to pay tribute. China’s emperors were periodically challenged by foreign invaders, most effectively in the century that began in the 1840s with the Opium Wars, in which Western imperialist powers, led by the British, established spheres of influence. This century of humiliation continued through the Chinese defeat in the first Sino-Japanese war and the brutal Japanese occupation of two-thirds of the country before and during World War II. Since then, China’s national aims have been driven by the attempt to reestablish its dominance. In his book, Asia’s Reckoning, Richard McGregor summed up China’s regional objectives:

China is not so much trying to build a new Asian community as reinstating the old tributary system that prevailed in much of the region until about two hundred years ago, in which smaller, lesser countries acquiesced in Chinese dominance in return for the hegemon’s goodwill.

Under Deng in the 1980s and much of the 1990s, China kept its foreign aims concealed. Deng wanted China “to hide its light and bide its time.” But emboldened by its economic success and by the West’s political and economic woes during the Great Recession, the regime has become more open and bolder in its aspirations.

Over the last decade, China has attempted to assert its ownership of the waters of the East China and South China Seas that include islands and water claimed by Japan, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, Vietnam, and Taiwan. China has battled the Japanese over the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea and the Philippines and Vietnam over the Spratly Islands and the Scarborough Shoal in the South China Sea. In May 2009, China declared to the United Nations, “China has indisputable sovereignty over the islands in the South China Sea and the adjacent waters, and enjoys sovereign rights and jurisdiction over the relevant waters, as well as the seabed and subsoil thereof.” When a UN tribunal rejected China’s claims on these islands and adjacent waters, China rejected its findings.

China’s motives in these territorial disputes have been partly economic—there is undersea oil linked to both the Senkakus and Spratlys—and partly military. The islands, while largely uninhabitable, constitute a ring that could potentially block China’s naval access to the Pacific Ocean. But more broadly, the claims are intended to reaffirm China’s supremacy within the region not only over the smaller Asian countries, but also over Japan, which China holds primarily responsible for its century of humiliation. Says historian Wang Gungwu, “If you mention Japan, that is what nationalism is all about. You don’t find Chinese who are anti-British, but they were the people who actually started it.”

China’s claims have put it in conflict with the United States. The island disputes threaten two of America’s key allies in the region, Japan and the Philippines, and more broadly American naval hegemony in the Pacific. China’s economic strategy has also pitted it against the United States. Its first step was to demand technology transfer from American and other multinational corporations that wanted to build plants in China. (What China couldn’t acquire through transfer it sometimes acquired through espionage or cybertheft.) Then in 2015, the Chinese party adopted a “Made in China 2025” plan. The plan’s ostensible aim is to make China self-sufficient in key high-tech industries, with 70 percent of components eventually being made by China. These include industries such as pharmaceuticals and aerospace that the United States currently dominates.

China has also used its growing economic clout to create alternatives to the American dominated World Bank and American and Japanese-led Asia Development Bank. In 2013, Xi unveiled plans for an Asian Infrastructure Bank that would be linked to China’s “Belt and Road” Initiative to fund roads, ports, and bridges from Asia to Central and Eastern Europe. In a speech at the Communist Party Congress in 2017, Xi Jinping described a “Chinese dream” of making China a “global leader in terms of comprehensive national strength and international influence.” Translated into the language of international competition, Xi wants China to rival or displace the United States as the global leader in economics, reclaim military dominance in Asia, and become America’s equal or better globally in power and influence.

Xi’s reaffirmation of China’s imperial aspirations is tied to an explicitly nationalist political appeal. The Chinese continue to embrace Marxism’s idea of progress and Marx’s skepticism about conventional capitalism, but Xi and the Chinese Communist Party have replaced Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought as their popular ideology with a homegrown nationalism that promises the fulfillment of the “Chinese dream,” the reincorporation of Taiwan into China, and warns against the threat of “Japanese militarism.”

After Deng welcomed Japanese aid and investment in the 1980s, China under Jiang Zemin in the 1990s began to demand that Japan apologize for its brutal wartime occupation. Hostility toward Japan was widespread, but by evoking it, the party also filled a vacuum created by the abandonment of Marxism-Leninism. Ma Licheng, a former editorial writer for The People’s Daily, and later a prime target of government critics, told Richard McGregor, “Nineteen eighty-nine was the turning point. We were moving into nationalism. Sino-Japanese relations have nothing to do with Japan. It is all about internal politics in China.”

Japan apologized several times for its “war of aggression,” but the apologies were not accepted. When China continued to demand apologies, these demands provoked a nationalist backlash in Japan, which led to visits by Japanese high officials to the Yasukuni Shrine, where (among others) convicted Japanese war criminals from World War II had been enshrined. That set off a new series of rhetorical rebukes and sharp territorial clashes between the countries over the Senkaku Islands.

The Communist Party and the leading Chinese media reinforced and strengthened what was already widespread public resentment of the Japanese: Chinese textbooks stressed the evils of the Japanese; the resistance to Japanese occupation was dramatized on television and in movies. In 2012, Howard French notes, over two hundred anti-Japanese films were produced, and 70 percent of Chinese TV dramas involved Japan and World War II.

Most recently, the Chinese leadership has put a positive spin on China’s nationalism, emphasizing not only economic achievement but also leadership abroad. This spin has penetrated popular culture. In the summer of 2017, Chinese studios produced a movie, Wolf Warrior II, that depicted Chinese special forces in Africa defeating rebels backed by Western mercenaries. The movie set all-time box office records.

In China today, an ambitious foreign policy, which seeks to fulfill Xi’s “Chinese Dream,” is linked to explicitly nationalist politics that connects the survival of the regime itself to its success in attaining its regional and global ambitions. That sets it on a course that could even lead to war. A direct clash with the United States is, of course, possible, but what is more likely is that America would be called upon to defend Japan, the Philippines, or even Taiwan. At the least, there is the looming danger of a new Cold War, not only with Russia but with China—one that is increasingly focused on China’s attempt to displace the United States at the apex of world power, putting both countries’ deepest nationalist aspirations in conflict.

The Pivot to Asia

Barack Obama recognized the threat that China posed to the American economy and to American hegemony in the Pacific, and sought what he called a “pivot to Asia” in American foreign policy. But Obama’s efforts to restrain China and challenge Chinese nationalism largely came to naught. In the end, Obama’s pivot amounted, according to China expert James Mann, more to a “formulation than a policy.”

Obama’s main initiative was the negotiation of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, a trade agreement among twelve Pacific countries, including the U.S., Japan, Australia, Malaysia, and Singapore, but not including China. The TPP established a free trade zone among the signatories, with the usual perks for American multinationals and a tribunal to resolve investor disputes that nullified national sovereignty. But its main purpose was to firm up America’s economic dominance in Asia and to isolate China as a rule-breaker. Obama explained candidly in a White House message, “We have to make sure the United States—and not countries like China—is the one writing this century’s rules for the world’s economy.”

But Obama failed to sell the treaty to his own party. Liberal Democrats saw the treaty primarily as another invitation for American corporations to flee American wages and regulation and to avoid domestic accountability. Instead of countering this view by repeatedly stressing the treaty’s geopolitical aims, Obama and the treaty’s business supporters claimed it would net many thousands of new jobs, a position that TPP’s critics, armed with continuing doubts about NAFTA’s accomplishments, were easily able to counter. Hillary Clinton, who as secretary of state had championed the treaty, disowned it when she ran for president. Trump campaigned against the treaty, echoing liberal Democratic arguments that it would send American jobs to Southeast Asia; when he took office, one of his first acts was to withdraw from the agreement. That spelled the end of Obama’s pivot to Asia. And it defined what would be Trump’s approach to foreign policy.

The False Song of Globalism

Trump is not a foreign policy thinker. His views are based on visceral reactions to current events and on his experience in business, and they are only slightly above the level of the-man-in-the-street. But perhaps for that very reason, they diverged from those of the Washington foreign policy establishment, which was dominated by cosmopolitan liberals on one side and neo-conservatives on the other. Trump’s key experiences were America’s loss of absolute economic supremacy, evidenced in the growing trade deficit to Japan and Germany and later China, which he blamed on American trade deals and wily foreigners; and the failure in Iraq, which he blamed on neo-conservative efforts at nation-building. He viewed the Cold War’s end not as an opportunity to create a new world order, but as a chance to withdraw from expensive and increasingly ill-defined alliances and overseas commitments that had drained the American treasury and led to the neglect of problems at home.

The Cold War view of the world had been a bipolar one of competing ideologies, economies, and militaries. In the wake of the Cold War’s end, Clinton, Bush, and Obama viewed global politics through a Lockean prism. They aspired to a world order dominated by the United States but held together by a social contract among like-minded nations. Trump’s view was more Hobbesian. He viewed the world as independent-minded nations in conflict, and America’s role as advancing its own interests against those of its rivals. Unlike his predecessors, he clearly recognized national differences and didn’t aspire to transform other countries into American-style market democracies. He had no interest in invoking human rights violations claims against China, Russia, Turkey, Egypt, or North Korea. Based on his experience in business, he admired what he thought of as strong leaders regardless of their commitment to democracy.

In competing within this Hobbesian world, Trump rejected what he called “globalism.” Globalists either acted on behalf of the world’s citizens rather than on behalf of their own nation, or at a minimum mistakenly believed that in acting for the globe’s citizens they were acting for their own nation’s. They made trade deals or worked in the United Nations or NATO in this spirit. That allowed other countries, like Mexico, China, or Japan, which were acting solely in their own interests, to take advantage of the United States. In a speech in Washington in April 2016, Trump said:

No country has ever prospered that failed to put its own interests first. Both our friends and our enemies put their countries above ours and we, while being fair to them, must start doing the same. We will no longer surrender this country or its people to the false song of globalism. The nation-state remains the true foundation for happiness and harmony. I am skeptical of international unions that tie us up and bring America down and will never enter America into any agreement that reduces our ability to control our own affairs.

To put “America first,” Trump disdained multilateral treaties and alliances. He disliked the WTO (potentially crippling it by holding up appointments to its appellate body). Instead, he wanted to sign bilateral agreements with countries. On his third day in office, he withdrew from the TPP. In his first meeting with Merkel, he proposed signing a bilateral trade deal with Germany. Merkel had to remind him that as a member of the EU, Germany could not do so. He insisted on renegotiating NAFTA. He pulled out of the Paris Climate Accord and the six-party Iran nuclear agreement. In his first speech at NATO headquarters in May 2017, he revealed his lack of commitment to the organization by failing to endorse common defense—a commitment that had been forged during the Cold War when members feared a Soviet invasion of the West.

Trump also made light of the Group of Seven, which had been created in 1976 in the wake of the Arab oil embargo to bring together the world’s leading economic powers—but which did not currently include China and India, now the second and seventh largest economies, and had expelled Russia in 2014 because it had reclaimed Crimea. On the eve of a summit in Canada in June 2018, Trump urged the members to invite the Russians back. He then arrived late and left early to meet in Singapore with North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un. Trump’s bilateral negotiations with Kim sidestepped the six-party negotiations with North Korea that had included Japan, China, South Korea, and Russia.**

Trade Deficits

The hallmark of Trump’s foreign policy was his aggressive agenda on trade, which, like his skepticism about NATO or the G-7, represented an instinctive recognition that American policy had become obsolete. After World War II, the United States, which accounted for about half of the world’s gross domestic product, had sought to restore the war-torn economies of Western Europe and Japan in order to provide markets for its own goods, as well as to ward off the rise of communist parties. It sent aid, and it tolerated tariffs and other kinds of trade preferences on the assumption that these countries needed them to rebuild their industries. By the 1970s, however, Western Europe and Japan were competing effectively with the United States.

Over the next decades, the United States pressured its economic competitors to remove trade barriers and to revalue their currencies, but often only after American industries had been decimated, either by foreign imports or by firms moving overseas in search of lower labor costs and less regulation. Some labor-intensive, low-wage apparel industries were hurt, but so, too, were basic industries like steel and aluminum, and newer industries like consumer electronics. During these years, the American economy and America’s relationship with its competitors changed in a fundamental way. America began running huge trade and budget deficits that were financed by asset and bond purchases with dollars that competitors like Japan and later China were accumulating from their large trade surpluses with the United States. Metropolitan areas that depended on financial firms and on new digital or biotech industries (where the United States continued to enjoy superiority) prospered, but regions dependent on older heavy industry suffered, as trade deficits in manufactured goods grew.

The global cycle of deficits, surpluses, dollars, yen, and renminbi, first described in Taggart Murphy’s The Weight of the Yen, created financial instability that led to the Great Recession. The dollars shipped back to the United States from foreign trade surpluses were usually not invested in productive enterprises or in infrastructure, but in stocks, bonds, and real estate. They contributed to the bubbles that precipitated the financial crash that led to the Great Recession.

Trump’s trade policies were designed to reduce the trade deficit by imposing or threatening to impose tariffs on countries that, according to the administration, had acquired surpluses through limits on American imports or subsidies on their exports. China was the chief, but by no means only, target. Trump also attacked German car exports, which benefited from Germany’s undervalued currency (the result of its being averaged in with the weaker Eurozone currencies) and EU tariffs on American car exports. Trump tried to induce American companies to stay home (or return home) by lowering corporate tax rates and removing regulations; he tried to protect or encourage industries like steel and semiconductors that the administration thought were vital to the nation’s long-term military and economic security. Trump imposed tariffs on washing machines, solar panels, steel, and aluminum and strengthened the hand of the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS), which blocked the acquisition of Qualcomm, a major American high-tech firm, by a Singapore company suspected of being linked to China.

There were obvious drawbacks to Trump’s trade strategy. It was partly based on a simpleminded economics spelled out in a September 2016 campaign document by Peter Navarro, who would become a White House advisor, and Wilbur Ross, who would become the Secretary of Commerce. From the Keynesian formula “Gross Domestic Product = Consumption + Investment + Government Spending + Net Exports,” Navarro and Ross contended that a deficit in net exports (exports minus imports) was detracting from growth and that by reducing or removing the trade deficit, the U.S. would increase GDP. But as several economists pointed out, the other three factors are not independent of net exports. A trade surplus, for instance, can lead to a dramatic decline in consumption, and an overall reduction in GDP. There was nothing magic, in other words, about reducing the trade deficit. Moreover, in the post-Bretton Woods economy, global trade depends to some extent on the U.S. running trade deficits, which sustain the dollar as an international currency, which benefits the United States.

Focusing on the reduction of the trade deficit, as spelled out by Ross and Navarro, as its “primary” objective has led the administration to impose tariffs on countries that are not blocking American imports, and to get into political squabbles over special exemptions like Canada’s tariff on dairy imports—which are the equivalent of American tariffs on sugar imports. But there is another side to Trump’s trade strategy that recalls proposals from the 1980s for an American industrial policy that would protect America’s presence in key basic and high-tech industries. Steel and aluminum are essential to American domestic and defense manufacturing. Qualcomm is at the forefront of wireless technology and the next generation of 5G wireless transmission. However clumsy and ill-devised, Trump’s trade strategy has addressed the imbalances that grew up in the world economy after Bretton Woods, particularly in the American economic relationship with Japan and then China, and the uneven development of industry and finance within the United States that has left important industries in peril.

The Next Stage

In his foreign policy, Trump rejected tactics and strategies, institutions and alliances that had grown out of the global excesses and misbegotten optimism of the 1990s and early 2000s. In his own brutal way, Trump asked some of the right questions. Are Americans really committed to going to war over Estonia, as NATO’s Article Five would require? Have countries like Germany taken advantage of the United States by failing to meet their defense obligations, allowing them to spend their savings on social needs, while the United States has had to spend its tax dollars on arms and armies? Has the WTO restrained, or acted as a cover for, China’s mercantile trade policies? Was America’s growing clash with Putin and Russia simply the result of Putin’s neo-imperial, authoritarian inclinations, or has American derogation of Russian nationalism played a role? How much has America benefited from its capital being able to go where it wanted and from the massive influx of unskilled workers? Should America revel in its success as a service economy and cede its basic manufacturing capabilities to Asia and Europe?

Trump’s own answers to these questions were often partially or even entirely unsatisfactory. He elevated the elimination of the trade deficit to a be-all and end-all. He attempted to keep American companies at home with huge tax breaks to them and to the wealthy that could fuel new speculative bubbles rather than funding productive investment. In shedding American alliances, he may eventually inspire new alliances against the United States, even uniting old enemies like China and Japan. In his toxic rhetoric, he is reinforcing the worst tendencies in European and Asian politics.

The problem can be framed with a concept from Hegel’s philosophy of history. Hegel used the term “Aufhebung” to refer to a process of historical transcendence by which a new stage of development is reached. Reaching that stage required negating what was obsolete or counterproductive while preserving what remained useful and constructive in order to create a new synthesis that transcended the old policies or ways of life. As a new stage of history, for instance, capitalism incorporated many institutions from feudalism, including the family and the town, but also negated the relationship between serf and lord and replaced it with a new relationship between wage-laborer and capitalist. It produced a synthesis of old and new.

Trump has clearly rejected the excesses of the post-Cold War period, but he may also be casting aside what was positive and constructive in liberal internationalism—the attempt to create international obstacles to the outbreak of war and economic depression. His approach negates the present excesses without recognizing what is still useful in the longer history of which they are an episode. The question about Trump is this: Will his successors be able to build upon his negation of what is obsolete in our current global arrangements to create a new order that will make depressions and wars unlikely? Or is Trump engaged in an act of destruction that will leave the country and the world in an even more parlous state than it is?

*   Whether the United States and Germany actually promised not to expand NATO in exchange for Soviet (and then Russian) acceptance of German unification is immaterial. It’s enough to establish that Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin and subsequent Russian leaders thought they had received such a promise. However I am convinced by an essay, based on new archival research, by Joshua R. Itzkowitz Shifrinson of the George Bush School of International Affairs at Texas A&M University (“Deal or No Deal, The End of the Cold War and the U.S. Offer to Limit NATO Expansion,” International Security, Spring 2016), that the U.S. and Germany did make and break such a promise. Shifrinson cites numerous statements to that effect from Secretary of State James Baker, German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, and German Foreign Minister Hans Dietrich Genscher to Soviet officials. Baker and the Germans have denied making a formal written promise, but Shifrinson argues convincingly that it was sufficient that they repeatedly made oral promises.

**   The one exception to Trump’s dislike of alliances has been in the Middle East, where Trump linked the United States with Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates in an attempt to cripple the Iranian government. As recounted by Adam Entous in The New Yorker (“The Enemy of My Enemy,” June 18, 2018), Trump had initially during his presidential campaign envisaged himself as an honest broker and offshore balancer in the Middle East, but he was moved by his son-in-law Jared Kushner and by Sheldon Adelson, the gambling mogul and Trump’s chief political donor to ally himself with Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who has sought to draw the United States into an alliance with the Gulf states against Iran. In describing the administration’s objectives in rejecting the Iran nuclear deal, Secretary of State Michael Pompeo has suggested that the administration is looking to undermine the regime itself—an indication that the Trump administration may be making the same mistake about Iranian nationalism that George W. Bush made about Iraqi nationalism.




Nationalism, Internationalism, and Globalization

There are, of course, a myriad of meanings for the term “globalization.” It was sometimes used to refer to the reach of the worldwide web. In The Lexus and the Olive Tree, Thomas Friedman, the tribune of globalization, marveled at the ability of his seventy-nine-year-old mother to play bridge over the internet with three Frenchmen. But as used by Bill Clinton and Tony Blair in their optimistic projections about the world’s future, it can be boiled down to the following:

•  Capital mobility: the ability of businesses and banks to invest in whatever country and currency they want without infringing on capital controls or having to fear nationalization or other kinds of government interference with their profitmaking and supply chains.

•  Free trade: the elimination of tariffs and other informal barriers to trade, including government industrial and export subsidies, and the prohibitions on dumping excess capacity in other countries.

•  Floating exchange rates: the elimination of the kind of fixed exchange rates that existed under the Bretton Woods agreement until 1973.

•  Immigration: the reduction of barriers on immigration, particularly from less- to more-developed capitalist countries.

In its full-blown version—resembling Adam Smith’s vision of a national economy writ large—globalization has never fully been realized, although the IMF and WTO have certainly tried. Some Asian countries, led by China, have retained their control over currency transactions and foreign investment and have also heavily subsidized their own industries to help them gain an advantage in the world market. In Europe, Germany has enjoyed a currency advantage in international trade due to its participation in the Eurozone. One result of this kind of partial globalization has been that Germany, China, and other Asian countries have been able to rack up large trade surpluses with countries like the United States that have eliminated capital controls. These surpluses—when combined with the free movement of capital and currency and widely fluctuating exchange rates—have also contributed to a rash of financial crises culminating in the Great Recession. (By my count, there were zero from 1945 to 1973 and thirteen from the Latin America Debt crisis of 1982 until the Great Recession.)

Another result of globalization has been a rise in inequality and uneven economic development in the United States and other countries that have followed the global deregulatory playbook described as the “Washington consensus.” In a prescient short book, Has Globalization Gone Too Far, Harvard economist Dani Rodrik warned in 1997 that the ability of corporations to move (or threaten to move) wherever they wanted would give them inordinate power over their domestic workers, who could not easily pick up from Detroit and move to El Bajio. Capital mobility would exert downward pressure on wages and contribute to the destruction of the labor movement. It would also create a race to the bottom over corporate tax rates—evidenced recently in the 2017 Republican tax bill—that would undermine the ability of governments to finance generous safety nets for the workers who were displaced by globalization.

In the United States and Western Europe, the threat that capital mobility posed to workers’ standards of living was reinforced by the massive influx of unskilled workers whom employers could use to transform mid-wage into low-wage occupations and to cripple the ability of unions to organize. The combination of capital mobility and unskilled immigration also deterred companies from lowering their costs through increasing productivity and is probably a factor in the slowdown in productivity over the last decade. And the combination helped transform politics by curbing the ability of Democrats in the United States and Social Democratic and Labour parties in Europe to deliver the goods to their working class voters, while enhancing the appeal of right wing populist parties, who could combine economic attacks against globalization with cultural and nativist screeds.

Not everyone has suffered from the embrace of globalization. In the United States or the UK, workers and managers in finance and high-technology have benefited. As economist Stephen Rose has documented, the new capitalism has created a large, affluent upper-middle class. But it has also fueled rising discontent among workers and small businesspeople who feel left behind by global capitalism. They have formed the shock troops for the right wing nationalism that has swept the United States and Europe. They are the products of the failure of globalization as a politics and political economy.

Globalism vs. Internationalism

What is the alternative? For Trump, it is a Hobbesian vision of world politics in which each nation pursues its own special interests in a zero-sum battle for power and prosperity. Trump and the right wing populists are not entirely wrong about the need to assert national sovereignty. Without national control over multinational corporations and banks and without control of borders and immigration, it is very hard to imagine the United States becoming a more egalitarian society with a generous safety net for those unable to work. In this respect, the revival of nationalism is essential to moving the United States and Europe away from the illusions and excesses of globalization. Globalization is incompatible with social democracy in Europe or with New Deal liberalism in the United States.

But a Hobbesian nationalism has its limits. There are a host of problems that can best be dealt with through regional or international bodies in which nations work cooperatively. These problems include reducing carbon emissions to combat global warming, preventing nuclear proliferation, regulating international trade and finance to guard against ruinous trade wars and contagious financial crises, and monitoring world health to prevent the spread of deadly epidemics. Regional and international alliances and organizations are also essential to aiding the development of countries in Africa and Latin America, where famine, rampant corruption, gang violence, and tribal wars are creating waves of asylum-seekers in Europe and the United States.

There is a distinction to be made between globalism, which subordinates nations and national governments to market forces or to the priorities of multinational corporations, and internationalism, in which nations cede part of their sovereignty to international or regional bodies to address problems they could not adequately address on their own. The older forms of international organization that grew out of World War II recognized this. The Bretton Woods Agreement, which established the IMF, was a pact among nations, and the nations retained their power to manage their trade and control capital inflows and outflows. The European Community was a customs union without a common currency. It was not the “United States of Europe.”

Is this kind of internationalism now possible? In the wake of the Cold War’s end and the rise of China, there may be an even greater need for cooperation than in the past, but it may also become more difficult than ever to achieve. International cooperation has worked best when it has been championed and overseen by a single great power that boasted superior economic and military might. In the nineteenth century, British naval and financial supremacy helped prevent the outbreak of major wars and crippling depressions. The subsequent outbreak of two world wars was partly the result of the breakdown in older alliances and in international finance caused by the rise of the United States and Germany as competitors to Great Britain. Economist Charles Kindleberger, who helped design the Marshall Plan after World War II, argued that global economic stability depended on a single hegemonic power.

The post-World War II international alliances and organizations were anchored by American economic superiority and military force. The Bretton Woods agreement depended upon the dollar maintaining a fixed rate, to which other currencies could adjust. American economic aid provided Europe and Japan with dollars to reconstruct and to buy American goods. The American military didn’t enjoy complete superiority, but the existence of NATO and the Warsaw Pact, and the threat of a nuclear holocaust, created a stalemate between the two great military powers that led to proxy wars but not to another world war.

The American military is still superior and the dollar remains the international currency, but under increasingly parlous circumstances. The growing proliferation of weapons and sharp regional rivalries in the Middle East, South Asia, and the Chinese and Russian periphery makes smaller conflicts possible; these could include lesser nuclear powers like Pakistan, Israel, or North Korea. The UN seems to be even more hampered by rivalry than in the past. The Great Recession stemmed in part from the growing economic imbalance between China and the United States, and in Europe between the countries in the North and South. Theses imbalances could result in new financial and political crises and make any kind of international economic cooperation difficult.

There are solutions on paper to these problems. To rebalance the global economy, Michael Pettis and other economists have urged the revival of Keynes’s proposal during the negotiations at Bretton Woods in 1944 and 1945 to create an international currency union that would penalize countries running large trade deficits or surpluses. But Keynes’s plan was rejected in favor of an American dollar–based plan, which worked as long as the American dollar could maintain a fixed exchange rate with gold. In the EU, Greek economist and former minister of finance Yanis Varoufakis has founded a group that advocates the political and economic unification of Europe. But these economic proposals depend for their enactment on the degree of cooperation they are supposed to create. They could come to the fore during a severe crisis, as the older proposals did in the wake of two world wars and the Great Depression, but who would wish a recurrence of these kind of crises upon the world today?

The historic evolution of the nation took humankind many thousands of years. Human beings went from cooperative foragers to kinship groups to clans and tribes to nations. This evolution was initially dictated by a brute struggle for survival. People today may not face the threat of extinction, except from nuclear war, but they face severe challenges that will call for a learning process, compressed from thousands of years into decades, that will lead the world’s nations, and the great powers in particular, to learn to live together peacefully and cooperate to meet natural, environmental, and economic challenges. Such an evolution would have to defy in some respects the logic of nationalism that leads to contests for national supremacy. In the wake of globalization’s failure, can a new international order be created that acknowledges and doesn’t sidestep or discount historic nationalist sentiments? That is the challenge that will determine the future over the remainder of this century.
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Rob Vincent set up my discussion group of Trump supporters in Ohio. Sheldon Solomon gave me his digital files on nationalism. Derek Chollet, executive vice president of the German Marshall Fund of the United States, talked to me about American foreign policy and contacted the fund’s offices in Europe on my behalf. I am grateful to Sudha David-Wilp and Thomas Kleine-Brockhoff in the Berlin office and Michal Baranowksi and Tomasz Pradzynksi in Warsaw for their assistance.

I got advice on what to think or read and/or who to see from Art Goldhammer, Jamie Galbraith, Sid Blumenthal, Ruy Teixeira, Jonathan Haidt, Dani Rodrik, Klaus Larres, Rob Scott, and Paul Starobin. I got contacts and help trying to understand Hungarian politics from Kim Lane Scheppele, and in Budapest, I was aided by Richard Hirschler and Anita Komuves. In Berlin, Judith Meyer tried to explain the in’s and out’s of German politics and recruit me to DiEM25. In Brussels, I enjoyed the insights and hospitality of Albena Azamarov. In the UK, I got opinions and contacts from Scott Horton, David Goodhart, and Kalypso Nicolaidis. In Tokyo, I benefited from the hospitality and wisdom of Kinichi Yoshihara, president, and Nobuyuki Chatani, senior research fellow, of the Asian Forum Japan. I got much help in understanding nationalism in Asia from Tag Murphy and Toshio Fukuhara. In Singapore, James Crabtree and Trisha Clark assisted me with contacts.

My family, Susan Pearson, Hilary Judis, and Eleanor Judis kept my spirits up. Lexie kept me company.




FURTHER READING

When I told my friend, the historian David Greenberg, that I was writing a book on nationalism, he said, “See if you can write the book without using the phrase, ‘What Benedict Anderson calls “imagined communities.”’ “I am guilty of only one such reference. While I admire Anderson’s book, Imagined Communities, I am more inclined to the traditionalist school of analysis than to the modernists like Anderson, Gellner, and Hobsbawm. I like Azar Gat’s Nations: The Long History and Deep Roots of Political Ethnicity and Nationalism (Cambridge, 2012), Anthony D. Smith’s The Ethnic Origin of Nations (Wiley, 1991), and Johan Huizinga’s essay, “Patriotism and Nationalism,” in Men and Ideas (Princeton, 1984). On what nationalism means today, I benefited from David Miller’s On Nationality (Oxford, 1997), Craig Calhoun’s Nations Matter (Routledge, 2007), and Michael Billig’s Banal Nationalism (Sage, 1995).

In trying to understand American nationalism, I would recommend Michael Lind’s Next American Nation (Free Press, 1995), Eric Kaufmann’s The Rise and Fall of Anglo-America (Harvard, 2004), and (leaving aside his fears of an Hispanic takeover of America) Samuel Huntington’s Who Are We? (Simon and Schuster, 2004). On the UK and Brexit, I was influenced by David Goodhart’s The Road to Somewhere (Hirst, 2017). On the origins of German nationalism, I learned from chapter four of Liah Greenfeld’s Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (Harvard, 1992); on France, I liked David Bell’s Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism 1680–1800 (Harvard, 2003); and on nationalism and immigration in France and Germany, Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany (Harvard, 1992).

On Poland, I recommend an essay by Leszek Koczanowicz, “The Polish Case,” from New Left Review, November–December 2016, which brings out what is different about nationalism in Poland (or Hungary) from, say, nationalism in France or Germany. On Hungary I used Paul Lendvai’s Orban: Europe’s New Strongman (Hurst, 2017) for background. In following Hungary’s twists and turns, Eva S. Balogh’s email newsletter Hungarian Spectrum is invaluable. On Japan’s nationalism, I learned from R. Taggart Murphy’s Japan and the Shackles of the Past (Oxford, 2014) and Ian Buruma’s Inventing Japan (Modern Library, 2004); on China, Howard French’s Everything Under the Sun (Random House, 2017) and Richard McGregor’s Asia’s Reckoning (Random House, 2017); and on current U.S.-Russia relations, Samuel Charap and Timothy Cotton’s Everyone Loses: the Ukraine Crisis and the Ruinous Contest for Post-Soviet Eurasia (Routledge, 2017).

On the current politics of nationalism, I recommend Jonathan Haidt’s essay, “When and Why Nationalism Beats Globalism,” American Interest, July 2016; Wolfgang Streeck’s “Germany, Refugees, and the British Vote to Leave” for the Sheffield Political Economy Research Institute, September 2016; Michael Lind’s “The Case for Cultural Nationalism” in National Review, September 11, 2017; Michael Brendan Dougherty’s “Confiscating the Nation,” National Review, March 2, 2018; and Justin Gest’s The New Minority: White Working Class Politics in an Age of Immigration and Inequality (Oxford, 2016). I also got a lot out of the website Social Europe and George Friedman’s analyses on Geopolitical Futures.

On immigration, I would recommend David Miller’s Strangers in Our Midst (Harvard, 2016), Reihan Salam’s new book, Melting Pot or Civil War? A Son of Immigrants Makes the Case Against Open Borders (Penguin, 2018), and my own essay, “The Two Sides of Immigration Policy,” American Prospect, Winter 2017. I recommended a lot of books on the EU and the euro in the Further Reading section of The Populist Explosion, but I would add to these Yanis Varoufakis’s Adults in the Room (FSG, 2017) and Wolfgang Streeck’s How Will Capitalism End: Essays on a Failing System (Penguin, 2016). Dani Rodrik has been writing about globalization since 1997. I think his outlook is best summed up in The Globalization Paradox (Norton, 2011).
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