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IN 1830, the King of France sent a young engineer to England to 

study a sensational invention: a steam train that had just begun to 

ferry passengers from Manchester to Liverpool. Once he arrived,

the engineer 

sat by the track taking copious notes as the sturdy little engine 

faultlessly pulled the world's first railway train back and forth 

between the two cities. After conscientiously calculating what 

he had observed, he reported his findings back to Paris: "The 

thing is impossible," he wrote. "It cannot work." 1 

It is tempting to scoff at the engineer. He is so beholden to scien

tific doctrine that he disregards the evidence barreling past his eyes 

at thirty miles an hour. But I must admit to having a soft spot for 

him. For it was, I think, not the mathematical equations in his note

pad that led to his absurd conclusion-but his all-too-human re

fusal to believe that his understanding of the world might prove 

quite so mistaken. And so it is hardly surprising that, as one politi

cal shock has followed the next over the past months, people who 
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might once have seemed perfectly rational and pragmatic have 

come to resemble the young French engineer. 

Pundits and political scientists alike told us that Brits would 

never vote to Brexit. They did. Pundits and political scientists alike 

told us that Donald Trump could never get elected. He did. Pundits 

and political scientists alike told us that democracy would never be 

in danger of deconsolidating. It is. 

We live in an era of radical uncertainty. The range of possible 

outcomes is much wider now than it seemed to be a few years ago. 

Prediction is a more difficult game than ever. And yet, the one pre

diction that has reliably misled us-the assumption that things will 

forever remain the way they have always been-remains the most 

popular, even today. "The thing is impossible," one article after 

another seems to conclude. "It cannot be." 

If we are to avoid being as surprised by the future as we have been 

by the recent past, it is time to reexamine our basic assumptions. 

Might liberal democracies be less stable than we have assumed? 

And will the rise of populism lead to the decomposition of our po

litical system? 

To think clearly about the perils facing liberal democracy, we 

need to understand what its constitutive elements actually mean. 

This task is complicated by two facts. 

First, the word liberalism has different meanings when we talk 

about everyday politics and when we talk about the nature of our 

political institutions. Much of the time, especially in the United 

States, "liberal" is used to indicate a person's political views: there 

are liberals and conservatives just as there are left-wingers and 

right-wingers or Democrats and Republicans. That is not what I 

mean when I talk about liberal democracy or use the word liberal.

In this book, a liberal is somebody who is committed to basic val-
































