illiberal america a history

illiberal america a history explores the complex and often contentious evolution of
political, social, and cultural forces that have shaped the United States into a nation
grappling with tensions between liberal democratic ideals and illiberal tendencies. This
article delves into the historical trajectory of illiberalism in America, examining key
moments, ideologies, and movements that challenge notions of pluralism, civil liberties,
and democratic norms. From early political conflicts and reactionary movements to
contemporary debates about governance, rights, and national identity, the history of
illiberalism in America reveals patterns of exclusion, authoritarian impulses, and
resistance to expanding democratic participation. Understanding this history is essential
for comprehending current social and political dynamics, as well as the persistent
struggles over freedom, equality, and power. The following sections provide a detailed
overview of the origins, manifestations, and consequences of illiberalism in American
history.
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Impact of Illiberalism on American Society and Democracy

Origins of Illiberalism in Early America

The roots of illiberal tendencies in America can be traced back to the colonial and early
national periods, where competing visions of governance and social order laid the
groundwork for exclusionary practices and authoritarian impulses. Despite the founding
principles of liberty and equality, early America witnessed significant restrictions on
voting rights, freedom of speech, and religious expression. Illiberalism during this era
often manifested through the marginalization of indigenous peoples, enslaved Africans,
and religious minorities.

Colonial Governance and Social Hierarchies

In the colonial period, governance structures were often authoritarian, with appointed
governors and limited popular participation. Social hierarchies were rigid, and illiberal
policies reinforced racial and class divisions. The denial of political and civil rights to large
segments of the population set precedents for future illiberal practices.



Early Challenges to Democratic Ideals

Although the American Revolution was framed as a struggle for liberty, the new republic
struggled to reconcile democratic ideals with property qualifications for voting, the
institution of slavery, and restrictions on free speech. These contradictions highlight early
forms of illiberalism embedded within the nation's founding.

Illiberalism and Authoritarianism in the 19th
Century

The 19th century in America was marked by significant political and social upheaval,
during which illiberalism took various forms, including efforts to suppress dissent, limit
political participation, and maintain racial hierarchies. The era included the entrenchment
of slavery, the violent displacement of Native Americans, and the rise of nativist
movements.

Slavery and Racial Exclusion

Slavery represented one of the most profound illiberal institutions in American history,
denying millions their fundamental rights and freedoms. The defense of slavery and
subsequent enactment of Jim Crow laws after the Civil War institutionalized racial
inequality and repression.

Nativism and Anti-Immigrant Sentiment

The 19th century also saw waves of immigration that provoked illiberal responses,
including the rise of nativist groups that sought to restrict immigration and limit the rights
of newcomers. These movements often used xenophobic rhetoric and policies to
marginalize immigrant communities.

Suppression of Political Dissent

Throughout the century, various governments at state and federal levels enacted laws and
employed tactics to suppress dissent, particularly during times of war or social unrest. The
use of sedition laws and violent suppression of uprisings reflected authoritarian
tendencies.

20th Century Illiberal Movements and Policies

The 20th century witnessed the rise of several illiberal movements and government
policies that challenged democratic norms and civil liberties. These included anti-
communist witch hunts, segregationist policies, and efforts to restrict reproductive and
voting rights.



Red Scare and McCarthyism

The fear of communist influence led to widespread government surveillance, blacklisting,
and violations of free speech during the Red Scare and McCarthy era. These actions
undermined democratic principles and created a culture of suspicion and repression.

Segregation and Civil Rights Resistance

Despite progress in civil rights, many states maintained illiberal policies through Jim Crow
laws that enforced racial segregation and disenfranchisement. Resistance to the Civil
Rights Movement illustrated the persistence of illiberalism in American society.

Restrictions on Reproductive and Voting Rights

Various laws and policies throughout the century limited access to reproductive
healthcare and imposed barriers to voting, disproportionately affecting marginalized
communities. These restrictions reflect ongoing struggles over individual autonomy and
democratic participation.

Contemporary Illiberal Trends in American
Politics

In recent decades, illiberalism in America has manifested through political polarization,
erosion of democratic norms, and challenges to civil liberties. These trends raise concerns
about the resilience of American democracy and the ongoing contest between liberal and
illiberal forces.

Political Polarization and Partisan Divides

Growing political polarization has led to increased intolerance of opposing views and
challenges to democratic processes. This environment fosters illiberal attitudes that
prioritize loyalty over democratic principles.

Challenges to Voting Rights

Efforts to impose stricter voting regulations and gerrymandering have raised alarms about
disenfranchisement and the weakening of democratic participation, particularly among
minority groups.

Attacks on Press Freedom and Judicial Independence

Recent rhetoric and actions targeting the media and judicial institutions reflect illiberal



tendencies that undermine checks and balances essential to democracy.

Impact of Illiberalism on American Society and
Democracy

The historical and contemporary presence of illiberalism has had profound effects on
American society and its democratic institutions. These impacts include social divisions,
weakened trust in government, and ongoing struggles for equality and justice.

Social Fragmentation and Inequality

Illiberal policies and movements have contributed to persistent social inequalities and
fragmentation, often along racial, ethnic, and ideological lines. This division challenges
cohesive national identity and social stability.

Erosion of Democratic Norms

The persistence of illiberal attitudes and actions threatens the foundational democratic
norms of tolerance, pluralism, and civil liberties, endangering the health of American
democracy.

Efforts to Counter Illiberalism

Various social movements, legal reforms, and civic initiatives have sought to resist illiberal
forces and promote inclusive democratic participation. These efforts remain vital to the
ongoing evolution of America’s political landscape.

e Advocacy for Voting Rights Expansion
e Legal Challenges to Discriminatory Policies

e Promotion of Civic Education and Engagement

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of 'Illiberal America: The Rise of
the Radical Right'?

The book argues that the rise of the radical right in America is a response to social and



political changes, emphasizing a shift towards illiberalism that challenges democratic
norms and institutions.

Who is the author of 'Illiberal America: The Rise of the
Radical Right'?

The author of 'Illiberal America: The Rise of the Radical Right' is Jonathon Schuldt.

How does 'Illiberal America' explain the growth of
illiberal movements in the US?

The book explains the growth of illiberal movements as a reaction to cultural, economic,
and political anxieties, driven by fears of losing traditional values and power structures.

What historical events does 'Illiberal America' connect
to the rise of illiberal ideologies?

The book connects events such as the Civil Rights Movement, economic globalization, and
shifts in immigration policy to the rise of illiberal ideologies in America.

Why is 'Illiberal America' considered relevant in today's
political climate?

It is considered relevant because it provides insight into the causes and consequences of
rising political polarization, populism, and challenges to liberal democracy in
contemporary America.

Additional Resources

1. Illiberal America: The Rise of the Authoritarian Right

This book explores the growing trend of illiberalism in the United States, focusing on the
cultural and political shifts that have empowered authoritarian ideologies. It examines
how populist leaders have capitalized on economic anxiety and social divisions to
undermine democratic norms. The author provides historical context to understand the
roots of illiberalism and its implications for America's future.

2. The Age of Illiberal Democracy: America’s Political Crisis

This volume analyzes the erosion of democratic institutions in the U.S., highlighting the
rise of illiberal democracy characterized by weakened checks and balances. It discusses
the role of media, political polarization, and voter suppression in destabilizing the
democratic process. The book offers insights into how illiberalism threatens the
foundational principles of American governance.

3. From Freedom to Fear: A History of Illiberalism in America

Tracing the trajectory from the nation’s founding ideals to contemporary challenges, this
book delves into periods of American history marked by illiberal policies and sentiments. It
covers episodes such as the Red Scare, McCarthyism, and modern-day restrictions on civil



liberties. The author argues that illiberal tendencies have periodically resurged during
times of national anxiety, shaping America’s political landscape.

4. Democracy Under Siege: The Illiberal Turn in American Politics

This work investigates how democratic norms have been undermined by rising illiberal
forces in recent decades. It focuses on the interplay between political rhetoric,
institutional decay, and public trust erosion. Through case studies and analysis, the book
reveals the mechanisms through which illiberal actors dismantle democratic safeguards.

5. The Illiberal Tradition: American Political Thought and Its Discontents

Examining the intellectual history behind illiberalism in the U.S., this book traces how
certain strands of political thought have challenged liberal democratic ideals. It discusses
thinkers and movements that have emphasized authority, nationalism, and exclusion over
pluralism. The book provides a nuanced understanding of the ideological roots of illiberal
America.

6. Authoritarian America: The Historical Roots of Illiberalism

This historical study focuses on the development of authoritarian tendencies in U.S.
politics from the 20th century onward. It explores how crises such as economic depression
and war have facilitated the rise of illiberal leadership styles. The author contextualizes
current political trends within a longer history of authoritarian impulses in America.

7. Redefining Liberty: Illiberalism and the American Political Crisis

This book challenges traditional conceptions of liberty by examining how illiberal
movements have reinterpreted freedom in exclusionary and restrictive ways. It highlights
conflicts over civil rights, immigration, and national identity that have fueled political
polarization. The author argues for a renewed commitment to inclusive democratic values
in response to illiberal challenges.

8. Guardians of the Republic? Illiberalism and American Institutions

Focusing on key American institutions such as the judiciary, the press, and electoral
bodies, this book analyzes how illiberal pressures have compromised their independence
and effectiveness. It discusses the consequences of institutional erosion for democracy and
rule of law. The work calls for reforms to protect institutional integrity against illiberal
encroachments.

9. Divided We Fall: The History and Future of Illiberal America

This forward-looking book assesses the historical patterns of division and illiberalism in
the U.S. and their impact on national unity. It explores demographic, economic, and
ideological factors driving polarization and authoritarian tendencies. The author offers
strategies for bridging divides and revitalizing American democracy in an illiberal age.
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illiberal america a history: Illiberal America Steven Hahn, 2024-03-19 “[Hahn’s] book makes
an important case for vigilance in the face of extremism and warns against telling the history of the
United States as one of inevitable progress.” —David Leonhardt, New York Times Book Review If
your reaction to the January 6, 2021, insurrection at the Capitol was to think, 'That’s not us,' think
again: in Illiberal America, a Pulitzer Prize-winning historian uncovers a powerful illiberalism as
deep-seated in the American past as the founding ideals. A storm of illiberalism, building in the
United States for years, unleashed its destructive force in the Capitol insurrection of January 6,
2021. The attack on American democracy and images of mob violence led many to recoil, thinking
“That’s not us.” But now we must think again, for Steven Hahn shows in his startling new history
that illiberalism has deep roots in our past. To those who believe that the ideals announced in the
Declaration of Independence set us apart as a nation, Hahn shows that Americans have long been
animated by competing values, equally deep-seated, in which the illiberal will of the community
overrides individual rights, and often protects itself by excluding perceived threats, whether on
grounds of race, religion, gender, economic status, or ideology. Driven by popular movements and
implemented through courts and legislation, illiberalism is part of the American bedrock. The United
States was born a republic of loosely connected states and localities that demanded control of their
domestic institutions, including slavery. As white settlement expanded west and immigration
exploded in eastern cities, the democracy of the 1830s fueled expulsions of Blacks, Native
Americans, Catholics, Mormons, and abolitionists. After the Civil War, southern states denied new
constitutional guarantees of civil rights and enforced racial exclusions in everyday life. Illiberalism
was modernized during the Progressive movement through advocates of eugenics who aimed to
reduce the numbers of racial and ethnic minorities as well as the poor. The turmoil of the 1960s
enabled George Wallace to tap local fears of unrest and build support outside the South, a politics
adopted by Richard Nixon in 1968. Today, with illiberalism shaping elections and policy debates over
guns, education, and abortion, it is urgent to understand its long history, and how that history bears
on the present crisis.

illiberal america a history: A History of All the Real and Threatened Invasions of
England, from the Landing of Julius Csar, to the Present Period. Giving a Succinct Account
of the Several Parties, that Either Excited, Or Suppressed the Various Commotions.
Concluding with a View of the Present State of Affairs. Dedicated to the Lord Lieutenants
of the Counties of Great Britain. To which is Added, an Appendix, Containing a Mode of
Defending the Kingdom, with an Epitome of Military Horsemanship, and General Tactics;
Taken from Edmonds, Mar. Saxe, Lloyd, Pembroke, Simes, and Others, the Most
Respectable Authors , 1794

illiberal america a history: A History of all the real and threatened Invasions of England from
the time of Julius Ceesar to the present period ... To which is added an Appendix, containing a mode

of defending the Kingdom, with an epitome of Military Horsemanship, and general tactics, etc
HISTORY., 1794

illiberal america a history: Law and Order Leviathan David Garland, 2025-08-19 Provides a
substantive look at the current debates around American policing and punishment through a
sociological and historical explanation of the American penal state, while arguing that the highly
racialized and ultraliberal political economy of the US continues to create a default country of
control amid demands for reform-- Provided by publisher.

illiberal america a history: The History of America William Robertson, 1783

illiberal america a history: Chauvinism of the West Shadia B. Drury, 2024-09-27 This book
is a critical exploration of the intellectual foundations of American foreign policy on the left and the
right. The left is inspired by Immanuel Kant’s idea that spreading democracy is the key to universal
peace. The right is inspired by the realism of Thucydides, Leo Strauss, and Carl Schmitt. The
emphasis is on military power as a sign of superiority and a means to survival. For the right,
spreading democracy is merely a ploy for building a global commercial empire to rival the British.




Drury gives reasons for rejecting both as manifestations of the chauvinism of the West.

illiberal america a history: The Routledge History of Nineteenth-Century America Jonathan
Daniel Wells, 2017-09-14 The Routledge History of Nineteenth-Century America provides an
important overview of the main themes within the study of the long nineteenth century. The book
explores major currents of research over the past few decades to give an up-to-date synthesis of
nineteenth-century history. It shows how the century defined much of our modern world, focusing on
themes including: immigration, slavery and racism, women's rights, literature and culture, and
urbanization. This collection reflects the state of the field and will be essential reading for all those
interested in the development of the modern United States.

illiberal america a history: History of America William Robertson, 1824

illiberal america a history: America, a History Robert Mackenzie, 1892

illiberal america a history: Mississippi Law Justin Randolph, 2025-09-17 In the segregated
American South, policing was war. Rampant police violence came to the back roads and cattle
pastures of America’s rural countryside as ideas of race, property, and belonging reshaped the role
of government in everyday life. In Mississippi Law, Justin Randolph explores rural law enforcement
to explain US racial authoritarianism between the Civil War and the civil rights movement. In Jim
Crow Mississippi, the force behind the police officer’s autocracy carried legacies of empire and
slavery into the age of agribusiness and automobiles—from state troops and slave patrols to state
troopers and highway patrols. But this is no isolated story of individual barbarism. US military and
reform traditions informed ruling-class beliefs in thoughtful police improvement through both the
state militia and its inheritor, the state police. Black Mississippians fought to raise awareness and
defend their loved ones against the violence spawned by paramilitary police reform. Some took up
arms against police officers; others imagined a legal off-ramp to remake public safety after Jim
Crow. Ultimately, the transformation of what one activist called “Mississippi Law” came with more
funding and more authority for policing, a key piece of infrastructure for the age of mass
incarceration that followed the civil rights revolution. Recounting the works of both famous and
forgotten activists, Mississippi Law is a genealogy of Jim Crow rule and dreams of a safety that
might have been and might yet be.

illiberal america a history: Political Power and Crisis Giulio M. Gallarotti, 2025-08-18 This
book examines how power dynamics unfold during crises, focusing on how transformations in
competing socio-political arenas, both domestic and international, shape power structures. As old
certainties and institutions collapse, actors must navigate new turbulent conditions. The chapters in
this book address key questions: What power dynamics reveal themselves when people are faced
with especially threatening situations? How is control allocated in times of threat? How does the
democratic process evolve during crises? What power structures emerge after a crisis? What power
dynamics establish themselves after the crises are abated? Do crises lead to better or worse political
systems? What dimensions of power are most influential in driving political change during crises?
This book explores how crises lead to the redistribution of power, with new actors emerging as key
providers of resources. Taking a cross-disciplinary approach, it examines power dynamics in both
short- and long-term contexts. Aimed at students and scholars of political science, international
relations, sociology, and crisis management, it covers governance, power shifts, and institutional
change during crises. The chapters in this book were originally published as a special issue of the
Journal of Political Power.

illiberal america a history: AMERICAN ABSOLUTISM Gary A. Freitas, 2024-01-29
Disrupting the Generational Cycle of Distrust in America's 600 Year Cultural War You are about to
scan a high-resolution MRI of the psychological forces generating discord and disrupting the
American democratic experiment. Absolute-mindedness is not a personality type, clinical disorder or
social psychopathology, but an archaic trust adaptation giving rise to much of today's populist
frustration and anger. When trust is disrupted early in life -- complexity, ambiguity, and
disappointment fixate on a trust-mistrust duality -- good-bad, right-wrong, us versus them.
Republicans and Democrats are undergoing cultural mitosis. An evolutionary social and political



speciation driving us toward an autocratic America. Constitutional originalists were raised in
parental originalism emphasizing principle and discipline over empathy and reasoning. Solo mass
shootings are a predictable abandonment pattern over the course of America's history of gun rights
and vigilante ethos. Conspiracy theories are repetitive information diffusion in dense social networks
during times of social unrest, triggering individuals pre-wired for resignation, grievance, and
revenge. The modern dictator: a dark triad of malignant narcissism, psychopathy, and
Machiavellianism. American Absolutism explores what happens when human adaptation loses
viability as it comes face-to-face with an exponentially evolving complexity that is the modern human
condition.

illiberal america a history: Our Nation at Risk Julian E. Zelizer, Karen ]J. Greenberg,
2024-07-30 This book, will bring together some of the nation's top political scientists, historians, and
legal scholars to examine different areas where the stability and integrity of the electoral process
has become a threat to national security--

illiberal america a history: The United States of America. A History Robert MACKENZIE
(Historical Writer.), 1870

illiberal america a history: The History of North America , 1905

illiberal america a history: Charlottesville Deborah Baker, 2025-06-03 In August 2017, over a
thousand neo-Nazis, fascists, Klan members, and neo-Confederates descended on a small southern
city to protest the pending removal of a statue of Robert E. Lee. Within an hour of their arrival, the
city’s historic downtown was a scene of bedlam as armored far right cadres battled activists in the
streets. Before the weekend was over, a neo-Nazi had driven a car into a throng of
counterprotesters, killing a young woman and injuring dozens. Pulitzer Prize finalist Deborah Baker
has written a riveting and panoptic account of what unfolded that weekend, focusing less on the
rally’s far right leaders than on the story of the city itself. University, local, and state officials,
including law enforcement, were unable or unwilling to grasp the gathering threat. Clergy, activists,
and organizers from all walks of life saw more clearly what was coming and, at great personal risk,
worked to warn and defend their city. To understand why their warnings fell on deaf ears, Baker
does a deep dive into American history. In her research she discovers an uncannily similar event that
took place decades before when an emissary of the poet and fascist Ezra Pound arrived in
Charlottesville intending to start a race war. In Charlottesville, Baker shows how a city more
associated with Thomas Jefferson than civil unrest became a flashpoint in a continuing struggle over
our nation’s founding myths.

illiberal america a history: Trump's America Kennedy Liam Kennedy, 2020-09-09 Explores
the cultural and political significance of the election of President TrumpDonald J. Trump's
presidency has delivered a seismic shock to the American political system, its public sphere, and to
our political culture worldwide. Written by leading scholars across a range of disciplines, as well as
professionals in the field of political journalism, this collection of essays offers a deeper
understanding of Trump and the impact that his rise to power has had both domestically and
worldwide.The first section provides varied perspectives on the realignments of political culture in
the United States that signify a paradigm shift, a radical disruption of fundamental beliefs and
values about the political process and national identity. The second section of the book focuses on
US foreign policy and diplomacy, taking stock of how the Trump presidency has disturbed the
international system and US primacy within it. The third section of the book addresses the dynamics
and consequences of what has come to be called e;post-truthe; politics, where conviction surpasses
facts and the norms of political communication have been profoundly disrupted. Liam Kennedy is
Professor of American Studies and Director of the Clinton Institute for American Studies at
University College Dublin.

illiberal america a history: A Companion to Latin American Legal History , 2023-12-04 This
comprehensive volume offers fresh insights on Latin American and Caribbean law before European
contact, during the colonial and early republican eras and up to the present. It considers the history
of legal education, the legal profession, Indigenous legal history, and the legal history concerning




Africans and African Americans, other enslaved peoples, women, immigrants, peasants, and
workers. This book also examines the various legal frameworks concerning land and other property,
commerce and business, labor, crime, marriage, family and domestic conflicts, the church, the
welfare state, constitutional law and rights, and legal pluralism. It serves as a current introduction
for those new to the field and provides in-depth interpretations, discussions, and bibliographies for
those already familiar with the region’s legal history. Contributors are: Diego Acosta, Alejandro
Agtiero, Sarah C. Chambers, Robert J. Cottrol, Oscar Cruz Barney, Mariana Dias Paes, Tamar
Herzog, Marta Lorente Sarifiena, M.C. Mirow, Jerome G. Offner, Brian Owensby, Juan Manuel
Palacio, Agustin Parise, Rogelio Pérez-Perdomo, Heikki Pihlajamaki, Susan Elizabeth Ramirez, Timo
H. Schaefer, William Suarez-Potts, Victor M. Uribe-Uran, Cristian Villalonga, Alex Wisnoski, and
Eduardo Zimmermann.

illiberal america a history: Routledge Handbook of Illiberalism Andras Sajo, Renata Uitz,
Stephen Holmes, 2021-11-29 The Routledge Handbook of Illiberalism is the first authoritative
reference work dedicated to illiberalism as a complex social, political, cultural, legal, and mental
phenomenon. Although illiberalism is most often discussed in political and constitutional terms, its
study cannot be limited to such narrow frames. This Handbook comprises sixty individual chapters
authored by an internationally recognized group of experts who present perspectives and viewpoints
from a wide range of academic disciplines. Chapters are devoted to different facets of illiberalism,
including the history of the idea and its competitors, its implications for the economy, society,
government and the international order, and its contemporary iterations in representative countries
and regions. The Routledge Handbook of Illiberalism will form an important component of any
library's holding; it will be of benefit as an academic reference, as well as being an indispensable
resource for practitioners, among them journalists, policy makers and analysts, who wish to gain an
informed understanding of this complex phenomenon.

illiberal america a history: History of Central America ... Hubert Howe Bancroft, 1886
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