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Introduction 
To my fellow American, we stand with you! 

We see your struggle and your fear from the outside. I my case from Norway. 

We can hardly believe what we are seeing, that the United States, which has been a 

country we have looked up to, is now moving dangerously fast towards dictatorship.  

American influence has spread throughout the world, for better or worse. Lately, it 

has been for the worse. 

We are all affected by the decisions you Americans do. Actually, we are all affecting 

each other, regardless of where we live. We are all in this together. That’s why your 

problems are our problems, and vice versa. 

We in Norway have our freedom and democracy intact. In fact, we are ranked number 

one in democratic development. Not only that, but we are also number one when it 

comes to freedom of the press. Above all, we take care of our citizens, when in the 

states you are more or less left for yourselves when challenges arise. 

Hopefully we can inspire you and give you some ideas on how to move forward in 

these challenging times. 

The Nordic countries are regarded as having one of the best systems in the world. We 

have a social democracy with a mixed economy as its basis, i.e. a mixture of 

capitalism and socialism. Even though it is not perfect, we have reason to be proud. 

By the way, socialism has got a bad reputation in your country, completely 

unfounded and wrongly. 

The most prominent ideologies here in the West have been communism and 

capitalism. The biggest problem is not the ideologies themselves, but rather that 

power-hungry, greedy, and selfish people are in charge. Neither power nor money 

should be the driving force. Today profit comes before people and the planet, which 

is extremely short-sighted. 

To be the leader of a country, one should possess high ethical standards. This is 

where the real problem lies. Far too many leaders are simply not mature enough. This 

applies to both socialist and capitalist countries, as well as countries with other 

ideologies. 

In difficult times, people tend to seek a “Strongman” who offer simple solutions. The 

problem is that this type of populist often plays on fear, anger and the lower aspects 

of humanity. They pursue an agenda that prefers to place the blame on others, such 

as foreigners, even though they are a tremendous resource when properly integrated. 
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We need wise, mature leaders who show empathy, respect, and tolerance. We need 

leaders who demonstrate compassion and ensure that people are seen and 

understood. Sadly, your president Trump demonstrates the opposite, and now even 

early in 2025 you are seeing the consequence, and it will be much worse if you do not 

change and resist (in a peaceful manner). 

In addition, we need an enlightened population that thinks for itself, which requires 

upbringing and education that teaches our children fundamental human values. They 

also need to learn to respect other cultures and opinions because that prevents 

polarization and bullying. We need to unite people, not divide them. We are far more 

connected and interdependent, on a deep level, than most people realize. 

When I visited the states in 1990, I saw fences around luxury houses in Miami, some 

with barbed wire. What! It looked like fortresses. 

Since then, things have been getting worse. The rich have become richer and the 

poor poorer. Parts of the US today look like developing countries. 

This extreme inequality makes your country sick and is an important reason for the 

state of your country and the rise of authoritarian forces.  

Rudolf Steiner (founder of Waldorf schools) believed that there were three areas of 

society that should be equally emphasized for society to be well-developed and 

harmonious: economy, politics, and culture/ religion. 

He argued that these three areas should be given equal importance and 

independence; otherwise, it could lead to human suffering — and as we have now 

also experienced — environmental destruction never seen before. Only then can we 

achieve a civilized society. None of these three areas should dominate the others. The 

problem is that this is exactly what has happened in large parts of the world. 

In the United States, the economic sphere dominates both the cultural and political 

spheres. Many members of Congress and the Senate receive large sums from 

corporations, which results in a highly unhealthy influence on their politics. This has 

led to an undignified imbalance and the breakdown of society. 

In Russia, politics dominates the cultural and economic spheres. Russia, under the 

leadership of Putin, now governs the country with an iron fist and fear. It has become 

a dictatorship. His distorted, outdated ideology and cynicism have led to the 

indoctrination of the population and a horrific war of aggression against Ukraine. 

In Afghanistan, culture (in the form of religion) dominates the economic and political 

spheres. The country should never have been ruled by the religious Taliban, under 

whom women in particular are oppressed and harmed. 
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When it comes to women, by the way, we in the Nordics have a history with Vikings 

and “strong women” that has had an influence on our society to this day. Their roles, 

in that time, were not defined solely by domesticity; they were landowners, farmers, 

entrepreneurs, and occasionally warriors. They also sometimes participate in political 

decision-making through assemblies (called things). 

In modern times, the women in Nordic and other countries have fought for their 

rights, where those in power, men, didn't easily want to let go of their privileges. One 

day in October 1974, 90 % of the women on Iceland went on strike and paralyzed the 

country completely. One of the reasons for the strike, was the fact that they were 

lesser paid than men, just because they were women. They refused to do domestic 

chores, left their homes and their jobs, and made men realize their importance. Six 

years later, Iceland had the first democratically elected female president in the world.  

We need more women in politics and leadership, which is why I have included a 

chapter on that topic. They usually think long-term and are more empathetic. 

This book is made possible in a short time thanks to ChatGPT. All text has been 

generated by it, except for this Introduction and the end of the book (where freedom 

comes back). I am very satisfied with the answers it has provided. 

The title of the book is inspired by the Terminator movies, played by actor Arnold 

Schwarzenegger. In the movie he is joining the resistance movement against Skynet 

(a synthetic intelligence). He is also in resistance against the current administration. 

The people of America have to resist too. I have therefore included what we can learn 

from civil resistance against authoritarianism around the world. I have also included 

resistance strategies from 16 public figures (Arnold Schwarzenegger is one of them). 

Please note that resistance must be peaceful. Be peaceful yourself, because hate and 

condemnation do no good. Seek rather to change things and look what Mahatma 

Gandhi accomplished to free India from the British empire with peaceful means. The 

most powerful resistance is creative, compassionate, and courageous. 

Harvard University has stand up against Trump, and I have included a chapter from 

Harvard Kennedy School which says that no government has survived a challenge in 

which at least 3.5% of the population mobilized in sustained protest. 

I have included comparison of the Nordic Model vs the United States and Norway's 

top ranking in the democracy index compared with the USA. 

The last big chapter is about transforming a soulless society into a soulful one. My 

hope is that it can inspire you to organize your society into a friendlier and more 

inclusive and stable society that takes care of each other and where empathy and love 

is the guiding force. That should be the goal for any society. 
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Note! 

All the following text in the book is generated by ChatGPT until the end where I have 

the final say. 

American Democracy at a 

Crossroads: Drivers of 

Authoritarian Drift 

Introduction 

In recent years, a growing chorus of scholars and observers warn that the United 

States is experiencing democratic backsliding – a worrying drift toward 

authoritarianism. Indicators that once ranked the U.S. among the strongest 

democracies have registered sharp declines. For instance, between 2014 and 2021 

Freedom House’s global freedom score for the U.S. plummeted from 92 to 83 (on a 

100-point scale)
foreignaffairs.com

. Similarly, the Economist Intelligence Unit downgraded 

America from a “full democracy” to a “flawed democracy” after 2016
nature.com

. In early 

2025, a survey of over 500 political scientists found an overwhelming consensus that 

the United States is “moving swiftly from liberal democracy toward some form of 

authoritarianism”
npr.org

. These experts rated the quality of U.S. democracy at just 55 out 

of 100 – a precipitous drop from 67 just a few months earlier
npr.org

. Such metrics and 

warnings suggest that the American republic, long held up as a beacon of freedom, is 

now at a perilous crossroads. 

What is driving this perceived slide toward dictatorship or authoritarian rule? This 

report undertakes a comprehensive analysis of the deeper political, economic, social, 

religious, and cultural forces eroding U.S. democracy. It will examine key turning 

points in recent history – from the post-Cold War era and 9/11 to the 2008 financial 

crash and the tumultuous elections of 2016 and 2020 – that accelerated these trends. 

Finally, it will compare the United States’ current trajectory with the fate of past 

republics and empires (Roman, Weimar Germany, British Empire) to glean historical 

patterns and lessons. The goal is to illuminate how and why the guardrails of 

American democracy have weakened, and what can be learned in a global context 

from this decline or transformation. 

 

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=The%20timing%20of%20this%20mood,where%20it%20remains
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-024-03451-1#:~:text=2019%20%3B%20Statement%20of%20Concern%2C,28
https://www.npr.org/2025/04/22/nx-s1-5340753/trump-democracy-authoritarianism-competive-survey-political-scientist#:~:text=WASHINGTON%20%E2%80%94%20A%20survey%20of,toward%20some%20form%20of%20authoritarianism
https://www.npr.org/2025/04/22/nx-s1-5340753/trump-democracy-authoritarianism-competive-survey-political-scientist#:~:text=In%20the%20benchmark%20survey%2C%20known,that%20figure%20plummeted%20to%2055
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Political Factors Eroding Democracy 

One fundamental cause of democratic erosion in the U.S. lies in political factors – 

particularly institutional weaknesses and partisan power struggles that undermine 

democratic norms. Foremost is the extreme political polarization that has emerged 

in recent decades. The collapse of cross-party consensus since the 1990s has turned 

politics into zero-sum tribal warfare, making compromise rare and governance 

dysfunctional. The two major parties are now sharply divided on basic democratic 

principles, such as whether to accept election results. This polarization has fed 

a “vilification of members of the opposing party” and even tolerance for political 

violence
brookings.edu

, corroding the civic spirit required for democracy to function. 

Institutional guardrails have also weakened. The constitutional system of checks 

and balances has strained under hyper-partisanship. Congress, for example, has 

grown gridlocked and often fails to perform impartial oversight of the executive 

branch
brookings.edu

. This creates an opening for executive power overreach. Indeed, 

over the 21st century, U.S. presidents have significantly expanded executive authority, 

often through unilateral executive orders and emergency powers. With legislative 

paralysis, recent presidents have tested the limits of their power – in some cases 

undermining democratic accountability. Career civil servants and inspectors general 

who provide nonpartisan checks have been attacked or removed for political reasons, 

eroding the independence of the civil service
brookings.edubrookings.edu

. Even the judiciary’s 

impartiality is in question, as court appointments have become intensely politicized
brookings.edu

. 

Perhaps the most alarming political development was the willingness of a sitting 

president to subvert an election. After losing the 2020 vote, President Donald Trump 

tried to overturn the results and block the peaceful transfer of power – violating the 

cardinal rule of democracy
foreignaffairs.com

. He pressured state officials and even inspired a 

mob attack on the U.S. Capitol rather than concede defeat. Equally troubling, many in 

his party aided or excused this behavior. The failure of institutions (Congress, courts) 

to swiftly hold leaders accountable for such anti-democratic actions has further 

emboldened would-be authoritarians
foreignaffairs.com

. All of these political factors – 

polarization, institutional paralysis, executive aggrandizement, and norm-breaking 

behavior – have created fertile ground for an authoritarian style of governance to 

take root in the U.S. 

Economic Pressures and Inequality 

Underlying America’s democratic malaise are economic factors that have fostered 

public anger and disillusionment with the status quo. Foremost among these is rising 

economic inequality. Over the past few decades, the gap between the wealthiest 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Whatever%20the%20terminology%2C%20democratic%20decline,4
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=to%20reduce%20voters%E2%80%99%20access%20to,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=with%20Donald%20Trump,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=facilities,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=to%20reduce%20voters%E2%80%99%20access%20to,the%20impartiality%20of%20the%20judiciary
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=The%20country%E2%80%99s%20vaunted%20constitutional%20checks,immunity%20during%20his%20second%20term
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/path-american-authoritarianism-trump#:~:text=The%20country%E2%80%99s%20vaunted%20constitutional%20checks,broad%20presidential%20immunity%20during%20his
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Americans and everyone else has widened to levels not seen since the Gilded Age. 

Stagnant real wages for the middle and working classes, coupled with astronomical 

gains for the top 1%, have created widespread resentment. As in ancient 

republics, “the emergence of a huge gap between [the] wealthiest citizens and everyone 

else” has destabilizing effects
time.com

. Historically, when average people feel shut out of 

prosperity, they grow frustrated with elite leadership – making them more receptive 

to populists who promise radical solutions. 

Repeated economic crises have amplified these pressures. The 2008 global financial 

meltdown was a pivotal moment. The crisis devastated household wealth, threw 

millions out of work, and required massive taxpayer-funded bailouts of banks. In its 

wake, Americans on both left and right grew deeply skeptical of “politically favored” 

elites and institutions
pbs.org

. A wave of anti-establishment populism spread through 

both parties: on the right, the Tea Party movement rose in 2010, railing against 

government and paving the way for Trump’s anti-elite candidacy
pbs.org

; on the left, the 

Occupy Wall Street protests and figures like Bernie Sanders gained prominence by 

denouncing “socialism for the rich”
pbs.org

. As an Associated Press analysis notes, “The 

2008 financial crisis unleashed a political realignment that rejected perceived elites and 

establishment figures”, fracturing the old order of both Democrats and Republicans
pbs.org

. This realignment has produced a polarized environment where voters are angry 

and distrustful of institutions, unconcerned with the traditional norms that once 

governed politics
pbs.org

. 

Another economic factor is the impact of globalization and deindustrialization in 

the post-Cold War era. The 1990s and 2000s brought intense global economic 

integration – trade deals and technological shifts that, while boosting overall growth, 

also led to factory closures and job losses in many American communities. Regions 

like the Midwest experienced social decline as manufacturing work dried up. This 

fueled grievances among working-class voters who felt abandoned by “globalist” 

elites, contributing to the appeal of populist leaders promising to restore lost jobs 

and put “America First.” In short, long-term economic trends have left a portion of 

the electorate economically insecure and receptive to authoritarian populism as a 

remedy. The perception (and reality) that government serves the wealthy while 

ordinary people struggle has eroded faith in democracy itself. As one populist slogan 

put it, people see a system of “socialism for the rich and rugged individualism for 

everyone else”
pbs.org

 – a sentiment that breeds contempt for democratic institutions 

and openness to strongman solutions. 

Social and Cultural Divisions 

Deep social and cultural divisions in American society form another layer of the 

authoritarian drift. American society has become increasingly polarized along lines of 

identity, values, and geography. These culture wars – over race, immigration, gender, 

https://time.com/5478197/the-fall-of-rome-and-the-lessons-for-america/#:~:text=The%20most%20significant%20danger%20old,created%20by%20proposing%20voting%20reforms
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Their%20sentiment%20reflects%20the%20populism,for%20Democrats%20and%20Republicans%20alike
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=In%20the%20wake%20of%20the,John%20Boehner%20and%20Paul%20Ryan
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=unpredictable%20results%20for%20Democrats%20and,Republicans%20alike
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Their%20sentiment%20reflects%20the%20populism,for%20Democrats%20and%20Republicans%20alike
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=Meanwhile%2C%20a%20new%20generation%20of,Congress%2C%20often%20toppling%20longtime%20incumbents
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-2008-financial-crisis-fuels-todays-populist-politics#:~:text=similar%20tones,%E2%80%9D
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religion, and education – have reached a fever pitch. Many Americans now perceive 

those with opposing cultural values not merely as fellow citizens with differences, but 

as existential threats to the country’s future. This has normalized an attitude that “we 

do need to fight the culture war” at all costs, even if it means trampling democratic 

norms in the process
news.ku.edu

. In other words, a significant segment of the public is 

prioritizing victory in the culture war over the preservation of democratic rules. As 

sociology professor David N. Smith observes, it’s not that masses of Americans 

openly reject democracy – it’s that they are willing to accept undemocratic behavior 

as a side effect of pursuing their cultural agenda
news.ku.edunews.ku.edu

. If “domineering” 

leaders are needed to defend their vision of America, so be it. 

One driver of these divisions is racial and demographic change. The U.S. is 

becoming more ethnically diverse, which some white Americans view with anxiety. 

The election of the first Black president in 2008, for instance, sparked a backlash 

among certain groups and helped ignite the Tea Party and later Trump’s rise, fueled 

in part by nativist and racist appeals. Misinformation and propaganda circulating 

through partisan media and social networks have further inflamed social discord. 

Conspiracy theories and false narratives (from “birtherism” to QAnon lies about 

satanic elites) have convinced many that the opposing camp is not just wrong, but 

evil or illegitimate. Indeed, the public sphere is flooded with “widespread 

misinformation” and demonization of opponents
brookings.edu

, undermining the shared 

factual reality that democracy requires. Social media algorithms often deepen echo 

chambers, making compromise and understanding even more elusive. 

All of this has led to a troubling normalization of extremism and political violence. 

The United States has seen a rise in hate crimes, armed militia groups, and incidents 

like the 2017 Charlottesville rally (where neo-Nazis and white supremacists marched 

openly) and multiple foiled plots of violence. Finally, the decline of civic 

institutions – such as local community organizations, unions, and even trust in an 

independent press – has frayed the social fabric. Fewer Americans engage in cross-

cutting civic activities that build tolerance (as famously documented in Bowling 

Alone by Robert Putnam). The erosion of a “vibrant civil society” and independent 

media makes it easier for authoritarian-minded leaders to operate unchecked
brookings.edu

. 

In sum, America’s cultural polarization – supercharged by racial tensions and the 

fragmentation of information – has created a citizenry that is increasingly divided into 

mutually hostile camps. This social cleavage provides a ready constituency for 

authoritarian politicians who promise to vanquish the hated “other side” and restore 

a nostalgic vision of order. 

 

 

https://news.ku.edu/news/article/embrace-of-authoritarianism-in-us-fueled-by-culture-wars-more-than-economy-study-finds#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWords%20like%20dictatorship%20and%20democracy,at%20the%20University%20of%20Kansas
https://news.ku.edu/news/article/embrace-of-authoritarianism-in-us-fueled-by-culture-wars-more-than-economy-study-finds#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWords%20like%20dictatorship%20and%20democracy,at%20the%20University%20of%20Kansas
https://news.ku.edu/news/article/embrace-of-authoritarianism-in-us-fueled-by-culture-wars-more-than-economy-study-finds#:~:text=%E2%80%9CI%20think%20it%E2%80%99s%20better%20to,of%20their%20supporters%2C%E2%80%9D%20Smith%20said
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Whatever%20the%20terminology%2C%20democratic%20decline,4
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/understanding-democratic-decline-in-the-united-states/#:~:text=Whatever%20the%20terminology%2C%20democratic%20decline,4
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Religious Influences: The Rise of Christian Nationalism 

Intersecting with cultural divisions is a potent religious factor: the rise of Christian 

nationalism in U.S. politics. A segment of religious conservatives, particularly white 

evangelical Protestants, has embraced the belief that America is a “Christian 

nation” that must be governed by Biblical principles and defended against secular or 

non-Christian influences. This ideology often correlates with authoritarian leanings. 

Surveys show a strong overlap between Christian nationalist views and authoritarian 

attitudes. In one recent study, 74% of Americans who strongly identify with Christian 

nationalism also scored high on a standard right-wing authoritarianism scale – more 

than double the rate among non-adherents
prri.org

. In essence, many who seek to fuse 

church and state also express a desire for a “strong leader who is willing to break the 

rules” to set things right
prri.org

. This is reflected in political behavior: Christian 

nationalists were disproportionately likely to dismiss the 2020 election results and to 

agree that if their candidate was not declared the winner, he should “do whatever it 

takes” to assume power
prri.org

. 

Why does Christian nationalism often align with authoritarianism? One reason is that 

its adherents perceive a existential threat to their values. The rapid secularization of 

society, legalization of same-sex marriage, abortion rights, and increasing religious 

diversity are seen as assaults on what they consider the sacred moral order. This siege 

mentality can justify undemocratic means. If one believes the country’s very soul is at 

stake, one may condone leaders who flout laws or norms in order to impose “God’s 

will.” Indeed, Christian nationalist rhetoric frequently glorifies power and 

submission: the idea of one nation under one God, led by a divinely ordained 

strongman. During the Trump era, some evangelical pastors explicitly likened Donald 

Trump to biblical kings appointed by God despite their flaws, urging followers 

to “stand by” their leader unconditionally. This creates a ready-made constituency for 

authoritarian politics draped in religious legitimacy. 

Furthermore, Christian nationalism often overlaps with nativism and racial 

hierarchy, given that its vision of America is historically tied to white Christian 

dominance. This can translate into hostility toward pluralism and minority rights – 

again hallmarks of authoritarian sentiment. The embrace of conspiracy theories by 

some religious-right circles (such as QAnon or claims that opponents are satanic) also 

mirrors the cult-like devotion authoritarian leaders cultivate. A recent Public Religion 

Research Institute report warned that “the rising influence of Christian nationalism in 

some segments of American politics poses a major threat to the health of our 

democracy”
americanprogress.orgprri.org

. Notably, among Americans who fully reject Christian 

nationalism, support for authoritarian measures is far lower
prri.org

. In short, the infusion 

of a certain kind of religious zealotry into politics – one that places biblical law or 

theocratic visions above the liberal democratic order – is an important cultural current 

propelling the nation toward illiberalism. 

https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=Christian%20nationalism%20Adherents%20%2810,score%20high%20on%20the%20CRAS
https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=Right,willing%20to%20break%20the%20rules
https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=%2A%20Just%2014,of%20Christian%20nationalism%20supporters
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/christian-nationalism-is-single-biggest-threat-to-americas-religious-freedom/#:~:text=Christian%20Nationalism%20Is%20%27Single%20Biggest,rationale%20for%20circumventing%20laws
https://www.prri.org/research/a-christian-nation-understanding-the-threat-of-christian-nationalism-to-american-democracy-and-culture/#:~:text=The%20rising%20influence%20of%20Christian,the%20health%20of%20our%20democracy
https://www.prri.org/research/one-leader-under-god-the-connection-between-authoritarianism-and-christian-nationalism-in-america/#:~:text=Christian%20nationalism%20Adherents%20%2810,score%20high%20on%20the%20CRAS
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Key Turning Points in Democratic Decline 

While the causes above evolved over decades, several historical turning 

points sharply accelerated the U.S. trajectory toward authoritarianism. These 

inflection moments either exposed latent weaknesses or introduced new stresses to 

America’s democratic system. Below we highlight how each turning point contributed 

to the current crisis: 

 

The Post-Cold War Unipolar Moment (1990s) 

The end of the Cold War in 1991 removed a powerful external constraint that had, for 

decades, helped unify American politics. During the Cold War, the existential threat of 

the Soviet Union often forced U.S. leaders of both parties to maintain a basic 

consensus on foreign policy and to contain extremist impulses at home (so as not to 

undermine the fight against communism). Once the Soviet collapse left the U.S. as 

the sole superpower, politics increasingly turned inward. In the 1990s, partisan rivalry 

intensified. Without a common enemy to encourage a “rally around the flag,” 

differences that had been muted came to the forefront
en.wikipedia.org

. For example, 

the Newt Gingrich revolution of 1994 saw a more combative style of partisan 

politics take hold in Congress, breaking norms of cooperation. The late 1990s 

impeachment of President Clinton on a party-line basis also reflected this new era of 

winner-take-all politics. 

 

Internationally, the unipolar moment bred a degree of American hubris. The U.S. 

expanded its global military commitments (from humanitarian interventions to NATO 

expansion) under the assumption that liberal democracy had triumphed (“the end of 

history” was declared by some). But this overconfidence also led to imperial 

overreach. Historian Paul Kennedy famously warned that great powers decline 

when “their military obligations exceed their economic means”, citing the example of 

Victorian Britain
americanheritage.com

. In the 1990s and 2000s, the U.S. began to follow this 

pattern – stretching itself with costly endeavors abroad, while economic gains from 

globalization were unevenly distributed at home. The stage was being set for 

domestic backlash. In summary, the post-Cold War era’s lack of external check and 

the overextension of American power sowed seeds of later troubles. The political 

system grew more polarized and less restrained, and public trust in institutions began 

to ebb as elites pushed globalization and foreign interventions that did not obviously 

benefit many citizens. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_polarization_in_the_United_States#:~:text=Political%20polarization%20in%20the%20United,A%202021%20study
https://www.americanheritage.com/are-we-really-going-way-british-empire#:~:text=to%20ring%20a%20little%20hollow,obligations%20exceeded%20their%20economic%20means
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The 9/11 Attacks and the War on Terror (2001–2006) 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, were a dramatic turning point that 

reshaped American governance and politics in ways that fed authoritarian tendencies. 

In the immediate aftermath, fear and anger created public support for sacrificing 

some civil liberties in exchange for security. Within weeks, Congress passed the 

sweeping USA PATRIOT Act with almost no debate, vastly expanding the 

government’s surveillance and law-enforcement powers
democratic-erosion.orgdemocratic-erosion.org

. 

While enacted with good intentions of preventing terrorism, the Patriot Act and 

related measures blurred lines that protect citizens from state overreach. Many 

Americans viewed these laws as a threat to privacy and liberty, raising “questions 

regarding the effect of a high-surveillance government on ... democracy”
democratic-erosion.org

. 

The post-9/11 period saw warrantless wiretapping of phone calls, bulk data collection 

on Americans’ communications, and the aggressive use of “national security letters” 

to obtain personal records – practices later deemed excessive. This surveillance 

state, justified by an open-ended War on Terror, set precedents for government 

intrusion that could be misused by authoritarian-leaning leaders in the future. 

  

Alongside surveillance, the War on Terror concentrated power in the executive 

branch. President George W. Bush, with Vice President Dick Cheney’s advocacy, 

adopted a doctrine of unilateral executive authority in war-making and 

counterterrorism. The administration claimed nearly unlimited commander-in-chief 

powers to detain suspects indefinitely (Guantánamo Bay), authorize “enhanced 

interrogation” (torture), and conduct drone strikes, all with minimal judicial or 

congressional oversight. This erosion of checks and balances in matters of national 

security contributed to an “imperial presidency.” It normalized the idea that in crises, 

the executive can act outside the usual legal constraints – a notion later presidents 

could invoke for other purposes. Domestically, the period after 9/11 also saw a rise 

in nationalist and xenophobic sentiment (e.g. suspicion of Muslim Americans, 

freedom fries, etc.), which authoritarian politicians can exploit. While the nation rallied 

together initially, by the mid-2000s the protracted wars in Afghanistan and Iraq had 

bred public cynicism. Failures in Iraq undermined trust in expert leadership and fueled 

a narrative that elites were leading the country astray. In sum, 9/11 led to a trade-off 

of liberty for security and a more unitary executive – conditions that, while aimed at 

external enemies, created tools and precedents that an aspiring autocrat could later 

use against internal opponents. 

 

 

 

https://democratic-erosion.org/2023/11/21/did-the-usa-patriot-act-cause-democratic-backsliding-in-the-us/#:~:text=Following%20the%20September%2011%2C%202001,law%20as%20a%20threat%20to
https://democratic-erosion.org/2023/11/21/did-the-usa-patriot-act-cause-democratic-backsliding-in-the-us/#:~:text=government%20supported%20enacting%20the%20legislating,Americans%20had%20never%20seen%20before
https://democratic-erosion.org/2023/11/21/did-the-usa-patriot-act-cause-democratic-backsliding-in-the-us/#:~:text=The%20legislation%20pursued%20several%20different,the%20most%20controversial%20pieces%20of
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