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The evening’s moderated discussion touched upon the situation in the United States as well as
certain worldwide trends. Commentary was organized according to three key questions.

First, what is the state of democracy today? Dr. Richardson pointed out that democracy is not
some fully formed system. Democracy in the United States has been an expanding practice,
especially since the Voting Rights Act in 1965. And worldwide, the concept of American-style
democracy is relatively new. Democracy did not develop in tandem with capitalism in Russia
and the other successor states after 1991.

Dr. Kristol stated that he thought the current retreat of democracy is overstated, and that we
continue to have examples of the power democracy. He said that the war between Russia and
Ukraine makes this point. Despite being vastly smaller, Ukraine as a maturing democracy has
performed more impressively than has Russia under the autocratic Putin.

Second, what do we make of polarization and electoral strife in the United States? Dr.
Richardson said that we’ve seen the pattern before in US history in which “a small group of
people takes over a political Party and serves themselves.” She says that pushback eventually
results, with emerging arrangements becoming fairer. Dr. Kristol pointed out that political
polarization is being reinforced by social and economic polarization, but that he is not fatalistic.
Things are unlikely to get worse, as we are “already at the breaking point.”

Third, what lies ahead? Dr. Richardson said that we are at an “interesting moment.” Populist
movements around the world have backed off a bit, possibly assessing what’s going on in the
United States. She said that a “new consensus” on democracy will emerge based on young
people’s formative experiences such as Covid and climate change. Dr. Kristol said that the
strength of institutions is key, and that guardrails — e.g. rule of law, separation of powers, vibrant
civil society, free and fair elections, etc. — need to be both maintained and improved.
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