it can t happen here

It Can’t Happen Here: Understanding the Myth and the Reality

it can t happen here — this phrase often echoes in conversations when people dismiss
warnings about potential dangers or societal shifts. It’s a comforting belief, a shield
against anxiety that bad things, be they political upheaval, economic collapse, or social
breakdown, are somehow reserved for other places or times. But history and current
events tell a more complicated story. The idea that “it can’t happen here” is both a myth
and a warning, and exploring it gives us valuable insights into human nature,
complacency, and the importance of vigilance.

The Origins and Meaning of “It Can’t Happen
Here”

The phrase “it can’t happen here” gained widespread recognition from the 1935 novel by
Sinclair Lewis, titled *It Can’t Happen Here*. The book is a political satire that imagines a
fascist takeover in the United States, challenging the notion that democratic freedoms and
stability are guaranteed. Lewis’s work was a response to the rise of authoritarian regimes
in Europe and a cautionary tale for Americans who believed their country was immune to
such threats.

This expression has since become shorthand for a common psychological tendency: denial.
People tend to believe that negative events, especially those involving drastic social or
political change, only happen elsewhere or to other people. This mindset can lead to
complacency and a failure to recognize warning signs in one’s own community or country.

Why the Belief “It Can’t Happen Here” Persists

Comfort in Denial

One reason people cling to the belief that “it can’t happen here” is because it provides a
sense of security. It’s easier to assume stability than to confront uncomfortable truths
about vulnerability. This denial helps maintain peace of mind but can be dangerous when
it blinds individuals and societies to real risks.

Lack of Awareness or Historical Knowledge

Another factor is the lack of historical awareness. When people are not familiar with past
events where democracies have faltered or societies have fractured, they may
underestimate the possibility of similar occurrences. Education that highlights the fragility



of political and social systems is essential to counter this.

Trust in Institutions

A strong belief in institutions such as the government, law enforcement, and the media
can reinforce the idea that “it can’t happen here.” While trust in institutions is important,
blind faith without accountability can allow dangerous trends to develop unchecked.

When “It Can’t Happen Here” Becomes Reality

History is replete with examples where the assumption that “it can’t happen here” was
proven tragically wrong. From the rise of totalitarian regimes in Europe to economic
crises that blindsided nations, these moments show how quickly situations can deteriorate
when warning signs are ignored.

Political Instability

Political instability can creep in subtly, often beginning with the erosion of democratic
norms. When citizens assume their country is immune to dictatorship or authoritarianism,
they may overlook early indicators such as:

e Disregard for the rule of law

e Suppression of free speech and press

e Polarization and demonization of political opponents

Ignoring these signs under the assumption that “it can’t happen here” can pave the way
for radical changes that undermine freedoms.

Economic Downturns and Social Unrest

Economic hardships can quickly lead to social unrest, especially when inequality grows
and trust in leadership wanes. The idea that economic collapse “can’t happen here” is
often shattered during recessions or depressions. Preparedness and awareness are vital in
mitigating these risks.



The Role of Media and Education in Challenging
the Myth

Media’s Responsibility

Media outlets play a crucial role in informing the public about potential threats and
societal changes. Sensationalism or misinformation can distort perceptions, making it
harder for people to grasp the seriousness of certain issues. Balanced reporting and
investigative journalism help keep citizens informed and vigilant.

Education as a Tool for Awareness

Educating people about history, civics, and critical thinking equips them to recognize and
resist dangerous trends. Schools and universities that encourage open dialogue and
analysis of political and social systems can empower future generations to avoid the
complacency implied by “it can’t happen here.”

Practical Tips to Avoid Complacency

Understanding that “it can’t happen here” is a dangerous assumption is the first step
toward proactive citizenship. Here are some ways individuals and communities can stay
informed and engaged:

1. Stay Informed: Follow credible news sources and stay updated on political and
social developments locally and globally.

2. Engage in Community: Participate in local government meetings, civic groups, and
discussions to understand community needs and challenges.

3. Promote Critical Thinking: Question information, seek multiple perspectives, and
avoid echo chambers.

4. Support Democratic Institutions: Vote, advocate for transparency, and hold
leaders accountable.

5. Educate Yourself and Others: Learn about history and current affairs and share
knowledge with friends and family.



Recognizing Early Warning Signs

Being able to identify early warning signs that challenge the “it can’t happen here”
mindset is essential. These signs might include:

Increasing political polarization and hostility

Restrictions on press freedom and civil liberties

Disinformation campaigns and erosion of trust in facts

Economic disparities and rising unemployment

Decline in public participation and voter turnout

Recognizing these patterns can prompt timely action to safeguard democratic values and
social cohesion.

It’s easy to fall into the trap of believing that negative events are distant or impossible in
one’s own backyard. However, embracing the idea that “it can’t happen here” without
scrutiny can lead to dangerous complacency. By staying informed, engaged, and vigilant,
individuals and societies can better protect themselves from the challenges history has
repeatedly shown to be possible anywhere. The key lies not in denial but in proactive
awareness and collective responsibility.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'It Can't Happen Here'?

The main theme of 'It Can't Happen Here' is the rise of authoritarianism and the fragility
of democracy, exploring how fascism can take hold in the United States under certain
political and social conditions.

Who wrote 'It Can't Happen Here' and when was it
published?

'It Can't Happen Here' was written by Sinclair Lewis and published in 1935.

How does 'It Can't Happen Here' remain relevant in
today's political climate?

The novel remains relevant today as it serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of
authoritarianism, demagoguery, and erosion of democratic institutions, themes that
resonate amid contemporary political polarization and challenges to democracy



worldwide.

Has 'It Can't Happen Here' been adapted into other
media?

Yes, 'It Can't Happen Here' has been adapted into various formats, including a 1936 stage
play co-written by Sinclair Lewis and a 1982 television film, both aiming to bring the
novel's message to broader audiences.

What is the plot of 'It Can't Happen Here'?

The novel follows a fictional U.S. presidential election in which a populist demagogue,
Berzelius 'Buzz' Windrip, wins and establishes a fascist dictatorship, focusing on the
experiences of individuals who resist the regime.

Why is 'It Can't Happen Here' considered a significant
work in American literature?

It is considered significant because it was one of the first American novels to critically
examine the potential for fascism within the United States, warning readers about
complacency and the importance of vigilance in protecting democratic values.

Additional Resources
It Can’t Happen Here: Exploring the Myth and Reality of Democratic Erosion

it can t happen here is a phrase often uttered with a sense of reassurance, a belief that
certain political or social crises are confined to distant lands or oppressive regimes, far
removed from the stability of one's own country. Yet, history and contemporary events
challenge this assumption, revealing that no nation is entirely immune to the forces that
can undermine democracy, civic freedoms, or social cohesion. This article takes a critical
look at the phrase “it can’t happen here,” investigating its origins, implications, and the
subtle ways democratic erosion can take root even in societies that consider themselves
resilient.

Understanding the Origins and Usage of “It Can’t
Happen Here”

The phrase “it can’t happen here” gained widespread recognition from Sinclair Lewis’s
1935 political novel *It Can’t Happen Here*, which depicted the rise of a fascist regime in
the United States. The novel was a cautionary tale warning Americans that
authoritarianism was not just a European problem but a potential domestic threat. Over
time, the phrase has evolved into a rhetorical shield, often used to dismiss warnings about
political instability or democratic backsliding.



While initially a literary device, the phrase has entered public discourse as a form of denial
or complacency. It reflects a broader psychological tendency known as normalcy bias,
where people underestimate the possibility of disruptive events occurring in their own
environment. This bias can hinder proactive measures necessary to safeguard democratic
institutions.

Democratic Erosion: Signs That “It Can’t Happen
Here” Might Be Wrong

Democratic erosion refers to the gradual decline in the quality of democracy, often
characterized by weakening checks and balances, undermining of judicial independence,
and increasing polarization. The belief that democratic collapse “can’t happen here” can
delay recognition of these signs until they become severe.

Key Indicators of Democratic Backsliding

e Weakening of Institutional Checks: When legislative or judicial branches lose
their ability to hold the executive accountable, democracy suffers.

¢ Restriction of Press Freedom: A free and independent media is a cornerstone of
democracy; censorship or media capture indicates danger.

e Polarization and Political Violence: Increasing division and hostility among
political groups can erode democratic norms.

e Manipulation of Electoral Processes: Gerrymandering, voter suppression, or
undermining election integrity are alarming signs.

These features, once thought to be exclusive to fragile democracies, have been observed
in established democracies, challenging the notion that “it can’t happen here” is a safe
assumption.

Comparative Perspectives: Lessons from Around the
World

Examining countries that have experienced democratic erosion offers valuable insights.
For instance, Hungary and Turkey have seen significant democratic backsliding in the past
decade. Both countries maintained democratic institutions but gradually witnessed
authoritarian tendencies through legal reforms and control over the media.

Similarly, the United States—a nation often cited as a bastion of democracy—has



confronted challenges such as increased political polarization, contested elections, and
debates over the independence of the judiciary. These developments demonstrate how
democratic vulnerabilities can manifest even in long-standing democracies.

The Psychological and Social Underpinnings of
the “It Can’t Happen Here” Mindset

The persistence of the “it can’t happen here” belief is partly rooted in cognitive biases and
social dynamics. People often rely on heuristics that simplify complex realities, leading to
underestimation of risks that seem distant or unprecedented.

Normalcy Bias and Its Consequences

Normalcy bias causes individuals and societies to believe that things will always function
as they have in the past, which can delay recognition of emerging threats. This bias
hampers effective policy responses and public mobilization against democratic erosion.

Role of Media and Political Narratives

Media framing and political rhetoric play critical roles in either reinforcing or challenging
the “it can’t happen here” narrative. When media outlets emphasize stability and dismiss
early warning signs, the public may remain complacent. Conversely, responsible
journalism that highlights democratic risks can foster vigilance and engagement.

Implications for Civic Engagement and Policy

Recognizing the fragility of democratic institutions is crucial for informed civic
participation and policymaking. The assumption that “it can’t happen here” can lead to
apathy, reducing pressure on governments to uphold transparency, accountability, and
inclusivity.

Strategies to Counteract Complacency

¢ Education and Awareness: Civic education programs should emphasize the
importance of democratic norms and the warning signs of erosion.

e Strengthening Institutions: Policies aimed at reinforcing judicial independence,
electoral integrity, and press freedom are vital.



¢ Inclusive Political Dialogue: Encouraging dialogue across political divides can
reduce polarization and build social cohesion.

¢ Active Civil Society: Supporting NGOs and watchdog groups helps maintain
pressure on authorities to uphold democratic standards.

The Role of Technology and Social Media

While technology can democratize information, it also poses risks such as misinformation
and echo chambers that exacerbate polarization. Understanding these dynamics is
essential to mitigate their impact on democratic processes.

In exploring the phrase “it can’t happen here,” we confront the uncomfortable truth that
no democracy is impervious to threats from within. Vigilance, education, and institutional
resilience are key to ensuring that the phrase remains a cautionary reminder rather than a
self-fulfilling prophecy.
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it can t happen here: The Moral of the Story Henry T. Edmondson, 2000-01-01 The
contributors to The Moral of the Story, all preeminent political theorists, are unified by their concern
with the instructive power of great literature. This thought-provoking combination of essays explores
the polyvalent moral and political impact of classic world literatures on public ethics through the
study of some of its major figures-including Shakespeare, Dante, Cervantes, Jane Austen, Henry
James, Joseph Conrad, Robert Penn Warren, and Dostoevsky. Positing the uniqueness of literature's
ability to promote dialogue on salient moral and intellectual virtues, editor Henry T. Edmonson III
has culled together a wide-ranging exploration of such fundamental concerns as the abuse of
authority, the nature of good leadership, the significance of 'middle class virtues' and the needs of
adolescents. This collection reinvigorates the study of classic literature as an endeavor that is not
only personally intellectually satisfying, but also an inimitable and unique way to enrich public
discourse.

it can t happen here: It Can't Happen Here Sinclair Lewis, 2015-09-15 It Can't Happen Here
is a semi-satirical political novel by Sinclair Lewis published in 1935. It features newspaperman
Doremus Jessup struggling against the fascist regime of President Berzelius Buzz Windrip, who
resembles Gerald B. Winrod, the Kansas evangelist whose far-right views earned him the nickname
The Jayhawk Nazi. It serves as a warning that political movements akin to Nazism can come to
power in countries such as the United States when people blindly support their leaders. Notice: This
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it can t happen here: A Dictionary of Catch Phrases, American and British, from the Sixteenth
Century to the Present Day Eric Partridge, Paul Beale, 1992

it can t happen here: The Kingfish in Fiction Keith Perry, 2004-06-01 The controversial,
almost mythic Louisiana politician Huey P. Long inspired not just one but six American novels,
published between 1934 and 1946. And he continues to resonate in American cultural memory,
appearing in a 1995 work of historical fiction. The Kingfish in Fiction offers the first study of all six
“Hueys-who-aren’t-Hueys” as they strut and bluster their way across the literary page, each
character with his own particular story, each towing a different authorial agenda. Keith Perry
carefully dissects the intertwining of documented history and artistic invention in Sinclair Lewis’s It
Can’t Happen Here, Hamilton Basso’s Cinnamon Seed and Sun in Capricorn, John Dos Passos’s
Number One, Adria Locke Langley’s A Lion Is in the Streets, and Robert Penn Warren’s All the
King’s Men. Perry explains that Lewis cast his version of the Kingfish as a totalitarian menace, a sort
of homegrown Hitler, in what Lewis later admitted was an unapologetic attempt to sabotage Long’s
designs on the White House. Basso, one of Long’s most vocal detractors, created two Long-based
characters, each a rabble-rousing affront to what remained of the Old South order. To warn readers
of the dangers hidden in the politician-constituent contract, Dos Passos transformed Long into a
shameless manipulator of the gullible American masses. Langley’s rendition suffers complete
condemnation by its creator for personal as well as public transgressions. Warren'’s spellbinding
Willie Stark, almost as much philosopher as politician, ironically bears the least resemblance to Long
though for almost six decades Stark has been Long’s best-known fictional embodiment. Exploring
how and why these five authors—among them, a Nobel laureate, one of America’s most celebrated
political novelists, and a two-time Pulitzer Prize winner—turned one politician into six fictional
characters leads Perry to conclude that Huey P. Long’s lasting impression may well be a composite
of both historical and imaginative interpretation.

it can t happen here: Messiahs of 1933 Joel Schechter, 2008-05-07 A lively examination of
Yiddish theatre during the Great Depression.

it can t happen here: Congressional Record United States. Congress, 1994

it can t happen here: The Presidents of American Fiction Michael J. Blouin, 2022-11-03 The
Presidents of American Fiction brings together American literature, history, and political science to
explore the most influential fictionalized accounts of the presidency from the early 19th century to
the time of Trump. Of late, popular understandings of the presidency are being radically
re-written-consider, for example, the distinctive myths that accompanied the ascent of the Obama
and Trump administrations-and many readers of all stripes are radically reimagining the office and
its holder. Placing these changes within a broader cultural context, Michael J. Blouin investigates
narratives involving fictional presidents, from the supposedly factual to the outright fantastical,
within their distinct literary and historical moments. The author considers representative texts
including works penned by James Fenimore Cooper from the Jacksonian moment, Gore Vidal in the
age of Nixon and Vietnam, and Philip Roth in the neoliberal period. Through detailed readings that
question how American presidents function as characters within the popular imagination, this book
examines the presidency as a complex, ever-evolving trope, and in so doing enhances our
appreciation of American literature's inextricable link with American politics.

it can t happen here: Forbidden Fruit Richard Ned Lebow, 2010-01-18 Could World War I
have been averted if Franz Ferdinand and his wife hadn't been murdered by Serbian nationalists in
1914? What if Ronald Reagan had been killed by Hinckley's bullet? Would the Cold War have ended
as it did? In Forbidden Fruit, Richard Ned Lebow develops protocols for conducting robust
counterfactual thought experiments and uses them to probe the causes and contingency of



transformative international developments like World War I and the end of the Cold War. He uses
experiments, surveys, and a short story to explore why policymakers, historians, and international
relations scholars are so resistant to the contingency and indeterminism inherent in open-ended,
nonlinear systems. Most controversially, Lebow argues that the difference between counterfactual
and so-called factual arguments is misleading, as both can be evidence-rich and logically persuasive.
A must-read for social scientists, Forbidden Fruit also examines the binary between fact and fiction
and the use of counterfactuals in fictional works like Philip Roth's The Plot Against America to
understand complex causation and its implications for who we are and what we think makes the
social world work.

it can t happen here: Public Issue Early Warning Systems : Legislative and Institutional
Alternatives United States. Congress. House. Committee on Energy and Commerce. Subcommittee
on Oversight and Investigations, 1983
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it can t happen here: The US Antifascism Reader Bill Mullen, Christopher Vials, 2020-01-07
Since the birth of fascism in the 1920s, well before the global renaissance of white nationalism, the
United States has been home to its own distinct fascist movements, some of which decisively
influenced the course of U.S. history. Yet long before antifa became a household word in the United
States, they were met, time and again, by an equally deep antifascist current. Many on the left are
unaware that the United States has a rich antifascist tradition, because it has rarely been discussed
as such, nor has it been accessible in one place. This reader reconstructs the history of U.S.
antifascism into the twenty-first century, showing how generations of writers, organizers, and
fighters spoke to each other over time. Spanning the 1930s to the present, this
chronologically-arranged, primary source reader is made up of antifascist writings by Americans and
by exiles in the U.S. - some instantly recognizable, others long-forgotten. It also includes a sampling
of influential writings from the U.S. fascist, white nationalist, and proto-fascist traditions. Its
contents, mostly written by people embedded in antifascist movements, include a number of pieces
produced abroad that deeply influenced the U.S. left. The collection thus places U.S. antifascism in a
global context.

it can t happen here: The Impact of Nazism Alan E. Steinweis, Daniel E. Rogers, 2003-01-01
The essays address the nature of Nazism as reflected in contemporary perceptions of Nazi Germany
in the United States; the origins and character of fascism; the many forms of antisemitism; German
scholars' efforts to promote persecution in the Third Reich; the role of ethnic Germans in the
anti-Jewish and anti-Slavic policies of the Reich; the actions of German police in the occupation of
eastern Europe and in the Holocaust; Hitler's style of leadership; the nazification of the German
military high command; and the politics surrounding the memory of Nazism and the Holocaust after
1945.--BOOK JACKET.

it can t happen here: An Unfamiliar America Ari Helo, Mikko Saikku, 2020-11-12 This
collection focuses on conceptions of the unfamiliar from the viewpoint of mainstream American
history: aliens, immigrants, ethnic groups, and previously unencountered ideas and ideologies in
Trumpian America. The book suggests bringing historical thinking back to the center of American
Studies, given that it has been recently challenged by the influential memory studies boom. As much
as identity-building appears to be the central concern for much of the current practice in American
history writing, it is worth keeping in mind that historical truth may not always directly contribute to
one's identity-building. The researcher’s constant quest for truth does not equate to already
possessing it. History changes all the time, because it consists of our constant reinterpretation of the
past. It is only the past that does not change. This collection aims at keeping these two apart, while
scrutinizing a variety of contested topics in American history, from xenophobic attitudes toward
eighteenth-century university professors, Apache masculinity, Ku Klux Klan, Tom Waits's lyrics, and
the politics of the Trump era.

it can t happen here: Subversive Influence in the Educational Process United States.
Congress. Senate. Committee on the Judiciary, 1952



it can t happen here: The Revolt from the Village, 1915-1930 Anthony Channell Hilfer,
2018-08-25 This incisive book traces the attack on American provincialism that ended the myth of
the Happy Village. Replacing the idyllic life as a theme, American writers in revolt turned to a more
realistic interpretation of the town, stressing its repressiveness, dullness, and conformity. This book
analyzes the literary technique employed by these writers and explores their sensibilities to evaluate
both their artistic accomplishments and their contributions to American thought and feeling.
Originally published 1969. A UNC Press Enduring Edition -- UNC Press Enduring Editions use the
latest in digital technology to make available again books from our distinguished backlist that were
previously out of print. These editions are published unaltered from the original, and are presented
in affordable paperback formats, bringing readers both historical and cultural value.

it can t happen here: The Jewish Question Alex Bein, 1990 This monumental work of Alex Bein,
noted scholar and chief librarian of the Israeli National Library, is the most authoritative survey of
Jewish culture and Jewish problems in the Diaspora. First published in two massive volumes in
German, it is here made available in a single volume in English.

it can t happen here: Sociology and the Holocaust Ronald ] Berger, 2023-12-01 For some
time the conventional wisdom in the interdisciplinary field of Holocaust studies is that sociologists
have neglected this subject matter, but this is not really the case. In fact, there has been substantial
sociological work on the Holocaust, although this scholarship has often been ignored or neglected
including in the discipline of sociology itself. Sociology and the Holocaust brings this scholarly
tradition to light, and in doing so offers a comprehensive synthesis of the vast historical and social
science literature on the before, during, and after of the Holocaust—a tour d’horizon from an
explicitly sociological perspective. As such, the aim of the book is not simply to describe the
chronology of events that culminated in the deaths of 6 million Jews but to draw upon sociology’s
“theoretical toolkit” to understand these events and the ongoing legacy of the Holocaust
sociologically.

it can t happen here: The Governor and the Colonel Don Carleton, 2020-12-11 William P.
“Will” Hobby Sr. and Oveta Culp Hobby were one of the most influential couples in Texas history.
Both were major public figures, with Will serving as governor of Texas and Oveta as the first
commander of the Women’s Army Corps and later as the second woman to serve in a presidential
cabinet. Together, they built a pioneering media empire centered on the Houston Post and their
broadcast properties, and they played a significant role in the transformation of Houston into the
fourth largest city in the United States. Don Carleton’s dual biography details their personal and
professional relationship—defined by a shared dedication to public service—and the important roles
they each played in local, state, and national events throughout the twentieth century. This deeply
researched book not only details this historically significant partnership, but also explores the close
relationships between the Hobbys and key figures in twentieth-century history, from Texas legends
such as LBJ, Sam Rayburn, and Jesse Jones, to national icons, including the Roosevelts, President
Eisenhower, and the Rockefellers. Carleton's chronicle reveals the undeniable impact of the Hobbys
on journalistic and political history in the United States.

it can t happen here: The Moguls and the Dictators David Welky, 2008 This author's analytical
approach will be appreciated by historians as well as film buffs. He examines Hollywood's response
to the rise of fascism and the beginning of the Second World War. Welky traces the shifting
motivations and arguments of the film industry, politicians, and the public as they negotiated how or
whether the silver screen would portray certain wartime attributes.
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