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Introduction

From the Standpoint of Eternity

In 2009, when political correctness still reigned supreme, Jonah Goldberg published Liberal Fascism,1 a book which claimed the true heirs to fascism were actually progressive liberals. Goldberg argued that the most insidious attempts to control our lives (such as smoking bans and pervasive surveillance from security cameras) originated from the Left. To support his thesis that it was modern progressivism, not conservatism, which shared the same intellectual roots as Fascism, Goldberg cited examples including the Clinton personality cult, the military chic of 1960s student radicals, and what he called Hollywood’s totalitarian aesthetics (today, he would certainly adduce cancel culture, wokeism, DEI policies and growing acceptance and rights for LGBT+ people, as well). My thesis throughout this text is almost exactly the opposite of Goldberg’s: to paraphrase Max Horkheimer, who wrote in 1939 that ‘Whoever is not willing to talk about Capitalism should also keep quiet about Fascism’, I would argue that ‘whoever is not willing to talk (critically) about liberalism should also keep quiet about fascism’. And, perhaps, also about Donald Trump.

These writings are not about Trump. However, the myriad issues interrogated in these essays are all in dialogue with the historical event that is the second term of Trump’s presidency – an event in the catastrophic sense of an occurrence which makes us aware that our world, as we knew it, has ended. The shortest formal definition of such an event is one that doesn’t only change the specific circumstances of a situation, but changes the very co-ordinates of the situation itself. I can illustrate this best with an updated version of an old joke from the GDR (German Democratic Republic) that I have told many times: Putin, Xi and Trump meet God and each is allowed to ask him a question. Putin begins: ‘Tell me, what will happen to Russia in the next few decades?’ God answers: ‘Russia will gradually become a colony of China.’ Putin turns away, appalled, and starts to cry. Xi asks his question: ‘And what will happen to China in the next few decades?’ God answers: ‘The Chinese economic miracle will be over, and China will have to return to a hardline dictatorship to survive while asking Taiwan for help.’ Xi, too, turns away in horror and begins to weep. Finally, Trump asks: ‘And what will be the fate of the US after I take over again?’ In response, God himself turns away and starts to cry … This is the true change, when God – who stands here for the big Other, the neutral frame that encompasses the situation – breaks down. Trump’s second term constitutes, of course, just such a total rupture, a catastrophic event: the basic co-ordinates with which we map and measure the quality of public life no longer steady or orient us. ‘Normal’ standards are suspended and all categories and expectations will have to be thoroughly remade.

Such a fracture also has its positive side: it compels us to finally accept the fact that there is no going back to the old era of the liberal-democratic paternalistic state. We are catapulted out of the denial and bargaining to which we have been clinging for so long, into acceptance and the blunt fact of defeat. A new beginning from the zero point is needed.2

The Left’s inability to accept that things have changed, catastrophically and forever, has been symptomatic of its failure to combat the new populism which Trump exemplifies. It also, perhaps, speaks of the intellectual laziness which the Left, especially the liberal Left, all too often displays: when a new and terrifying phenomenon emerges; instead of analyzing it closely with an open mind and trying to understand its nature and origin, they quickly condemn it, immediately invoking the one truly bad label in politics, ‘fascism’. But surely it isn’t enough, either as a political tactic or as a tool for understanding how this catastrophe happened, to simply brand Trumpian populism as a new form of fascism. Trump is not just authoritarian. His dream is to allow the market to function freely at its most destructive, from brutal profiteering to dismissing all ethical limitations in public media (against sexism and racism) as a form of socialism.

The new populist Right wants to annihilate all the phenomena targeted by Goldberg, perceiving them as signs of a new Leftist totalitarianism; but the result is, as we can see after the first months of Trump’s second term as president, a massive increase and emboldening of state intervention, control and censorship. The new populist Right treats Communism and corporate capitalism as the same – but the true identity of the opposites resides elsewhere. At the beginning of Trump’s first term, I was criticized for claiming that Trump was a ‘pure’ liberal – how could I ignore the fact that Trump was a dictatorial fascist? My critics missed the point: perhaps the best characterization of Trump is that he is liberal, namely a fascist liberal. He is the ultimate proof that liberalism and fascism work together, that they are the two sides of the same coin.

A word on terminology: the word ‘liberalism’ as it is used in the US has two main senses. (In Europe and the UK, this distinction is not so clear.) It can mean progressive liberalism (affirmative action, LGBT+ rights, etc.) or it can mean what they call libertarianism (the unconditional assertion of individual freedoms, rejecting progressive liberalism). It’s not enough to label one liberalism ‘good’ and one ‘bad’, according to your political persuasion, and to claim that your preferred form is what liberalism ‘really’ is and the rest can be discarded and ignored. Progressive liberalism and libertarianism are closely interlinked, mutually interdependent; they function as the two aspects of the immanent tension that characterizes the notion of freedom. They render palpable the contradiction that inheres to the very notion of freedom.3 Moreover, there is a difference between the US and western Europe with regard to liberalism: in most of western Europe, liberalism stands for a centrist pragmatic stance opposed to the authoritarian Right but also to the radical Left, while in the US, liberalism is perceived as progressive, even Leftist.

While I am critical of progressive liberalism and of libertarianism alike, my target in this volume is libertarianism and its fascist potential. I have opted strategically to name this ‘liberal fascism’, a term which at least evokes the contradictory nature of Trumpian populism. Maybe a more adequate term would be ‘fascist libertarianism’ since it enacts the shift of fascism from subject to predicate, as well as nailing down liberalism as libertarianism. What I hope to convey is that what we are getting with Trump today is not fascism with a liberal mask, but liberalism brought to its (fascist) conclusion, to the actualization of its hidden immanent potentials. Moreover, we should bear in mind that there are multiple forms of fascism arising today – are countries like Modi’s India, Putin’s Russia and Erdoğan’s Turkey not also versions of authoritarian capitalism which strongly resemble fascism?

In May 2025, the BBC reported that Russian bookstores had received an official letter with a list of thirty-seven titles that should immediately be removed from the shelves. This list ‘included texts by Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek, Japanese novelist Ryu Murakami, and a number of Russian writers’.4 Nice – at least I’m taken seriously! The only enigmatic thing was that one of the books mentioned – the Russian translation of Žižek’s Jokes – is my most apolitical work! However, I recently read about a new trend among the newly-born Christian fundamentalists in the US: many of them go through their personal library and throw away writings reminding them of their Leftist youth. The report mentioned a middle-age woman, Jenny, who a few years previously went through her books ‘to remove some final remnants of her left-leaning twenties: the Frankfurt school, the situationists, Žižek. She burned them.’5 I see in this weird coincidence of book-burning and censorship the confirmation that, in spite of their conflicts, Trump’s US and Putin’s Russia follow the same neo-fascist trend. Since fascism is a project of conservative modernization, the tension between the modern capitalist dynamic and the traditional social order is inscribed into it. In this sense Trump is fascist, but with a twist: his modernization remains liberal, legitimizing itself as a defence of individual freedoms against the oppressive state. What makes Trump fascist is the fact that these ‘freedoms’ ultimately amount to the freedom of neo-feudal masters to exploit the poor more than ever. This techno-feudal sphere reaches well beyond GAFAM (Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft): it comprises the intersection between the ‘deep state’ and new corporations.

The essays in this collection expound upon different aspects of liberal fascism, from economy and politics to ideology, often looking beyond the Trumpian populism of the US to western Europe, the Middle East, China, Russia and even Serbia. They are divided into three parts, which generally correspond to the triad of the universal, particular and singular: our global predicament; Europe, the Middle East, China, Africa …; Trump’s US. To be frank, what permeates all of them is intermingled fascination and disgust. I hope this disgust doesn’t blur my analysis but renders it even more acute. There is a disgust which fascinates us, secretly attracts us, and thus immobilizes us – many analyses of Trump fall into this category. But there is also a disgust we feel when we notice the chains that constrain our ‘freedoms’, and this disgust makes us move, act – as Rosa Luxembourg put it, ‘those who do not move, do not notice their chains’.

These chains are not only those imposed by the big Enemy, the global capitalist order; they are also the chains that the long and painful process of emancipation imposed on its own agents. What was later perceived as ‘Stalinist oppression’ had already begun during Lenin’s time in control. One should bear in mind that the first wave of anti-intellectual purges in 1922–23 – in which hundreds were put on the so-called ‘Philosophers’ Steamers’ and exiled, mostly to Germany – coincided precisely with the imposition of the ‘New Economic Policy’, when restrictions were loosened on private enterprise in order to prevent hunger. The idea was that the NEP would create a new bourgeoisie which would look for its ideological support among intellectuals who were not faithfully following the party line. The purge was thus largely an act of prevention: not a punishment for what someone had done but a punishment for what someone might do in the near future. Such a perception of the situation is clearly grounded in the logic of linear progress and is best exemplified by Stalin’s ‘On Dialectical and Historical Materialism’ (1938) where he writes that in the 1880s,


the proletariat in Russia constituted an insignificant minority of the population, whereas the individual peasants constituted the vast majority of the population. But the proletariat was developing as a class, whereas the peasantry as a class was disintegrating. And just because the proletariat was developing as a class the Marxists based their orientation on the proletariat. And they were not mistaken; for, as we know, the proletariat subsequently grew from an insignificant force into a first-rate historical and political force.6



Seen this way, the proletarian revolution becomes just one in a series of systemic substitutions, replacements of an old system by a new, more progressive system. Just as slavery replaced the primitive communal system and capitalism replaced feudalism, the socialist system replaced the capitalist system:


The slave system would be senseless, stupid and unnatural under modern conditions. But under the conditions of a disintegrating primitive communal system, the slave system is a quite understandable and natural phenomenon, since it represents an advance on the primitive communal system. […] The demand for a bourgeois-democratic republic when tsardom and bourgeois society existed, as, let us say, in Russia in 1905, was a quite understandable, proper and revolutionary demand; for at that time a bourgeois republic would have meant a step forward. But now, under the conditions of the U.S.S.R., the demand for a bourgeois-democratic republic would be a senseless and counterrevolutionary demand; for a bourgeois republic would be a retrograde step compared with the Soviet republic.7



The ultimate irony is that if we measure progress in this way, then the old ironic quip that socialism is a passage from a lower to a higher state of capitalism fully holds true – in the same way that the 1968 student protests in Paris and elsewhere turned out to be a passage from more traditional to postmodern capitalism.8

This is where the Left fails today.9 In contrast to its professed respect for other local ethnic groups, the Left as a rule speaks from an abstract rootless global position; its ‘way of life’ is predominantly that of the ‘talking classes’ (academia, mainstream and legacy media). As a result, its representative from, say, the UK has more in common with its representative from Germany or France than either has with people directly around them. For them, any mention of local roots is either constrained to other marginal groups (indigenous peoples, Blacks, etc.) or it is dismissed as ‘fascist’ – and the new populist Right is exploiting this limitation in an extremely efficient way. What this means is that the Left should reappropriate the very motif it refuses to apply to itself – local roots, ways of life, communities and grassroots politics … ‘Fascism’ contains elements that can easily be made into a key moment of the Communist vision. Crazy as it may sound, fascism also works as ersatz-Communism – this is how one should read Walter Benjamin’s claim that behind every fascism there is a failed revolution. To put it in an even more crazy way, the Left can only be saved by what it misreads as fascism.

An obvious counter-argument: but is there not a clear opposition between a way of life that refers to local roots and today’s explosive digitalization where tens of millions are in daily contact through Zoom, etc.? What do local roots mean in a world where Samsung, the biggest and best-known South Korean company, moved almost all of its production to Texas, where Amazon is moving its headquarters to Gdansk in Poland? I think it is wrong to conclude from this opposition that local ways of life have lost their meaning. On the contrary, the lesson of globalization is that, since in the global economy the role of nation-states is diminishing, a new space is opening up for local cultures, from Wales to the Basque country. Our critique of Trump and Musk should be that their economic measures produce the exact opposite of what they claim: artificially created ‘digital states’ which obliterate all roots in tradition. Only a new Left can save and redeem (what is worth saving in) our traditions. We should also fully endorse here the insight of Claude Levi-Strauss, who pointed out how each traditional local culture sees itself as somehow superior to others, as a direct
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