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Liberal Fascism: The Secret History of the American Left from Mussolini to Politics is a
provocative book by Jonah Goldberg that explores the intricate and often overlooked connections
between leftist ideologies and fascism. Published in 2008, Goldberg's work challenges the traditional
understanding of fascism as a strictly right-wing phenomenon and posits that elements of fascism
have found their way into various strands of American liberalism. This article will delve into the key
arguments presented in the book, examining its historical context, major themes, and the reception
it has garnered in political discourse.

Understanding the Core Thesis

At its core, "Liberal Fascism" presents a contrarian view of political history, arguing that the term
"fascism" has been misapplied in contemporary political discourse. Goldberg asserts that while
fascism is often linked with far-right ideologies, many of its key characteristics can also be found
within leftist movements. He contends that figures like Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler, often
associated with nationalism and authoritarianism, shared a fascination with progressive and
collectivist ideologies that were prevalent in early 20th-century Europe and, by extension, America.

Key Arguments

Goldberg's book is structured around several key arguments:

1. Historical Misinterpretation: Goldberg argues that the historical narrative surrounding fascism
has been skewed by political biases, leading to a misunderstanding of its origins and evolution.

2. Progressivism's Roots: He traces the roots of American progressivism back to European socialist
movements and highlights their shared characteristics with fascist ideologies, such as a focus on
state control and social engineering.

3. Use of Language: Goldberg discusses how the term "fascism" has been weaponized in political
debate, often used by the left to delegitimize the right, while ignoring the fascist tendencies present
in leftist movements.

4. Liberalism and Authoritarianism: The author explores how modern liberalism can sometimes
embrace authoritarian practices, particularly in its zeal for social justice and environmentalism,
drawing parallels with historical fascist movements.

5. Cultural Critique: Goldberg critiques the cultural elite's role in shaping political narratives and
how their disdain for traditional values and individualism mirrors fascist ideologies.



The Historical Context of Fascism

To fully appreciate Goldberg's arguments, it is essential to understand the historical context from
which fascism emerged. The early 20th century was marked by political upheaval, economic
instability, and the rise of totalitarian regimes. Countries like Italy and Germany experienced
profound social changes that gave rise to fascism, a movement characterized by:

- Nationalism: An intense pride in the nation-state that often resulted in xenophobia.
- Collectivism: A belief in the supremacy of the group over the individual, leading to state control
over many aspects of life.
- Anti-liberalism: A rejection of liberal democratic values, which were seen as weak and inefficient.

Goldberg contends that many of these characteristics can also be found in leftist movements,
particularly during periods of crisis when the promise of radical change becomes appealing.

Mussolini’s Influence on American Progressivism

Goldberg draws a direct line from Mussolini's ideas to American progressivism. He notes that
Mussolini was originally a socialist and that his early policies reflected a blend of socialist and
nationalist ideas. Key figures in the American progressive movement, like Woodrow Wilson and
Theodore Roosevelt, were influenced by similar ideologies. They embraced the notion of a strong
state that could intervene in economic and social matters to promote the public good.

- Key Influences:
- The Progressive Era's emphasis on regulation and state intervention.
- The acceptance of eugenics and social Darwinism among progressives.
- The promotion of a new moral order that sought to reshape society.

Goldberg argues that these ideas laid the groundwork for a political landscape in which
authoritarianism could flourish under the guise of progressivism.

The Evolution of Liberal Fascism in America

Goldberg explores how the concept of "liberal fascism" has evolved in American politics, particularly
in the 20th and 21st centuries. He identifies several trends that illustrate the fusion of liberalism and
authoritarianism:

1. The New Deal and Beyond

Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal is often celebrated as a turning point in American politics,
introducing a series of programs designed to combat the Great Depression. However, Goldberg
argues that these programs, while ostensibly liberal, involved significant government control over
the economy and individual lives.



- Key Features:
- Expansion of federal authority.
- Collective bargaining and unionization as tools for state power.
- A paternalistic approach to governance that prioritized state intervention.

2. The Culture Wars and Political Correctness

Goldberg discusses how the rise of political correctness in the late 20th century reflects a kind of
authoritarianism that seeks to control discourse and suppress dissenting views. He argues that this
trend mirrors historical fascist movements that sought to establish a singular moral and ideological
narrative.

- Examples:
- Censorship on college campuses.
- The rise of "cancel culture" as a means to silence opposition.
- The promotion of identity politics that prioritizes group identity over individual rights.

3. Environmentalism and State Control

Another area where Goldberg sees parallels is in the environmental movement. He argues that the
push for aggressive environmental regulations often leads to authoritarian measures that infringe on
individual freedoms.

- Key Points:
- The advocacy for "green" policies that prioritize state control over economic activities.
- A moralistic approach to climate change that can stigmatize dissenting viewpoints.
- The alignment of environmentalism with collectivist ideologies.

Reception and Critique of "Liberal Fascism"

Upon its release, "Liberal Fascism" sparked considerable debate among scholars, politicians, and the
public. Critics of Goldberg's thesis argue that he oversimplifies complex historical and political
dynamics, and that equating liberalism with fascism dilutes the severity of the latter.

- Critical Responses:
- Some historians contend that Goldberg's analysis lacks nuance and fails to recognize the
substantial differences between liberalism and fascism.
- Critics also argue that the book's premise can be used to delegitimize legitimate progressive
policies by framing them as authoritarian.

However, supporters of Goldberg's work appreciate his willingness to challenge conventional
wisdom and encourage deeper examination of the ideological underpinnings of modern politics.



Conclusion

"Liberal Fascism: The Secret History of the American Left from Mussolini to Politics" by Jonah
Goldberg remains a contentious yet thought-provoking exploration of the intersections between
leftist and fascist ideologies. By tracing historical connections and challenging prevailing narratives,
Goldberg encourages readers to reconsider the meanings of liberalism and fascism in the
contemporary political landscape. Whether one agrees with his conclusions or not, the book
undoubtedly contributes to an ongoing dialogue about the nature of power, governance, and
ideology in America. In an era marked by political polarization, understanding these connections
may be more relevant than ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Jonah Goldberg's 'Liberal Fascism'?
The main thesis of 'Liberal Fascism' is that there are historical connections between fascism and
certain aspects of modern American liberalism, arguing that elements of the left have adopted
authoritarian tactics akin to those used by fascist regimes.

How does Goldberg link Mussolini to American liberalism?
Goldberg argues that Mussolini’s ideas of state control and a collectivist approach to society have
parallels in the policies and ideologies of modern American progressives, suggesting that the left's
embrace of state intervention can be seen as a form of liberal fascism.

What historical figures does Goldberg mention in relation to
his argument?
Goldberg discusses various historical figures, including Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt,
suggesting that their policies reflect a departure from classical liberalism towards a more
interventionist and state-controlled approach.

What criticisms have been made against 'Liberal Fascism'?
Critics argue that Goldberg's comparisons are misleading and that he oversimplifies complex
political ideologies, reducing them to a false equivalence between liberalism and fascism, which they
see as historically inaccurate.

How does Goldberg define fascism in his book?
Goldberg defines fascism as a system that prioritizes the state over the individual, promotes
collectivism, and utilizes authoritarian means to achieve its goals, suggesting that these
characteristics can also be found in certain strands of leftist thought.



What role does political correctness play in Goldberg's
argument?
Goldberg posits that political correctness is a form of cultural fascism, where dissenting opinions are
suppressed in favor of a homogenized set of beliefs, which he argues is indicative of a broader trend
within liberal politics.

What impact has 'Liberal Fascism' had on political discourse?
The book has stimulated debate within political circles, particularly among conservatives, by
encouraging discussions on the nature of liberalism and its potential authoritarian tendencies, which
some believe has led to a re-examination of leftist policies.

Is 'Liberal Fascism' considered a scholarly work or more of an
opinion piece?
While 'Liberal Fascism' is presented with historical references and arguments, many view it as more
of an opinion piece aimed at provoking thought and debate rather than a rigorous academic analysis,
leading to mixed receptions among scholars.
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