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Introduction

Early in February 2025, a video appeared on X. A US immigration officer can be seen patting down someone before deportation. In the background, Seattle airport, a plane readying for departure, its engines idling.

Then, the rattle of metal: a blue plastic crate filled with cuffs on chains. Someone is laying them out in lines on the tarmac – one set per person. People are being cuffed tightly, hands and feet. The camera shows no faces, only bodies and irons. The video ends with a shackled detainee struggling up the steel aircraft stairs, their chains clanking against the metal steps.

The title of the post: ‘ASMR: Illegal Alien Deportation Flight [image: illustration]’. That abbreviation is a wry reference to the genre of online videos intended to induce a safe, soothing feeling through certain sounds – think of whispers, the rhythmic tapping of raindrops or the rustling of leaves in the wind. In this case, the sounds of heavily chained people being deported.

The source of the post: the White House.1

Alarm bells are ringing

Fascism is back. This time not with swastikas, Nazi flags and deadly bureaucracy, but Make America Great Again caps, right-wing extremist memes and a fist raised in triumph. Not ghettos and concentration camps, but data-driven manhunts and ‘detention facilities’ in El Salvador and Guantánamo Bay. Not brownshirts and SS squads, but masked immigration officers and a Capitol-storming mob.

It’s crystal clear: in his second term as president of the United States, Donald Trump is putting together a fascist regime. And fast. Not only Trump’s political adversaries say so;2 his own former advisers do too.3 What’s more, internationally renowned scholars – experts in the field of fascism – are sounding the alarm. A number of them have exited the United States entirely, sending out a powerful message: Take it from us, fascism is here.4 In 2025, over 400 scholars from more than thirty countries signed an open letter against fascism. The evidence is overwhelming, they said: fascism is on the rise. Not just in the US, but around the world.5

Resistance to the warning

Such warnings about fascism have met with resistance. Some believe that the label of ‘fascist’ quells any debate before it can start; that it’s become a slur for anyone people disagree with, flung around so freely it has lost its meaning.

Some take this to another extreme: anyone who accuses them of being fascist gets called ‘fascist’ right back.6 It is a tried-and-true tactic to strip language of its meaning: if everyone labels their adversaries ‘fascist’, the word loses its power to warn people about actual fascism. Even when the term is apt, the debate invariably derails into a squabble over the word itself, wholesale ignoring what warranted its use.

This can be a reason to opt instead for the more general term ‘authoritarianism’, which covers a range of political systems and movements that concentrate power around a ‘strongman’ – including fascism.7 But this would leave us unable to call out why millions are again voting for authoritarian leadership: they back an extremist agenda based on a strongman’s promise of national rebirth and a belief that their own cultural group is superior. Fascism.

For others, the label of ‘fascism’ is inextricably linked to the revolutionary spirit of the interwar period. In their eyes, that twentieth-century brand of fascism simply does not map onto today’s politics. Worse, they warn, forcing the comparison could blind us to what is genuinely new about the threats democracy now faces.

History doesn’t repeat itself; it echoes into the present. Today’s fascism differs from that of the past; it is closely intertwined with post-war populism and less explosive than Benito Mussolini ever envisioned.8 But make no mistake: leaders of today are working from templates drawn up back then. Making this connection between past and present is a prerequisite for understanding what democracy is up against – and for defending its existence.

But by far the greatest resistance to the use of the term ‘fascism’ comes from people who simply see it as exaggerated and alarmist, because today’s far-right populists pale in comparison to Adolf Hitler. Calling them ‘fascists’, they believe, is like shouting ‘Fire!’ when someone lights a candle. The reasoning goes like this: If we call this fascism, what word do we use when it gets worse? Or, conversely: It’s only when you no longer dare call a regime fascist that it is fascist.9

Granted, as long as you can openly oppose fascism, you are not living under a fascist regime – yet. But fascist movements take root long before that threshold. They start with violent language: talk of ‘invasions’ and ‘national suicide’, calls to ‘fight back’, and the creeping normalization of dehumanizing, excluding or expelling entire groups. All in the name of national security.

Fascism thrives on the normalization of ideas that were once considered extremist. And it is precisely the idea that ‘it cannot happen here’ that is so conducive to its rise. This presents scholars with an almost unsolvable dilemma: warn early, and you are dismissed as an alarmist. But once the threat is undeniable, it’s too late.

Radicalization, repression, violence

Despite this, many experts are now raising the alarm. They recognize a pattern: societies start to break up due to mistrust; radicalization follows, then repression, then violence. In a democratic society, this can be fascism’s point of entry.

I know that pattern too. I have seen it up close: in war zones, in authoritarian states, across years of work as a political scientist for aid organizations, think tanks, and multilateral institutions like the United Nations.

In 2003, I saw it in Iran, where a peaceful student protest was met with brutal state violence and a wave of arrests – a pattern that has played out in that country regularly ever since.

I saw it two years later in Israel and occupied Palestine, during the tense time after the Second Intifada. Israel had already begun building its illegal separation wall in the West Bank and would soon seal off the Gaza Strip entirely.10 A significant step in a long escalation towards the genocide of the Palestinian people that Israel is currently committing.

Between 2006 and 2010, I saw it in Sudan, where the Arab regime in Khartoum treated the African population as second-class citizens. After a brutal civil war, South Sudan eventually broke away in 2011. In Darfur, in western Sudan, persecution grew into a genocide. That violence reignited in the region in 2023, displacing more than 14 million people11 and pushing some 25 million into acute famine.12

Between 2007 and 2011, I saw it in Rwanda, where genocide had claimed more than a million lives over a decade earlier. In the years that followed, the violence had spread across the region. In Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo, the conflict culminated in the deadliest war since 1939–45.13

Again and again, I have seen societies reach the point where propaganda, scapegoating and radicalization make brutal violence seem inevitable. And it’s people like you and me who become the victims of that violence.

In the US and Europe too

In 2016, a similar pattern emerged here in the West: politicians were talking about ‘our people first’ again.

Donald Trump was elected president of the United States for the first time. He not only promised to build a ‘big and beautiful’ border wall to stop the ‘invasion’ of immigrants, but also to go after his political opponent, Hillary Clinton – ‘Lock her up! Lock her up!’14

That same year, British citizens voted to leave the European Union. The Brexit campaign capitalized on societal discontent and nationalist sentiment with a torrent of disinformation. Mistrust, lies and a common enemy: the slow killers of democracy.

All this unfolded as millions of Syrians, Iraqis, Afghans and others were fleeing to Europe.15 In Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel’s resolute ‘wir schaffen das’ attitude was overtaken by right-wing conspiracy theories about a ‘Great Replacement’ and the ‘dilution of the Western peoples’.

This resulted in the EU’s toughened asylum and border policy, in which deterrence and dehumanization became more important than human rights or compassion. The image of Aylan Kurdi – the Syrian toddler whose lifeless body washed ashore on a Turkish beach in 2015 – shocked the world. But it changed nothing. The fences around Fortress Europe only got higher, the coast guards more aggressive, and the migration deals with dictators more shameless.

It was these events that made me change careers from being a conflict researcher to deputy editor-in-chief of the journalistic platform De Correspondent – because when politics fails, journalism can still hold the line.

For the past decade, the West has been in a state of constant unrest. Inverted flags, burning hay bales, and tractors on the motorways. Climate activists and yellow vests blocking the roads. #MeToo. Black Lives Matter. Covid-19 lockdowns and curfews, and anti-vaxxers taking to the streets. War on the European continent. Israel’s genocide of the Palestinians. Rearmament. Trump again.

In my own country, the Netherlands, everything has been dubbed a crisis: the climate crisis, the refugee crisis, the nitrogen crisis, the energy crisis, the cost-of-living crisis, the housing crisis. One government crisis is followed by the next, then another and another.

Meanwhile, elsewhere in the world, heatwaves, wildfires and floods have broken one record after another. And we have stayed glued to our screens, doomscrolling through the ominous headlines, fed by algorithms that only amplify the polarization and scapegoating.

Scapegoating is the political currency of the far-right politicians who have gained ground everywhere in recent years. I’ve seen their kind of politics before. But the way it unfolds in established democracies is different from what happens in countries like Sudan or the Democratic Republic of Congo. It works through elections and coalitions, through weaponizing language and wielding the law – gradually undermining democracy from within. This phenomenon has a name: fascism.

Naming it helps us grasp it. And shows us what we can do about it.

Naming, understanding and combating fascism

For most people, the term ‘fascism’ immediately evokes historical images of Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich or Benito Mussolini’s Blackshirts. Some might think of Francisco Franco’s generals or perhaps the white pointed hoods of the Ku Klux Klan. The word carries strong connotations – ones that don’t immediately square with the politics of Donald Trump, Viktor Orbán or Geert Wilders. But appearances can be deceiving. The key markers of fascism are not swastika banners or dictators with little moustaches.

So how can we recognize it? There’s no one-size-fits-all definition of fascism, but there are a few rules of thumb.

One: not every fascist is an autocrat, and not every autocrat is a fascist. Fascism can manifest as ideas and convictions, as social movements supporting an authoritarian leader, and in some rare cases it can ultimately result in a fascist dictatorship. Absolute rule – or autocracy – is a form of government without citizen participation or institutional checks on power. It might be a military dictatorship like Myanmar, a one-party state like North Korea, an absolute monarchy like Saudi Arabia or a fascist state like Nazi Germany. Autocrats come in all ideological colours. They’re not necessarily violent, though history offers no shortage of evidence to the contrary. Take Joseph Stalin: under the guise of communism’s radical equality, he had an estimated 6 million people murdered16 – one of the most horrendous crimes against humanity, but not a case of fascism.17

Two: all Nazis were fascists, but not all fascists are Nazis. Fascism revolves around the notions that one’s own cultural group is superior, and that the nation is in decline due to a conspiracy of minorities and left-wing liberal elites. Those core ideas keep returning – in different forms, depending on the time, the place and the crises of the day. In the early 1990s, historian Roger Griffin therefore defined fascism as ‘a genus of political ideology whose mythic core in its various permutations is a palingenetic form of populist ultranationalism’.18 Or, to put it more simply, a belief in national rebirth through the victory of one’s own people, by purging outsiders and ousting a ‘corrupt’ elite. At the same time, Griffin warned against using ideology as the prime marker to recognize fascism’s contemporary variants. Fascism only really becomes visible in practice, he said: in the ways those ideas are translated into texts, propaganda, policy, organizations, institutions and concrete actions.19

Three: fascism may change its forms, but never its methods. You can therefore identify today’s fascism by paying attention to what political leaders and their voters do and say. It is helpful here to consider another influential approach, this time formulated by the American historian Robert Paxton, emeritus professor of history and political science at Columbia University and author of The Anatomy of Fascism (2004). Looking at many fascist movements side by side, he noticed they all shared something beyond ideology: a way of operating.

Think of it as a strategy, by which a shaky pact of far-right and ultra-conservative politicians and business elites seizes power by responding to societal discontent, ‘marked by obsessive preoccupation with community decline, humiliation or victimhood’.20 Unlike definitions that focus on fascism primarily as an ideology, Paxton emphasizes the function fascism serves for far-right politicians and their followers within a democracy.

Paxton’s work has greatly influenced recent standard works on democratic backsliding. His definition removes fascism from its historical context and identifies its behavioural patterns, providing a useful framework for recognizing fascism in its contemporary forms.

That is why his approach serves as my starting point. The first part of this book will show how the fascist playbook works and how its methods can be recognized today. This is essential knowledge for anyone who cherishes their freedom. Because if fascism is recognized in time, democracy can be protected against it.

In the second part, I will describe the rise of contemporary fascism: how it has transformed the United States, why that’s not just an American but also a European problem, and what the situation is here in the Netherlands. But fascism is back worldwide, scholars say, not just in the US and Europe. So why focus on these two continents? This book is an attempt to break away from the strongly held conviction in the West that our established democracies are immune to the threat of fascism. They are not. The West isn’t just where fascism was born, it is where its new variants are being incubated. And these modern variants not only pose a threat to our national democracies, but also to the international rules-based order built on law and human rights. The illusion that Western democracies are now better shielded from this danger than they were a hundred years ago makes us vulnerable and apathetic, precisely at a moment when action is still possible.

Standing up against emerging fascism requires collective action; nothing is inevitable in politics. The best response, as I’ll explain in the final part of this book, is to beat fascism at its own game: mass mobilization. Fascism doesn’t stand a chance if enough people understand that an attack on one person’s freedom is an attack on everyone’s freedom.

If, in short, enough people understand: this is fascism.




PART 1

This is fascism

It happened once and it can happen again.
This is the heart of what we have to say.

– Primo Levi, Jewish Italian writer and chemist, The Drowned and the Saved (1987), translated by Michael F. Moore




1. The fascist playbook

You can recognize fascism by the way certain politicians capitalize on societal discontent to mobilize a dominant cultural group against an alleged enemy. It is a method of coming into power through democratic means and then retaining that power by dispensing with those means – always in the name of ‘the will of the people’.

See it as a playbook. It unfolds step by step, and the components are always the same: a yearning for some idealized, mythical past; a profound contempt for facts; and the accusation that leftist elites and minorities are conspiring to destroy the country – as well as the dominant, often-white majority. In order to restore the nation to its supposed former glory, fascism promises to break radically with the established order and purge society of all ‘undesirable influences’. This appeals to voters who have lost faith in traditional politics and institutions.

Steeped in racism and ultranationalism, fascism is rooted in the Social Darwinist idea of survival of the fittest. As Martinican author and politician Aimé Césaire argued, this is colonialism coming home to roost, if in a new form. In his influential essay ‘Discourse on Colonialism’ (1950), Césaire showed how the brutal racism and extreme violence that European powers normalized in their colonies created the conditions for fascism to emerge back in Europe. Ideas about white superiority, and the repression of people considered to be inferior, returned to the European continent as soon as they served a function for politicians within the democratic context. Fascism was colonialism’s inevitable blowback: the racism, dehumanization and extreme violence that had been unleashed on those under colonial rule would also poison European politics itself.1

In the fascist worldview, democracy simply means the will of ‘the people’, embodied by the will of a political strongman. This is contrary to liberal democracy, which aims to check the power of leaders and protect minorities from the tyranny of the majority. ‘Fascism rejects in democracy the absurd conventional lie of political equalitarianism,’ Mussolini wrote in 1932. Instead, fascism could be defined as an ‘organized, centralized, authoritarian democracy’.2

Fascism lacks a comprehensive, unambiguous ideological narrative. ‘Fascist ideology is not a closed body of thought but rather the glorification of very basic and destructive ideas,’ writes historian and fascism expert Federico Finchelstein, referring to ideas around xenophobia, violence, authoritarianism and propaganda.3 Where communism is based on Karl Marx’s Das Kapital and liberalism is rooted in the thinking of philosophers such as Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill, fascism filches its ideas from anywhere. The result, writes the Italian semiotician and author Umberto Eco, is ‘a beehive of contradictions’.4

This doesn’t mean that fascist movements have no main goal; they all strive for a future in which one strong, pure homogeneous community is in power – in the nation and possibly beyond. But to justify that ideal, they nab concepts from existing political or philosophical systems, often in a simplified form – making fascism, at its core, about an absolute conviction in a set of basic, destructive ideas. One that may, but need not, evolve into a fully developed ideology, such as the Nazis demonstrated.

Fascism is, furthermore, fuelled by emotions: anger, resentment, and a hatred of people seen as the enemy. ‘A fascist just has to be a storyteller,’ historian Timothy Snyder says. ‘The stories don’t need to be consistent. They don’t need to accord with external reality.’ A fascist only has to ‘find a pulse and hold it’.5 Fascist movements are therefore difficult to capture in one single definition. As fascism derives its strength from ultranationalist ideas about ‘one’s own group’, each country and each era gets its own version – Adolf Hitler’s Nazism, for instance, was different from Mussolini’s fascism.

Later, variants such as neofascism6 appeared, and contemporary movements with fascist characteristics have been described variously as schizofascism,7 hedofascism,8 cloud fascism,9 end-times fascism10 and wannabe fascism.11 All these definitions help us better understand the specific characteristics of fascism within their own context – because of course there are differences between then and now or there and here. Understanding these differences is key to understanding specific movements, but it is just as necessary to see what connects them: a shared strategy, a playbook.

Fascism, Mussolini said, ‘was born of the need for action, and was action’.12 Or, as historian Robert Paxton writes in his seminal work The Anatomy of Fascism, ‘what fascists did tells us at least as much as what they said’.13

In other words: you’ll know a fascist by what they do.

Right-wing: populism or fascism?

What fascists are doing now, however, looks a lot like postwar radical right-wing populism. Like fascist leaders, radical-right populists promise that their strong leader will fight ‘corrupt elites’ and put their ‘own people’ above all else. That is why some scholars call radical right-wing populism ‘fascism light’14 or ‘fascism in a democratic key’.15

For a long time, radical right-wing populism was not seen as a threat to democracy. The extreme-right, fascist danger seemed safely buried under the rubble of World War II; post-war right-wing populists respected the limits of democracy. ‘In the late 1990s, political scientists even considered the rise of right-wing populism healthy for democracy,’ Sarah de Lange, professor of Dutch politics at the Institute of Political Science at Leiden University, told me, ‘because it meant previously unheard groups got political representation.’ Right-wing populism was seen as a call for a different, more direct form of democracy, certainly not as a threat to the system itself. Now, that view is shifting, according to de Lange: ‘What we’re seeing is that these right-wing populist parties are radicalizing, and the dividing line between the radical and the extreme right has become wafer-thin.’

Because of that wafer-thin line, political scientists nowadays prefer to speak of the ‘far right’ as an umbrella term for both the radical and the extreme right. We should no longer think of them as two distinct categories, but as part of a spectrum. At one end of that spectrum, there’s the radical right – which formally remains within the limits of democracy, but is still chipping away at keystones such as the judiciary and the constitution. At the other end, there’s the extreme right, where an authoritarian leader seizes more and more power, and democracy is hollowed out to a facade.

The next step in understanding far-right populism requires us to stop seeing it as a separate political category existing alongside fascism (a ‘light’ version). They are two interconnected movements that are merging into a contemporary fascism built on racism, propaganda, political violence and, ultimately, the undermining of democracy.

Consider this: a far-right populist politician who participates in elections will at first play by the rules and therefore behave as though they were on the radical right. They put pressure on democracy, though as yet not with the intention of destroying it. But their strategy of mobilizing fear and hatred can trigger a radicalization of their politics that leads to the rejection of democratic norms and institutions – pushing them to the extreme right. This is now happening worldwide, as Federico Finchelstein writes in his book The Wannabe Fascists (2024): ‘Global populism is turning into fascism, and this trend represents a major threat to the future of democracy.’

More on that later. First: the framework by which we can recognize today’s fascism.

The five stages of fascism

In The Anatomy of Fascism, Robert Paxton shows how fascism unfolds step by step – from the voicing of societal discontent to far-right populism all the way to explicit fascism, when the political rules of the game are abandoned and an authoritarian regime takes hold.

Paxton distinguishes five stages in the fascist strategy:

1. Creating fascist movements: Crisis perception and discontent often create a breeding ground for the core ideas of fascism.

2. Taking root: A political party forms around a leader.

3. Seizing power: The party gains access to political power through democratic elections.

4. Exercising power: Political power grows into state power; the movement works to erode fundamental rights and eliminate any institutions meant to check this power. This leads to open fascism.

5. Radicalization or entropy: The fascist regime radicalizes further – or loses direction and crumbles.

Although each phase builds on the previous one, a fascist movement need not go through all the phases or develop in only one direction. Many movements get stuck in one stage, fall back, or straddle several stages simultaneously. Still, this framework can help us to understand how contemporary fascism works – rooted as it is in what we know as post-war far-right populism.

Stages 1 and 2: Origin and organization

It starts with the emergence of a movement. The breeding ground for fascism – social discontent, racism, a susceptibility to authoritarianism16 – is latently present in all democracies. It gains traction when politicians exploit this, typically when a society is under pressure from a crisis, such as a war, a pandemic, an economic recession, or a political impasse. ‘Fascism exists at the level of Stage One within all democratic countries,’ Paxton writes. In the second half of the twentieth century, this manifested as far-right populism; today, such movements increasingly exhibit openly fascist traits. ‘Democracy erodes from the top,’ political science professor Larry Bartels concludes in his book of the same name.17 He envisions an ever-present far-right reservoir which politicians can tap into long as the conditions are right. In the first two stages of fascism, these politicians need not pose a threat, says Paxton: ‘As long as they remain excluded from the alliances with the establishment necessary to join the political mainstream or share power… they remain more a law and order problem than a political threat.’

Stage 3: Seizing power

Paxton warns that these movements can gain power rapidly – the third stage – when established conservative and right-wing elites adopt their ideas, talking points and behaviour in order to retain their voters.18

In other words: by ignoring developments that set off alarm bells – such as contempt for judges, hostility towards journalists and the stoking of hatred against minorities – and treating far-right politicians who draw on the fascist playbook as ‘ordinary’ political players, established elites can inadvertently help bring nascent fascist movements to power.

Traditional right-wing and conservative politicians are often willing to cooperate with emerging fascist parties because they share political interests. They want stricter migration policies, for example, or to curtail a woman’s right to choose – issues that fascist movements appropriate, exploit, and then turn into existential threats against their ‘own people’. Above all, those on the right wing cooperate because they dislike left-wing parties even more.

What’s also important is that fascist leaders initially gain their power through elections with the support of voters dissatisfied with established right-wing parties. Traditional right-wing politicians then justify their cooperation with the new party by saying that ‘the people have spoken’ – a claim that is difficult for any proponent of democracy to dispute.

It’s a persistent misconception that such cooperation will moderate fascist movements and bring voters back to their traditional base. A study of the far right’s government participation or support in fifty-seven countries by Heike Klüver at Berlin’s Humboldt University showed the opposite: ‘Government inclusion does not break the appeal of the far right, it consolidates their electoral position.’19

The corporate world and the media play a similar role in normalizing far-right views, as the idea that ‘the people have spoken’ usually shapes how the media approach leaders employing fascist strategies after they win an election.
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