Does democracy deserve to survive?

Yes, but... concluded a group of world-renowned thinkers at a symposium at Schloss
Elmau that was as strange as it was spectacular.

Curtis Yarvin, “the friendly fascist,” as one of the guests at Schloss Elmau called him, fell
asleep—which is quite a feat in itself. Up on stage in the great hall, pianist Denis
Kozhukhin fought for democracy—one of the best of his generation, born in Nizhny
Novgorod—with music that is an assault on the senses, an overwhelming, magical
barrage of noise, pain, and dissonance. Every note a shot.

The piece is called “The People United.” It is based on a Chilean protest song from 1973,
when Augusto Pinochet seized power with the help of the CIA, and thousands of
opposition members disappeared forever or were imprisoned in Santiago’s soccer
stadium. Originally a romantic hymn of solidarity and freedom. Anyone who has
demonstrated on the streets of the West since the 1970s knows the melody. A hymn of
protest culture.

In ever-changing variations, the music tells of dreams and hopes, of death and
destruction, of rage and torture, but also of how, in the end, new beauty emerges from
the ruins; in between, the pianist begins to whistle instead of playing, slams the piano
lid, and rears up. The piece is an allegory of the struggle for freedom and democracy,
which exact their price without guarantees, except for the one that nothing is ever
certain.

And Curtis Yarvin? He was asleep.

He didn’t wake up until the final applause, a little confused and lost, but then he
clapped and cheered and stamped his feet. “Awesome,” he shouted. “So cool! ”

Really? Of all people, Yarvin—the inspiration behind JD Vance and Peter Thiel,
provocateur and mastermind of America’s New Right—is celebrating music that evokes
everything he wants to abolish? Does that make sense? What’s wrong with him? Was
last night too rough? Does he actually like it? Does he know what this is supposed to be,
what he’s hearing? Probably not. Or does he?



Schloss Elmau, situated at an altitude of 1,000 meters at the foot of the Wetterstein, not
far from the Zugspitze and Garmisch, is considered one of the best hotels in the country.
With nine restaurants and six spas, tucked deep away in the mountains, itis something
of a German Shangri-La for the affluent educated middle class. A legendary place with
legendary rates. Almost every evening, concerts by famous musicians, discussion
events, and readings. And time and again, major political symposia. The castle’s owner,
Dietmar Muller-Elmau, calls it his private university. Heads of government have already
met here twice for the G7 summit. Perhaps up here, so close to the sky, it’s easier to
think things through, to better sense what might hold the world together at its core. Or
what doesn’t.

For this year, Muller-Elmau had asked the Bulgarian thinker Ivan Krastev to organize a
symposium lasting several days. In European academia and politics, Krastev is a liberal
fixture of unorthodoxy and a man who likes to disagree. “Tell me something strange, and
I will find an answer,” he once told a journalist. He invited 20 of his brightest colleagues
and friends—controversial thinkers who are not here to present their essays or books,
but to explore the spirit of the times together. An A-list of the academic world, plus a
surprise guest from San Francisco.

Krastev called his event “World in Pieces.” Aworld in ruins. The old world order is
currently falling apart, and a new one, as if in an interregnum, has not yet taken shape.
Anyone hoping that the new order might resemble the old one is likely to be
disappointed—if there is to be one at all.

The old West is gone. The Pax Americana is at an end. The populists are triumphing.
Russia is on the offensive. China is stealthily conquering the global economy. Tech
billionaires are establishing a kind of meta-state, unhindered by national restrictions.
Artificial intelligence is transforming the world of work and our view of humanity. Liberal
democracies are under threat from within and without. A barrage of crises unfolding one
after another. This Trump. This AfD. Too many mysteries and fears and turning points to
cling to old certainties. And could it be that our dear, old democracy is running out of
steam, that it no longer has the strength to master the crises? The Italian fascist and
head of government Benito Mussolini is said to have once remarked that democracy is
beautiful; it even allows itself to be destroyed.

Elmau is a good place to reflect and learn about democracy. Krastev’s guests—
admittedly still quite white and male, most of them no longer young—are thinkers,
analysts, think tankers, and professors of the Boomer generation who, over the past 30
or 40 years, have helped shape the way the West views the world or have raised



necessary objections. All of them children of the postwar era and globalization, at home
in the capitals of the West and the ivory towers of the humanities, with many family
histories deeply intertwined with the catastrophes of the 20th century. And almost all of
them, back in the glorious days of the 1990s, already believed a little—or at least
hoped—that democracy had triumphed and that history might have found its happy
ending. And now, plagued by doubts, they puzzle over how this could have happened
and how things should proceed from here.

Curtis Yarvin speaks of a “ Magic Mountain’ vibe,” and it does feel a bit like attending a
performance, as if Thomas Mann’s novel were being transposed from fiction into reality
more than 100 years after its creation, with an expanded cast—entirely in the spirit of
the recently deceased philosopher Jirgen Habermas, who spoke of the “informal
compulsion of the better argument.” A novel set in the years before World War | that
posed one of the great questions of modernity: Enlightenment or totalitarianism? Just
before the great catastrophe began.

Is fascism returning?

lvan Krastev, born in 1965, is a child of the Eastern Bloc. After the fall of the Berlin Wall,
he studied at Oxford with a scholarship from George Soros. In the 1990s—which, in
retrospect, seem almost like a dream—he was an admirer of the Western world and yet
a skeptical outsider who took the hard-won freedom just as seriously as the West’s
programmatic promises and developed a keen sense of its weaknesses and hypocrisies.
Democracies die, as Krastev writes in his book *The Light That Fades*, not through a
coup, but through internal erosion.

Wikipedia lists Krastev as a political scientist and political consultant, but he operates
more like a philosopher or psychoanalyst who seeks the right questions rather than
offering wrong answers; who explores paradoxes rather than trusting simple truths; and
who observes the world not with judgment but with curiosity. He lives in Vienna, travels
the world, and speaks wherever people want to hear him. He has met Vladimir Putin,
speaks on the phone with Emmanuel Macron, converses with Viktor Orbéan, and visited
Olaf Scholz in Berlin.

Sometimes, says Krastey, he feels like the uncle in a small Bulgarian village, like one of
those “gypsy types” whom people want to talk to because they have worries, need
encouragement, or want to come up with new ideas, and who then tells a few jokes and
anecdotes. Krastev, says philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, one of the guests in Elmau, is a
masterpiece of late Habsburg elegance and diplomatic humanity.



In the invitation Krastev sent to his guests, he outlined three topics.

Because the nature of this interregnum—the central theme—cannot be fully grasped on
its own terms at the moment, we turned to historical analogies. For example, that the
1930s are repeating themselves, when fascism led the world into war. Or that the 1970s
have returned, the era of power politics, of great blocs and bitterly cold tensions, and of
the fear of a nuclear Armageddon. Or that the American empire is collapsing just as
ancient Rome once did. More important than the question of which of these analogies is
correct, Krastev argues, is to explore how they shape our dreams, decisions, and fears,
thereby producing an apocalyptic worldview in which we lose the future out of sheer fear
of the past.

Could it be, Krastev asks in his second question, that we are also witnessing the end of
political hypocrisy? The West finds itself increasingly in a state of self-doubt in the face
of accusations of hubris and is no longer able to deliver on its promises. The U.S. has
indeed submitted to a master of lies, but his appeal is based on the fact that he is many
things, but not a hypocrite. For Donald Trump says what he means. He makes no secret
of his intentions, even if he often lies.

Butis the end of hypocrisy really something to be welcomed, or should we fear it?
Illusion is something like the stepsister of hypocrisy, and a functioning society without
illusions is hardly conceivable. The illusion of community, the illusion of equality not
only before the law, the illusion of participation and popular sovereignty. But what
happens when the fictions they tell lose their plausibility? One can, says Krastev, attack
liberal democracy in two ways. One can accuse it of hypocrisy for its postulate of
equality in the face of obvious inequalities, and vote for those who promise
improvement.

Or one can accuse it of the fact that this postulate of equality itself is a lie, because
people are simply not equal. That there are some who are better and smarter, and others
who are not worthy, and on this basis one establishes an authoritarian rule that one
could also call fascism. There is a line between illusion and lie, between understandable
skepticism and anti-humanism.

And finally, the third, more programmatic question that Krastev had sent to his
colleagues. It does not ask: How do we defend democracy? He puts it more sharply:
Does democracy deserve to survive?



An uncomfortable question. Despite all the defenses, despite all the firewalls, despite
all the debates about banning parties (currently, incidentally, only in Germany, for
obvious reasons), despite all the demonization of far-right parties and their members,
despite all the political confrontations with the so-called enemies of democracy,
despite all the outrage over the “irrationality” of the other side, none of this has
prevented the rise of populists anywhere.

Isn’t it time for some self-reflection on what democracies have done to lose their voters?
To ask why they are turning away and how we intend to win them back? Is our steadfast
commitment to liberal democracy truly proof of our strength? Or merely of the poverty of
our political imagination?

In attendance were Timothy Garton Ash, a professor at Oxford, who witnessed the
collapse of the Eastern Bloc and the dawn of the 1990s right where it all happened.
Stephen Holmes, a professor at New York University who now lives in Berlin and makes
remarks like: “Napoleon conquered the world on horseback; Donald Trump in a golf
cart.” The philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, who may well carry around one of the Western
Hemisphere’s largest hard drives in his head and access it like a jazz musician launching
into an improvisation—sometimes even, as his wife Beatrice recounts, at the Edeka
checkout. Sloterdijk says that a philosopher must adopt the neutrality of death, which
requires a great deal of practice to be a truly good observer of this world.

Eva Illouz, who teaches in Jerusalem and Paris, was born in Morocco into a devout
Jewish family; a post-Marxist who today explores the emotional landscapes of the West
through the lens of ideological critique. And she says that the “irrationality” of the right—
so often diagnosed with bewilderment—is entirely rational when they reject a system
that, in their eyes, has failed. Wolfgang Schmidt, former head of the Chancellery under
Scholz, a man of practical power, who, when asked how one might win back AfD voters,
replies that it would already be a major achievement if some of them simply didn’t vote
next time.

Alex Soros, who studied philosophy and contributes what people who want to think
freely need: someone to pay for their meals. Since 2023, he has been director of the
Open Society Foundations, the foundation established by his father George Soros, one
of the largest in the world with assets of $22 billion.

Political scientist Mark Leonard, director of the think tank European Council on Foreign
Relations, whose grandmother fled across the continent to escape the Nazis and lost
relatives in the extermination camps, and who no longer believes that the postwar
utopias of a liberal-democratic, universalist Europe point the way to the future for the
world. He introduces himself in Elmau by saying he is “a spirit of Europe’s past.”



British historian David Runciman, who ended his career at Cambridge to produce
“educational podcasts.” He holds the title of 4th Viscount Runciman of Doxford, a
British aristocrat whom one would have to address as “My Lord,” but David works just
fine. He considers it a losing strategy to run liberal democracy like an inherited country
estate with so many fond memories that one cherishes and nurtures and tries to carry
through the ages.

Avril Haines, who served as Director of National Intelligence under Joe Bidenand in a
previous life ran a bookstore with a café in Baltimore, says one must realize that Donald
Trump is not the cause, but the symptom.

Nathalie Tocci, a political scientist who studied at Oxford, lives in Rome, and has worked
in Cambridge, Washington, Brussels, and Florence—as if on a Grand Tour through the
liberal world. She speaks wonderful upper-class English—“maybe | overcompensated a
bit”—and believes that left-wing Spain, with its economic growth and open immigration
policy, could serve as a model. On the other hand: The intellectual momentum currently
lies with the nationalists. Destruction is always a good narrative.

And finally, Curtis Yarvin, “the friendly fascist.” Yarvin, says Krastey, is a new kind of
thinker whose brain functions like the internet. It works with links and references and
generates context as if by chance. But Yarvin is designing a new, different future—a tech
state as a rejection of the nation, operating in a mode of constant disruption, which one
might also call “permanent revolution.” Yarvin’s thinking is no longer a fantasy but has
become reality, having arrived at the center of power in Washington. And the presence of
someone who thinks fundamentally differently forces like-minded people to ask
different questions.

Is he a flesh-and-blood creature like us?

In January, Yarvin had referred to “Hitler as a genius” in posts on X. According to his
explanation in Elmau, this was at the very least misleading. But it was likely also one of
his trolling antics, though one can never completely rule out the possibility that he
meant it seriously.

In any case, a few invitees subsequently declined: Eric Slobodian, for example, a
Canadian professor of contemporary history at Boston University who researches
neoliberalism and globalization. Or Lea Ypi, a professor of Albanian descent at the
London School of Economics, a self-proclaimed Marxist whom one might not want to
govern, but from whom one would gladly accept necessary new ideas. In any case, she
refused to spend a few days chatting with a “fascist” at a luxury resort that is, in any



case, somewhat disreputable in the eyes of the left, and let her colleagues know that
they should be ashamed.

All of this is understandable. But isn’t it always better to face the world than to renounce
it? Those who are absent must remain silent.

Thus Curtis Yarvin, the neo-reactionary, the “official Californian billionaire whisperer,” as
Sloterdijk calls him, became something of a focal point during those days and a
constant topic of conversation at the group meals, which he enjoyed attending and
where he clearly relished the attention—including that of the liberal international press,
which had come primarily for him, from the *New York Times*, “Haaretz,” and “Le
Monde” to “De Standaard” and “Suddeutsche Zeitung.”

Curtis Yarvin, wearing the same tweed jacket for five days, jeans, and Chelsea boots, 52
years old, is slim and wiry; he has his generic Ozempic shipped cheaply from China. He
often runs his hands through his freshly washed hair. If you ask him what he thinks about
being called a fascist, or whether he feels a bit like the villain in a horror movie here in
Elmau—someone everyone fears yet is simultaneously fascinated by—he answers with
a laugh. You can talk to him for more than three hours; he drinks quite a bit, showing no
signs of exhaustion. On and on, as if he were trying to prove himself here, asin a
competition, to see if anyone is better than him.

Does he, in his perpetual monologue mode, notice the others’ staring eyes? Is this really
a creature of flesh and blood? Or an alien? Does he come in peace? Does he want to lull
us—brimming with information, metaphors, and theories from books we’ve never heard
of—or even convince us, or perhaps just, as Steve Bannon puts it, “flood the zone with
shit”?

Of course, Yarvin is no alien. Quite the contrary; he is, albeit in a Freudian sense,
actually a child of the liberal world. His grandparents were Jewish communists in New
York; his father was a career diplomat in the Foreign Service, stationed in Portugal,
Cyprus, and Nigeria. After the children had left home, his mother earned a university
degree in Holocaust Studies and worked as a teacher. A family from the depths of the
American Deep State, as Yarvin would put it. As a teenager, he skipped three grades—a
sign of exceptional mathematical talent—and at 18, he graduated from Brown
University, one of America’s top schools, with a focus on IT.

At 15 or 16, he had discovered Usenet, a network that was truly anarchic, decentralized,
and egalitarian in its organization. A playground for hippies and nerds; Yarvin calls it
magical. As a teenager, he read his mother’s Holocaust literature; after two whiskeys
(Macallan, 18 years old—it doesn’t get much better than that), he speaks mockingly in
Elmau of “Holocaust pornography.” It all comes together quite nicely: the ability to grasp



pages of a book as quickly as ordinary readers grasp individual sentences. His self-
description as a half-Jewish intellectual. His highly gifted math brain. His enthusiasm for
authors like Ernst Junger or Hunter S. Thompson. The long nights in the basement in
front of the computer. The hatred and rebellion of adolescence. It’s easy to get lost in the
“rabbit holes” of the internet.

“America needs a Caesar.”

Curtis Yarvin

So what could be the—if one wants to call it that—*“rational” core of his worldview, the
part that might be somewhat understandable? If you read his texts, listen to him, and
ask the Al Claude for help, the following picture emerges:

First—democracy doesn’t work. It’s a lie; power doesn’t lie in the hands of the people,
but in the hands of an elite. Second—democracy is, in principle, communism, which
pretends that everyone is equal, but in reality, the Politburo rules. Third—democracy
must be replaced by monarchy, a monarchy in the sense of autocracy, whether led by a
king or a CEO like Steve Jobs. Fourth—Napoleon, George Washington, and even the
autocrat he admires, Nayib Bukele in El Salvador, who is throwing tens of thousands in
jail—all startup founders. Fifth—people simply aren’t equal, which also means most are
too stupid for democracy.

Sixth—the production of the superstructure is carried out by an institution he calls “the
Cathedral,” a kind of religious community of left-wing liberals from Harvard and *The
New York Times*, from academia and the media, which determines what is true and who
belongs. Seventh—a system so sophisticated that it organizes a discourse on its own,
without any external control, a discourse that only pretends to be interested in truth and
produces lies. Eighth—a state with a ruler and owner does not need a Cathedral,
because it does not require legitimization through public opinion. It can afford the truth;
itis not dependent on votes. And because the state belongs to him, he has a self-
interest in ensuring that this state thrives. Ninth—America needs an American Caesar.
Democracy, the Deep State, the cathedral—all of that must be abolished. Tenth—from
Curtis Yarvin’s perspective, the visit to Schloss Elmau must have been a visit to the
cathedral.

And here is a list of Yarvin’s past and recent provocations and obscenities: Slavery is a
natural human relationship. Nelson Mandela is just a terrorist like Anders Breivik. And
Hitler? He restored order to the Reich; people were better off in 1936 than in 1931; the



war was in truth a struggle to regain sovereignty; Hitler was actually a good CEOQ, if it
weren’t for the Holocaust.

Yarvin’s influence should not be underestimated. Since the late 2000s, he has been
feeding the right-wing world with ideas through his blogs and posts. The fact that Trump
portrays himself as a king on social media and that anti-Trump protesters, in turn, rally
behind the slogan “No Kings” can be traced back to Yarvin. It was also he who, as early
as 2024, pondered in one of his Substack posts whether Gaza could be turned into a real
estate project complete with resorts—before Trump did.

Why is Curtis Yarvin here in Elmau at all? “Because | was invited.” Later, he also says that
he could help prevent misunderstandings between the two camps. Which sounds funny,
but is meant seriously.

What does democracy have to do with wrestling?

One of Krastev’s colleagues had announced the conversation with Curtis Yarvin as the
“Thrilla in Manilla,” referencing the legendary 1975 boxing match between Muhammad
Ali and Joe Frazier in Manila. It turned out to be more of a shadow boxing match. Yarvin
slumps a bit in his chair, his legs stretched out wide. Krastev also asks him why he
accepted the invitation. “It’s nice to have a break from the three-month-old baby at
home,” says Yarvin. Short pause. “Just kidding.”

At some point during the conversation, Krastev mentioned that he remembered the
excitement of being able to vote for the first time after the fall of the Wall—of being able
to reject an old government and empower a new one. And later, he asked how power
would be transferred from one CEO to another in Yarvin’s new world. A clear, simple
question.

Yarvin begins his answer with a digression on student councils, an institution that merely
pretends to be responsible in some way. He takes a detour to the Middle Ages via the
Merovingians, the various Clodwigs and Pippins, picks up the Japanese emperor along
the way, returns to the student councils—none of which you need to understand—and
then lands on wrestling, where for a long time people didn’t realize that the wrestlers
were just pretending and that everything was scripted.

In wrestling, however, there is something called a “shoot”—when a wrestler gets
genuinely angry, truly wants to hurt his opponent, when symbolism turns into reality.



Democracy is like wrestling, more symbol than reality, and elections are a sham, and
Donald Trump is the one who pulls a “shoot.” Which doesn’t mean that Trump is already
the American Caesar, with unlimited power and capable of destroying the entire system.

Something like that, and it went on for ten minutes. “Doing the Putin,” is how Yarvin
describes his way of not answering questions on another occasion.

Krastev ends the conversation, rather abruptly, by recalling a science fiction story he
once heard. It takes place in a world where people can travel through time. When people
go on vacation, they book a trip to the end of time. The good, reassuring news, says
Krastey, is: “When they come back, they all tell a different story about what they saw
there.” Late Habsburg elegance, diplomatic humanity.

After the conversation, Yarvin stands at the edge of the podium, guests and journalists
forming a semicircle around him, a bit of a rock star vibe. He just keeps going. Krastev
has been in a better mood before. You really can’t have a conversation with Yarvin. “It’s
just not possible,” says Krastev.

“I’m driving you a little crazy, but only to prevent the worst.”

Peter Sloterdijk

A few days after Elmau, Krastev writes in an email that Yarvin’s metaphor of the “red
pills”—used to expose the hypocrisy of the liberal systemm—would no longer work, just as
the liberal concept of “red lines,” intended to keep the barbarians at bay, would no
longer work. The image of the red pills comes from the movie “The Matrix,” where only
with their help can one see the world as it really is. Krastev says that people like Yarvin
have managed to replace ideologies with conspiracy theories. But now they are in
power. The Silicon Valley right wing benefits from the fact that we get angry at their
provocations and therefore never ask the simple questions, even though those simple
guestions would best reveal the hollowness of their thinking.

A democracy needs experiments. Gaining insight requires experiments. Perhaps
experiments like Yarvin’s invitation exist primarily to fail, if only to challenge old
certainties. No one would have hoped that, at the end of the days in Elmau, Yarvin would
suddenly say: You were so great, I’ve changed my mind, | want to be one of you. But
perhaps a little more clarity in response to a never-hostile expression of intellectual
curiosity would have been desirable.



Yarvin is here in Schloss Elmau, visiting the cathedral, which does, of course, exist—
Yarvin isn’t entirely wrong. But it is more than just a self-regulating machine of
overdevelopment. Timothy Garton Ash spoke of Elmau as a place of civilization,
prosperity, peace, and cosmopolitanism. A place of the informal compulsion of the
better argument. But also a place of self-reflection. That would be too good to be true.

But who is Curts Yarvin really? In Thomas Mann’s *The Magic Mountain*, there is the
character of Naptha, the son of a Jewish butcher, a teacher who hates humanism and
the Enlightenment, and who believes that humanity needs subjugation. A duel ensues
with his counterpart Settembrini, the liberal humanist and Enlightenment thinker, who
fires into the air to save his opponent. An act of humanity. Naptha faces an interesting
dilemma: if he surrenders to Settembrini’s humanism, he would remain alive, but that
would be an admission of defeat. So he kills himself.

Two weeks after Elmau, Curtis Yarvin posts a photo on X showing him with Alex Soros.
For both of them, it’s a photo with the devil. Both are smiling, practically beaming.
Yarvin’s arm is around Soros’s shoulders. One might think that Soros is perhaps shying
away from the embrace a little, and that a flash of triumph gleams in Yarvin’s eyes—who
knows. The photo holds something dangerous for both of them; it can be interpreted as
mutual betrayal. It is a gamble, equally scandalous and sensational. Krastev asked
Yarvin to wait two weeks after the event to publish it. Yarvin complied. His caption on X:
“The people at the very top aren’t sociopaths either.” Emphasis on “either.” The post was
viewed 1.1 million times, many times his usual numbers. Alex Soros did not post the
photo.

Soif Yarvin is Naphta in Elmau, Alex Soros could be Settimbrini. Soros arrived with
several assistants and gives the impression of being quite happy when people don’t
speak to him. He heads the largest foundation in the liberal world and is closely linked to
the Democratic Party. Last year, he married Huma Abedin, Hillary Clinton’s former
advisor.

One evening, he leads a public discussion in the main hall with Peter Sloterdijk, whom
Soros admits is a hero to him and that it is always dangerous to meet one’s heroes.

The conversation has the feel of a postmodern reenactment of a philosophical dialogue
in the Agora between a master and his student. The young man, a former philosophy
student who until recently led the life of a party-loving heir, exudes a nervousness
bordering on panic, almost as if he were forcing himself into this new role. And the old
philosopher, who takes on the role of a globalized, English-speaking Socrates in a
foreign tongue, ready to help the young man out of any awkward situation, but who also



asks him at some point whether, given his good deeds and his lineage, he doesn’t have
“an insanely guilty conscience.” He can answer quite openly, after all, they’re among
friends.

Soros is somewhat taken aback. “What exactly do you mean?” he asks. Soros
stammers, needing a few sentences to gather his thoughts. His father had faced up to
the responsibility that came with his wealth; that is no longer common today. The Elon
Musks believe they are improving the world simply through their ventures, even if it’s a
flight to Mars. On the other hand: It’s clear “that Trump is trying to shut us down. There’s
that old saying from Soviet times: Show me a man, and I’ll find a crime.”

It doesn’t take long for Sloterdijk to get into his stride. A bit of Heidegger and Musil,
Nietzsche and Socrates, and before long he’s arrived in the world of social media, which
would ensure that any unknown person could become the leader of a new party at any
moment. As if the world were a Tower of Babel, from whose 1,000 windows bloggers
leaned out and preached their message, in a contest of paranoid amateurs that only
unfolds its full effect through the media.

For nine years, not a day has gone by without Trump, and the media seem trapped in a
kind of complicity. No matter what or how they report on him, every news item, every
commentary degenerates into unpaid campaign support. The medium is the message,
the message itself devoid of content, even if it pretends to be the essence. The only
option: silence. But that is not possible for the media.

On top of that, what we call democracy is always a false-flag operation. It is not the
people themselves who rule—not the demos—but a select few, the oligoi, who
supposedly represent them. An oligarchy, but also a phobocracy, a rule of fear, in which
communication serves not only to awaken new desires but also to constantly generate
new fears and worries, which in turn produces an atmosphere of mistrust and
dissatisfaction. Yet only those who are free from fear are true democrats.

In fact, democracy is a system of expectations and a promise to improve people’s lives.
Ifitis broken, this operation under false pretenses collapses. The horizon of
expectations implodes; dark, defensive, conservative reflexes replace confidence. Even
the prospect that children will not be better off is a violation of this premise. With fatal
consequences: Voters react aggressively, perhaps even auto-aggressively, because they
vote for something that only confirms their despair. Their disbelief becomes a political
fact. Anyone who does not believe that Jesus walks on water is of little use to the
Christian faith.



Who will heal society?

What might help, Sloterdijk explains later in a conversation on the final evening, while
outside the mountains and sky glow. Perhaps we should make the premise of
democracy—to improve the lives of all together—a second preamble to our constitution.
Supplemented by the ritual of a public, collective pledge by young people to commit to
this. A kind of secular confirmation.

Sloterdijk is also reminded of a line by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who describes
society as a kind of hospital. Perhaps we should establish a society of self-help groups
where old wounds are healed—humiliations, insults, self-contempt of all kinds—which
sounds a bit like the old ’68ers, like a long trip to India, all of which Sloterdijk carries with
him in the backpack of his biography. A society in which artists, philosophers, and
perhaps even journalists see themselves as healers for the souls of a traumatized
electorate.

In this hospital, the philosopher is assigned the role of the vaccinator, Sloterdijk quotes
Nietzsche. He injects people with a little madness to protect them from the great
madness. “I’m making you a little crazy, but only to prevent the worst.” A society of the
unvaccinated, ruled by the unvaccinated, is susceptible to every form of madness.

It’s only later that one realizes some of Sloterdijk’s ideas aren’t all that far removed from
Curtis Yarvin’s. But the foundation is different: a deep-seated European humanism
rather than technocratic contempt for humanity.

The approach of Mark Leonard, the self-proclaimed spirit of Europe’s past, is somewhat
more down-to-earth. He heads the think tank European Council on Foreign Relations,
with offices in Berlin, London, and Washington, employing more than 150 staff and
operating on an annual budget of 16 million euros—a significant portion of which comes
from the Open Society Foundations, but also from other foundations and the foreign
ministries of European nations.

There is this well-meaning self-description that we Germans or French or Bulgarians like
to think of ourselves as Europeans, which is mostly more of an assertion and a hope
than a reality. Leonard, however, 51 years old, still possessing the enthusiasm of a 20-
year-old, is truly a European—and that is because no other label would fit him better. He
speaks French, German, and English with a Cockney accent. His grandmother, born in
Bad Godesberg, first fled the Nazis to Palestine, then went to France, moving further and



further south to evade the Nazis; his grandfather was in the Foreign Legion, somewhere
in Libya. After the war, she returned to Germany, to the country of those who had
murdered her relatives.

Leonard himself was born in England, grew up in Brussels, and holds both British and
German passports. His father served in the British Parliament for the Labour Party and
wrote for *The Economist*. Leonard has an apartment in Berlin, a house in London, and
if his children had to choose which soccer team to support, it would probably be the
German one. Mark Leonard is a child of the continent and its catastrophes, a child of the
European experience that only unity brings peace. In the 2000s, he wrote an euphoric
book titled *Why Europe Belongs to the Future*, a sort of love letter to his homeland,
which soon proved to be a mistake.

Unlike Sloterdijk, Leonard does not dwell in the ancient Agora or the libraries of the
world, but in the reality of the present, and he does so with the tools of political
sociology. More reporter than philosopher. As a young man, he had coined the slogan
“Cool Britannia” for Tony Blair, interviewing dozens of artists, thinkers, opinion leaders,
and creatives for the project, analyzing polls, and seeking confirmation of his feeling that
Britain had long been far more modern than it perceived itself to be. He was searching
for a new narrative for a country that was once an empire and now seemed to be nothing
more than postcards of Big Ben.

Leonard still works this way. In February, he published a report titled “The New Right:
Anatomy of a Global Political Revolution,” based on interviews with representatives of
the New Right in Europe and the U.S., their party platforms, studies, and surveys. The
report begins with a quote from JD Vance at the 2025 Munich Security Conference: What
worries him, Vance said at the time, is the threat Europe poses to itself. “Those who run
away out of fear of their own voters cannot be helped even by the U.S.” Vance’s
statement was perceived as insolence at the time and sparked outrage. But what if the
analysis isn’t so wrong after all?

Leonard’s point: The New Right, which is viewed as a gathering of backward-looking
lunatics, as irrational and not to be taken seriously, is in truth a hypermodern movement,
internationally positioned and interconnected, despite all cultural differences and
despite varying degrees of radicalization. A movement that now represents almost the
largest political family within Europe. A movement that has understood the current
political, social, and intellectual conditions better than the other parties. A radically
contemporary phenomenon and also a shared intellectual project.

Their central conclusion: Liberal democracy has failed, just as has the world order it
created after World War ll—an order based on globalization and interdependence—



because one crisis followed another, shaking national cultures and their economies: the
financial crisis, the euro crisis, the migration crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the
invasion of Ukraine. All of these, incidentally, as Leonard writes, are a product of
liberalism itself, which in turn was unable to master the crises. And whose interests did
governments represent when they bailed out banks but dismantled the welfare state?
Not those of ordinary people who lost their jobs and paid higher prices, but those of the
elites.

The chain of never-ending crises was the moment when the New Right realized that all of
this calls into question the legitimacy and authority of the liberal order and its parties.
Thus, what used to be called the working class became the target of the New Right—a
working class that felt like the losers because it had lost income, security, and status.

Incidentally, the New Right’s analysis doesn’t sound all that different from a Marxist one.
It may even be an accurate, if not objective, assessment. The political agenda built upon
it, however, leans to the right, aiming to define a new national identity: the
establishment of borders that symbolically show who belongs and who does not. Tariffs
that protect national production and elevate domestic wage labor as such. A foreign
policy that serves only narrowly defined national interests. And an anti-state program
that dismantles the Deep State and bureaucracy.

Itis a political agenda that has been able to build upon a completely new structure of
the public sphere. A public sphere without gatekeepers, a public sphere as described by
Sloterdijk’s Tower of Babel. A public sphere in which one insists not on differing opinions
but on differing facts, and in which emotionality and subjectivity determine what is true,
rather than the truth-production of the liberal world. Which is why the fight for free
speech is so important to them.

But according to Leonard, the most effective tactic was to portray the democratic
parties as defenders of the elites—elites who want to preserve the status quo rather
than bring about change, and who see themselves as adults who, unlike the rebels, truly
understand how complex politics and its issues and processes are, and who now warn
that the populists are blowing it all to smithereens. Which is precisely the goal:
complete disruption.

That, in turn, does not mean that the rise of the New Right is free of contradictions. For
the movement’s leaders are, of course, part of the elite themselves: Trump, a real estate
mogul from New York; Nigel Farage, a trader in the City of London; Alice Weidel, whose
biography sounds as if she’d wandered into the wrong camp—a lesbian living in a



relationship with a migrant, with a career as a banker at Goldman Sachs before entering
politics.

And what about the liberal democrats? First they downplayed the threat posed by the
New Right, then they imitated its policies. But in politics, those who copy often end up
helping the very people who came up with the original ideas. Instead, Leonard says, we
should approach the matter with curiosity and acknowledge the power of the right’s
critique of liberal democracy. We must respect their voters and take the needs and
feelings of the working class seriously, pursuing policies that fulfill democracy’s promise
to improve everyone’s lives. Just as has happened in the Netherlands and Denmark,
where liberals and social democrats, respectively, were able to stand up to the
populists. And also to capitalize on the fact that Donald Trump, the driving force behind
the New Right, could become their problem, because majorities throughout the Western
world have long feared Trump’s imperial policies, his wars, and their consequences. It
could also be a way for Democrats to prove themselves as true defenders of national
sovereignty.

What can we learn from China?

According to Leonard, however, the Liberal Democrats must also move away from their
habit of pointing a finger at the world to demonstrate their moral superiority. They must
recognize that future crises will repeatedly call their legitimacy into question: capital
that flows and fluctuates globally, intertwining and becoming increasingly unstable; the
climate, which necessitates a different, more expensive form of energy production; the
technological revolution, which is changing everything, especially the labor markets.
Demographic change, which is reshaping the world. Leonard says his parents were born
into a world that was still largely dominated by white Europeans and Americans. “My
children’s world will be largely African.”

He lived in China for a while, Leonard recounts over lunch. He still exchanges ideas with
friends and thinkers there. There is much to learn from them. China has long been the
driving force in every respect—energy, demographics, capital, artificial intelligence. For
the first time in world history, itis a non-European civilization that claims the right to
show the world how it should be. And that has less to do with the nature of an autocratic
regime than with an attitude toward viewing the world.

“We Europeans,” says Leonard, “talk about how to maintain or restore order. His
Chinese friends wonder how to live and survive in a world of disorder and chaos.
Europeans want to plan and organize their society like an architect building a large
structure.” The architect establishes a few principles, draws up a plan, visualizes itin



drawings, and has it reviewed in approval processes—all of which take quite a long
time—to create a new reality.

His Chinese friends think like craftsmen who improvise and experiment amid the chaos
of constant change. If the washing machine breaks, you have to fix it or build a new one.
There is no plan for a big, new building; there is only the broken washing machine. “And
that seems to me to be the better approach in these times.” Not having a plan, trying
things out, experimenting. The future is open; we don’t know what it will look like. We
need to respond more to the world and engage with it, finding a way through the chaos,
rather than believing we can shape it. But it makes no sense to cling to anidea, to a
status quo thatis doomed and that has no meaning whatsoever for people outside the
West anyway.

So what can we conclude so far: that democracy is a promise of a better future, and that
it runs into trouble when it fails to keep its promises. That democrats should not shy
away from their voters out of fear. That we must remain curious about what drives the
opponents of democracy. That in times of chaos and disorder, we should not think too
big. That we truly live in an age of upheaval and disruption. That our society is a hospital
for lost souls.

Two more thoughts can be added. One from the French-Israeli sociologist Eva Illouz,
who examines the emotional landscape of Western capitalist democracies with great
insight and calm. In Elmau, she is making only one public appearance these days, at a
panel discussion that a colleague recorded. She is not seen at the group meals or in the
bar, almost as if she weren’t there at all. That may have something to do with Yarvin’s
presence, or perhaps not.

She says itis impossible to keep politics free of emotions; there is no such thing as
politics without emotions. The crisis of democracy is, above all, an emotional crisis.
Populism is successful because it mobilizes feelings such as fear, disgust, revenge, and
nationalism, while liberalism’s emotional toolkit—compassion, hope, and guilt—has
exhausted itself as a driver of change. Populist voters are not irrational; rather, they quite
rationally desire the destruction of a system they reject and by which they are also
rejected.

Instead, a kind of apocalyptic expectation has emerged on both sides. Peter Thiel,
invoking ancient prophecies, conjures up the collapse of society as if in a religious
delusion. The radical left, as if in an anarchist fever dream, longs for the collapse of the
West, which would confirm everything Marx, Lenin, Trotsky, and Gramsci ever thought.



Illouz’s proposalis a kind of therapeutic guide for Sloterdijk’s society of self-help groups.
Itis time to rediscover the third value of the French Revolution: not only liberty and
equality, but also fraternity. As a universalistic sentiment that also sees and
acknowledges the stranger, fairness is a biological fact. It is not better arguments that
save democracy, but better feelings.

The second idea comes from Nathalie Tocci, the Italian political scientist. In the 2010s,
she worked in Brussels as a special advisor to various EU foreign policy chiefs. She was
one of the authors of a paper that summarized Europe’s global strategy under the term

“principled pragmatism.” Pragmatism with principles—that fits Tocci quite well.

She rejects the idea of integrating the New Right into the political system. She argues it
is impossible to teach its actors good behavior. They must be defeated. Two things are
important. First, that democratic governments finally deliver results—that they actually
fulfill their promises in their day-to-day policies. She mentions Denmark’s Mette
Frederiksen and Spain’s Pedro Sanchez, who shape their policies in different ways, one
leaning to the right, the other more to the left.

Second, democracies need a new narrative featuring charismatic, authentic figures like
James Talarico, the youthful-looking Democratic candidate in Texas, who infuses his
Christian faith with progressive values and advocates a “politics of love.” Now that’s a
real story. In polls, he is currently neck and neck with the Republican candidates—and
this is in Texas, no less. None of this exists in Italy on the Democratic side: no narrative,
no charismatic figures. Only Meloni. She is a smart fascist, which makes her particularly
dangerous.

You wouldn’t want to cross Tocci; she’s sharp and quick-witted, and she’s got a fiery
temper. But what exactly is so bad about Ms. Meloni, who doesn’t want to leave the EU—
quite the opposite, in fact—and who, alongside Ms. von der Leyen, is trying to keep
things together and also acts as a mediator with the MAGA crowd? Even left-wing
Italians acknowledge that she fulfills her role as prime minister as a kind of mother of
the nation, a great caretaker who takes on the concerns of her people. She would
probably like to transform Italy the way Orban did in Hungary. Her justice referendum, a
first step in that direction, was rejected by the population. Things could be really bad in
Italy, but so far they aren’t. Isn’t that democracy too? And isn’t it even more democratic
when Orban is voted out in Hungary after 16 years?

Where does this fear of the voters come from?
And what about the future?

David Runciman, 4th Viscount Runciman of Doxford, 59 years old, is a pleasant
presence. Tall and slender, with a friendly face and a voice you could listen to for hours.



Podcasts should have been invented for someone like him. So much voice, so much
knowledge.

He says that liberal democracy is the story of his life, as indeed it is for almost everyone
gathered here in Elmau. He came of age in the 1990s, probably one of the most
extraordinary decades in human history. But he doesn’t know whether democracy
deserves to survive. He only knows that it’s not a good argument to insist on something
just because you’re afraid that change might lead to something bad. “Changing
democracy isn’t dangerous. Not changing it—that’s dangerous.”

There are hundreds of other ideas for how to organize democracy. It doesn’t have to look
like this package that was put together in the 1990s and that must never be unwrapped.
Elections, political parties, the rule of law, individual rights, parliaments, separation of
powers, freedom of speech, values-based orientation, mass media. In fact, we need to
take a closer look at individual parts and consider where the problems lie and how we
could do things differently.

Ten years ago, there was a referendum in the UK that is now viewed as a mistake, a great
misfortune and a blunder. On the other hand, a majority had rallied precisely against
what the Liberal Democrats regarded as the merits of their worldview: open borders,
unrestricted trade, a new fluidity of what are essentially national identities, and shared
values. The Brexit supporters certainly understood that. However, they completely
disagreed. Here, too: Could it be that Boris Johnson wasn’t the cause of Brexit, but
rather a symptom of it?

In this regard, Runciman says: We need more referendums, not none at all. Being afraid
of voters is a weakness. Or a sign of elitism.

Runciman recounts that he once suggested lowering the voting age to six. There were
people who made fun of him back then. “Come on, David, you’ve been better.” But he
was quite serious about it. It wouldn’t change much; not much could happen—no ten-
year-old would be elected prime minister—but it would create a general sense of
participation and help ensure that young people got involved rather than disappearing
into disillusionment.

Or how about if, next to the candidates’ names on the ballots, there were a box to check
marked “none,” meaning “none of the above”? Then, from all those who voted “none,”
you’d pick one and say: You have to do this now. Most people might then start to take a
real interest in the candidates and make their decision accordingly. Better them than
me.

Of course, Runciman doesn’t know either whether any of this makes much sense.
They’re just little flights of fancy. But he believes we’re thinking within too narrow a



framework. Are our constitutions still sufficient? Do they fit the present day? Should we
reinvent our electoral system?

In the end, he says, it will likely come down to our system being both more democratic
and less democratic than it is now. Voters could become more involved in political
processes, even having a say in matters that affect their lives. This is partly because, in a
digital society, they are already accustomed to making decisions—or choosing against
something—every day.

But it will also be less democratic because our liberal democracies and their processes
are too slow, too complicated, too cumbersome—in a world of power politics and a new,
emerging competition among nations, in a world shaped by the dynamics of Elon Musk
or the Chinese.

Unfortunately, there is no political GPS to guide us toward a paradisiacal future.

Where does all this lead? Runciman says he rejects thinking in binaries. Optimism or
pessimism? Evil or good? Catastrophe or paradise? Binary thinking narrows our
perspective. Many things will happen—artificial intelligence, climate change—and they
will have both bad and good consequences. It makes no sense to constantly tell
ourselves a story with a moral at the end.

But there is one thing that truly worries him. Just under two months ago, the START treaty
limiting strategic nuclear weapons between Russia and the U.S. expired and was not
renewed. Interestingly, at nearly 60, he has the same fears he had as an eight-year-old:
that the world could be destroyed in a nuclear war. It would be worth a great deal if we
could prevent that.

The final words of these days, not entirely surprisingly, come from lvan Krastev. With his
index finger resting on his chin and his head tilted slightly to the side, he begins: “Listen,
Dan Quayle, a former U.S. vice president who was otherwise not particularly influential,
once said something interesting—it was 1989: ‘The future will be better tomorrow.” That
was wrong. The future was better yesterday.”

But when did we start to fear the future? For many, especially for Eastern Europeans, the
future back then was something worth living for. The future was within reach by car; one
could choose to live in Germany or study in England and hope that one’s homeland
would soon be like Germany. The future was here. People stopped thinking about it.

Thirty years later, Francis Fukuyama'’s “end of history” has become the “end of the
future.” Out of fear for our future, we feel like the last humans worrying about our
extinction. The future is no longer a project that can be shaped, but a projection of
doom.



How this story came to be

Democracy is in danger. Extremism, disinformation, and dwindling trust in institutions
threaten a world order that was long considered secure and just. What can be done
when old certainties no longer apply? Author Lothar Gorris (4th from left) explored this
question at the luxury retreat Schloss Elmau, one of Germany’s finest hotels, nestled in
the Alps. The G7 summit has been held there twice. This time, however, Schloss Elmau’s
owner Dietmar Muller-Elmau and Bulgarian political scientist lvan Krastev had invited
guests to a “Thinkers’ Summit.” The theme of the event: “World in Pieces.” How do we
defend democracy? French-Israeli sociologist Eva Illouz joined the discussion, along
with philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, philanthropist Alex Soros (third from left), and
Californian Curts Yarvin, who is considered an ideological mentor to U.S. Vice President
JD Vance. “l have rarely experienced research that was both more interesting and more
luxurious,” says Gorris, who is retiring from SPIEGEL in June after nearly 29 years,
“whether democracy still has a chance depends on how willing it is to change and
adapt.”

The fear of extinction has three levels. Scientists estimate that, due to climate change,
three billion people will be forced to migrate in the coming decades because they will no
longer be able to live where they currently reside. The image of so many people on the
move, says Krastey, has left a deep impression on him. He cannot imagine how one
could understand, let alone control, such a world.

The second level: The majority of humanity lives in countries where the fertility rate is
below replacement level. In South Korea, it has fallen from the necessary 2.1 children
per woman to 0.7, meaning that this country will lose half its population over the next 20
years.

Now one might ask what consequences this has for the economy. Or to blame the
people who decide against having children. But that’s not what Krastev is concerned
with. Everyone decides for themselves what they want and what they don’t want, which
is why it’s so difficult for the government to raise fertility rates again. “People like my
mother, however,” says Krastev, “don’t ask themselves what the world will look like in 20
or 30 years. No one talks about the future that way. But she wonders what kind of world
her grandchildren will live in. If you don’t have children, that question doesn’t arise.”

Instead, people wonder what it will be like to grow old, alone and without children.
Growing old could actually be quite fun. “Although,” he says, “I’m not entirely sure about
that.”

And the third level, of course, is artificial intelligence. The far right is afraid of being
replaced by migrants. But we actually have a choice: migrants or robots.



If you lose hope for the future and replace it with fear, that’s dangerous for a democracy,
which, as we now know, is a promise for the future. The climate activist, however,
believes that if Trump is re-elected, the world will finally come to an end. The right
believes that if they aren’t elected, the replacement is irreversible. And the liberals are
frozen in shock out of fear of the next elections and the erratic behavior of their voters.
They act as if every upcoming election were the last. As if the fate of German democracy
were to be decided in the upcoming state elections in Saxony-Anhalt. Which isn’t true—
that much is certain.

But the fate of democracy is never decided in the next election. What we must win is not
the next election, but the future. For the future is an invisible yet essential institution of
our civilization. And it is based on the fact that the future is open, that it can be
influenced—but that it also remains unknown for the time being.

“I’ve decided,” says Krastev, “not to dramatize things, but to trivialize them.”

Krastev ends with a Krastev. When asked about his visions for the future, he quotes an
old slogan from the Bulgarian tourism office, which, as we know, didn’t have much to
offer its imprisoned citizens: “Take it easy.”

In the evening, Italian pianist Ludovico Einaudi will perform in Elmau. The concert has
nothing to do with the symposium. Pure coincidence. But quite fitting.

Einaudi wants to prepare at Schloss Elmau for his European tour, which takes him
through the continent’s great concert halls. He is an old friend of the venue and a star of
so-called neoclassical music. Calm, soft music, with many pauses. You could also call
it meditation jazz—the complete opposite of what his Russian colleague performed on
opening night. Every note a caress, rather than a shot. Music for spas. For people
exhausted by the world.

Curtis Yarvin could have slept wonderfully. But he was not seen.

36 hours later, the attack on Iran began.



