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Liberalism is irreversibly losing relevance: this is the guiding principle of this book. The book’s
formulation is even sharper than my suggestion, as it involves the metaphor of collapse: ,,global
liberalism” is ,,collapsing” (p. 9).! We are, therefore, witnessing the advent of a ,,post-liberal”
era. Pilkington, of course, is not alone in this epochal diagnosis; indeed, we could mention var-
ious theorists who put forward similar theses.

The author views liberalism as an ideology that had a totalizing ambition regarding the con-
duct of life in the West. But liberalism is exhausting itself: one can even read about the ,,comic
aspects” and ,,dysfunctionality” (p. 12) of existing liberalism in the book. Favoring a method by
which he draws on Hegel, Pilkington emphasizes the extraordinary complexity of liberalism;
however, he does not wish to drown in a chronological narrative fixing historical sequences, but

' The pagination in the review refers to the electronic edition of the book.
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intends to grasp the ideological orientation that acts through history as the ,,Hegelian spirit” and
»rationalizes” the management of life, emerging as a set of imperative norms.

The author distances himself from writing a book about liberalism — the subject is the twi-
light of liberalism, although I would add that even with this intention, much is discussed about
liberalism itself. After all, this follows from the view that liberalism is mediated by transformed
meanings that change: in this book, only one particular interpretation of liberalism is manifest-
ed. Thus, Pilkington finds it appropriate to note some historical moments significant to him: the
polemical relationship of liberalism (stemming from the interior of the Enlightenment) towards
pre-modern hierarchical patterns becomes an intellectual force intending to impose norms, and
as such becomes a monopolistic normative horizon in the 20th century — Pilkington belongs
to those interpreters who see a strong continuity between Marxism and liberalism, especially
regarding the critical attitude towards the logic of hierarchy. He even situates fascism within
the context of liberalism (,,intra-liberal psychodrama”, p. 24), with the difference that, unlike
Marxism, fascism is merely a ,,negative reaction” to liberalism.

The flourishing of liberalism is actually tied to the Cold War, when its normative force was
also implemented at the international level. Although, even after the end of the Cold War, the
liberal imprint on the institutional infrastructure is noticeable (Pilkington singles out only the
Catholic Church from liberal frameworks, but its influence is uncertain). The victory of liberal-
ism long seemed like an ,,irreversible” fact.

However, there is also a ,,secret history” (p. 18) of liberalism. In its offensive against hier-
archy, liberalism cultivates consensual relations, that is, it generalizes the figure of the contract,
articulating comprehensively human relationships in this way. The expansion of liberalism thus
encompasses the family and gender, which become dimensions of contractual relations. The
contract mediates the ideal of equality; everyone can be a participant in the contract, including
the members of family, as well as the affirmation of certain lifestyles. This is then based on a
refined analysis of self-interest as a guide for the individual’s life. Added to this is the cultivation
of competition between individuals, culminating in market competition.

Pilkington does not dismiss certain historical merits of liberalism, but criticizes it for going
too far in its agile implementation. Of particular importance here is liberalism’s campaign for
command in global relations. Namely, the author assesses the signs of collapsing liberalism and
considers the reasons for the decline: does liberalism arrive at its current situation due to internal
contradictions, or are its problems caused by external factors? Although Pilkington tends to fo-
cus on the internal problems of liberalism, he does not fail to emphasize the external limitations
of expanded liberalism: while the creators of the liberal world order intended to turn liberalism
into a universal doctrine, they encountered obstacles regarding its generalization in various
non-Western countries. Thus, liberalism must be implemented through violence, which greatly
undermines its foundation as well as its commitment to peaceful trade. This also explains why
Pilkington insists on the global aspects of liberalism’s downfall: it was its movement on the
global level that finally finished it.

Of course, Pilkington is aware that liberalism has mutated in its historical context. It is
subject to dynamic transformations, which implies that there are significant differences in un-
derstanding in different countries, even within the framework of Anglo-Saxon countries. Never-
theless, he sees a significant common denominator that will connect liberals from the beginning
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of the 19th century with aggressive liberals in the USA at the beginning of the 21st century.
Progress, that is, liberalism’s attachment to qualitative change over time, plays a dual role: it
is simultaneously liberalism’s self-reflection, but also a way of seeing the dynamics of history.

Pilkington does not believe that the figure of progress explains the evolution of liberalism.
For him, for instance, the dynamic of the meaning context of the French Revolution convinc-
ingly refutes this. He, I must say quite peculiarly, sees the French Revolution as the culmination
of liberalism (,,purified liberalism”, p. 29) with the goals of universal rationalization. However,
the excesses of violence in that revolution ad absurdum affirmed certain liberal elements that
were treated as too radical. Therefore, one cannot speak of liberalism evolving peacefully; on
the contrary, it tried to correct itself and returned to its initial positions. And this is not just an
incidental indication, because the author pays attention to the contradiction outlined here; on the
one hand, liberalism projects teleological evolution, gradual improvements, yet it itself cannot
meet the demand for continuous progression.

Pilkington repeatedly does not miss the opportunity to emphasize the historical connections
between Marxism and ,,liberal metaphysics”. Marxism acknowledges the rationality of self-in-
terest present in economic competition, but projects the overcoming of already rationalized
moments through competition. In other words, Marxism, even triumphant Marxism in the 20th
century, lives off the meanings of ,,liberal metaphysics” (in the part of the book that bears the
most philosophical stamp, Pilkington analyzes in detail the components of this metaphysics),
but uses it as a basis for its own historical-philosophical anticipations.

Pilkington is an economist, and this lends particular dimensions to his reasoning. Moreover,
liberalism cannot be treated without considering economic logic. Liberalism offers the econom-
ic pacification of common life, therefore the author invokes Adam Smith: the liberally inter-
preted society is determined by the norms of commercial communication systems based on ex-
change. Pilkington harbors a certain sympathy for Smith: not coincidentally, precisely from his
reflexivity he extracts the definition of ,,soft liberalism” (p. 39): it is a liberalism that knows how
to self-limit and does not rigidly reject the existence of certain hierarchical schemes in society.

Here a duality is drawn for Pilkington: ,,soft liberalism” versus ,,hard liberalism”. If the rep-
resentatives of the ,,soft” variant know how to impose limits on the implementation of liberalism
by observing the configuration of society, the representatives of ,,hard liberalism” push the logic
of liberalism to doctrinal fanaticism. ,,Hard liberalism” is an internal possibility of liberalism; it
cannot be squeezed out of the reflexive frameworks of liberalism. The question is whether the
,,hard” or ,soft” variant will prevail.

It seems that Adam Smith himself is a historical example of non-doctrinaire liberalism —
let us remember that in interpretations it is often said that the man who is said to have founded
political-economic reflexivity walked a dual path. On one path, he found arguments for the ben-
efits of commercial interactions; on the other path, he developed a subtle theory regarding the
moral constitution of society. He becomes an inspiration for Pilkington as well, who, by extract-
ing different possibilities from the division of liberalism, attributes the normativity of equality
only to the economic sphere: according to this, only within it can the principle of equality be
legitimized — thereby criticizing the already indicated tendency of liberalism to unreservedly
extend the same principle to other spheres of society (Pilkington speaks of ,.hard liberalism”
culminating in a ,,categorical imperative”, alluding to Kant and his ethical theory, p. 42).
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An interesting and provocative question develops here: if we have already identified the im-
manent tendency of liberalism towards the ,,hard” variant, how should we evaluate the reflexive
effects of Marxism and neoliberalism — which appears here for the first time in the argumen-
tation. Pilkington, according to the presented approach, concludes very quickly: he views both
neoliberalism and Marxism in the context of liberalism — the question remains to what extent
they are autonomous at all, or are merely recidivisms of liberalism’s momentum.

The narrative describing the dynamics after WWII aims to shift the coordinates: the standard
narrative sees a developmental trajectory extending from the consolidation of social democracy
to the neoliberalization of capitalism, which is seen as a break. The post-war period, influenced
by the negative memory of the Great Depression (1929) and based on the accumulation of
state interventions during the war, indeed opens the door to some, albeit highly varied, form of
Keynesianism.? Of course, as Pilkington claims, there was a melange of elements: some were
undoubtedly linked to the British economist. Pilkington’s intervention acknowledges, therefore,
the presence of Keynesian moments. But he cares about changing the perspective: neoliberalism
succeeded in hitting only some aspects of Keynes’s approach with its critical arrows. These are:
»exchange rate management” and ,,control of international capital flows” (p. 48). However, re-
garding the doctrinal attack on the presence of the state, including in the economy, neoliberalism
was far less successful. That is, there was an offensive against the state, the state apparatus that
burdens the smooth functioning of capitalism, but data show that the relative presence of the
state did not decline.

Pilkington makes some further economic interventions (regarding the status of the central
bank and wages): they demonstrate the fragility of the view that ,,neoliberalism” represented a
clear caesura from the previous period. This should actually strengthen additional reasons for
the view that sees liberalism as the source and everything else as meandering from the same
source. Post-WWII social democracy admittedly differs from some liberal premises, but only in
degree. Neoliberalism, therefore, is not a situation after a break, but the immanent completion
of the basic trends of liberalism. By deconstructing the figure of the caesura, Pilkington again
links everything back to the basic maneuvering space of liberalism.

The relatively new term ,,hyperliberalism” proves this: it is based on the value of compe-
tition (,,liberal dogma”, p. 51) which it refines to the end. Therefore, he accuses liberalism of
being standardly indifferent to ,,empirical outcome”, that is, in the language of political theory,
it does not care about ,,output legitimation”. In other words: for liberalism, implementing the
norm that is realized in the inherent value of competition is important. An even stronger accusa-
tion from the author shows liberalism as an ideology that slides into ,,irrationality”, regardless
of the fact that it relies on the capacities of rationality. Pilkington simply rejects liberalism’s
self-understanding, which promotes itself as the bearer of rationality.

Pilkington critically describes the economic trends in the last decade of the 20th century: the
diminishing importance of manufacturing, the glorification of ,,brain-work”, the dominance of
the service economy. Here too, he sees a key erroneous movement of liberalism that drastically
underestimates the qualities of industrial work and finds non-industrial forms of work that have
moral precedence. Pilkington clearly views such economic trends, otherwise celebrated as the
,,post-industrial” economy, with sharp criticism: economic policy inspired by liberal doctrine

2 Pilkington sees Keynes as a partial liberal whom historical dynamics force to be an ,,illiberal pragmatist™ (p. 155).



2026. 1. BEEVEDERE Review 255

ignores basic macroeconomic principles. Hence the economic decline of the liberal West, which
underestimates the multidimensionality of industry.

Here, an analysis of the new phenomenon, namely illiberalism, is also outlined. Providing
the basic assumptions regarding the irrational dimensions of liberalism, and describing the ex-
cesses of hyperliberal efforts, Pilkington can now situate illiberalism, which in many interpre-
tations appears as an expression of the negative tendencies of the present. First, China with its
peculiarities is treated: it now appears as proof of the inadequacy of global liberalism, which
understood the entry of that country into the bloodstream of the world economy as integration
into liberal frameworks. China’s demarcation (whose reforms are described) from liberalism as
a mode of governance is understood as a failed intention to subordinate Neo-Confucian content
to globalized liberalism. The fact that Pilkington finds it appropriate to reject interpretations
of Chinese efforts under the sign of neo-authoritarianism only further proves a certain liberal
misunderstanding of the rise of this great country. Moreover, the failure of interpretation can
be shown in Western perceptions that, after every shift in some economic index, predict the
definitive downfall of China: simply put, China transcends the reaches of liberal understanding.
For Pilkington, this simultaneously means that liberalism, wishing to have global domains, will
sooner or later produce a ,,dialectic of liberalism and illiberalism” (p. 71). Besides, the Chinese
case is crucial for him also in that it is the country that is the forerunner of the post-liberal order.

Pilkington also follows the Russian paths, as well as the trajectories that led to strong di-
vergences between the West and this country, especially thinking of the situations that multiplied
starting from 2014, culminating in the still ongoing ,,special military operation”. Theoretically, he
is interested in whether Russia is per se an illiberal country, and whether it ultimately rejected lib-
eralism due to geopolitical dynamics. Seeking an answer to these questions, he will conclude that
the ambition of expansion is not an accidental addition to liberal self-conception, but its essence.
This explains his prolonged engagement with the confrontation between Russia and the West over
Ukraine: far from this situation being merely transient. Through it, Pilkington tests his critical
understanding of liberalism. The fact that he understands the war situation as a confrontation be-
tween the ,,liberal West” (which, not coincidentally, makes various moves that undermine its eco-
nomic and military potentials) and non-liberal Russia shows a diagnosis unfavorable to liberalism.
Pilkington’s assessment is devastating: the West’s errors in treating the Ukrainian-Russian case,
accompanied by a mixture of hysteria and arrogance, are for him colossal aberrations — obviously
for him this is proof of the inherent irrationality of liberalism as an ideology.

The book also addresses the rise of BRICS, likewise with the aim of viewing contemporary
events as a litmus test regarding the possibility of understanding socio-economic dynamics that are
outside liberal frameworks. The underestimation of countries within this organization (Pilkington
claims these are cultural types of underestimation) had to change over time, with the stabilization
of certain institutional infrastructure of BRICS. To that extent, the BRICS phenomenon can also
be understood in the theoretical perspective; the immanent ambition of liberalism to be compre-
hensive is now visibly breaking down in the disappearance of the unipolar world order. It is impor-
tant for Pilkington to show that the current constellation threatening the dominance of liberalism is
mediated by a multitude of contingent facts, including facts of geopolitical dynamics that cannot
be predicted. But behind the manifestation of contingent moments, fundamental problems of lib-
eralism, long hidden, are revealed: they are now manifesting themselves in full measure.
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In fact, the entire second part of the book attempts to present these problems: the author now
becomes a researcher of a society determined by liberal norms. Pilkington targets the self-con-
fidence of liberalism, which relies on the sacredness of progress; moreover, presenting liberal
myopia regarding this, he pulls in none other than Napoleon, who makes major mistakes based
on an excess of arrogance. Pilkington, in any case, with a conservative manner, critically views
,,obsessive” liberal endeavors that uncritically celebrate ,.fluidity”, ,,incessant change”. For him,
these are irrefutable proofs that the liberal understanding of socio-economic, socio-technolog-
ical dynamics also shows cognitive deficits. He recognizes such deficits in various domains,
e.g., in inadequate analyses of military technologies, as well as in the sphere of applications of
these technologies. Thus, the mode of dominant military technology is identified in the sense
that the ,,high-tech policeman conception of military affairs” (p. 103) is embodied here. The
West’s fantasizing about the automation of war, about involving Al in war missions, stems from
the depth of the liberal understanding of the world, which foregrounds commercial interests and
presents military institutions as a place where commercial interests circulate intensely. Based
on this, Pilkington explains the characteristic failure of the Western understanding of military
technology, which uncritically prefers technologies based on high quality that are associated
with high profit, even in situations where the war situation would require a different approach.

Thus, it is concluded that the Ukrainian war situation demystifies the superiority of Western mil-
itary technology, but also the self-confidence of liberal understanding in the military sphere. Simply
put, the liberal interpretation of the military sector fails here. Just as the figure of progress in general
can be doubted, it can also be subjected to criticism regarding liberal projections about war: the
attrition war that drags on in Ukraine shows for Pilkington that much that was written off (forms of
weaponry, artillery), and not least ,,industrial war”, is actually current. The fact that war in the indus-
trial key has persisted caught actors in the West unprepared for this type of confrontation. Not coin-
cidentally, Pilkington speaks of the ,,post-liberal battlefield” (p. 106): he further claims that applied
liberal principles in the military sphere (,,high-cost” and ,,high-quality” technology) are disastrous
and that this explains the poor military performance. Pilkington also criticizes GDP as an accepted
metric that deforms the perception of quantitative magnitudes and proportions: based on this, West-
ern perception was largely wrong. Applying market principles to the military sphere systematically
creates an inadequate perception regarding understanding and failed to notice the better performance
of Chinese and Russian armaments. Hence, the author’s projection is the consolidation of a ,,post-lib-
eral” perception of war and the military sphere in general.

Pilkington criticizes liberalism for mystifying production and consumption on the macro
and micro levels: this produces a growth fetish on both levels — here the author, who otherwise
shows aversion to various ecological ideas, approaches a green perspective that takes a negative
stance towards growth. He further criticizes the liberal attitude towards the child, which reflects
the logic of the contract, then mentions in the same light the obsessive attachment to pornog-
raphy, negative by-products of feminism, and the spread of sexually ,,transmitted” diseases in
,late liberal societies” (p. 127). A whole series of sexual disorders has crystallized in this type
of society. On top of all this, demographic regression affecting Western countries appears on the
surface. This is a situation that could only be compensated for by illiberal policies that balance
liberal tendencies. Pilkington does not believe that the liberal creed regarding the diminishing
importance of religion is accurate: religion is a significant source of illiberal ideas, which can



2026. 1. BEEVEDERE Review 257

counter the dominance of liberalism. Pilkington places hope in post-liberal demographic policy,
natalism, and ,,pro-family policies” (p. 138).?

Pilkington moves in various directions, thus arriving at a critique of ,,biological imperial-
ism” (p. 137). Here he targets the liberal attitude towards so-called underdeveloped countries:
they are subordinated to market criteria to obtain free labor for the West, but this introduces
discord regarding the integrity of families and various communities. The logic of economic
equivalence and artificial equality is reflected in liberals treating people as ,,interchangeable”
(p. 138). With this, Pilkington enters the much-debated discussion on immigration, which, based
on his reasoning, rests precisely on false altruism that conceals liberal economic logic, which is
governed by the logic of equivalence and identity equalization.

Summarizing: Pilkington unequivocally blames the overly ambitious liberal ideology for lead-
ing the world astray. In fact, any problem detected on his part will have liberalism singled out.

Thus, Pilkington, an economist, attempts to rethink the relevance of Keynes, already men-
tioned here, for a ,,post-liberal financial order”. However, the liberal articulation of world trade
creates enormous trade imbalances, which is a serious obstacle to the transformation of the
financial system.

Or, when the author delves into the psychiatric problems of today’s West, he will again men-
tion liberalism in the sense that it is put in the dock: shaping freedom based on ,,freely” chosen
preferences. Thus, Pilkington objects to liberalism uncritically attributing the power of choice to
everyone, that is, denying the brutum factum that certain people are not capable of validly mak-
ing decisions. Hence his emphasized suspicion towards the anti-psychiatry movement, which
from the early 1960s offered a change in elements of our attitude towards mental illness, thus
also promoting strong deinstitutionalization. Michel Foucault is specifically singled out here in
the sense that he significantly contributed to this trend. Moreover, for Pilkington, the drug prob-
lem must be treated in the same way as the problem of mental illness: liberalism rigidly denies
that one person can justifiably order another person how to behave.

Then, when the author diagnoses the functionality and dysfunctionality of cities, liberalism
will again be cited as the force that systematically creates disorder. At the end of the book, he
will recognize traces of aggressive moralism* within the structures of the world order that build
on the expansion of liberalism — the source of this is Kant with his philosophy of history. If
there have been progresses in international affairs, they need not be attributed to the advent of
liberalism itself, as proponents of the liberal world order claim. The last chapter again evokes
the primordial tension between liberalism and religion, with Pilkington citing arguments show-
ing that instead of deconstructing Christianity, liberalism rehabilitated forgotten ,,pagan rituals”.

The directions of Pilkington’s thought and his broad critique of liberalism are, therefore,
completely clear. His critique addresses the present, which he sees in a perspective of regression.

I immediately add that this book, with its provocative edge, shows an impressive multidi-
mensionality of the subject, from economics to psychiatry, in order to demonstrate the deficien-
cy of liberalism and to testify to the regressive movements implicated in the implementation of
liberalism. Indeed, the spectrum of the author’s interests commands due attention.

3 The author is therefore inclined towards the Fidesz government in Hungary. Hungary, under this regime, satisfies
Pilkington’s projections.

4 Hungary appears here for the second time as an example: Pilkington targets the former US ambassador to this count-
ry, Pressman, and his activities under the banner of moralization.
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The author obviously thinks there is an excess of ideologization in liberalism that views
history as a teleological order. For him, liberalism contains within itself the seeds of regression,
although differentiations such as between ,,hard,, and ,,soft” liberalism indicate that he does not
wish to completely deny liberalism its merits.

Nevertheless, the question remains to what extent he succeeded in satisfying the previously
announced complexity of liberalism.

First, the relationship between capitalism and liberalism remained unclear. Admittedly, Pilk-
ington mentions capitalism several times, but there is no exhaustive argumentation regarding
the problem I indicate. For me, the dynamics of liberalism cannot be treated without a serious
discussion of the mentioned relationship: the phrase liberal capitalism suggests equivalence
between liberalism and capitalism, but with the effect of concealing certain tensions between
these two phenomena.

Second, it should at least be emphasized that Pilkington’s definitions of liberalism are admit-
tedly not idiosyncratic (self-interest, competition, etc.), but they are not comprehensive either.
Unlike the author, for me, differentiation is an essential internal component of liberalism. Thus,
liberalism must be thought through the division, decentralization, and deconcentration of power
(executive power, etc.). We can, of course, argue that this differentiation was never ideal, but
confronting liberalism must inevitably be carried out on this terrain. Furthermore, the practice
of differentiation within liberalism includes the fact of the separation between politics and eco-
nomics: in fact, we cannot approach liberalism without acknowledging this constitutive divi-
sion. Again, we can debate how consistently this distinction has been carried out, but it cannot
be overlooked as a strategic principle for liberalism, thereby limiting the reach of politics and
enabling the flow of those liberal principles that Pilkington discusses at length.

Moreover, for me, precisely for this reason, his repeated, seemingly unusual, equation of
Marxism and liberalism becomes problematic, or rather, his characterization of Marxism as
a phenomenon in the light of liberalism transcending itself. Without entering into the difficult
task of defining Marxism (and the discussion of the relationship between Marx and Marxism)
regarding the relationship between politics and economics, decisive differences must be cited:
while liberalism cannot thrive without the continuous affirmation of the caesura between poli-
tics and economics, Marxism deconstructs this distinction and presents this difference as ideo-
logical, serving the existing structural determinations of capitalism. This strategic divergence,
therefore, does not allow an equal sign to be placed between liberalism and Marxism.

Third, Pilkington operates with the category of nature as a measure. His reflections on com-
mon sense also seem to move in the same direction. Liberalism is presented as a force against
nature; it would have to subordinate man’s natural impulses to self-affirm — implicitly, conserv-
atism would have advantages over liberalism in terms of relying on man’s natural potentials.
But we should not forget that liberalism also operates with nature, and that it also appeals to
nature as the source of individual freedoms that must be preserved. Accordingly, it remains a
question whether liberalism (or ,,liberal metaphysics™) can be criticized as an unnatural orien-
tation necessarily in tension with nature, or ,,natural behavior”. Liberalism would rather seek to
naturalize freedom® — to that extent, ,,unnaturalness” is not a basis for its critique.

> On liberal naturalization, see Menke, Ch.: The Crisis of Liberalism: The Dialectic of Politics and Police. In Christ, Julia —
Lepold, Kristina —Loick, Daniel —Stahl, Titus (ed. by.) (2020): Debating Critical Theory. Rowman & Littlefield. 225-245.
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