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Abstract

This article provides a critical review of Patrick Dencen's book, “Why Liberalism
Failed?”, reconstructing its central argument; that the current.crises of liberalism stem
not from a deviation from its founding principles, but.from the historical and internal
fulfillment of this intellectual tradition. Deneen views liberalism not merely as a political
regime or a set of policies, but as a‘'comprehensive philosophy regarding humanity,
freedom, politics, economics,. culture,” and education. According to him, modern
liberalism's emphasision radical individualism, self-foundation, and absolute liberation
from traditional and social constraints has led to the weakening of mediating institutions,
the erosion of shared culture, the expansion of social inequality, the dominance of
technology, and.a crisis of democratic legitimacy. In addition to systematically outlining
the book's main themes—ranging.from the concept of "counter-culture" and the critique
of technocracy and. liberal education to the analysis of neoliberalism and liberal
democracy-—this». article critically evaluates its theoretical and methodological
shortcomings,.including conceptual ambiguity in the definition of liberalism and the
predominance of interpretative readings over empirical and comparative evidence. In the
concluding ‘section, the relevance of this critique to Iranian society is examined,
demonstrating that although liberalism in its classical sense has not been established in
Iran, Deneen's internal critique can serve as an important analytical framework for
understanding contemporary crises in governance, technocracy, education, and political
economy in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Over the past few centuries, liberalism has evolved from a political theory into a global
hegemonic discourse that dominates all dimensions of human life—from economics and
politics to culture and education. By relying on institutional and cultural powers, this
ideology has either weakened its rivals or integrated them into its own structure. However,
following the collapse of the Eastern Bloc and the proclamation of the "end of history,"
liberalism has faced a profound crisis of legitimacy. Symptoms such as widening class
divisions, the decline of traditional institutions, diminishing public trust, and the
intensifying polarization of societies point to a structural crisis at the heart of liberal
democracies. “Why Liberalism Failed”, by Patrick ‘Dengen;. offers a radical and
alternative narrative. Deneen argues that the current crisis is not a deviation from liberal
principles but rather the result of their full realization and success—that is, the very
instruments designed for human freedom have .now become. cages of captivity. By
introducing concepts such as "liberalocracy” and the "'new aristocracy," the book serves
as an intellectual manifesto for post-liberal movements and raises fundamental questions
about the possibility of restoring genuine political and social life. The necessity of
examining this essay lies both in understanding the crises of the Western world and in
comprehending the structural contradictions withintransitioning societies, including Iran.
Adopting a critical approach, this article examines and analyzes Deneen's book on three
levels. First, from a descriptive. perspective,«it explains the seven chapters of the book,
outlining Deneen's main themes and intellectual pillars in the domains of politics, culture,
economy, education, and technology. At the second level, employing a comparative and
analytical method, the article compares the book with various theoretical traditions (from
Marxism andithe Frankfurt School to right-wing and Catholic traditions) as well as with
the views of classical and modern economists (such as Mises and Hayek). Furthermore,
the author uses a "comparisen with local realities" method to analyze the concepts raised
in the book in light of Iran's politico-economic structure and its existing contradictions
(such asthe adoption of a neoliberal economy without democratic institutions). At the
third level, emphasizing theoretical and methodological critique, the article examines the
book's structural weaknesses, including its failure to distinguish between different types
of liberalism, a critique of Deneen's modes of argumentation, and an assessment of the
testability and scientific validity of the claims made in the book. Deneen's analysis (as
reexamined in this article) shows that the failure of liberalism has occurred in multiple
layers. On the political layer, he introduces the concept of "anti-democratic liberalism"—
a system in which power has shifted from the people toward bureaucracy and technocratic
elites, with material satisfaction replacing genuine participation. On the cultural layer, he
introduces the concept of " Anticulture "; by transforming nature, time, and space into
abstract concepts, liberalism has destroyed local and historical cultures, replacing them
with a global consumerist culture in which human beings are merely "consumers." On the
technological and educational layers, the author warns that technology, by creating the



"android humanity" severs the individual's connection with traditions, while education,
instead of focusing on "being human," seeks to train specialized labor to serve the market
and the state. Finally, on the economic layer, Deneen speaks of the emergence of a "new
aristocracy" or global elite that reproduces a new order by justifying inequality through
the notion of "progress”. The article also reexamines Deneen's analysis in relation to
Iranian society, arguing that in this context we face a kind of "imitative duality"—that is,
the adoption of neoliberal components (such as privatization and commercialization)
without the corresponding legal and democratic institutions. This situation may lead to an
exacerbated form of liberalism's failure in Iran, wherein.concentrated power and market
economics, unchecked by civil oversight, fuel social and political prroblems. While
evaluating Deneen's proposals for transitioning to the "post-liberal” era (such as
revitalizing the family economy and local cultures), this article offers a serious critique
of the book. The author contends that although Deneen proyvides.an accurate diagnosis of
the current crisis, he suffers from fundamental weaknesses in his proposed solutions and
his methodology. On the theoretical level, the book exhibits "excessive nostalgia” and
fails to distinguish between different types of liberalism; as awresult, it often appears to
critique an imaginary liberalism rather than a historical reality. From a methodological
perspective, Deneen's arguments are closer to "¢ritical oratory" than to scientific inquiry,
as he relies on interpretiverreadings of classical texts with limited testability instead of
providing concrete and systematic evidence..The most significant theoretical flaw of the
book is its neglect of the structural role of capitalism. Deneen locates the crisis in the
essence of "liberal ideology;"' whereas the crisis is the inevitable consequence of the
"logic of capital accumulation* and the internal imperatives of capitalism, for which
liberalism merely serves as a.cover. Finally, Deneen's proposals for reviving local and
small-scale communities, 'though culturally appealing, appear insufficient to address
large-scale global and struetural challenges and, without democratic mechanisms, may
merely result in the reproduction of new forms of authority and domination.
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