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Interview with US journalist Jim Sleeper: "It's a fateful time for America" 
Conducted by Weser Kurier editor-in-chief Benjamin Piel with Jim Sleeper in Bremen on December 27, 2025
In summary
· In an interview, Jim Sleeper, political scientist and author, expresses great concern about the current development of American democracy under Donald Trump.
· Sleeper sees a creeping coup d'état and draws parallels to the fascist dynamics of the 1930s; he emphasizes uncertainty about the future political direction in the USA.
· He criticizes mistakes by Biden and liberals, warns of authoritarian tendencies and doubts the current leader of the Democrats, but shows some hope for political change.
About the person
Jim Sleeper (age 78) is an American author and journalist. For more than 20 years, he was a lecturer in political science at Yale University, where he taught on American national identity, journalism, liberalism and democracy. He still comments in media such as the "New York Times" and "The Nation". He is married to the philosopher Seyla Benhabib, who recently received the Hannah Arendt Prize in Bremen.
Benjamin Piel: Donald Trump has people forcibly taken out of the country, had the Kennedy Center renamed so that it also bears his name, insults critical journalists and political competitors. How concerned are you about the state of American democracy?
Jim Sleeper: Very worried. We see how many boundaries are being crossed. The way in which men from the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) show up masked, without identification and simply pack people up and drag them into cars, is unprecedented. There has never been anything like it in our country. Even elected officials are not safe from this. This is very worrying.
BP: How much do Americans feel that Trump is changing something about the foundation on which the political system of the United States stands?
JS: My generation grew up in an America that felt a certain triumph in foreign policy, despite all its problems, vis-à-vis other nations. We ruled the world like a colossus. There was never a great sense of insecurity. For some of us who grew up with this old sense of security, that has changed dramatically. We experience things that we would never have dared to dream of in a negative way. Even some of the Republicans who have remained loyal to Trump so far are now starting to think: "Wait a minute."
BP: Moments of hesitation, which would be good if they were to actually exist and on a broad scale.
JS: Exactly. The so-called Maga coalition of loyal Trumpists is disintegrating, at least to some extent. "People are starting to migrate," can sometimes be read now.
BP: Is this more wishful thinking or reality?
JS: It's hard to say. We are in a phase of strong upheavals that make it difficult to identify it clearly. The electorate is very agitated right now. They are undecided. A fundamental change is taking place, and we do not yet know which event will increase this uncertainty and in which direction. It could, as once with Hitler, drift even more into demagogic with messages such as: "It's all the fault of the immigrants" or even then "Jews are to blame".
BP: Could the opposite also happen?
JS: Yes, absolutely. There could be someone who says: "This new regime that is coming is illegitimate, undemocratic, anti-American and therefore unacceptable – we don't want that!" We are at a crossroads where things will go one way or the other, and it is not yet clear who will prevail. In any case, it is now an American fateful time, a moment of upheaval in which everything is unpredictable.
BP: However, this also contains the statement that a veritable regime is beginning to form, which is deeply undemocratic and also tends to act against the constitution.
JS: Many people feel exactly that: a regime is forming. It is a creeping coup d'état. There has never been anything like it in American history. On the other hand, there are also people who think authoritarianly and cheer authoritarian action. We know this from Adorno: the authoritarian personality. These are people who have this predisposition – they want to get orders. They want to be told who to hate, and they are almost thrilled about it.
BP: Perhaps because Trump says things that catch on, because they address the real problems of the people.
JS: He articulates complaints. Things that understandably annoy people. Because the current economic system, the neoliberal one, as we call it, does not serve people very well. Biden has made many mistakes. He may have meant well, but he didn't do it well. That then took revenge.
BP: What was his biggest mistake?
JS: He continued to support Israel even as it committed more and more genocide. He did not retreat. He has an old-fashioned sympathy for the Jews that ties in with the Holocaust in World War II. And you know, I, as a Jew, think he exaggerated it excessively.
BP: And migration?
JS: Exactly, immigration is the second point. It was as if Merkel were saying: "We will take in 800,000 Syrians." We have seen something similar in the United States. And even those who are liberal on these issues eventually reached their limits. Immigration is like eating: we eat and then take time to digest. Biden has forgotten to digest, that's the feeling many have. Thus, the shift to the right was unintentionally promoted by well-meaning liberal democrats.
BP: Are ‘political correctness’ and ‘cancel culture’ part of an excessive moralism? 
JS:  Yes, that's also a problem. Some people feel very offended and humiliated by the dogma "You must not say this, you must not say that". This arrogant condescension à la "oh, you're an old, white man, what can you know". That's terrible. I think the Left Party has made big mistakes there as well.
BP: Back to Trump: When Germans look towards the USA, some are surprised that there are not more protests against the tectonic shifts that Trump is doing to democracy.
JS: We had the ‘No-Kings’ demonstrations. They were very large and went all over the country. But it was only one day. Fear certainly plays a role. Trump's always authoritarian demeanor is a factor he deliberately uses for intimidation. However, we have a liberal trait in our national character. "Don't Tread on Me" is a prominent slogan. That means: "Don't suppress my rights!" This phrase was used at pro-Trump demonstrations. But the more authoritarian he acts, the more this sentence could be used against him. We have this tradition. Whether it will prevail or fade is an open question. Will people act accordingly? At your own risk? It would at least be more in line with American tradition than simply cheering Trump for everything he says.
BP: Especially since he says this today and that tomorrow. How do Americans actually cope with this?
JS: I find his nature frightening because it is a mixture of malevolence and thoughtlessness. But you must not forget: Many Americans are similar in this regard. They are rather non-ideological in the ideological sense. They just want to do business. Deals, in other words. It is a pragmatic way of solving things. Getting something done is more important to many than caring about values. Americans find this liberating. Trump is taking advantage of this thinking. He almost embodies it. This may be irritating for Europeans, but much less so for Americans.
BP: There was a lot of concern about Trump's first term in office, but it was not as serious as feared. That is different now. Why?
JS: At that time, the old conservative establishment of the Republican Party was still there. He had defeated it, but it had not disappeared. They thought, "We're going to moderate him." In a way, they succeeded. He first felt his way closer. Perhaps, when Hitler was first appointed Chancellor of the Reich, he was able to pretend for a while that he was continuing the Weimar Republic. When Trump instigated the storming of the Capitol after losing the 2020 election, the conservative establishment withdrew. That didn't hurt him. In addition, Trump was surprised by his own success in his first victory and less well prepared. This is now completely different. He, his henchmen and advisers are organizing what I would call a coup d'état against the constitutional republic without hesitation.
BP: You just mentioned Hitler as a point of comparison for the second time. Isn't that a bit exaggerated?
JS: Some of the fascist dynamics of the 1930s find their counterpart in the USA today. The demagogue who allies himself with the mob. This has happened several times in American history, episodically and regionally, but never before so comprehensively and nationwide, to an extent that, excuse me, reminds me of the rise of Nazism. Most Americans are not yet as frightened and angry as the desperate Germans of the past, who sought relief by welcoming Hitler's Third Reich. But the heinous mass shootings in the USA or the increasingly rampant drug addiction make it clear that tens of millions of Americans feel alienated and are willing to seek simple explanations for their pain. And there are other parallels. Wealthy, reactionary German elites expected to benefit from Hitler's demagogy and control it at the same time. This is what some American billionaires such as Elon Musk or Peter Thiel also believed or still believe.
BP: You just spoke of a coup d'état. In any case, Trump is testing boundaries, openly thinking about a third term in office – which is not at all constitutionally legitimate. Could this become reality?
JS: I'm afraid so. But before that, there is something else decisive: the midterm elections next year. It may well be that Trump will try to manipulate these elections. The members of Congress, the House of Representatives and the Senate are elected. There is a very high probability that the public will vote against the Republicans at this level. And because that is the case, they will try to at least intimidate a fair election. I don't know what methods they will use, but it could be bad. I hope I'm wrong.
BP: Even if Trump should one day be history or increasingly decrepit, there is still his vice president, J.D. Vance.
JS: And it worries me no less. He is much more intelligent than Trump and yet his clone. Ultimately, this would simply be a continuity.
BP: And on the other side of the political spectrum: Are the Democrats lacking a person at the top who can inspire others and hold their own against Trump?
JS: I don't see anyone at the moment, that's true. California Governor Gavin Newsom is eloquent, handsome, but I don't think he has the kind of assertiveness he needs. The lack of such a personality is a real problem. We constantly ask ourselves who the next Democratic leader is. But someone could appear out of nowhere. That was the case with Barack Obama. In the beginning, no one knew him.
BP: And Zohran Mamdani, the new mayor of New York?
JS: He will not make it beyond the mayor's office because he is Muslim and, secondly, he is very anti-Israeli. You won't get far with that in the USA. He's very talented, but I don't think he'll get any further than New York City.
BP: Do you still have hope for the political development in your homeland?
I hope that more Americans will wake up and realize what is going on.

