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1
Introduction1

Samir Gandesha

The electoral successes and growing public profile of a number of author-
itarian political parties and movements throughout Europe, particularly 
in Italy, Poland and Hungary, the success of the Leave side in the Brexit 
referendum of 23 June 2016, and the election of Donald J. Trump as the 
45th President of the United States of America on 8 November 2016, have 
contributed to a renewed interest in the concept of fascism.2 Parties such 
as, for example, the National Rally Party in France led by Marine Le Pen 
have been understood to represent a form of “post-fascism,” which is to 
say a form of far-right politics inspired by twentieth-century fascism that, 
nevertheless, has largely come to accept the rules of liberal democracy, 
although the threat remains that they could turn back into neofascist 
parties and therefore someday seek to mobilize violently against liberal 
democracy.3 Critics have suggested that what we confront today is a form 
of “late fascism” based on the displacement of the utopian elements of 
what Ernst Bloch called non-synchronous temporalities, organized by 
twentieth-century fascisms, by the fantasy of complete synchronicity in  
an eternalized neo-liberal present.4 Commentators have also charted 
the logic of “fascist creep” which is to say the convergence of left- and 
right-wing ideas in notions of National Bolshevism, National Anarchism, 
the French Nouvelle Droite as well as Aleksandr Dugin’s “fourth polit-
ical theory” beyond liberalism, fascism and socialism.5 Critics have also 
sought to understand Islamism as a form of fascism that, in turn, has 
influenced the contemporary far-right.6

Rather than witnessing the return of fascism, then, as many others have 
suggested,7 what we see is the spectre or, rather, “spectres of fascism” in the 
plural today. The word “spectre”8 suggests the figure of the phantom, both 
as Geist (spirit) and Gespenst (ghost) that, in turn, suggests the uncanny 
(das Unheimliche) or the unhomely which, as Freud reminds us, is itself 
in part signified by the word homely or familiar (das Heimliche).9 In his 
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recently published lecture to the Austrian Socialist Students’ Union at the 
University of Vienna on 6 April 1967, Theodor W. Adorno speaks of the 
fascism’s “own ghostly shape” (eigenegespenstische Gestalt).10 The ghost 
of fascism, we might say, is quickly becoming the spirit of our times. 
We speak of spectres because it is not simply in the original domicile of 
fascism, which is to say Europe, that we see the return of fascism to public 
life but rather it has become a truly global phenomenon. In India, Turkey, 
Brazil, Egypt and the Philippines, we see the return of elements of fascist 
politics, though not the fully fledged counter-revolutionary fascist mass 
movement as had emerged in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s.

Twenty-first-century fascism is also uncanny precisely because, as 
already suggested, it transcends the seemingly original birthplace of 
fascism; its real point of origin was, as Aimé Césaire had pointed out 
already in 1950, Europe’s colonies. These were the original laboratories for 
Italian and German forms of fascism.11 The uncanny is strangely familiar 
because, for Freud, it suggests that which, having undergone repression, 
returns later as something discordantly strange, barely recognizable; the 
barbaric side of civilization. Fascism is uncanny insofar as it is a phenom-
enon that seems to belong to a distant age in a previous century yet has 
been all too close at hand in the first two decades of the present one. It 
entails, then, a socioeconomic, social-psychological and political condi-
tion in which previous historical traumas were not worked through or, 
if they were, then only in a partial and one-sided way. “I consider the 
survival of National Socialism within democracy to be potentially more 
menacing,” as Adorno put it in a key lecture in the post-war Bundesre-
publik, “than the survival of fascist tendencies against democracy.”12

Fascism haunts us still because liberal democracy was and remains 
constitutionally unable to address the fundamental contradiction 
be  queathed to it by the bourgeois revolution in which it was born. This is 
the basic contradiction between a democratic polity and a liberal economy, 
constituting the subject as inherently divided between universal citoyen 
and particularistic homo economicus.13 Fascism would always continue to 
figure as a ghostly presence within this order, occasionally taking material 
form. As Slavoj Žižek extrapolates from Walter Benjamin’s “Theories of 
German Fascism,” and his “On the Concept of History,” “every rise of 
fascism bears witness to a failed revolution.”14 Benjamin was thinking  
of the German Revolution about a decade earlier. 

We might, however, suggest that the roots of fascism lie in the serial 
failure to bring to completion the bourgeois revolution, the most 
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important episode of which – after the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) 
led by Toussaint L’Ouverture15 – was the debacle of 1848. “The tradition 
of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the 
living,”16 as Marx wrote, commenting on this event. Other failures, no 
doubt brought about by capital’s not inconsiderable political and military 
efforts, were the dissolution of the Paris Commune in 1871, the ossifica-
tion of the Russian Revolution after the death of Lenin, if not earlier with 
the crushing of Kronstadt, and the destruction of the Bavarian Council 
Republic in 1918. 

Finally, one could add to this list the revolutionary moment of 1968, 
the main battles of which were fought out by national-liberation and 
revolutionary movements in the Global South – and this, in part, would 
help explain the global dimensions of the authoritarian resurgence there 
today. The failed Revolution of 1848 was an especially consequential event 
for Europe, particularly the German principalities, as this was the precise 
moment at which nationalism veered from a republican to an increas-
ingly authoritarian direction, as personified in the particular trajecto-
ries of erstwhile proverbial veterans of the barricades in the so-called 
Vormärz period: Richard Wagner and Bruno Bauer.17 The end of this 
cycle of revolutionary activity in France at this time produced the Bona-
partism that would in many ways anticipate twentieth-century fascism. 
It would be seen as a transitional way-station between parliamentarism 
and fascism.18

HISTORY OF THE PRESENT

Today, the uncanny return of fascism can be situated between two key 
events: the Al-Qaeda attacks of 11 September 2001, and the financial crisis 
of 2007–8.19 The first event, tragic though it was, became the justification 
for a full-blown neoconservative foreign policy of aggressive and direct 
(as opposed to by proxy) regime change. This had already been envisaged 
by the Project for the New American Century (PNAC) think tank that 
had been co-founded by William Kristol and Robert Kagan in 1997 and 
remained active until 2006. Including such neoconservative luminaries as 
Elliott Abrams, William J. Bennett, Jeb Bush, Dick Cheney, Francis Fuku-
yama, Norman Podhoretz, Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz, the 
PNAC sought to identify “challenges and opportunities” for the United 
States in the twenty-first century. It sought increases in military spending, 
the strengthening of ties with “democratic allies” in confronting its 
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enemies, the promotion of political and economic “freedom” abroad and 
the assertion of the “unique role in preserving and extending an interna-
tional order friendly to our security, our prosperity and our principles.”20

In the attacks of 11 September 2001, it found both such challenges 
and opportunities, as the then National Security Advisor to the Bush 
Administration, Condoleezza Rice, put it in a much publicized speech 
at the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies at Johns 
Hopkins University:

… If the collapse of the Soviet Union and 9/11 bookend a major shift 
in international politics, then this is a period not just of grave danger, 
but of enormous opportunity. Before the clay is dry again, America 
and our friends and our allies must move decisively to take advantage 
of these new opportunities. This is, then, a period akin to 1945 to 1947, 
when American leadership expanded the number of free and demo-
cratic states – Japan and Germany among the great powers – to create 
a new balance of power that favored freedom.21

Rice and the Bush administration, having hardly waited for the clay 
to dry, took cunning advantage of such an “opportunity.” By the time 
of Rice’s speech, the United States had already toppled the Taliban in 
Afghanistan, weakened Al-Qaeda, and was training its sights on the 
regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq under the false claim that it possessed 
Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) – and would commence the inva-
sion of that country less than a year after Rice’s Johns Hopkins speech. The 
policy of regime change tacitly articulated by Rice contributed massively 
not only to the rise of terrorist organizations such as ISIS in Iraq but also, 
consequently, a crisis of displaced persons not seen since World War II, 
if ever. According to the UNHCR, there are some 70 million displaced 
persons globally.22 The stateless produced by these policies constituted, 
according to Hannah Arendt, “a new type of human being, the kind that 
are put in concentration camps by their foes and in internment camps 
by their friends.”23 This in turn authorized, as Agamben has shown, the 
exercise of sovereignty in a new form of biopower via the reduction of 
the human being as “bare life” to the status of homo sacer, the subject that 
legitimately could be put to death.24

If neoconservativism produced a crisis of displaced persons of unim-
aginable proportions, then 40 years of neoliberal policies of deregulation 
and privatization, accelerated in crucial ways by the “extreme centre” 
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(Bill Clinton and Tony Blair), created a social order in which crisis was no 
longer managed (as had been the case 1945–75) but had simply become 
normalized. This ranged from Black Monday, 19 October 1987, through 
the so-called Asian Flu of 1998 sparked by untrammelled currency spec-
ulation in south-east Asian economies, to a near meltdown of the global 
financial order provoked by the proliferation of subprime mortgages and 
collateralized debt obligations, by virtue of which high-risk investments 
were camouflaged amidst apparently low-risk vehicles in 2007–8.25 The 
extreme centre, according to Tariq Ali, “is the political system that has 
grown up under neoliberalism. It has existed in the States for at least a 
century and a half, where you have two political parties with different 
clientele but funded by the same source, and basically carrying out the 
same policies.”26 The paradoxical neoconservative tactic of “humani-
tarian intervention” in the interest of regime change was coupled with 
the neoliberal remaking of the state via accumulation by dispossession, 
privatization, deregulation and upward (and outward) redistribution of 
wealth in Iraq.27 If the collapse of the Soviet Union and 9/11 form one 
set of bookends, then 9/11 and the financial meltdown of 2007–8 form 
another set establishing the unique conjuncture within which the spectre 
of fascism haunts the present.

But what precisely do we mean when we speak of “fascism,” and does 
the term properly apply to the contemporary period? Distant histor-
ical antecedents can be found at the origins of the Western tradition 
of political thought, notably Plato’s Republic which, intimating his own 
aristocratic bias, depicts the degeneration of democracy into tyranny by 
way of the emergence of the demagogue capable of manipulating and 
harnessing the disaffections of those citizens constitutionally unable to 
control their baser impulses.28 Antecedents can also be located in the 
rise of the era of the Caesars in Rome, who wielded near-dictatorial 
power in part by buying off the masses with elaborate spectacles in the 
Coliseum: Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius and Nero with Julius 
Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon on 10 January 49 bce and the subse-
quent establishment of himself as Emperor. From this is derived the 
concept of Caesarism.29 Yet too much focus on these antecedents would 
be misleading insofar as fascism is a distinctively modern phenomenon.  
The bourgeois “freedom movements,” as Max Horkheimer has shown, 
from the sixteenth century themselves contained elements that would 
later form part and parcel of the fascist ideology of social psychology 
of the twentieth century.30 But perhaps the nearest anticipation of 
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twentieth-century fascism was the phenomenon of Bonapartism. In the  
aftermath of the revolutions that swept through Europe, and on the back-
drop of particularly militant workers’ uprisings during the June days of 
1848, Louis Bonaparte with the support of the Lumpenproletariat and the 
peasantry and appealing in turn to the examples of the Roman Republic 
and Empire, managed to seize power under the aegis of the “Party of 
Order” (see Chapter 11). In the eyes of Marx, in a very literal way this 
constituted a counter-revolution.31

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY FASCISM:  
BRINGING COLONIALISM BACK HOME

Historically, the emergence of fascism seemed to contradict Marx and 
Engels’ historical prognosis. In The Communist Manifesto, published 
on the eve of the revolutions of 1848, the authors argue that the contra-
diction between the forces of production, that is, the development of 
the industrial form of capitalism, and the communications and trans-
portation infrastructure that it necessitated, would hasten the conflict 
between an ever-shrinking bourgeoisie and a growing, unified and polit-
ically conscious proletariat, which, like Dr. Frankenstein’s creation, was 
to be the bourgeoisie’s “grave-digger.” Later, in the 1859 “Preface to the 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy,” Marx elaborates on 
this “fundamental contradiction” of capitalist society:

At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of 
society come into conflict with the existing relations of production 
or – this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms – with the 
property relations within the framework of which they have operated 
hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces these 
relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social revolu-
tion. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to 
the transformation of the whole immense superstructure.32

Yet, in the early twentieth century this contradiction between the produc-
tive forces and relations of production, far from leading to “social revolu-
tion,” led to the opposite: counter-revolution. Perhaps one could say that 
while Marx and Engels were good at forecasting revolution they were not 
as good at understanding the potentials for political counter-revolution, 
which is, of course, paradoxical inasmuch as they were driven into exile 
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by it themselves. The material productive forces of society, technology in 
particular, were incorporated into a radically masculinist, anti-modern 
and militaristic vision of society emphasizing hierarchy and a social 
Darwinist understanding of the struggle amongst races for survival 
and domination. As Walter Benjamin put it in “Theories of German 
Fascism,” “Deeply imbued with its own depravity, technology gave shape 
to the apocalyptic face of nature and reduced nature to silence – even 
though this technology had the power to give nature its voice.”33 The 
roots of this “reactionary modernism”34 can be found in the account of 
the crisis of the inter-war German capitalism, and its role in creating the 
conditions for the rise of Nazism can be found in Economy and Class 
Structure of German Fascism by Alfred Sohn-Rethel. In this text, Sohn-
Rethel shows the way in which the contradiction between the forces and 
relations of production were in a sense “solved” through imperialist poli-
cies forwarded towards central Europe by German industrial capital.35  
Of course, such a solution was to be rather short-lived. 

An influential account of fascism is that it constitutes an ultra- 
nationalist, revolutionary response to the existential crisis of meaning 
that emerges within a social and historical crisis of modern, secular 
societies. Such a crisis is perceived as a crisis of the health of the race 
or nation.36 While this account does well to highlight the existential 
nature of the crisis, it fails to understand it properly within a class anal-
ysis situated within a larger understanding of the socioeconomic crisis 
of capitalism.37 In contrast, the classical Marxian account of fascism, as 
alluded to above, is that fascism represents the bourgeoisie’s response to 
a militant working class and its institutions that threaten to bring about 
a fundamental social transformation of property relations (revolution) 
against the backdrop of a socioeconomic and political crisis of capitalism 
within an international order characterized by mounting and intensi-
fying inter-imperialist rivalries. The classical Marxian approach, for the 
most part, is, however, unable to properly come to terms with the exis-
tential and psychological dimensions of the crisis, namely the problem of 
insecurity, although it is implicit in its understanding of the social base of 
fascism as the petite bourgeoisie or the middle class. 

This is the contribution made by Western Marxism, in particular 
Georg Lukács and the Frankfurt School, to understanding the subjective 
dimensions of the crisis that made the working class susceptible to the 
siren song of fascism. A key mediator, it must be emphasized, was impe-
rialism which was motivated by the dynamics of capital accumulation 
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but was justified by way of a form of ultra-nationalism and the positing 
of Europe’s “civilizing mission.” By displacing class via national iden-
tities, the bourgeoisie is able to gain the support of the lower petite 
bourgeoisie and the Lumpenproletariat, or those classes whose social 
precarity renders them particularly insecure and susceptible to xeno-
phobia and extreme forms of nationalism within the context of an impe-
rialist project. As Sohn-Rethel had shown, and as was confirmed by a 
number of Marxist theorists in the first decades of the twentieth century, 
capitalism seeks to address its fundamental crises of overaccumulation 
as well as the tensions between the accelerating technological develop-
ment (forces of production) and the relations of production by seeking 
out non-capitalist or undercapitalized societies as the basis of renewed 
profit or surplus value extraction.38

The colonial aspects of fascism become clear in Mussolini’s assertion 
of Italian power over Abyssinia under the aegis of building a new Rome, 
and in Hitler’s project for a thousand-year Reich constructed in the east 
and the expulsion and liquidation of the Jews and the enslavement of 
the Slavic peoples living there. In particular, the experience of African 
colonization and the colonial imaginary of the westward expansion of 
the US republic in the nineteenth century played a key role as models 
for the Nazi project to secure Lebensraum for the German Volk.39 The 
colonial imaginary was also central to Mussolini’s vision of fascism, itself 
nurtured on the militaristic fantasies of the Futurists (see Chapter 3 for 
a more nuanced view in this volume). The Italian bombing of Abyssinia 
was central to the aesthetics of fascism – understood as an exemplary case 
of the “the aestheticizing of politics”40 – the spectacle of war, violence and 
domination. Moreover, Hitler’s ignominious vision was fuelled by both 
the genocides of the Herero and Nama peoples in addition to the afore-
mentioned stories of conquest of the Western US frontier. At the same 
time, modernism was also able to throw critical light on the growing 
authoritarianism in inter-war Europe and imperialism as in, inter alia, 
Franz Kakfa’s short story “In the Penal Colony.”

Building on Arendt’s Luxemburgian analysis of the connection between 
imperialism and Nazism and Foucault’s understanding of biopower, 
Enzo Traverso has argued that fascism represented the application of 
colonial techniques of violence that had hitherto been applied with little 
comment to European colonies now to Europe itself. As suggested above, 
in this sense fascism is uncanny or unhomely. In fascism, Europe (and  
North America) confronts its own strangely familiar colonial image. 
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This  deep connection between imperialism and fascism was already 
recognized, however, in 1950 by Aimé Césaire in his Discourse on Colo-
nialism, in which he condemns the hypocrisy of certain self-righteous 
forms of European anti-fascism: 

… before they were its victims, they were its accomplices; that they 
tolerated Nazism before it was inflicted on them, that they absolved 
it, shut their eyes to it, legitimized it, because, until then, it has been 
applied only to non-European peoples; that they have cultivated that 
Nazism, that they are responsible for it, and that before engulfing the 
whole edifice of Western, Christian civilization in its reddened waters, 
it oozes, seeps and trickles from every crack.41

FOSSIL COUNTER-REVOLUTION

“The incessant excavation of the earth in peacetime was  
already a type of trench war.”42

Max Horkheimer

It is against this understanding of fascism that we must pose the question 
of whether we are truly witnessing fascism’s return. In a recent editorial 
of the New Left Review after the US mid-term elections, sociologist Dylan 
Riley notes the surfeit of invocations of fascism across the political spec-
trum. Yet, on the basis of four axes – geopolitical dynamics, economic 
crisis, the relation between class and nation, and the character of political 
parties and civil societies – he carefully and quite persuasively lays out 
the case against considering a figure like Donald J. Trump to be a fascist.43 
While compelling, Riley’s brief is, ultimately, unconvincing because 
he fails to take seriously the undermining of the institutions of liberal 
democracy, against a backdrop of the chronic (rather than acute) socio-
economic crisis, in the name of collective identities which one witnesses 
not simply in the United States with the advent of the Trump presidency 
but globally. And, as we shall suggest, herein lies the core of contemporary 
fascism. 

Focusing on the US case, Holocaust historian Christopher R. Browning 
argues that there are several continuities and one significant discontinuity 
with the Weimar period. Then, as with the present, the United States was 
becoming increasingly isolationist. Then, as with the present, we saw an 
undermining of the institutions of liberal democracy; the part of President  
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Paul von Hindenburg, who momentously agreed to appoint Hitler as 
Chancellor in 1933, today is played by Mitch McConnell. “Like Hitler’s 
conservative allies,” Browning argues, “McConnell and the Republi-
cans have prided themselves on the early returns in their investment in 
Trump.”44 A key discontinuity, according to Browning, between Weimar 
and the current period involves the unlikelihood of witnessing the rise of 
an organized, disciplined mass-based fascist movement today. He fore-
sees, rather, an incremental and subtler “suffocation of democracy,” that 
is, the rise of what he calls “illiberal democracy” insofar as authoritarian 
leaders and movements typically make exclusionary-populist appeals to 
the “demos” or the “people” on the basis of which they seek to subvert the 
rule of law and constitutionality.

In the main, Browning’s analysis is cogent, particularly the argument 
that fascism today poses the threat of “illiberal democracy.”45 And if we 
look at the rise of other authoritarian regimes across the globe (from the 
United States and Canada to Poland and Hungary) we see the under-
mining of checks and balances on the executive branch of the state – the 
locus of sovereignty (Schmitt) – in particular by the judiciary and the 
press, as well as political dissent per se. This is precisely the manner in 
which democracy is threatened according to Adorno: not from without 
but from within.

What remains absent, perhaps unsurprisingly, from Browning’s liberal 
account, is an explanation of the social conditions that led to the rise of 
fascism in the 1930s and how those conditions might be paralleled by 
those we are witnessing today. Any convincing account of the spectre of 
the 1930s must link it not only to a determinate political crisis of demo-
cratic institutions such as in Germany the mendacity and duplicity of the 
political elites and their betrayal, but also the distinctive socioeconomic 
crisis not just of the 1930s but also the earlier period of the infamous 
German inflation of 1924–5. “If you don’t want to talk about capitalism,” 
as Max Horkheimer famously put it, “then you’d better keep quiet about 
fascism.”46

In this respect, Samir Amin’s recent discussion of fascism is more 
helpful (although Schmidt contests it in Chapter 2 of this volume). Amin 
contends that “Fascism is a particular political response to the challenges 
with which the management of capitalist society may be confronted  
in specific circumstances.” He goes on to suggest that it is comprised 
of two features. The first is that, underlying its diatribes against “capi-
talism” or “plutocracies,” fascism represents a distinctive response to 
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capitalist crises. Amin argues that the second feature of fascism is that this 
particular response is a “categorical rejection of ‘democracy’” (emphasis 
added). Amin argues:

Fascism always replaces the general principles on which the theories 
and practices of modern democracies are based – recognition of a 
diversity of opinions, recourse to electoral procedures to determine 
a majority, guarantee of the rights of the minority, etc. – with the 
opposed values of submission to the requirements of collective disci-
pline and the authority of the supreme leader and his main agents.47

Yet, perhaps, with Browning, Amin’s otherwise apposite formulation 
should be modified to read that fascism embodies an attack not on  
democracy – a rather more protean concept – but instead on liberal 
democracy. Because it understands fascism as a response to socio-
economic crises, it is a much stronger formulation than Browning’s. 
Amin’s definition of fascism constitutes the crucial framework within 
which to situate the truly global re- emergence of fascism today. 

If in the 1930s, the specific contradictions resulting from the acceler-
ated development of the productive forces under the aegis of industrial 
capital constituted a colonizing logic, today such a logic is impelled 
by the ever-more abstract irrational rationality of finance. The use of 
finance, as Vijay Prashad has shown, was key to neocolonialism in the 
post- independence period within the developing world.48 The IMF’s 
strategy of structural adjustment in the 1980s and 1990s played a key part 
in forcibly liberalizing societies in which the state played an important 
role in the provision of services and a modicum of wealth redistribution, 
etc. But financialization also contributes to ontological insecurity and 
anxiety.

Today, finance has displaced industrial capital and exercises its power 
not just directly, that is, by military means, but increasingly by means of 
the politics of debt.49 As Césaire remarks in noting the transition from 
colonialism to neocolonialism in the immediate post-war period: “‘Aid 
to the disinherited countries,’ says Truman. ‘The time of the old colo-
nialism has passed.’ That’s also Truman. Which means that American 
high finance considers that the time has come to raid every colony in 
the world. So, dear friends, here you have to be careful!”50 The key point 
here is that, like twentieth-century fascism, contemporary authoritari-
anism also entails the self-colonization of Europe itself, as we see in the 
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case of post-referendum Greece. The “violence of financial capital”51 in 
Europe is also evident in Emmanuel Macron’s use of brutally heavy-
handed policing tactics against the gilets jaunes, who have protested 
against austerity, among other things, in the Place de la République. Here 
we might point to the role of security services as harbingers of fascism 
insofar as they are often complicit with the far-right and directly target 
the left.52

Financial capital, though indirectly in the form of investments in 
futures markets, is closely tied to extractivism (see Chapter 14).53 If we 
look specifically at oil, we can discern how it led the development of 
the global economy, as the post-war “relationship between the American 
state and US oil companies … already epitomized ‘globalization.’”54 The 
unity of the global market with the circulation of fossil fuels was further 
cemented by the linking of oil to the US dollar, and the US dollar to the 
global financial system.55

Such an intertwined system is not without its weaknesses and dangers, 
and the current “carbon bubble” is “the result of an over-valuation of oil, 
coal and gas reserves held by fossil fuel companies … At least two-thirds 
of these reserves will have to remain underground if the world is to 
meet existing internationally agreed targets to avoid the threshold for 
‘dangerous’ climate change. If the agreements hold, these reserves will 
be in effect unburnable and so worthless – leading to massive market 
losses.”56 The new far-right could be said to represent a new fossil counter- 
revolution underwritten by the Koch Brothers.57 Thus the financial mech-
anisms of the global market are so tied to resource extraction that failure 
in one sector will inevitably lead to failure in the other. This is sometimes 
described as “locked-in” climate change, and highlights the way in which 
the current struggle for alternatives is as much a struggle over spaces as 
it is a struggle over times; that is, the contradiction between the market’s 
inherent “short-termism” and the “long-termism” of the environmental 
and climate consequences of market-driven fossil fuel production. 

This brings us back to Césaire’s reflection on the deep connection 
between colonialism and fascism. Just as surplus labour time is extracted 
by capital from an increasingly internationalized, racialized and precar-
ious workforce, so too are resources forcibly extracted from the earth 
via renewed forms of primitive accumulation. These disproportionately 
affect societies located in the Global South and Indigenous communi-
ties across the globe.58 The accelerated development of capitalism in the 
twenty-first century – especially in the area of fossil fuels and resource 
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extraction – has taken this fractured metabolic process to and beyond its 
sustainable limit, depleting non-renewable resources at an alarming rate, 
damaging the environmental and social fabrics of communities, contrib-
uting greatly to anthropogenic climate change, and reducing biodiversity 
to the point at which scientists are speaking of an unfolding planetary 
mass extinction.59

Extractive states place unbearable pressure on the extant fault lines of 
formal democratic institutions and processes. As the UN special rappor-
teur on extreme poverty and human rights, Philip Alston, has suggested, 
“… democracy and the rule of law, as well as a wide range of civil and 
political rights are every bit at risk.”60As Timothy Mitchell notes, “coun-
tries that depend upon petroleum resources for a large part of their earn-
ings from exports tend to be less democratic”; indeed, “existing forms 
of democratic government appear incapable of taking the precautions 
needed to protect the long-term future of the planet” because “economic 
calculation” occupies “the space of democratic debate.”61 Such develop-
ments point to the very real possibility of the constitution of what has 
been called a “climate leviathan” or a form of authoritarian planetary 
sovereignty. 

While Amin draws attention to the explicitly anti-liberal-democratic 
“values of the submission to the requirements of collective discipline 
and the authority of the supreme leader and his main agents,” he fails 
to provide an adequate account of how this is possible. “The masses 
have a right to changed property relations; fascism seeks to give them 
expression in keeping these relations unchanged,”62 as Walter Benjamin 
argued. As his Frankfurt colleagues would show, this expression also had 
a profoundly social-psychological component: the insecurity generated 
by fear, anxiety and frustration of the masses in a period of economic 
turbulence and insecurity was actively and consciously desublimated 
by fascist movements and turned against civilization itself. Franz L. 
Neumann argues that authoritarian politics entails the transformation of 
real into neurotic anxiety.63

The spectre of fascism is due not simply to economic insecurity nor 
to cultural anxieties or the loss of privilege. It is actively produced by the 
authoritarian populist translation of economic insecurities into cultural 
anxieties against the backdrop of the prospect of ecological collapse. As 
Neumann states, “The intensification of anxiety into persecutory anxiety 
is successful when a group (class, religion, race) is threatened by loss of 
status, without understanding the process which leads to its degradation.” 
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It has led to the transformation of the social “stranger” (Simmel) into a 
political “enemy” (Schmitt) in the absence of political parties and move-
ments that could offer genuine alternatives to the neoliberal dispensa-
tion of deepening and crushing inequality and austerity.64 The continuity 
between twentieth- and twenty-first-century fascisms, in part, is to be 
located here.65

Financialization is only putatively challenged by authoritarian polit-
ical discourses grounded in the charismatic appeal to authenticity: 
discourse that transforms the people into a mass (see Chapters 2 and 8 
of this volume).66 A global order, dominated by the ever-more abstract 
and accelerated operations of finance capital leading to ever-more 
pronounced forms of anxiety and insecurity, produces an “ontological 
need,” a need for a connection to authentic Being, which is expressed in 
the form of homogenous collective identities.67

To summarize the discussion so far, contemporary fascism can be 
regarded as a militantly anti-liberal-democratic way of addressing the 
nature of the crisis of capitalist social relations. Collective identities 
and cultural traditions are re-invented and mobilized in such a way as 
to confront and undermine formal democratic institutions and rule of 
law, by way of an appeal to patriarchal, supposedly “authentic” collec-
tive identities (see Chapters 7 and 13) that were themselves nurtured 
and sustained by a social Darwinist vision of an unforgiving struggle 
for existence among competing races and individuals. Such a mobiliza-
tion tends to reinforce new colonial forms of primitive accumulation or 
accumulation by dispossession via redoubled colonialism based on the 
“financialization of life,” central to which is intensified financial invest-
ment in resource extraction.68 The precise manner, however, in which 
this logic plays depends on the diachronic or historical circumstances of 
a given society as well as its synchronic, which is to say structural, loca-
tion within global capitalism as a whole. Amin’s framework is particu-
larly helpful insofar as what we confront today is a truly globalized rise 
of the spectre of fascism from the US parts of Latin America, Brazil in 
particular, to Europe through Turkey and Egypt to India. 

THE “FUTURE” IN THE ERA OF ITS  
PLANNED OBSOLESCENCE 

In contrast, though, to Mussolini’s attempt to build a “New Rome” or 
Hitler’s thousand-year Reich, which above all centred on a distinctive 
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temporal politics, a politics oriented to colonizing not just space but 
time, that is, the future, today the “spectre of fascism” responds to the 
ecological limits of capitalism within which the future itself – within 
existing property relations – becomes increasingly unimaginable.69

The spectre of fascism returns, then, as a response to a particular 
financial and ecological crisis of capitalism. If twentieth-century fascism, 
in part, offered a solution to the economic slump via an acceleration 
of the extraction of absolute and relative surplus-value extraction by 
smashing independent trade unions and other working-class institu-
tions, today fascism centres on a deepening of resource extraction on 
the very  precipice of massive deskilling of labour, and widespread auto-
mation and employment of robotics, machine learning and artificial 
intelligence, to wit: the prospective obsolescence of humanity itself. Such 
a logic entails what Achille Mbembe calls the “becoming Black of the 
world,” the creation of “abandoned subjects”: 

There are no more workers as such. There are only laboring nomads. 
If yesterday’s drama of the subject was exploitation by capital, the 
tragedy of the multitude today is that they are unable to be exploited 
at all. They are abandoned subjects, relegated to the role of a “super-
fluous humanity.”70

If we take as our definition the classic account of fascism as that 
reactionary mass movement comprised of an alliance between indus-
trial capital and the petite bourgeoisie against the working class and its 
political organizations in the context of imperialist rivalries and capi-
talist crises of overproduction, then it is far from clear that what we face 
today can in any straightforward way be described as “fascism” in this 
sense. Today, after the defeat of organized labour, there is precious little 
resistance to dead labour’s extraction of surplus value from living labour. 
This drives growing colonization, militarism, jingoism and, ultimately, 
war against peoples – Indigenous peoples in particular (see Chapter 
12) especially in North America, India and Brazil – and the very planet 
itself. Far from having to confront the revolutionary force of organized 
labour today, at least not in Europe and North America (Brazil and India 
evince different logics), today fascism emerges from the phenomenon of 
accelerated global migration flows resulting from the economic, social 
and political violence (new forms of primitive accumulation) attendant 
upon globalization and global climate change. It also responds to the 
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increasing ontological insecurity of citizens of these states, whose fear in 
an age of massive, irreversible climate change is increasingly mobilized 
against pariah peoples.71 Such mobilization is based on the recognition 
that, under the late form of neoliberalism, the line between citizen and 
migrant, parvenu and pariah, in other words, “genuine” and “super-
fluous” humanity is coming to be increasingly blurred. 

Yet, if Benjamin’s “failed revolution” can be understood not simply in  
the singular but rather as several failed attempts at completing, realizing 
and transcending the bourgeois revolutions of 1789/1848, then the task 
of the left surely must be to consider its future in light of its own melan-
choly past. What does this mean? In the context of fascisms that under-
mine liberal democracy from within, on the backdrop of a combination 
of the ongoing crisis tendencies of the financialized neoliberal order and 
the looming threat of ecological collapse that we are now experiencing, 
rather than a resigned dismissal of liberal democracy, the left must make 
significant efforts to distinguish itself from the far-right’s attack on these 
institutions. To engage in such a dismissal would be to violate the condi-
tions of what Christian Lenhardt, following Walter Benjamin, called 
“anamnestic solidarity”72 with previous generations who struggled to 
shape these institutions, imperfect though they may be, in a more genu-
inely democratic and egalitarian direction. The right engages in what  
we could call an abstract negation, a simple cancellation, of the institu-
tions of liberal democracy in the name of “natural” hierarchies of various 
sorts. In order to avoid “fascist creep” and offer a genuine alternative, 
the left must take up a genuinely dialectical politics of determinate 
 negation, which is to say, it must simultaneously cancel and preserve 
aspects of the very liberal democracy targeted by the far-right on the 
horizon of a refashioned universalism. It must struggle to defend and 
preserve civil rights and to expand and deepen social rights while criti-
quing and limiting bourgeois property rights. While cancelling the separ-
ation between the political and economic spheres – the very separation 
between “liberalism” (negative freedom) and “democracy” (equality), 
which means also urgently rethinking and reconfiguring the vital rela-
tionship between economic production and social reproduction – the left 
must insist upon a thorough-going democratization of society.73 Along 
with such democratization, the left must insist, as well, on the tradition 
of “autonomous individualism” for which, in the words of Fanonian 
political philosopher Ato Sekyi-Otu, “the assertion of individuality is 
virtually an intrinsic value, and never more valuable than in social orders 
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and historical conditions in which it is extinguished or suppressed, 
discounted or misdirected: racist culture, the colonial regime, fascism.”74

This means fighting energetically to maintain and deepen rights and 
freedoms, especially of association, speech and expression, due process, 
etc. that are profoundly threatened today around the globe and will only 
continue to be so under the gathering dark clouds of global climate 
change. Only thus would it be possible to redeem the promise of the 
free and autonomous life – one that also necessitates a non-dominating 
relationship with external nature – that inheres within the revolutionary 
horizon of the modern era. 

The essays assembled here are thoroughly interdisciplinary and 
draw upon the specialized disciplines of art history, communications,  
philosophy, political economy, political science, psychoanalysis and 
sociology. In this, the book could be said to take its inspiration from the 
Institute for Social Research, founded in 1923, with the aim of under-
standing the transformations in the nature of capitalism in Europe 
and resulting changes at all levels of society including and especially 
the production of subjectivity. The book is divided into three sections: 
History, Theory, and The Contemporary Horizon. The first section builds 
on the Introduction to provide the historical context to enable us to make 
sense of the return of fascism in the twenty-first century. Ingo Schmidt 
provides a thorough overview of Marxist debates in understanding 
fascism and in the practical struggles against it in Germany in the 1920s 
and 1930s. Jaleh Mansoor brushes received art history against the grain to 
disclose the hitherto overlooked political ambivalence, largely due to the 
influence of Walter Benjamin, of Italian Futurism. Alec Balasescu exam-
ines the strange similarities between the excessive “aesthetics salvation” 
of totalitarian regimes such as that of the Ceauşescu regime in his native 
Romania and Donald J. Trump’s Versailles pretentions, which could be 
understood as an architectural will to autarky. Tamir Bar-On sets forth 
a comparative assessment of the French Nouvelle Droite led by Alain 
de Benoist that began to become influential in the 1980s and the newly 
constituted “alt-right,” claiming that while there are family resemblances 
between the two, they must be understood as ideologically quite distinct. 

The next section, “Theory,” provides a constellation of conceptual 
approaches to fascism. Am Johal provides an examination of a fascist 
thinker with whom the left has flirted now for several decades, Carl 
Schmitt, and poses the question of whether he could be of use today 
(if he ever really was!). In an important re-assessment of the soon to 
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be rereleased two volumes of Klaus Theweleit’s Male Fantasies, Laura 
Marks expresses certain reservations about its essentialist implications 
for understanding contemporary far-right discourse and calls for a more 
historically specific account, in which one’s relationship to others need 
not be one of mastery, but of “self-loss, openness, or curiosity.” Gary 
Genosko shows how, in developing a notion of “micro-fascism,” by  
understanding it in a decentred way, Piérre-Felix Guattari grasps the 
process by which the energy of mass desire is directed towards self- 
destruction. Having studied Donald J. Trump since the 1980s, Guattari 
is uniquely placed not only to understand the multiple resonances of  
Trump but also the way in which these contain both “reactionary forces 
and their proto- revolutionary enemies.” In a rather different way, in my 
chapter, I provide a reading of Adorno’s crucial summation of his work on 
the social psychology of authoritarianism, arguing that Adorno’s under-
standing of the agitator provides profound insight into the strange appeal 
of Donald Trump’s authoritarian populist rhetoric today. Also in a psycho-
analytical vein deeply informed by the “Lacanian left,” Hilda Fernandez- 
Alvarez argues that a crisis in the Master signifier leads to a reversion to 
predominance of imaginary mechanisms such as identitarian politics. 
Much hinges upon the way in which left and right articulate the rela-
tion between the Master signifier and universality: while the right re- 
institutes the Master signifier as a false universal of race or the ethnos, 
the left is attentive (or should be) to the traumatic residues that exceed 
any given claim to universality. Like Marks, Fernandez-Alvarez 
lays claim to the feminine logic of the “not-all” beyond the will to  
mastery. 

In the final section we look at the rise of fascism as a global and transna-
tional phenomenon. Vladimir Safatle argues that we can understand the 
election of Bolsonaro as a kind of “pre-emptive counter-revolution” that 
responded to the accumulation of popular demands that constituting the 
revolutionary conjuncture of 2013. In a remarkably situated way, drawing 
on the concept of “Red intersectionality” and echoing Aimé Césaire, 
Patricia Barkaskas suggests that what the left ought not to forget, amidst 
a certain hyperbolic concern with the return of fascism to Western 
liberal democracies, is that the genocidal nature of settler colonialism 
always already enforced a form of horrific domination of Indigenous 
peoples and as such could be regarded as one of fascism’s original labora-
tories. The colonial imaginary of fascism is reinforced by Joan Braune in  
her intellectual and political profile of Steve Bannon – Breitbart editor, 
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former Trump advisor and instigator of a new “Fascist International” or 
“the Movement,” for whom Jean Raspail’s novel The Camp of the Saints is 
core inspiration. Through its depiction of a Europe overrun by denizens 
of the Global South, the novel presents a vision of the coming Kali Yuga 
or period of decline that precedes a moment of rebirth within which 
the old hierarchies are violently re-asserted. Ajay and Vijay Gudavarthy 
claim that in India what one witnesses is not so much fascism as an 
authoritarian regime with fascist characteristics. They explain its appeal 
by unearthing the particular and contradictory dynamics of neoliberal 
capitalism in the complex fabric of Indian society. Finally, Johan F. Hartle 
argues that the rise of fascism can, in part, be attributed to the fact that 
so much of left politics, at least within the spheres of art practices and art 
activism, today hinges upon an aestheticized politics of representation 
and inclusion within the liberal confines of formal equality – yet such a 
normative horizon is in fact part of the problem insofar as it occludes the 
relation of power and domination which are the necessary conditions for 
the rise of fascism in the first place. 
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2
The “Hope of the Hopeless”: 

Contemporary Lessons from Marxist 
Struggles Against Hitler and Mussolini

Ingo Schmidt

In the hallways of the ages, on the road to history,

What we do now will always be with us.

It’s a chance to give new meaning to every move we make,

In the caverns, in the caves, where we come from.

Instead of cursing the darkness,

Light a candle for where we’re going,

There’s something ahead, worth looking for.

Light a candle in the darkness,

So others might see ahead …

Neil Young1

Back in the 1990s, the liberal centre enjoyed unprecedented power and 
legitimacy. With the bursting of the New Economy bubble, the war on 
terror, and a world economic crisis later, the same centre seems to be 
challenged by a populist upsurge.2 Some authors on the left see populism 
as an overly vague catch-all term that lumps together new political 
formations on the right and the left but glosses over the links between 
capitalist crises and the emergence of such new formations.3 However, 
this doesn’t mean that labelling new formations on the right as fascist 
makes things much clearer. To the contrary, fascism has a long history 
as a curse word, devoid of content across the political spectrum. As an 
analytical term, liberals and conservatives have often equated fascism 
with communism, much like today’s liberals who throw left- and right-
wing populists into the same basket. In both cases, liberals and conser-
vatives present capitalism, which they equate with liberal democracy,  
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as the alternative. On the left, Horkheimer’s dictum that “whoever is not 
willing to talk about capitalism should also keep quiet about fascism” 
may actually be the only point of agreement.4

Beyond that, the new right is being labelled as everything from 
“proto-fascist” to “post-fascist.”5 Underlying definitions can be as generic 
as Amin’s claim that fascism is about managing capitalism in an author-
itarian manner.6 This would include nineteenth-century monarchies in 
Germany and Russia as much as a plethora of twentieth-century mili-
tary dictatorships. Amin doesn’t include any of them in his discussion 
of the historical origins of contemporary fascism and doesn’t make clear 
what exactly distinguishes formations he calls fascist from other forms 
of authoritarian rule. And so, we come full circle. To avoid the vague-
ness of the concept of fascism, other authors on the left prefer to use 
another vague label: populism.7 Distinguishing between left- and right-
wing populisms may make things somewhat clearer, but it would be 
far-fetched to call either of them well defined.8

It would be easy to establish an a priori checklist and then go out 
and see whether it matches observable realities.9 This is what many 
liberal and conservative theoreticians of totalitarianism have done and, 
sure enough, they did find analogies between historical fascism and 
communism. But they never looked for the socioeconomic conditions 
that might have produced the political phenomena on their checklist. 
The question of whether fascist and communist political regimes operate 
on the same economic basis or whether different economic systems 
could produce similar, if not identical, political regimes wasn’t even 
asked. The political purpose of equating fascism and communism and 
separating them from capitalism and its liberal superstructures was 
hidden behind a priori definitions. In this respect, Amin and Foster just 
reiterate, and rightly so, the standard left critique of liberal and conserva-
tive theories of totalitarianism. Yet, as shown, this neither implies that all 
political movements on the right are necessarily fascist nor does it mean 
that the concepts of fascism or, for that matter, populism, are anywhere  
near clarity.

Lack of clarity is often the result of scholarly sloppiness or political 
intentions taking precedence over scientific rigour. But it can also point 
to a situation in which reality changes faster than theoretical and empir-
ical work can capture. In this regard, contradictory and vague terms such 
as “proto-fascism,” “post-fascism” or “right-wing populism” may simply 
reflect the emergence and transformations of political formations that 

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   28 07/02/20   4:59 PM



the “hope of the hopeless”  ·  29

are still very much in flux. And that is the point of departure for the 
following attempt to catch at least a glimpse of the origins and possible 
transformations of today’s new right. To this end, I will introduce Marxist 
theories of fascism in their historical context and compare that context 
with the conditions under which today’s new right is developing. The 
rationale behind the focus on Marxism is twofold: Marxist socialism was 
the fascists’ declared enemy in the 1920s and 1930s and socialists sought 
to develop anti-fascist struggles on the basis of Marxist theories.

In a similar vein, the following analysis seeks to understand the new 
right of today in a way that could help to build left alternatives to it. It will 
reveal parallels between historical fascism and the new right, namely that 
both developed in the aftermath of deep economic crises and attract their 
mass support from segments of the working and middle classes. But the 
analysis will also highlight significant differences. The economic crises 
to which historical fascism responded was part of a larger crisis caused 
by rivalries between national capitals firmly tied to colonial powers. No 
such rivalries exist today. Contemporary capitalism dominates states in 
such a way that they sustain a global regime of capital mobility. Under 
neoliberal globalization, great power struggles over colonial empires 
and zones of influence have become baseless. If there is a threat to 
global capitalism, it comes from right-wing, and sometimes left-wing, 
movements that promise protections against the downgrading that the 
popular classes suffered under the reign of global capital. By contrast, 
historical fascism was a response to the socialist challenge that became 
possible during the crises of colonial capitalism. No such challenge exists 
today. The new right attracts the discontents of neoliberal globalization 
and will continue to do so until socialist alternatives emerge, possibly out 
of the struggles against the new right.

CAPITAL, STATES AND CRISES

It was beyond dispute amongst Marxists during the 1920s and 1930s that 
the social dislocations and misery brought about by World War I and the 
economic crises in its aftermath were a breeding ground for fascism in 
Europe. The only controversial question was whether or not capitalism 
could get back on track. Drawing on Lenin’s argument that the complete 
division of the world among the great powers depleted capitalism’s poten-
tial for market expansion,10 some communist Marxists argued that things 
got even worse for market-seeking capitalists when the emergence of the 
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Soviet Union actually diminished the world market.11 Others derived the 
diagnosis of a general or terminal crisis of capitalism from the argument 
that it was the factors Marx had identified as temporary offsets to the fall 
of the profit rate which had been depleted.12 This diagnosis was shared 
by dissident communists like Trotsky and Thalheimer but disputed by 
the Menshevik economist Kondratieff and by Hilferding, chief theoreti-
cian of the German Social Democrats. Kondratieff argued that the post-
World War I crisis was part of a long downswing that would eventually 
pave the way for another long boom.13 Hilferding went even further, 
arguing that the fusion between industries and banks into a highly 
concentrated finance capital allowed company executives to relocate 
funds between different sectors of the economy in such a way that major 
crises could be avoided.14 Under the reign of the Hohenzollern Empire, 
finance capital fused its power with the vested interests of large land-
owners and the military into a project of protectionism and imperialist 
expansion. However, the political representation of the working class in 
the Weimar Republic, Hilferding argued, could serve as a countervailing 
power to capital and steer the economy from imperialist adventures into 
a prosperous future.15

From this angle, the post-World War I crisis was not part of a general 
crisis of capitalism, but just a hangover from the war. These ideas might 
have had some currency during the short period of economic and polit-
ical stabilization during the mid-1920s, but once the Great Depression 
rendered them illusory, Hilferding and most other Social Democrats 
with him turned back to the orthodox view that crises are an unprevent-
able part of the capitalist game. Instead of mobilizing support for the 
fiscal stimulus ideas from unions and some state functionaries, Social 
Democrats who did not see any chance for a socialist transition, which, 
according to Second International orthodoxy, would have been the only 
way to overcome crises, supported bourgeois coalition governments and 
their austerity policies in parliament. Efforts to keep the Nazis out of 
government by tolerating any bourgeois coalition backfired, because 
social democracy’s affiliation with the austerity policies of these govern-
ments cost them so dearly at the ballot box that they lost their vetoing 
minority. However, the increasing difficulty of forming governments 
without the Nazis wasn’t the only reason that ruling elites eventually 
supported a coalition under Hitler’s chancellorship. Communist gains in 
the two elections before Hitler became chancellor were far from signal-
ling a return of the revolutionary upheavals that had flared up between 
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1918 and 1923, but were enough to convince the ruling elites that it was 
time to take pre-emptive measures (see Chapter 11).

With the onset of the Great Depression, communists found their 
thesis of a general crisis of capitalism confirmed and expected impover-
ished proletarian masses to rally behind their revolutionary banners. But 
these masses were far from forming a revolutionary force. A united front 
with the Social Democrats, for which dissident currents on both wings 
of the workers’ movement were calling, might have been strong enough 
to stop Hitler’s rise to power but lacked any programmatic basis. While 
the Social Democrats defended a dying Weimar Republic, the Commu-
nists dreamt of a Soviet Germany. The Keynesian policies that might 
have helped to solve the immediate problems of mass unemployment 
and poverty were beyond the horizon of both, even though there was no 
shortage of respective proposals in Germany as in other countries.16 It 
was left to Hitler to pick up such proposals to build the Nazi war machine 
that, in the short run, did create employment and, in the long run, aimed 
at paying for the war through the super-exploitation of populations in 
occupied territories.17

Less concerned with economic policies than with state structures, 
some Marxists tried to understand what kind of regime it was that the 
Nazis had established. Neumann called it “totalitarian monopoly capi-
talism” but argued that the regime was riven by internal conflicts and 
hence much less stable than it appeared.18 Pollock, on the other hand, 
considered the Nazi regime as a new economic order that transcended 
capitalist cycles of crises.19 Economically, it was just another variety of 
“state capitalism” to him.20 In other words, the possibility of an organized 
democratic capitalism, that Hilferding wanted the Weimar Republic to 
be, became reality as an organized terrorist capitalism under the Nazis. 
Kalecki realized that a terrorist regime didn’t need an industrial reserve 
army of labour to keep wages within the bounds deemed acceptable by 
capitalists.21

These authors were writing at a time when nineteenth-century liberal 
states, almost exclusively concerned with the protection of private prop-
erty rights, collided with emerging twentieth-century interventionist 
states that would add political rules to the capitalist game and funnel 
large sums of money through their accounts to keep capital accumu-
lation on track. Inevitably, in such times of fast changes and collisions, 
the concepts they used were provisional, marked by old certainties that 
no longer made sense and speculation about a future still hard to grasp. 
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Nevertheless, they were on to something that was unfolding in Germany 
and other European countries. Tragically though, it was only after the 
Nazis had consolidated their terror regime that democratic capitalism 
came to terms with Keynesian interventionism.22 And even that coming 
to terms happened, as in Sweden, only on the periphery of the capitalist 
centres or, as in the United States, was heavily influenced by the Nazi 
challenge. After all, New Deal policies focused on micro-economic regu-
lations in ways akin to Hilferding’s plans for an organized capitalism, 
but weren’t able to pull the economy out of recession. This didn’t happen 
until the turn to “military Keynesianism” that prepared the United States’ 
entry to World War II.

After World War II, some kind of balance between welfare states and 
warfare economies was reached, while imperialist rivalries gave way to the 
formation of a collective imperialism under US leadership.23 In this new 
imperialism, the United States ran a vast military-industrial complex that 
guaranteed, along with the US dollar as international reserve currency 
and technological leadership, its dominant position. The Cold War helped 
to keep labour under control as any activist stepping beyond the corpo-
ratist borders of the Keynesian state was considered an outside enemy. 
Under these conditions, most, but not all, layers of Western working 
classes could be integrated, helping to stabilize the long post-war boom 
as aspiring consumers. However, after years of high employment and 
under increasing pressures to work faster to compensate capitalists for 
the rising real wages they had to pay, some workers did step outside the 
business unionists’ rulebook. A series of wildcat strikes, accompanied by 
new social movements protesting the exclusion of women, ethnic minor-
ities and immigrants from the Keynesian deal, raised Kalecki’s spectre of 
a profit squeeze under democratic capitalism. This happened at a time 
when the World War II adversaries, Germany and Japan, flooded world 
markets with mass-produced goods and the US economy felt increas-
ingly burdened with the costs of sustaining collective imperialism.24

Interestingly, capitalist and middle-class responses to this left upsurge 
of the 1960s and 1970s were very different from those in the 1920s and 
1930s. The latter produced historical fascism as an attempt to restore the 
pre-World War I order – which combined liberalism for the propertied 
classes with authoritarianism for the popular masses – but supplemented 
it with a popular basis and pushed the development of the forces of 
production beyond the level that had been reached under colonial capi-
talism. Yet the ideological integration around “imagined communities” 
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of superior peoples did not achieve the material gains that fascist move-
ments had promised.25 The tension between popular classes’ expec-
tations and the capitalist dictatorship need to keep such expectations 
under control was one of the key reasons for the infighting in the fascist  
“Behemoth.”26 The other was conflicts about timing, strategy and finan-
cing of the war effort. Unprecedented propaganda machines notwith-
standing, the main lever of fascist rule vis-à-vis domestic popular classes 
and external adversaries was brute force.

Capitalist responses to the “long 1960s” upsurge,27 at least in the capi-
talist centres, saw violence restricted to an ultima ratio and installed 
finance as the key lever to roll back insurgent movements and the insti-
tutional bastions of labour in the Keynesian welfare state. There were 
neofascist responses also, but the dominant factions of capital had no 
interest in using them as storm troopers like Italian and German capi-
talists had done in the 1920s and 1930s. They could rely on a blend of 
authoritarian and market populist propaganda that was effectively 
dispersed by the media-corporate complex.28 And whereas Hilferding 
had witnessed a merger of industry and banks,29 finance from the 1980s 
onwards acquired a dominant position. To meet the profit benchmarks 
established by private banking, central banks, ministries of finance and 
global governance institutions, welfare states had to cut back some 
provisions and privatize others. At the same time, production processes 
were restructured in a way that systematically bypassed “unreason-
able” legal standards and union representation. However, fiscal and 
financial crises that helped to open new markets in the peripheries and 
public sectors of the centres from the 1980s to the 1990s have turned 
inwards since the bursting of the New Economy bubble in 2001. Since 
then, even low-paying jobs and reduced social benefits have become 
increasingly insecure. Growing inequalities are being loaded on top 
of even faster-growing insecurities. In the face of these developments, 
market populism has now lost its currency and created a severe legiti-
mation crisis.30 Yet unlike in the aftermath of World War I or during the 
“long 60s,” there is no left challenge to capitalist rule that would induce  
capitalists to seek fascist support to ward off such a challenge.

CLASS RELATIONS

Responding to the rise of Italian fascism in the early 1920s, Zetkin defined 
fascism as “concentrated expression of the general offensive undertaken 
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by the world bourgeoisie against the proletariat”; she characterized it as 
“a punishment of the proletariat for failing to carry on the revolution 
begun in Russia” and argued that it is sustained “not by a narrow caste 
but by broad social layers, large masses that reach even into the prole-
tariat.”31 As could be expected from any good communist, she put the 
failure to carry on the revolution at social democracy’s doorstep, a charge 
that Comintern leaders soon escalated to the much further-reaching 
charge that social democrats really are “social fascists.” The so charged, 
it should be noted, returned the favour by calling communists “red 
painted fascists.” These mutual charges are not only another example of 
the inflationary use of the word fascism, which makes it difficult to use it 
as a scholarly concept, but, more importantly, they also give a hint at the 
poisonous atmosphere between social democrats and communists that 
left little room for the dissidents in each camp to work towards a united 
front against fascism.

These dissidents took seriously Zetkin’s argument that fascism differed 
from other forms of authoritarian rule in having a popular mass basis, but 
tended to downplay working-class support and focused very much on old 
and new middle classes. Drawing on Marx’s 18th Brumaire,  Thalheimer, 
a leading figure of the Communist Party opposition in Germany, and 
Trotsky argued that war, crises and revolutionary upheavals had created 
a precarious balance between workers and capitalists.32 In this situation, 
the middle classes, economically impoverished and socially dislocated 
just as much as the working classes, supported Mussolini and Hitler like 
French peasants supported Louis Bonaparte after the defeat of the 1848 
revolution. To maintain their social position, capitalists would leave 
political power to the fascists, which, as Bauer, one of the leaders of the 
Austrian Social Democrats, pointed out, meant not only the terrorist 
suppression of communist insurgencies, but also the rollback of the 
social reforms that workers had won even though the further-reaching 
goals of those insurgencies had not been reached.33 Mussolini and Hitler 
came to power after revolutionary movements had been defeated; in 
this sense they don’t represent, contrary to Zetkin’s claims, the “general 
offensive undertaken by the world bourgeoisie against the proletariat”  
but the consolidation of the counter-revolution.34

Bauer, Thalheimer, Trotsky and some others were certainly right in 
pointing at the fact that fascism was more than an instrument in the 
hands of capital, and also in stressing the contradictions between fascist 
mass organizations and business elites. However, they glossed over what 
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was for socialists the inconvenient truth that mass support came not only 
from the middle classes, but also from the working classes. Workers were 
less likely than middle-class folks to follow Mussolini or Hitler, but the 
very fact that some of them did, along with individuals from all other 
classes, indicated that the fascist promise to dissolve class society and 
struggle in an ethnically purified nation found an echo amongst the 
socially dislocated who were eager to play their assigned roles within 
the national community. Taking the cross-class support for fascists 
into account would have required a change in political strategy. The 
united front that communist and social democratic dissidents fought 
for during the Great Depression was very much modelled after the 
general strike against the Kapp Putsch in 1920. That strike was called by 
the social-democratic-leaning Union Federation and, after some hesita-
tion, also supported by the Communists. The putsch was carried out by 
right-wing militias but couldn’t rely on support from mass organizations 
comparable to the Nazi party and their storm troopers a decade later.

The need to build an anti-fascist front beyond the ranks of the 
workers’ movement was recognized only belatedly by the Comintern 
that, like the Social Democrats, had steadfastly opposed calls for a united 
front until the Nazis came to power. However, the turn to the Popular 
Front announced by the Comintern at its 1935 congress didn’t delve very 
much into the question of why many of the individuals from different 
class backgrounds that were now called to unite in anti-fascist action 
had supported fascists in the first place. Dimitroff, who announced the 
turn to the Popular Front, reiterated the long-held Comintern definition 
of fascism as “the open terrorist dictatorship of the most reactionary, 
most chauvinistic and most imperialist elements of finance capital.”35 In 
a way, this is a truism. But it glosses over the fact that this dictatorship 
came into power with the help of many who did not belong to the most 
reactionary, most chauvinistic and most imperialist elements of finance 
capital, but who supported these elements anyway. In this respect, Dimi-
troff neglected the reasons why the alliance between fascists and finance 
capital had support from the popular classes, like Bauer, Thalheimer 
and Trotsky had done. The latter had registered the fact of middle-class 
support for fascism, but didn’t look into individuals’ motives for it. Dimi-
troff saw fascist supporters largely as victims of Nazi propaganda and 
as those misguided by the Social Democrats. He even pointed at some 
mistakes that the Communists made before turning to the Popular Front, 
but didn’t ask why Nazi propaganda resonated so strongly and whether 
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this would also have been the case if there had been a united workers’ 
front before Hitler was appointed chancellor.

In terms of mass support, similarities between historical fascism and 
today’s new right seem striking. However, the underlying class relations 
and therefore, one would think, the reasons for this support are completely 
different. Theories of fascism that were developed in the tracks of Marx’s 
18th Brumaire argued that the middle classes, unable to pursue their class 
interests on their own terms, were helplessly squeezed between the two 
main classes of capitalism, the proletariat and the bourgeoisie.36 Whether 
this was true back then is open for debate, but it certainly isn’t true today. 
As a class in itself, the working class today is much bigger, within the 
capitalist centres and even more so on a global scale,37 but as a class for 
itself, and hence as a social force with a determining impact on capitalist 
development, it exists only in small pockets at best.38

Fascist regimes in the 1930s had promised their followers a prosperous 
future. In actuality, they established a reign of terror over the popular 
classes and eventually sent them off to die in unwinnable wars. Demo-
cratic capitalism, after World War II, institutionalized the countervailing 
powers of the working class and although it preserved capitalists’ right to 
manage, it did offer popular classes unprecedented material gains during 
the long post-World War II boom. Yet, when militant movements over-
stepped the limits of “reasonable” demands and the end of the boom cut 
into profits, capitalists turned to unmaking the then existing working 
classes to roll back their bargaining power. For the most part, this 
unmaking occurred within the institutional framework of the Keynesian 
state, but the triad of labour-saving technologies, reorganization and 
relocation drained the bargaining power once enshrined in these insti-
tutions. At the same time, the new social movements that might have 
formed a united front with workers’ movements, and thereby helped the 
latter to get over their own limitations, saw their radical wings clipped 
and their mainstream bodies co-opted into some kind of progressive 
neoliberalism. All of this left individuals who were discontented with 
neoliberal capitalism with the choice of either taking their concerns  
to a seemingly outdated and toothless labour movement or to the  
friendly front organizations of neoliberalism, where any possibly  profit- 
impeding idea was filtered out. At least, this was the choice until the 
new  right showed a third way between old labour and new identity  
politics: a way leading into a fancied order of clearly demarcated  
nation-states where world market competition no longer existed  and 
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people were not expected to constantly re-invent themselves in a 
 competitive fashion.39

Today’s new right does have some support from big capitalists, but 
certainly not, unlike during the inter-war period in Italy and Germany, 
from the dominant factions of national bourgeoisies, let alone those 
segments of big capital that have turned themselves into a transnational 
capitalist class. The dominant factions of capital are far from seeking an 
alliance with the new right and its mass-support basis to consolidate 
counter-revolutionary victories. The counter-reform that they initiated 
from the 1980s onwards has been so successful that no revolutionary, or 
even mildly reformist, challenge from the left exists today. In the absence 
of challenges from the left, the discontent produced by  neo liberal 
counter-reform is expressed in xenophobic and protectionist terms. 
Xenophobia is just a nuisance for progressive neoliberalism, though a 
viable threat to many who are targeted as enemies of a “chosen people.” 
However, protectionism could be a challenge to the neoliberal globaliz-
ation on which the power and profits of the dominant factions of capital 
rely. Accordingly, rather than seeking an alliance with the new right, 
these factions seek refuge in governments of appointed experts, rather 
than elected politicians. Needless to say, the injection of even more 
 technocracy into democratic institutions perfectly plays into the hands 
of the new right that presents itself as the authentic representation of the 
people vis-à-vis disconnected and arrogant elites.

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

The Nazis promised everything to everybody. Workers were looking 
forward to jobs and generous pay cheques, peasants awaited good prices 
for their crops, storekeepers prepared for rising sales, and capitalists 
couldn’t wait to restore crisis-shattered profits. All it took to make this 
dream come true: support the Führer in his relentless efforts to cleanse 
the German people of Jewish decadence in all its manifestations, from 
stock market speculation to social democratic defence of democracy 
and communist agitation for a Bolshevik revolution. And the burden of 
the Versailles Treaty, another Jewish conspiracy against the Germans, 
needed to be thrown off.

Anti-fascists of different stripes, whatever else they disagreed on, 
denounced Nazi demagogy and tried to explain that the Nazis wouldn’t 
be able to make good on all of their promises. Most anti-fascists also 
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argued that Nazi ties to finance capital, however conflicted these ties 
may have been, implied that profits and war, the Nazi’s dearest passions, 
would be on the top of their agenda. Some anti-fascists felt that rational 
arguments had no chance against Nazi demagogy. A few went even 
further and suggested that this demagogy was not only silencing reason, 
which implied that the latter would prevail if the former could be turned 
off, but that it was demagogy itself that made the Nazis so appealing.  
For example, Reich took as his point of departure the argument that,

A cleavage [had developed] between the economic basis, which 
developed to the Left, and the ideology of broad layers of society, which 
developed to the Right. This cleavage was overlooked; consequently, 
no one gave a thought to asking how broad masses living in utter 
poverty could become nationalistic. Explanations such as “chau-
vinism,” “psychosis,” “the consequences of Versailles,” are not of much 
use, for they do not enable us to cope with the tendency of a distressed 
middle class to become radicalized by the right; such explanations do 
not really comprehend the processes at work in this tendency.40

Reich, though breaking new theoretical ground by trying to apply 
Freudian psychoanalysis to the analysis of social phenomena, focused 
as much on the middle classes as on the theories of fascism drawing on 
Marx’s 18th Brumaire. His main argument was that socialization through 
families, schools and churches produces sexual repression that, in turn, 
breeds sadism. The Nazis, with their vicious propaganda, invited individ-
uals to either act out their sadism or enjoy themselves watching others 
doing it. The “enemies” against which Nazi violence was directed were 
defined in racial terms, allegedly representing a threat to “racial purity” 
that the Aryans had to ward off to gain the strength needed to build  
the Third Reich. Crucially, Reich established a connection between 
sexual repression and the openness to Nazi racism, in general, and anti-
semitism, in particular.

In a similar fashion, Fromm identified an authoritarian personality 
attracted to Nazi demagogy and violence. But, whereas Reich found 
the sources of sexual repression that shaped the social character of his 
contemporaries within institutions, Fromm traced the roots of author-
itarian personalities back to the dawn of capitalism. Liberation from 
serfdom and guild laws, Fromm argued, produced economic insecuri-
ties, anxieties and alienation.41 This was the basis for the authoritarian 
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personality desperately seeking stability in a seemingly chaotic world – 
even if this meant surrendering one’s freedom to new masters. Among 
all their other promises, fascists in Italy and Germany also pledged to the 
creation of a corporate state that would assign a secure role to everyone. 
The hope for social stability might have been as least as important in 
attracting support as the prospect of economic advancement.

It should be noted that the generation that constituted historical 
fascism’s mass basis was socialized in families, schools and churches 
at a time when these institutions, by and large, carried forward pre- 
capitalist values. These values offered little orientation in the face of the 
diffusion of the capitalist mode of production in general, and particu-
larly not during times when the then existing capitalism and remnants of 
the old feudal order had collapsed. The dissolution of the pre-capitalist 
order and the complementary rise of capitalist insecurities, at least for 
the popular classes, may have been producing authoritarian personal-
ities with repressed sexualities for a long time, but these people didn’t 
come out to join counter-revolutionary mass movements before capi-
talism, more precisely nineteenth-century colonial capitalism, and being 
drowned in war, economic crises and revolution.

The promise to restore order helped the Nazis to channel mass 
desperation and sadism into a counter-revolutionary movement. This 
gave their project a decidedly conservative character. At the same time, 
though, their response to the challenge from the left led them to the 
co-optation and perversion of left ideas, hence the label “national 
socialists.” The claim to be progressive in some sort of socialist way was 
dropped once the Nazis were in power, but the totalitarian state that 
they created pushed forward the destruction of pre-capitalist institu-
tions that, however repressive they had been, had offered some protec-
tion against capitalist insecurities. In this regard, the Nazi project carried 
capitalist modernity forward. Families, schools and churches didn’t 
disappear – the family was actually hailed by the Nazis – but they no 
longer represented feudal values and were fully subjugated to the Nazi 
regime instead.42

The “de-feudalization” of families, schools and churches, carried 
forward by fascist regimes, but also under democratic capitalism, 
reached a point where they couldn’t produce the type of authoritari-
anism and sexual repression that Fromm and Reich had analysed. 
However, the “desublimation” brought about by the capitalist penetra-
tion of these institutions was repressive. It produced new forms of an 
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“unhappy consciousness,”43 one where consumerism offered compen-
sation for the alienation experienced at workplaces and through 
welfare state administration. Ironically, it was the new left that tried, 
drawing on Reich, Fromm and Marcuse, to initiate a politics of liber-
ation which unleashed an authoritarian response that proved just how 
unhappy mass consciousness in advanced industrial society, the subtitle 
of Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man, had been. The “Fear of Freedom” 
that Fromm had diagnosed in the face of historical fascism came back 
with a vengeance and was successfully channelled into an authoritarian 
populism that, along with advocacy for market liberation, served as the 
ideological cover for the neoliberal counter-reform in its early stages.44 
Similar fears fuel the new right today. Compared to the 1970s, when 
welfare states were facing a crisis of legitimacy despite providing signifi-
cant levels of social protection, the fear of freedom is continuously 
fuelled by fears of losing one’s job, home or social status today because 
social protections have been cut to size during the neoliberal wave of 
accumulation.

Fears transformed into hate mark the faces of today’s new right 
supporters, as they did during the transition from the Keynesian to the 
neoliberal wave of accumulation in the 1970s and before the breakthrough 
of Keynesian accumulation in the 1920s and 1930s. Unlike during those 
latter times, today’s new right is divided between small neofascist gangs 
and populist parties with a significant electoral following. This is very 
different from the merging of storm troopers and voters that Mussolini 
and Hitler could organize. Moreover, the dominant factions of capital 
today see the new right with its calls for protectionism as a nuisance, if 
not a threat, to neoliberal globalization. Hence, their willingness to form 
alliances with this new right is limited. During the post-World War I 
period, by contrast, the dominant factions of the Italian and German 
bourgeoisies and significant currents of other countries’ bourgeoisies 
were willing to surrender the exercise of political power to fascists in 
order to ward off the challenges of revolutionary and reformist socialism. 
They also used their alliances with fascism to continue the imperialist 
rivalries that had not been settled by World War I. Today’s wars are 
more about maintaining imperial control over the peripheries and, to 
some degree, containing the rise of emerging economies, notably China,  
rather than rivalries between the centres. For these kinds of war, 
 capitalists don’t need fascist war dogs on the home front.
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The Future of Futurism : From the 

Avant-Garde to the Neo-Avant-Garde, 
or, How to Imagine Communism 

by Other Means
Jaleh Mansoor

This chapter will offer a remapping of futurism’s lost lineage along two 
lines of argumentation, one historical and one structural, in order to 
gain a better understanding of both history’s unfinished business and its 
misrecognized alignments. My claim is that the contradictory structural 
determinants in present debates about the return of fascism might be 
freshly understood through a historical optic, one that might also offer 
a better account of the conditions of emergence of aesthetic contradic-
tions between fascism and futurism now, long dormant and deferred. It 
will first aim to reconstruct the complicated and asymmetrical relation-
ship between futurism and fascism through a return to primary sources, 
notably the poet F.T. Marinetti’s declarations and missives to none other 
than Adolf Hitler himself, whom the artist challenged for his rejection 
of futurism in Nazism. These historical exchanges reveal the tensions 
among aesthetic and political wars of “position” and “manoeuvre.” While 
the Futurists certainly subscribed to fascist politics, fascists failed to 
return the favour and were rather sceptical of the futurist programme. 
For fascism, futurism fell well short of their vaunted neoclassical ideal. 
The Futurists, in turn, dismissed as “passé” fascist aesthetic, historical, 
moral and existential ideals. Next, the chapter will explore the uncanny 
resonance of futurist discourse in the present not only to foreground 
its actuality, but also to understand what we confront now. These texts 
also echo Donna Haraway’s discussion of the imbrication of biopolitics 
and technologies that cross the boundaries of the human in A Cyborg 
Manifesto.1 Haraway locates the originary matrix of the cyborg in the 
same historical, geopolitical and cultural arena: the experimental state 
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Figure 3.1 F.T. Marinetti – Zang Tumb Tumb, Book 
Cover, 1914 

formations of the early twentieth century and the economy of the 
present, the twenty-first century in this our era of Apple, Amazon, 
Google and Facebook. “The main trouble with cyborgs, of course, is 
that they are the illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal 
capitalism, not to mention state socialism.”2 Suddenly, now, the singular 
conjuncture of displacement of human agency, the rise of automation, 
the hybrid fusion of abstraction and technology in the regime of the 
Internet, alongside the historically concomitant political swing to forms 
of authoritarianism in North America, Europe and many parts of the 
Global South at a time of economic austerity for the many and extreme 
gains for the one per cent, suggest the eerie relevance of the Futurist 
avant-garde. Technology, Haraway has argued, forms the very matrix of 
the political. At the same time, aesthetic mediation informs the “social 
nervous system” of the global capitalist network, in which the subject’s 
very interiority is crushed under total instrumental domination, thereby 
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portending a fundamental and imperative, if unrationalized, share of 
political consciousness. As I will suggest, the right seems to have intuited 
this political–cultural dialectical conjuncture. The left, in its tendency to 
insist on total demystification, failed to note the significance of aesthetic 
capacity for politics and therefore failed to note the urgent need for an 
aesthetics of a collectivized resource distribution and reversal of values, 
both symbolic and imaginary.

It will be necessary to continue asking after the structural relation-
ship, if not identity, between aesthetics and politics, or aesthetics under-
stood as a form of politics practised by other means. Existing readings 
of the avant-garde (futurism, dada and constructivism) fail to recognize 
the extent to which its complex entwinement of politics and aesthetics 
exceeds the Manichean binary frequently attributed to it by and in the 
aftermath of Walter Benjamin’s famous statement on the “aestheticiza-
tion of politics” (fascism) and “politicization of art” (communism) in 
“The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility.”3 

Borrowing a term from Jeremy Gilbert’s preface to Maurizio  
Lazzarato’s analysis of the Duchampian readymade, which he takes to be an  
avatar of the exponential mid-century rise of the non-value productive 
sector comprised of administration and management in the capitalist 
core, the avant-gardes precognize their future and our present, signal-
ling a soon-to-be hegemonic logic avant la lettre.4 Benjamin missed 
the fact that fascism and futurism were more inimical than identical, 
evidenced by the essay “Theories of German Fascism,” in which he took 
fascism to be rooted almost exclusively in the German cultural and 
German linguistic contexts and which he saw symptomatized by expres-
sionist writers like Ernst Jünger. Despite having essentialized fascism to 
Germanic language and culture, Benjamin then takes the extracted struc-
ture of his conclusions and projects it onto the Italian context.5 Roman 
Jakobson, by contrast, addresses the proximity between F.T. Marinetti’s 
and V.  Mayakovsky’s attention to the operations of the linguistic sign 
long after both the German and Italian rise to fascisms had come to pass, 
decontextualized of a historical, cultural matrix.

To bracket futurism off from the other international avant-gardes on 
aesthetic and political (if not ideological) grounds is to miss the prefigu-
ration of their relation in our present.6 First, the great majority of artists 
placed in the category of “futurism” – such as Balla, Boccioni, Severini  
and Carrà  – joined the movement in 1910, as evidenced by becoming 
signatories to the Manifesto of Futurist Painters only in that same year.7  
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None of them had signed onto the 1909 Manifesto, nor is there any indication  
that they were solicited to do so. At this time, many among them were 
explicitly affiliated with either anarchism or socialism.8 Second, a reason 
dating to the year after he got their signatures for the 1910 Manifesto, 
Marinetti was the only signatory to the Manifesto in Support of War in 
Libya in 1911, the year after they joined. Meanwhile, between 1911 and 
1913, as Italian politics swung right, some of the earlier signatories, such 
as Balla, left the movement altogether. Others, like Boccioni, agreed to 
muzzle their political convictions to remain in what had by then become 
a kind of corporation in the interest of their careers and practices.  

Figure 3.2 Umberto Boccioni – Riot in the Gallery, 1909
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Figure 3.4 Umberto Boccioni – The Riot, 1911

Figure 3.3 Umberto Boccioni – The City Rises, 1910
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By 1914, popular politics in Italy swung to nationalist chauvinism. This 
nonetheless contradicted the Futurists’ participation in internationalist 
vehicles of dissemination which had marked their project from the start 
of the movement in 1911.

Historian Anja Klock has attempted to establish a direct link from 
Marinetti and the Italian futurism of the 1930s to the cyber technolo-
gies of the twenty-first century.9 Ana Teixeira Pinto, writing in Texte Zur 
Kunst in June 2017, remarked on this resonance by drawing a comparison 
between the logic, language and rhetoric of the contemporary alt-right 
(which she locates in the triangulation between British accelerationism, 
American West Coast tech culture oriented to the “Singularity,” and a 
perfervid allegiance on the part of both of those cultures to the capitalist 
libertarian legacy of Ayn Rand)10 and aspects of the historical left most 
associated with the avant-garde. Pinto argues: 

The distinction between alt-right and the conventional far Right, 
on the other hand, is not so much a matter of content but of style, 
with the alt-right extolling nihilism, sarcasm, and anti- establishment 
sentiments, among other modalities of dissidence that were formerly 
the preserve of the Left, traditionally associated with the term 
“alternative.”11 

Teixeira Pinto locates the cultural and political emphasis on these 
 qualities – nihilism, sarcasm, anti-establishment gestures – in the histor-
ical avant-garde across its geopolitical and aesthetic iterations (New York, 
Swiss and German iterations of dada, French surrealism, and the Russian 
and Soviet avant-gardes). In this regard, her claim is striking for how it 
transgresses the carefully delineated and, by now, sacrosanct subcatego-
ries of the historical avant-gardes. She notes, by contrast, the continuities 
among them, drawing this continuity into our moment, a synchronic 
entanglement shown to be diachronically tethered to the present. 

The fifth item on Marinetti’s list of “dictated intentions” in The 
Founding and Manifesto of Futurism states: “We intend to hymn man at the  
steering wheel, the ideal axis of which intersects the earth, itself hurled 
ahead in its own race along the axis of its orbit.”12 Evoking a planetary 
order in which the machine would at once mimic and align with a greater 
constellation to bring about another world within this one – victory 
over a reality principle involving gravity as much as bosses, or liberal 
capitalism, parliamentary democracy, or the value form; victory over  
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material contingency – might recall that other paradigmatic moment 
within the historical avant-garde in which the sun itself was declared 
an object to be conquered and, more significantly still, conquered in such 
a way that man and the cosmic order itself would overcome division, 
poverty, even death. In the context of the Russian avant-garde (1912–28), 
Malevich’s Black Square of 1915 and its twin, Red Square: Or Painterly 
Realism of a Peasant Woman in Two Dimensions, also from 1915, have stood 
pre figuratively as a space holder for the furthest aspirational limit of an  
anarcho-communism, prefiguring that which has not come to pass.13 

Figure 3.5 F.T. Marinetti – Parole in Liberta, 1915
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Both of these paintings emerged from the social fomentation of the 
moment leading to the 1917 October Revolution. Both carry the weight of 
textual supplements, titles which suggest radical acceleration from abject 
(gendered) peasantry to infancy of a higher communist order. Red Square, 
in particular, telegraphically addresses so many questions we might 
subsume – pace Lukács – under “the Marxism of Rosa Luxemburg,” for 
the way in which it suggests how primitive accumulation constitutes the 
ground for proletarianization and therefore revolution in the Marxian 
account of revolution and necessity.14 By offering as the “realism” of a 
“peasant woman” – after the African slave, the most exploited subject 
position in modernity and capitalism, formerly represented (Woman 
with Bucket and Child, 1910–11, Russian Museum, St. Petersburg, also by 
Malevich) in a primitivist idiom à la Gauguin – now as an abstract red 
square and as the very signifier of communist futurity, Malevich’s gesture 
situates itself as a refrigeration of the temporal transformations necessary 
for its dream to come true. Malevich’s peasant woman as “red square” 
might well and fruitfully be compared to Heidegger’s famous reading 
of the “peasant women” in his analysis of Van Gogh’s painting A Pair of 
Shoes (1886) to further tease out the vast divide between fascism and the 
historical avant-garde, or, at least, one pole of it.15 Back to Malevich in 
1915: this dream of a communism from the ground up, unconstrained 
by market or state, did not come to pass. However, both paintings have 
managed, throughout the twentieth century, and well into the present, 
to almost hieroglyphically symbolize the revolutionary moment, its fail-
ures and compromises, and finally serve, as though under the symbol of 
history, as the very letter of unfinished business, a kind of nod to futures 
as yet unrealized.16 

On a more contextual level, however, the Black Square resulted from 
Malevich’s agreement to design and construct a stage set for a theat-
rical production co-conceptualized by his friends, the self-identified 
“Futurist” poets, Velimir Khlebnikov and Mikhail Matyushin. The script 
heavily featured a telephone, which is situated as an object emblematic 
of modernity, an almost “theoretical” thing at that historical moment.17 
This modern object prosthetically extends the ear across space, opening 
onto another form of social (mis)communication enabled by electricity.18 
Jakobson’s discursive association of Marinetti’s post-humanist celebra-
tion with Malevich’s radical vision of a true communism – one that had 
and has yet to exist, unconstrained by the state apparatus or a compro-
mise to the market as had occurred in the Soviet context by 1920 under 

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   51 07/02/20   4:59 PM



52 ·  spectres of fascism

the auspices of the NEP (New Economic Policy) – is motivated by the 
numerous artists and writers who crossed international contexts. In 
other words, Jakobson simply hinges his argument on the contact among 
Futurists and Russian anarcho-communist artists such as Malevich and 
Khlebnikov, the poet with whom he collaborated on the opera Victory 
Over the Sun.

Walter Benjamin’s clean binary wherein the politicization of art opens 
onto communism and the aestheticization of politics becomes fascism may 
be correct in many ways, but it fails to adequately address Italian futurism. 
Or, put another way, when applied axiomatically to Italian futurism, the 
dialectic collapses. The primary problem, here, is that the filiations among 
comrades across international and ideological lines (a revolutionary poli-
tics refusing ideological symbolization or final representation), or among 
several figures associated with the radical left and with the Bolshevik 
Revolution, shared a vision of a future to come with Marinetti. Only 
after the initial experiments with form did differentiated, and often 
opposing, orientations begin to become clear. One vision (revolutionary 
communism) initially focused on liberating productive forces in the 
service of breaking through extant property relations to liberate collec-
tive self-realization; the other (Italian futurism) sought to unleash a new 
humanity despite static property relations. In a long essay first published 
in the 2 August 1919 edition of the Moscow newspaper Iskusstvo, which is 
to say a full decade after Marinetti’s Founding and Manifesto of Futurism, 
and, of course, two years after the Bolshevik Revolution, the linguist 
Roman Jakobson states that “the overcoming of statics, the discarding of 
the absolute, is the main thrust of modern times, the order of the day.”19 
Citing Italian futurist manifestos, specifically the technical Manifesto of 
Painting from 1910 – which is to say long after Italian futurism’s fascist 
tendencies might have become evident, as it had to some of the futurists 
themselves, such as Boccioni – Jakobson makes a curious argument that 
seems to have “stuck” as much as Benjamin’s and yet contradicts it. The 
Soviet linguist elaborates a curious genealogy from cubism to a shared 
international avant-garde that he calls “futurism,” a category encom-
passing Marinetti as much as the Soviet poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. With 
at least a decade in analytical hindsight, he not only conflates the Russians 
and Italians (or decides not to attend to their significant differences); he 
also seems to see both the communist and the supposedly Italian fascist 
futurisms as sharing a technique: “the canonization of a series of devices 
which thus also allows one to speak of cubism as a school.”20 
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The shipping and commodities magnate Sergei Shchukin had begun 
travelling by train to Paris in the last decade of the nineteenth century to 
purchase paintings. He collected French Impressionists, with a decided 
preference for Claude Monet. By 1914, he had amassed a collection that 
included Cézanne and Matisse. His frequent trips to Paris and back were 
no doubt the privilege of the very wealthy. And yet his journey and its 
frequency are reflected in Jakobson’s own occasional movement between 
Paris, where he met Picasso and Gertrude Stein, and Moscow. Jakob-
son’s genealogy, born of a personal autobiographical narrative, seems 
motivated by more than a matter of access to the writers and poets 
he placed in the same category, all beginning from and expanding on 
cubism. Again, he seems to read a common operational mode or signi-
fying strategy while curiously bracketing ideology: “Futurism brings 
with it practically no new pictorial devices, instead it widely utilizes 
Cubist methods.”21 Here, he explicitly posits a structural and operative (if 
not thematic or ideological) continuity, an almost technical affiliation, 
between both strands of futurism. Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a 
Staircase, No. 2 of 1912 was similarly caught in the transitional moment, 
owing its formal influence to cubism but rejected by the Cubists for 
appearing futurist.22 In this, his historical account could not differ more 
radically from Benjamin’s. Jakobson’s reading is erroneous at the level 
of the signifier, ironically his area of expertise. While Soviet Futurists 
practising across a variety of mediums from painting to poetry, such as 
Malevich and Mayakovsky, continued to query the signifier and to disar-
ticulate it from its traditional mimetic and representational functions, 
Italian futurism was eager to recover mimesis by collapsing the sign and 
the purported real through a form of instrumentalized onomatopoeia in 
a battle call to technology and war.23 

The (his)story nonetheless grows more complicated.
However odious a nationalist, masculinist project, the Italian Futur-

ists neither shared nor even understood the commitments of German 
fascism. These qualities become ideological tenets include a glorifica-
tion of the past, a desire for a triumphalist narrative rooted in classical  
antiquity and celebration of agrarian and proletarian identities or, we 
could say, “concrete” as opposed to “abstract” labour. In this regard fascist 
aesthetics are diametrically opposed to the Italian Futurists’ vilification 
of history, their call for overcoming the fetishization of Italy’s Roman 
imperial past and the fact that they were privileged urban dwellers, 
denizens of the modern metropolis. This model of temporality echoes 
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the Marxian maxim that communism represents the domination of the 
present over the past, as in the 18th Brumaire in which the past is said 
to “weigh like a nightmare on the brains of the living.”24 As such, this 
text is an anticipatory diagnosis of aspects of twentieth-century fascism. 
Above all, the Futurists wanted to dissociate themselves as much from 
Italy’s post-unification agrarian identity as from its historical empires, 
in order to free Italy from the burden of the past to clear a future which 
finally entailed the domination of the industrial north over the agrarian 
south. If anything, war’s role was to clear the field of the past, a kind 
of “scorched-earth” policy in which there would be nowhere to go but 
forward. It cannot be overemphasized the extent to which the Nazis, by 
contrast, wished to claim an ancient past to legitimate and justify their 
claim to racial superiority. If any one feature defines the avant-garde, it 
would be the compulsion to reach the furthest horizon of future time, 
by situating itself prefiguratively as though that longed-for future could  
be summoned directly through practice. 

This places the Italian Futurists out of step with their time, abutting 
communism, on the one hand, and fascism, on the other, belonging 
finally to neither category and yet anticipating our own present. To 
repeat Haraway: “The main trouble with cyborgs, of course, is that they 
are the illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, 
not to mention state socialism.”25 The cyborg born of the triangulation 
of militarism and patriarchal capitalism (fascism) and state socialism 
seems to have had an older sibling in the Italian futurist fantasy of 
crossing man and machine. Hence, its trajectory lies in the “Singularity,” 
in the possibility of uploading human consciousness into the digital 
network and also in colonizing Mars, evidenced by the fantasies of 
techno- entrepreneurs such as Elon Musk and Ray Kurzweil.26 

But tucked in the pleats of context, F.T. Marinetti felt snubbed and 
misunderstood. Consequently, he confronted der Führer directly. He 
demanded to be taken seriously despite having been thrown into the 
category of Entartete Kunst (Degenerate Art),27 co-created and organized 
by Adolf Ziegler and Joseph Goebbels in Munich in 1937. They included 
in it all idioms that might be associated with any of the avant-gardes 
including German expressionism, some dada and constructivism  – 
in short: any artistic idiom that may have been understood to have 
issued from the aftermath of cubism. In their war on the avant-garde, 
the Nazis targeted the very techniques identified by Roman Jakobson 
as linking futurism across Italian fascist and Soviet communist  
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politics: the autonomy of the signifier and the advent of abstraction. Taking 
umbrage at this survey exhibition convened at Hitler’s behest, Marinetti 
wrote a response to Hitler addressing the Nazi leader directly. Entitled 
“Response to Hitler” (1937) and included in the main anthologies of 
the movement, Marinetti decried the Nazis’ allegiance to a traditional 
symbolic and iconographic register despite the Nazis’ own mobilization 
of new media such as radio and film.28 Perhaps the friction and antago-
nism in this odd historical conjuncture suggests that aspects of history’s 
contradictions must be revisited if any insight into the present might 
yet be gleaned. Marinetti opens his retort by associating futurism with 
cubism and dadaism. And yet, in the second point of his enumerated 
missive, he states, “I think that Hitler lapses into another very serious 
mistake when he regards the Futurist avant-gardes of Germany as either 
Jewish or Communist.”29 Marinetti displays the most transparent of 
reactionary defence mechanisms: displacement. For there is no German 
futurism; there is dada which from Heartfield to Schwitters had declared 
its sympathies with the radical left. Nonetheless Marinetti insists that 
futurism is “anti-communist by definition.” In his own misunderstanding 
of what he perceives to be Adolf Hitler’s misunderstanding – “Futurism 
is modernizing innovating accelerating” – he invites the German leader 
to reflect on the Italian artist Prampolini’s sculptures on display in Berlin 
that same year at the Shell Building. 

But the roots of the reciprocal misprision go deeper yet. Let us turn 
to Guillaume Apollinaire. It was Apollinaire who first applied the term 
“avant-garde,” drawn from military jargon and imported into cultural 
discourse to denote those forms of articulation, pictorial and poetic, 
that broke radically with traditional representation, from the signifier’s 
burden of duty to a stable referent in turn tethered to “reality.”30 Apolli-
naire and Marinetti met sometime between 1906 and 1909. Apollinaire 
embodies and personifies the complex lines of geological and formal 
affiliation that connect cubism, dada and Italian futurism. Having moved 
through the social constellations constituting each, he forged fierce  
bonds with first Pablo Picasso, who depicts him in The Family of Saltim-
banques (1905), an homage to the bohemian urban life afforded by 
modernity. He subsequently undertook collaborations with the Italian 
Futurists, with whom he published his renowned cablegrams  – the 
work for which he is perhaps best known in literary histories – before 
finally inspiring Marcel Duchamp who, for his part, immortalizes the 
artist in the work Apolinère Enameled (1916). Marinetti and the Italians 
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included Apollinaire’s textual experiments with theirs; Apollinaire’s 
cablegrams were published in 1913 under the title L’antitradition futuriste,  
manifeste-synthèse. Apollinaire’s fluid passage across the geopolitically 
and ideologically discrete branches (French, Italian and American) 
of the avant-garde has served as a source of contention for numerous 
generations of cultural historians, not least for the way in which it suggests  

Figure 3.6 Guillaume Apollinaire – Il Pleut, 1916
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aesthetic and ideological continuity and filiations.31 His trajectory, in 
short, challenges the maintenance of easy categories reticulated to clean 
ideological positions. Apollinaire’s own contribution to the moment 
includes his extended poem “The Futurist Anti-Tradition. Manifesto 
= Synthesis” (1913), a year after his declaration that the artist wishes 

Figure 3.7 Guillaume Apollinaire – Lettre-Ocean, 1918
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nothing other than to be “inhuman.” Baker situates this fluidity in the 
contradictions in the battle for position characterizing the historical 
moment. Benjamin places the contradictions into tidy mutually irrecon-
cilable, even transcendental categories. For instance, he notes the 
conflict within the left on which the avant-garde occasionally found 
itself. He recounts one incident in particular in which the long-standing 

Figure 3.8 Guillaume Apollinaire – La Cravate et la Montre, 1918
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Figure 3.9 Guillaume Apollinaire – Cheval, 1918

antagonism between communists and anarchists, both to the far-left, 
surfaced in ways that offer the historian some clues into the complex 
imbrication of aesthetics and politics:

The Dadaists came to the club au fauburg seeking workers. They had 
been ill informed. Greeted, to their amazement, by an audience of one 
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thousand people, the Dadaists quickly realized that this mass mostly 
excluded the working class. There were many socialists, who seemed 
eager to attack the Dadaists. But there were anarchists there too and 
the comedy of misunderstandings of this evening saw the debate 
devolve into a vigorous conflict between the socialists and the anar-
chists, with the anarchists putting up a brisk defense of the four men 
[artists] and siding with the Dadaists against socialism.32 

In short, the artists’ presence seems to have allowed for the difference 
among positions to surface, an illumination which begins to differ-
entiate the left from within, suggesting once again a welded relation-
ship between politics and aesthetics (on that no one could challenge 
Walter Benjamin), yet also suggesting a range of possibilities born of 
the moment lost to Benjamin’s dialectic. The key question specific to 
Italian futurism, in distinction to both fascist aesthetics on the right 
and communist futurism on the left, then, becomes one of a question 
concerning technology. I will turn now to the current conjuncture to 
pose the question of whether we are witnessing an uncanny return of 
history’s unfinished business or the monstrous return of fascism in  
our own time.

In our own time, a new hybrid of fascism takes some of its power 
and force from deeply conflicted historical forms of fascism. As Ana 
Teixeira Pinto has noted, the new far-right is comprised of the unlikely 
alliance of Silicon Valley, libertarian accelerationism, corporate 
nihilism and reactionary masculinist white supremacism, constituting 
a cultural constellation: “The [current] point of intersection between 
[the neoreactionary present], contemporary art, and the rhetoric of 
cyber utopianism, and cyber libertarianism, has been for several years 
now the style known as post-internet.”33 In what remains of this chapter, 
I will try to parse out the futurist dimension in the kind of fascism she 
describes. Note, first off, the word style and the unlikely conjuncture 
of a disparate cast of characters sharing no ideology, no immediate 
project, nothing but “style.” And yet “style,” as I have argued here, 
is precisely where futurism links to, yet parts ways with, left avant-
gardes. This forms a kind of conjunctural contradiction. Teixeira Pinto 
states that her analysis is not reducible to saying the alt-right results 
from technology. But we are to understand that a “style” fills the gap 
left by ideology or technological determination. Steps are missing in 
the mediation.
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The discussion to follow will proceed as an imagined conversation 
with Pinto’s above-mentioned article “Art Washing: Nix (or Neoreaction) 
and The Alt Right,” as a method of rethinking the way that the left has 
withdrawn from aesthetics altogether in light of the anxiety of Benja-
min’s account of the rise of Nazism in the late 1930s. Its aim is to imagine 
otherwise – and to hopefully seize once more on aesthetics as a means by 
which to fight back. A missing step in Pinto’s argument is her tacit, but 
unargued, claim that aligns aesthetics with the realm of pre-subjective 
affect. “These overlappings do not imply a unified politics, but rather a 
shared libidinal investment in the triad of novelty/ technology/ potency.” 
Without naming it, Pinto is summoning Kant’s sensus communis, under-
stood not only as common (as in commonplace) but in-common and 
communal (meaning with a sense of others and relation to others), 
now ossified by technology to the service of the right.34 But in this she 
revisits Benjamin’s words, reframing the “aestheticization of politics  
is fascism.”35 In a well-known passage from 1935 to 1936, Benjamin calls 
Marinetti by name, placing him in the category of fascism, a foregone 
conclusion: 

“Let art flourish, and the world pass away” says Fascism, expecting 
from war, as Marinetti claims, the artistic gratification of a sense 
perception altered by technology. This is the consummation of art for 
art … its self-alienation has reached the point where it can experience 
its own annihilation as supreme aesthetic pleasure.36 

Hence the question: how do we describe the nexus between aesthetics 
and ideology? In other words, Pinto poses the key question, one of medi-
ation between the uncognized drives of the collective and the individual, 
and the forms of articulation that “precognize” and help to support or 
mobilize those drives, yet falls short of imagining how the contempo-
rary left might also mobilize desires and drives. The right has recognized 
this capacity of aesthetics to operate in this pre-political mode by other 
means. But her answer is inscribed in the question. I take that question 
differently: how to describe the nexus between aesthetics and ideology, 
by placing an emphasis on the “aesthetics” side of the relationship. When 
Pinto asks “how to capture the imbrications of technological develop-
ment, capital accumulation, and social formation without collapsing 
Silicon Valley, accelerationism and post-internet into one single bad 
object,” she overlooks that this is what aesthetics is: a common sense 
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of what is an acceptable horizon of imagination, what is conceivable, 
imaginable.37 

Deferring to Shuja Haider’s “The Darkness at the End of the Tunnel: 
Artificial Intelligence and Neoreaction,” to connect the Singularity to 
capital accumulation, Pinto calls affirmation a “Warholian currency.”38 
Here, she, at once, nods to and bests Adorno’s claim that the culture 
industry embodies the logic of fascism, now locating it in that exem-
plary figure of capitalist realist high art: Andy Warhol. To drive the point 
home, she says, “The same state can address some as a social democ-
racy and others as a fascist regime.”39 Aesthetics is a cognitive faculty 
constituting an other to reason, one which sets the condition for the 
possibility of a politics – any politics, libertarian or authoritarian, left or 
right, meta or enacted, imposed, electoral or spectacular – to emerge. 
Sadly, the right grasped what I provisionally call the “Kant with Sade” 
phenomenon to describe the mass effect of aesthetics while the left lost 
as a result of its fear of this faculty other to reason. I am not at all certain 
that what is these days called “affect theory” speaks to the saturation of 
aesthetics misunderstood as politics. Benjamin said that “Communism 
replies by politicizing art.”40 But the dream of communism, or any left 
formation, has not replied. While the left clung to an interpretation 
that shifted to ideology and ethics while simultaneously entrenching 
its belief in scientific rationality dialectically elevated to the status of 
religion, as evidenced already in World War II, the right, meanwhile, 
caring nothing for either ethics or science, understood Benjamin’s prov-
ocation best. For any politics to prevail, aesthetics might be privileged 
as the primary terrain on which to resuture cognition and affect, a form 
of cognition independent of rational faculties, a cognitive faculty in its 
own right, just as Immanuel Kant had defined it in his 1790 Critique of 
Judgment, pendant to Critique of Pure Reason in 1781 and Critique of 
Practical Reason in 1788. The easy collapse of aesthetics with fascism, 
tout court, has only served to stoke the presence of the right and 
alt-right, to provide it with a vehicle of delivery, a Trojan horse long ago 
dismissed for its political inefficacy. It’s time for a communist aesthetics 
if communism is to have a future.

The recursive conjuncture of fascism and techno-utopianism condi-
tions our present, evidenced by alt-right sympathizers such as Peter 
Thiel, who is a Stanford graduate affiliated with, and active in, some of 
the most well-funded conservative think tanks in the United States. By 
contrast, the contemporary recrudescence of aspirational communism 
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sees the liberation of the productive forces as materially central to the 
present,41 as when Marx outlined it in the preface to A Contribution 
to the Critique of Political Economy (1859) and, before that, in his and 
Engels’ Communist Manifesto (1848) as social capacities of rupturing 
the ever-more ossified relations of production;42 socializing property, as 
well as labour power, while developing the latter’s cognitive powers and 
capacities. Technology hangs in the balance. Aesthetic mediation, as the 
right seems to have intuited, tips socially determined political tenden-
cies, collective orientation and shared desire toward one or the other: 
either a fascist centralized surplus value and resource extraction system 
or collectivized ownership of the means of production, de-alienation of 
political life and the abolition of the law of value.

At stake is the accelerated development of productive forces (tech-
nology) within property relations and the distributions of values and 
resources. Aesthetics mediates this in a form of consciousness initially 
autonomous but ultimately prefigurative and productive of political 
futures. We in the present bear the burden of these histories.
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4
The Aesthetics of Totalitarian  

Salvation
Alec Balasescu

In 1989 history was about to end – an end marked by the beginning of 
history as a reality show.1 Giorgio Agamben observed how the change 
of the Romanian regime and the televised execution of the Ceauşescus, 
coupled with the “On Air Revolution,” constituted the dramatic entry 
of the staged reality in becoming.2 The revolutionary events unfolded 
in state TV studios and were transmitted via the airwaves to the  
citizenry in a way that seemed spontaneous, delivered by men who later 
became prominent holders of power in post-Ceauşescu Romania. A 
little reverse-engineering would easily re-establish the stage-managed 
character of the supposedly spontaneous addresses to “the people.” 
Each instance of the broadcasting moment was preceded by the care-
fully directed spontaneity of the TV revolutionary men and occasionally, 
women.

At the tender age of 15, I was an extra in the show and I remember 
vividly how I quickly left the larger set of the streets when one of the 
speakers at the balcony – the microphone was up for grabs – received 
the loudest of ovations when he celebrated the newly acquired liberty by 
reminding the “people” that, now, they would be able to see the Euro-
pean Cup live on TV or even travel to see the games in person. How 
naïve of him not to realize, then, that the promised “free circulation” 
referred to commodities and money, and not to human beings! Even to 
this day, the unified European market refers more to goods and finance 
than to human beings. It is important to remember that there are still 
countries in the European Union, Romania included, that are not in the 
Schengen space – the space of truly unbounded, which is to say, “free 
movement of people.” To his credit, the speaker on the balcony was visibly 
embarrassed after first trying to stir the revolutionary excitement with  
cultural signifiers. Freedom to travel to see the so-called “treasures  
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of civilization” was top of his list; perhaps anticipating the populist  
wave, he reverted to the topic of footall when the masses did not react 
as expected. But before watching with docile fury the victories and 
failures of the Romanian national soccer team on the international 
stage, other images triggered the instant rage of the spectators of the 
Romanian Revolution and served to momentarily (though, for some, 
permanently) justify the summary execution of the Romanian dicta-
torial couple: the sumptuous interiors of their residence. The images of 
luxurious interiors played in an unending loop between the feverish 
announcements of the broadcasters updating the public about the  
pursuit, trial and ultimately the execution of Elena and Nicolae 
Ceauşescu. What seems to have caused the most outrage was not just 
any of the interiors, but the bathrooms with gold-plated appliances, 
in particular. One may be tempted to think that the crowd perhaps 
unconsciously channelled the Viennese Marxist architect and critic 
Adolf Loos, who argued that ornamentation constituted a kind of crime 
against the working class.3 To complicate the image, those most outraged  
belonged to the materially impoverished but richly cultured Romanian 
middle class at the time.

In this chapter, I will explore the manner in which totalitarianism 
aesthetically projects its promise of salvation, and what the deeper 
meaning of such salvation may teach us about the sociopolitical conflicts 
of our own historical conjuncture. Fast forward ten years later after 
the Romanian Revolution, I had my first strangely familiar moment of 
recognition in southern California, when I visited the Trinity Broad-
casting Center in the late 1990s  – my ethnographic curiosity clearly 
knows no bounds! Located in the heart of Orange County, Trinity 
Broadcasting Center owns the eponymous TV channel and broadcasts 
news and movies of its own production. The architecture and interior 
design of the centre bears an uncanny resemblance to the “House of the 
People” – the initial name of the Ceauşescus’ monstrous building in the 
heart of Bucharest that now houses the Romanian Parliament – and it 
is of utmost importance to experience the space from inside in order to 
fully grasp the effects of its layout. The references are clearly to Versailles, 
an anticipation of luxurious totalitarianism. However, it was the interiors 
that vividly reminded me of the recent history in Romania, with a twist. 
What the newly liberated “people” of Romania considered abhorrent, the 
free-born “people” of the United States took to be worthy of emulation, 
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gold-plated washroom fixtures included. To complete the image, the gift 
shop of the Trinity Broadcasting Center offered for sale a fictional series 
of books and films about the rapture as imagined by American Evange-
lists, in which the main character is the Anti-Christ, also presented as 
the “Man of the Year” of the fictional Newsweek, the Secretary General 
of the United Nations: a certain Nicolae Carpathia. It was an interesting 
“creative” twist from the part of the series creators, in which the trope of 
a totalitarian anti-globalist figure – Nicolae Ceauşescu – is, paradoxically, 
transformed to signify the evils of coming globalization. My visit coin-
cided historically with the introduction of the euro and I was surprised to 
find out that this currency, in the very same worldview, is apparently the 
financial vehicle of the devil himself. It was only after this that I discov-
ered Kurt Vonnegut and reread Max Weber, which set me on a path of 
understanding the intimate link between money, the devil and salvation. 
The questions that stayed with me, and that I would like to explore in 
this chapter, are: What generates this display of worldly possessions? Is 
such an ostentatious display related to a totalitarian view of the world? Is 
it the expression of heavenly salvation? If so, salvation from what? And 
who will be there to lead us up the “stairway to heaven,” where according 
to the woman in the iconic Led Zeppelin song, “all that glitters is gold”? 

As there is no path without a guide, the providential leader accom-
panies by default a rhetoric of salvation  – a prophet-like figure who 
commands love from the people. In fact, this explains the obsession of 
being the most loved by everybody, evinced in a multiplicity of forms 
from all those who aspire to power and believe it should be beyond a 
separation of powers, beyond the judiciary, beyond law itself, limit-
less. Following Tismăneanu’s argument that nationalism and populism 
propose a path to salvation,4 I propose that this salvation is from any form 
of perceived dependency – translated into debt – and the restoration of 
an idealized autarkic state consistent with a libertarian ideology or, more 
so perhaps, with a sedentary, farming type of patriarchalism. This path is 
meant to pave the way to self-determination as the practical expression 
of the construction of that very form of subjectivity. That subject – the 
subjectivity of the sovereign nation – is an extension of the “imagined  
community,” or the self-determined individual at the centre of neo-
liberal discourse. Such a figure is strong, relates to himself and his powers 
as forms of property (he owns himself and his destiny), and, above all, 
is pure. 
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Impurity, in contrast, is equated with danger. It is, therefore, worth 
revisiting Mary Douglas’s seminal work, Purity and Danger, in which the 
author explains how those categories intertwine:

In general the underlying principle of cleanness in animals is that they 
shall conform fully to their class. Those species are unclean which are 
imperfect members of their class, or whose class itself confounds the 
general scheme of the world.5 

Douglas goes on to argue that impurity represents danger, as it menaces 
the rigid order of the world. Those who are impure in a system of cate-
gories are deemed to be “dangerous.” This passage extracted here refers 
to Leviticus and food impurity. In what I prefer to call the “nationalist 
(dis-)order of things,”6 we can replace in this text “animals” with humans 
and “species” with ethnic, religious, racial or any other type of preva-
lent category that appears in nationalist discourses to categorize “other” 
groups. Thus:

In general the underlying principle of cleanness [in humans] is that 
they shall conform fully to their class. Those[groups]are unclean which 
are imperfect members of their class, or whose class itself confounds 
the general scheme of the world.7 

In these discourses, the pure national self must be protected from the 
threat of impurity, of contamination, for a very simple reason: impurity 
is framed as dangerous, as potentially diluting the ownership capacity 
of the pure self both in relationship with itself and with the world (see 
Chapter 8 in this volume). Politicians appealing to purity use thick 
brushstrokes to move freely from collective to individual notions of the 
self and back.As Trump stated in his 2017 speech to the United Nations 
General Assembly: “Strong sovereign nations let their people take 
ownership of the future and control their own destiny.”8 

This is a (not-so) subtle way of superimposing ethnicity or pre- existent 
group belonging onto state sovereignty, in that the nation-state comes to 
be identified less with an institutional structure governed by the rule of  
law and constitutionally defined citizenship, and more with a natur alized –  
albeit fictional – notion of a sovereign “people” taking ownership of its 
destiny. The current political division in countries that display the most 
resurgence of populism in Europe and in the Americas (i.e. the United 
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States and Brazil) becomes, thus, the division between the people: the 
natural pure sovereign and the outsider, “the other,” however this other 
may be identified. 

Ivan Krastev identifies this division as the separation between those 
“from everywhere” versus those “from somewhere,”9 where the sense 
of locality is turned into a politics of exclusion. The political counter- 
discourse that sides with localism dismisses the global or cosmopolitan 
citizenship as an impossibility, as Theresa May (in)famously put it: “if you 
believe you are a citizen of the world, then you are a citizen of nowhere.”10 

Krastev superimposes this distinction on that between “open” and 
“closed” societies, and identifies two types of iconic outsiders that 
generate two types of attitudes in closed societies: the “tourist” and 
the “refugee.” While the tourist is welcome because he or she comes 
and goes, the refugee is rejected because he or she is both a threat to 
the purity of the self and a reminder that nobody is “sheltered” from 
the forces of globalization. Hochschild makes a similar analysis for the 
American case, while observing that the prevalent feeling of mourning 
on the far-right of the American political spectrum is generated by the 
perception that the “land” and what it provides seems to have been swept 
from under the feet of its “entitled” occupants.11 These occupants are then 
abandoned to consume the leftovers – and given clear instructions on 
how to do it, as the account of the “Protocol for Issuing Public Health 
Advisories for Chemical Contaminants in Recreationally Caught Fish 
and Shellfish” illustrates: 

The report was shocking but it also made a certain grim sense. If the 
companies won’t pay for the clean waters they pollute, and if the state 
won’t make them, and if the poverty is ever with us – some people 
need to fish for their dinner – well, trim, grill, and eat mercury-soaked 
fish. At least the authors of the protocol were honest in what was a 
terrible answer to the Great Paradox. “You got a problem? Get used 
to it.”12 

There is a third figure framed by politicians as a threat to those “from 
somewhere”  – to use Krastev’s term  – and that probably concentrates 
even more the projected fear and anger. The “traitor,” those from among 
“us” who becomes “them”: the advocates for an open society that other-
wise would qualify in the notion of the pure self (on group belonging 
criteria, ethnic or otherwise). In totalitarian rhetoric, this figure would 
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correspond to Douglas’s identification of a class that confounds the 
general, that is to say, totalitarian scheme of the world. The type of polit-
ical discourse that characterizes a closed society implying an imaginary 
transfer of sovereignty from an institutionally based, and constitution-
ally limited, state to “the people,” serves the politicians in two ways: it 
gives them carte blanche to act in their name and it also suspends the 
external accountability and possibly also normal legality.13 The mecha-
nism is well known, and has been used by totalitarian leaders repeatedly 
during recent history. Take, for example, this fragment from Nicolae 
Ceauşescu’s address in 1980 in Moscow:

Life demonstrates that we must act with full determination in order 
to assert, in the relationships between states, the principles of full 
equality of rights, respect for sovereignty and national independ-
ence, non-interference in internal affairs, renunciation of force and of 
threatening with force.14 

Or, take the more recent defence of Qatar by Turkish leader Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, in June 2017: “Here we see an attack against a state’s sovereignty 
rights … There cannot be such an attack on countries’ sovereignty rights 
in international law.”15 What matters at this point is not necessarily the 
speaker, but the structure and the ideas they transmit:

“Sovereignty is the shield that many governments use at the UN to 
defend against accusations of abuse,” Maltz–ex-deputy chief of staff 
to former UN Ambassador Samantha Power, said. “When govern-
ments face criticism over imprisonment of dissidents, or persecu-
tion of minorities, or even sexual abuse by their peacekeepers on UN 
missions, they routinely cite sovereignty as the overriding concern, 
and justification.”16 

Purity, and the sovereignty of the pure, thus secures an arbitrary, and yet 
legitimate, power over the impure, without external checks. This power 
is transferred to the leader that embodies the will of “the people” and 
expresses its voice. It is perhaps time to remember that gold is sought for, 
and valued precisely by, its purity. 

One of the important roadblocks in attaining the state of blessed 
autarky is debt. Not only because it creates a state of dependency on the 
creditor, but also because debt itself has a religious valence, and, while 
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in debt, one is damned yet cannot be saved. Echoing Nietzsche, Deleuze 
and Guattari, David Graeber observes that in Christianity salvation is a 
salvation from the “infinite debt of sin”:

Since creditor and debtor are ultimately equals, if the debtor cannot 
do what it takes to restore herself to equality, there is obviously some-
thing wrong with her; it must be her fault. This connection becomes 
clear if we look at the etymology of common words for “debt” in 
European languages. Many are synonyms for “fault,” “sin,” or “guilt”: 
just as a criminal owes a debt to society, a debtor is always a sort of 
criminal.17 

In other words, monetary debt not only signals dependence, but also is, 
ultimately, a secular manifestation of sin. This may explain the obsession 
of totalitarian figures with being free of debt, and the recent independ-
ence campaigns in Europe, Brexit leading the way, that stress monetary 
calculations (misrepresented, but who cares in the “post-truth” era) over 
political and practical concerns. One can always choose to represent 
the self, freed from debt as a political achievement – because this self 
is presumably pure, free of sin, and worthy of salvation. The question 
regarding salvation at the beginning of this chapter is thus answered: 
the saving figure is the leader who will free “us” from debt. It is also 
what explains the entanglement of money, religion, and the hostility of 
totalitarians against that people who were historically prohibited from 
virtually all professions other than money-lending: the Jews.18 

This is where things get really complicated, because there is an unde-
niable crossover between some of the left ideals and the rhetoric of 
nationalist sovereignty, arguably embodied in a figure such as Jeremy 
Corbyn, or the idea of a “Lexit” or left Brexit – a Brexit that would finally 
 re-establish popular sovereignty in the state. The ideologues of new sepa-
ratist or populist movements keep the left ideals of a strong state respon-
sible for the well-being of its citizens and add a nationalist dimension 
to it – often through ostentatious deficit spending beyond EU-imposed 
limits, as in the proposed Italian budgets of 2019.19 Their rhetoric limits 
the extent of the rights, benefits and responsibilities of citizenship to 
the pure ethnic definition of a citizen, and automatically suspends “the 
other” from access to such rights, benefits and responsibilities, subjecting 
them to pure sovereign power in an ongoing state of exception.20  
This state of exception is sometimes depicted as a state of animality,  
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“zoe” or naked life, over “bios” or the authentic human life; it has 
happened before in history.21 Populist discourses always depict “the 
other” as less than human, or downright part of the non-human animal 
kingdom – in other words, in a state of perpetual exception. Moreover, 
this type of discourse is rooted in a semantic slippage concerning the 
locus of sovereignty in liberal democracy: the people  – both in need 
of and automatically generating those who are not “our people,” the 
non-people.22 

Let’s go back to gold – if we have enough, not only do we pay our 
debts and become free, strong and “great again,” but we can also use its 
surplus for ornamentation.23 Recently, Trump’s penthouse made head-
lines in conjunction with the release of Ivana Trump’s book, Raising 
Trump.24 The penthouse’s interiors overflow with golden details and 
Louis XVI-inspired decorations (remember Versailles, which is also the  
signifier for German reparations and debt?). One fascinating detail 
about  the decoration of Trump’s penthouse is that it is his first wife, 
Ivana, who claims credit for it in her book, while humoristically drawing 
parallels between her personal taste and that of … Louis XVI.

One of the book reviews published in The Atlantic emphasizes the 
importance of Ivana’s own biography and how this may have influenced 
both her taste and the family dynamic:

Ivana Trump, née Ivana Zelníčková, was born in Czechoslovakia 
just after the Iron Curtain went down, the only child in a family 
rich in  love and poor in most everything else. The Zelníčeks were 
not party members; the only chance they had of advancing, their 
daughter writes, was to keep their heads down and work – and work – 
and work some more. “Being less than the best was simply not an 
option, because, in a very real way, one mistake could doom your life,” 
Ivana recalls. She adds: “We couldn’t be sure who to trust outside the 
family.”25 

This upbringing, although not Protestant, breeds the conviction that 
success and wealth equals moral superiority, gold being the glittering 
material sign of grace. And the inverse: in this worldview, poverty 
may indicate a fallen state, view or even moral inferiority. But more so, 
what is to be retained from the above statement is the emphasis on the 
narrowness of the circle of trust. Beyond the family circle, no one is to be 
trusted. Does this explain, at least partially, the nepotistic composition  
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of the current White House administration? Should we extend this to 
clan, tribe and ethnos? The seeds are there.

Since Louis XVI, the last King of France before the French Revolution, 
and his style is in discussion, let us think again of Versailles, outlandish 
style, and his predecessor, Louis XV. Let us do it via the Man of the Year 
2016 award from Time magazine. Jake Romm provides a wonderful anal-
ysis of the cover image that portrays Trump sitting on a chair, from the 
position on the chair to the position of the camera, and passing through 
the red horns drawn by the letter M from the title of the magazine.26  
The chair, more so than its occupant, commands the central focus: 

The masterstroke, the single detail that completes the entire image, 
is the chair. Trump is seated in what looks to be a vintage “Louis 
XV” chair (so named because it was designed in France under the 
reign of King Louis XV in the mid-18th century). The chair not only 
suggests the blindly ostentatious reigns of the French kings just before 
the revolution, but also, more specifically, the reign of Louis XV 
who, according to historian Norman Davies, “paid more attention to 
hunting, women and stags than to governing the country” and whose 
reign was marked by “debilitating stagnation,” “recurrent wars,” and 
“perpetual financial crisis.”27 

Those lavish decorations and marks of excess are signs of reaching the 
state of grace, for a certain type of sensibility – the autarkic sensibility 
that fears interdependency. The middle ground, the equilibrium that 
fears excess, instantly rejects these representations as mauvais goût (taste 
of excess).

However, those representations do touch the sensibilities of the disen-
franchised, who may dream of salvation in very earthly, material terms. 
And maybe, just maybe, what I thought were the Romanians’ feelings of 
disgust towards the excesses of Ceauşescu was in fact envy. We may find 
an early critique of these dreams in Hieronymus Bosch’s painting The 
Garden of Earthly Delights (1490–1510). Here is a figure that fascinates 
many commentators: some unknown being within a pit, in a psychoana-
lytical vein avant la lettre, who defecates gold coins. But what if the pit is 
also gold plated? The delight is supreme. Or should we say “total”? Those 
dreams, and their expression, are not to be taken lightly or viewed with 
derision. They do express a desire for something that perhaps some of 
us cannot fathom, and maybe we cannot do it because we, the relatively 
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privileged, already live in Bosch’s garden. Through derision, aesthetic 
smugness and moral righteousness we manage to push the underpriv-
ileged population “from somewhere” into the arms of politicians who, 
although from “everywhere,” choose to profit from the state of the disen-
franchised, mimicking their voices and venting their frustrations for 
political gains. 

More than 20 years ago, in 1994, Isaiah Berlin received the title of 
Doctor of Laws from the University of Toronto. His speech is a clear call 
for moderation that seems to have been lost somewhere along the way: 

If you are truly convinced that there is some solution to all human 
problems, that one can conceive an ideal society which men can 
reach if only they do what is necessary to attain it, then you and your 
followers must believe that no price can be too high to pay in order to 
open the gates of such a paradise.28 

The moral demarcation and righteous blaming may have little polit-
ical effect in the democratic system  – absent the awareness of Karl 
Popper’s “paradox of tolerance”29  – because in its internal logic,  
extremism is both morally coherent and morally superior (as any 
other type of religious system); or more so, for many, it appears to 
embody the essence of morality itself. Unless we understand the 
dreams of salvation of the disenfranchised, and the bottomless pit of 
desires that consumerism offers in exchange for dignity, we won’t be 
able to save ourselves from a totalitarian dream – or another. Again, 
in Isaiah Berlin’s words: 

The search for a single, overarching ideal because it is the one and 
only true one for humanity, invariably leads to coercion. And then to 
destruction, blood – eggs are broken, but the omelette is not in sight, 
there is only an infinite number of eggs, human lives, ready for the 
breaking. And in the end the passionate idealists forget the omelette, 
and just go on breaking eggs.30 
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5
Are the Alt-Right and French New 

Right Kindred Movements?
Tamir Bar-On

The ND (Nouvelle Droite – French New Right) is a cultural school of 
thought which was created in 1968 and is centred around the think tank 
GRECE (Le Groupement De Recherche Et D’études Pour La Civilisation 
Européenne – Group for Research and Studies in European Civilization).  
It had its intellectual heyday in France in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
Led by Alain de Benoist, the ND attempted to rethink the legacies of 
Nazism, fascism, Vichy collaboration and colonialism. Yet, ND intellec-
tuals were dogged by accusations of fascism and cultural racism because 
they borrowed from German inter-war era Conservative Revolution 
thinkers such as Carl Schmitt (the crown jurist of the Nazis) and longed 
for ethnically homogeneous communities, even as they supported world-
wide ethnopluralism and dropped their open support for violence, total-
itarianism, the cult of the leader, racism and antisemitism.1 Moreover, in 
attempting to outduel the liberal-left, the ND borrowed from Antonio 
Gramsci and the New Left in order to defeat liberalism and capitalism.2 
Some dubbed the ND “right-wing Gramscians.”3 

While the ND has been around for about 50 years, the AR (Alt-Right) is 
a more recent and largely Web-based cultural movement with few signif-
icant writings compared to the ND. The most important figure associated 
with the AR is Richard B. Spencer. Spencer noted that he coined the term 
“Alternative Right” in 2008 in order to differentiate himself from “main-
stream American conservatism” and pass down European “ancestral 
traditions” to new generations.4 The paleoconservative Paul Gottfried 
insists that both he and Spencer jointly created the term “Alt-Right,”  
although the former thought it would be an antidote to the neo-
conservative right and initially saw it as libertarian rather than 
racialist.5 In contrast, for Spencer those “ancestral traditions” are racial 
preference for white Europeans and antisemitism – “old right” staples.6 
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Unlike Spencer, de Benoist is neither openly antisemitic nor racist. 
He even penned a piece attacking racism.7 Nonetheless, the ND is anti- 
immigrant, promotes cultural racism,8 and is criticized for wanting to 
build ethnically homogeneous communities.9 

Like de Benoist, Spencer has been dubbed a “fascist,” “neo-Nazi,” 
“white supremacist” and “ethnic nationalist.”10 Like other white nation-
alists such as Jared Taylor,11 Spencer believes that white racial conscious-
ness and political solidarity can be attained without violence, continuing 
the ND’s “right-wing Gramscianism.” Yet, Spencer is openly racialist 
and antisemitic. His movement aims to stem the tide of liberal multi-
culturalism, advance the interests of the “white race” through concrete 
measures such as halting non-white immigration, and end so-called 
“Jewish influence” in politics.12 He even longs for the creation of “white  
homelands” in the United States and other countries where whites  
live.13 

This chapter poses the following question: Are the AR and ND 
kindred movements? Kindred connotes one’s family, a relationship 
by blood, or even allied, connected or comparable. In 1959, Maurice 
Duverger categorized political parties as organizational types: cadre, 
branch or cell parties.14 In 1985, von Beyme suggested that there were 
nine “familles spirituelles” (spiritual families) or “ideological groups” 
amongst the different political parties in Western Europe, including the 
“extreme right.”15 In 1995, Gallagher and his colleagues insisted that party 
families can be linked by “genetic” or historical circumstances with the 
goal of representing similar interests, transnational federations or links, 
and policies.16 In 2007, Wolinetz noted that the “spiritual families” in 
Belgium were divided along four lines (i.e. liberal, Catholic, socialist  
and linguistic) and that the Netherlands had four “pillars” before the 
1980s.17 

Although used for political parties, von Beyme’s notion of “spiritual 
families” might be appropriated for cultural movements like the ND and 
AR. Are the ND and AR part of the same “spiritual family”? We might 
view the ND and AR as cousins not based on blood, but in the ideolog-
ical sense. Although there are different rights, the ND and AR are both 
within the ambit of the revolutionary right. They want to root and branch 
destroy liberal democracy, capitalism and multiculturalism. Both are led 
by charismatic intellectuals, viewed by some scholars as  neofascist-like, 
focus on winning the “cultural war” against the “globalist” liberal-left 
elites, reject liberal multiculturalism, support homogeneous (white) 
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European identities, and desire a post-liberal, revolutionary order that 
is neither capitalist nor communist. Yet, there are important differences 
between the two movements: the differing ideological and historical 
trajectories and references, the significant intellectual pedigree of the  
ND versus the AR’s Web-focused movement with little intellectual  
pedigree, and the advantages of the ND compared to the AR because of 
the presence of openly anti-immigrant political parties in Europe. 

This chapter begins by tracing the diversity of right-wing currents of 
thought. In the next two sections, it analyses the manifestos of the AR 
and ND. It concludes by highlighting the similarities and differences 
between the ND and AR in terms of historical and ideological origins, 
strategies, and support in civil society and the state. It argues that the ND 
and AR are revolutionary right-wing ideological cousins, but that they 
are distinctive cultural movements.

MANY RIGHTS

The right and left are modern concepts, with origins in the French 
Revolution.18 In the new liberal republican government, sitting on the 
right in parliament meant that you wanted to revive the ancien régime 
(old regime), the aristocratic system, and monarchy. If you sat on the 
left, you were for republicanism, secularism, the universal rights of  
the people, workers’ rights, and an egalitarian social order.

If you want to establish a theocracy, you are more on the right than 
the left. In the 1920s and 1930s, the Cristeros were a more right-wing 
and traditionalist movement fearful of liberal republicanism and the loss 
of power for the Church in Mexico as a result of the secular Mexican 
Constitution (1917).19 Other religious movements from the anti- abortion 
Army of God to Christian Voice have also been dubbed right-wing 
movements. Yet, there is a strange hesitation in the literature to label 
Islamists as “right-wing.”20 

The meaning of right-wing “varies across societies, historical 
epochs, and political systems and ideologies.”21 For one scholar, the 
right has included five different historical phases: (1) the reactionary 
right wanted a return to aristocracy and established religion; (2) the 
moderate right distrusted intellectuals and sought limited government; 
(3) the radical right called for a romantic and aggressive nationalism; 
(4) the extreme right proposed anti-immigration policies and did not 
favour explicit racism; and (5) the neoliberal right sought to combine  
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a market economy and economic deregulation with traditional right-
wing positions defending patriotism, elitism, and law and order.22 
Hardly any contemporary right is driven by theocratic or monarchical 
impulses. Some rights such as the ND, Italy’s neofascist Casa Pound and 
even US paleoconservatives are “anticapitalist.”23 Other rights like the 
Anglo-American New Right are pro-capitalist, neoliberal, and critical of 
state  bureaucratization and the welfare state.

Fascism and Nazism were special cases in the inter-war years. 
Although in public consciousness they are associated with the right, 
major fascist thinkers from Benito Mussolini to Oswald Mosley had 
intellectual roots on the left: socialism, the revisionist anti-Marxist left, 
and anarcho-syndicalism.24 

Roger Eatwell and Neal O’Sullivan classify the right into five types: 
reactionary, moderate, radical, extreme and new.25 In liberal democra-
cies, the right generally opposes socialism and social democracy; and 
right-wing parties include conservatives, Christian democrats, classical 
liberals, nationalists, and anti-immigrant racists and fascists.26 In France, 
there have been several right-wing traditions: counter- revolutionary, 
liberal, Orléanist and Bonapartist.27 In Europe, after World War II, 
violent, revolutionary right-wingers included neofascists, Evolians and 
Third Positionists.28 In the United States, there is a history of popu-
list, radical right-wing movements that first came to the forefront in 
order to reject President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “big government” 
agenda: pro-Nazi Father Charles Coughlin, Huey Long, the rabidly 
anti- communist Joe McCarthy, pro-segregationist Barry Goldwater, 
racist, neo-Nazi and militia movements, and the AR.29 To these rights 
we should add the mainstream Republican Party and an anti-immigrant  
Trumpian right. In Latin America, there exists an anti-communist, 
authoritarian right led by military elites, the pro-fascist Peronist right, 
the Catholic right, the neoliberal right, the populist radical right,30 and a 
more moderate right.

Thus, historically, there are different right-wing movements. While 
right and left are shifting concepts, Norberto Bobbio suggests that the 
right favours inequality (or hierarchy) and the left equality.31 Bobbio 
also argues that the right is more inclined to authority and the left more 
towards liberty. In this respect, the ND and AR are both revolutionary 
right-wing movements because they reject administrative equality, attack 
the liberal legacies of the American Revolution and French Revolution, 
and see elites as crucial for destroying liberal democracy. In wanting to  
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create homogeneous communities based on ethnic forms of belonging, 
both the ND and AR are revolutionary and challenge the multicultural 
ethos of liberal societies.

THE NOUVELLE DROITE MANIFESTO32 

At this juncture, the chapter will highlight key aspects of the manifestos 
of the ND and AR. In 1999, the ND traced its vision for the new millen-
nium in a manifesto entitled “The French New Right in the Year 2000.” 
The manifesto was written by Alain de Benoist and Charles Champetier. 
It is split into three sections: (1) Predicaments; (2) Foundations; and (3) 
Outlooks.

What is striking about the ND manifesto is the concern with the crea-
tion of rooted ethnic communities. There is hardly any section in the 
manifesto that does not express a preference for homogeneous commu-
nities. The ND ultimately desires a pan-European empire cleansed of 
immigrants.

Section one: critique of modernity and theorizing modernity’s demise

In clause 1, the authors critique modernity and theorize about moder-
nity’s demise. De Benoist and Champetier attack the Judeo-Christian 
tradition and its liberal, universal offshoot, which allegedly attempts to 
eradicate diversity worldwide and Europe’s pagan past. Liberalism and 
socialism failed to liberate humanity, while also engendering totalitarian 
horrors. The “end of ideologies” phenomenon fuels a political crisis and 
crisis of meaning.

As belief in liberal and socialist myths fade, new myths are required 
for Europe. Jünger insisted that ultra-nationalism was the unifying myth, 
which could undermine the nihilism of the inter-war years and the loss 
of faith in progress spawned by modernity.33 De Benoist and Champetier 
similarly seek the return of a European myth of “common origins.” They 
desire the restoration of a hierarchical, elitist, pagan, aristocratic and 
roots-based Indo-European civilization, buried by the Judeo-Christian 
tradition and modernity. 

In clause 3, liberalism is the main enemy. For the ND, this change 
from primary anti-communism to primary anti-liberalism pre-dated the 
fall of communist states after 1989. The authors reject both liberalism and 
Marxism as materialistic and “totalitarian” ideologies.
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Section two: the ND’s “premodern” conception of man

In section 2 of the manifesto, the authors trace the philosophical foun-
dations of the ND’s “premodern,” anti-egalitarian conception of man. 
Modernity is held responsible for undermining “natural” inequalities 
between human beings. De Benoist and Champetier support an older 
biological concept of humans in order to erect homogeneous ethnic 
communities.

In clause 2, the ND highlights its obsession with rooted ethnic com-
munities. Echoing Joseph de Maistre, the authors attack the “abstract” 
notion of humanity. Instead they promote worldwide ethnopluralism: 
the flowering of hundreds of “homogeneous” communities within 
the framework of a “heterogeneous” world. De Benoist and Champe-
tier attack the notion of universal laws or rights in a world of diverse 
cultures. Such a drive for universalism is equated with totalitarianism 
and the West. 

In clause 8, de Benoist and Champetier reject the proselytizing, 
ethnocentric zeal of the West, which de Benoist once defended in  
French Algeria. 

Section three: a revival of homogeneous ethnic communities

In section 3, seven of the 13 positions are directly related to a revival  
of homogeneous ethnic communities. The authors call for the flow-
ering of many homogeneous communities worldwide. While there is an 
attack on global capitalism, there is no real concern for rectifying social  
injustices.

In position 1, the authors invoke capitalism as the bogeyman respon-
sible for the acceleration of ethnic conflict. Stressing the “primacy of 
differences” against universalist utopias, which undermine traditional 
identities, the authors embrace what ND thinker Guillaume Faye calls 
the “cause of peoples” against the liberal “New Class.”34 This “New Class” 
refers to the elites of the current global order. Faye, like de Benoist and 
Champetier, views the “New Class” as ethnocentric and neo-imperialist 
because it props up a dominant Western, capitalist model and imposes 
it on all cultures and civilizations. The “New Class” is attacked for 
undermining strong identities worldwide. Yet “the right to difference” 
cannot be used to exclude, which is disingenuous if we read position 3’s 
 arguments “against immigration.”
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In position 2, the ND claims to advance an “anti-racist” position. 
The ND co-opts the insights of anti-racist groups like SOS Racisme. 
The manifesto claims that people cannot be blamed for being racist 
if they choose their own ethnic groups in marriage to others. If 
people cannot be blamed for racism, the liberal, multiculturalist 
“New Class” is held responsible for sowing the seeds of racism by  
allegedly seeking to abolish cultural differences in a homogeneous liberal 
order.

However, racism is officially rejected in the manifesto in the spirit  
of the times. Yet, the twist is that “anti-racism” is a disguised form of 
racism. For the ND, race should not be jettisoned as a concept and both 
racism and anti-racism should be rejected. The struggle against racism is 
neither won by negating the concept of races, nor by the desire to blend 
all races into an undifferentiated whole. Rather, the struggle against 
racism is waged by refusing both exclusion and assimilation – or accept-
ance of the Other through mutual enrichment.

Claiming to support “true” multiculturalism, the ND co-opted the 
multicultural discourse of the liberal-left in a decidedly anti-racist age. 
However, the ND has not abandoned racism, even if it says it has. In  
position 3, we see the ND repairing its ties with the traditional, far-right-
wing milieu, which in the 1980s thought it was becoming crypto- 
communist as it had been critical of Le Pen’s Front National (FN)
and flirted with the left. In line with most radical right-wing parties, 
immigration is seen as a negative process. The anti-capitalist mantra 
is different  from the FN, which directly blames immigrants for all of 
France’s ills. Yet the restrictive immigration calls are similar to the FN. 
Both the FN and  ND argue that restricting immigration will benefit 
immigrant and host societies alike since both will be able to promote 
homogeneous ethnic communities.

Immigrants are too numerous and will not all of a sudden leave 
Europe. Thus, the authors propose a “communitarian model” – a “multi-
culturalism of the right” that officially recognizes differences in order 
to exclude immigrants from public life through normal parliamentary 
channels or referenda.

In position 5, the ND thinkers sound like new leftists or old rightists. 
Globalization has produced the worldwide domination of Western elites. 
Elites are detached from the concerns of citizens, the “New Class” has 
no social responsibilities, and there is greater need for shared values and 
meaning between the lower classes and elites. Local communities rather 
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than corporations, the New Class elites or EU bureaucrats must decide 
on the fate of their communities.

In position 6, the nation-state, so dear to the right in general, is 
rejected as outmoded. Belonging will be European and federal in nature. 
Federalism would allow for the protection of strong regions, nations 
and historical cultures, while allowing Europeans to “rediscover their 
‘common origins.’” It is significant that Europe as a federalized, sovereign 
power bloc would be tied with Russia against the United States, the key 
representative of liberalism. This is certainly part of a larger attempt to 
weaken the United States as a global superpower, while the alliance with 
Russia has historical echoes of the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact 
of 1939 and the National Bolshevist tendency in Germany led by Ernst 
Niekisch (1889–1967). It is no accident that numerous radical right-wing 
parties today are pro-Russia and pro-Putin.35 

In position 7, the demos (people) and ethnos (ethnic group) are 
united in a manner that valorizes homogeneous forms of community 
belonging, while rejecting the US and French democratic revolutions 
and the communist revolutions in the East. Democracy denotes a system 
whereby the people are sovereign.

In a key passage, the authors unite ethnos and demos: “The essential 
idea of democracy is neither that of the individual nor of humanity, but 
rather the idea of a body of citizens politically united into a people.” 
“People” here does not imply all the people, but a circumscribed, homo-
geneous people rooted along ethnic lines. Is this not a disguised form of 
racism? In fairness to de Benoist, he has defended the right of Muslims 
to wear their Islamic garb in public spaces, but perhaps as a tactic to  
infuriate Europeans by telling them they have “lost” their rooted European 
cultures.36 De Benoist’s aim is a “multiculturalism of the right,” one that 
recognizes public cultural differences in order to restrict immigration 
and give preference to white Europeans.37 

The procedure of the referendum is invoked in order to allow the 
people the possibility to return to the ethnos and “counteract the over-
whelming power of money” in political life. In 1961, de Gaulle organized 
a referendum on self-determination for Algeria. The implicit argument 
is that France has become the colony of uncontrolled immigration, the 
new Algeria is mainland France, and the “common sense” of the people 
can vote to democratically reverse this “ethnocidal” multiculturalism,38 
which is destructive of Europe’s pagan past and historic regions and 
nations.
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THE ALT-RIGHT MANIFESTO

This section will analyse the “Alt-Right Manifesto,” or “What It Means To 
Be Alt-Right: A meta-political manifesto for the Alt-Right movement.”39 
It was written by Richard Spencer and released on 11 August 2017, before 
the tragic events of Charlottesville, Virginia. 

The “Alt-Right Manifesto” is an attempt by Spencer to create a broad 
white nationalist movement and influence the masses of white Amer-
icans wedded to liberal multiculturalism. It mimics the aforementioned 
manifesto written by the ND. Spencer likens his tract to the manifestos  
of the conservative and New Left movements of the early 1960s.40 The  
manifesto consists of twenty points. The manifesto is dubbed “meta- 
political” as Spencer borrows from the ND in order to move towards an 
“Alternative Right.” Spencer, like the ND, believes that the right must be 
more Gramscian – win hearts and minds. 

The first point of the manifesto is about race: “Race is real. Race 
matters. Race is the foundation of identity.” For Spencer, the United 
States should be a race-based ethnic state devoid of non-Europeans, 
non-whites, Blacks and Jews. Whereas historically many white national-
ists might have excluded Latin and Slavic peoples from the United States, 
Spencer calls for the unity of all whites worldwide. 

Race is made central for Spencer because both the mainstream 
political parties, he argues, deny the centrality of race, push for open 
borders and thus dilute the sanctity of the white race, and promote 
a multiculturalism that homogenizes white and non-white peoples. 
“As long as whites continue to avoid and deny their own racial  
identity, at a time when almost every other racial and ethnic category 
is rediscovering and asserting its own, whites will have no chance  
to resist their dispossession,” states Spencer, echoing Wilmot 
Robertson.41 

The notion of race is discredited today in the West. Spencer thus 
uses race in order to attack politically correct liberal-left discourses, 
which negate the importance of race. He wants to create racial ethnic 
states, which borrows from the ND’s worldwide ethnopluralism. These  
ethnostates are seen in a positive light – forces against a “one-world civi-
lization,” globalization, multiculturalism and capitalism, all “destroyers” 
of peoples. Elites like Spencer must lead the drive towards white ethno-
states. Spencer, like de Benoist, is Nietzschean in rejecting egalitarianism 
and valorizing heroic elites in history.

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   87 07/02/20   4:59 PM



88 ·  spectres of fascism

In point 2, Spencer writes the following: “Jews are an ethno-religious 
people distinct from Europeans” and they refuse assimilation. Spencer, 
thus, breaks one of the major taboos of post-World War II politics: anti-
semitism. He also repeats what the Nazis and some fascists have opined 
about the Jews:

1) They are hostile to whites or Europeans since they support inter-
nationalist ideologies.

2) Jews imposed egalitarianism on Europeans. 
3) Like whites, Jews should have their own ethnostate (Israel). Despite 

his antisemitism, Spencer embraces “white Zionism.” “Dispos-
sessed” whites should be inspired by Zionism as it helped to create 
Israel – an unlikely dream come true.42 

4) Jews should not be part of the body politic because they are a 
different race.

In point 3, Spencer demonstrates the power of the AR to create its own 
vocabulary. “Alt-Right” and “ethnostate” are terms used first by Spencer, 
then picked up by the mainstream media and spread to the public at 
large – part of the AR’s cultural war against the liberal-left. Spencer also 
notes that racial or ethnic states are “legitimate and necessary.” 

In point 4, Spencer argues that the AR wages an ideological battle 
against the “decrepit values of Woodstock and Wall Street.” Spencer 
sounds like Alain de Benoist, who rejects the liberal-left hedonism of the 
New Left generation and the pro-capitalist Anglo-American New Right. 
Yet, while Spencer condemned the killing of a liberal counter- protester 
at Charlottesville, he did march with a collection of racist and revolu-
tionary right-wingers. 

In point 5, Spencer calls for a “White America.” He advances the 
notion that non-whites had no role in the foundation of the United 
States and that whites defined the United States. George Grant might 
have reminded Spencer that Canada and the United States includes 
Indi genous peoples and that North  Americans (outside Mexico) are 
“Eur opeans who are not Europeans.”43 

In point 6, Spencer supports a discredited racist notion: “Europe is 
our common home, and our ancestors’ bone and blood lie in its soil.”  
For Spencer, Europe means:

1) The “blood and soil” of the ancestors.
2) White Europeans uniting around the world.
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3) The refugee crisis, immigration and uncontrolled borders are threats 
to white European identity – “an invasion, a war without bullets.”

4) Due to open borders, the Islamization of Europe and North 
America are probable.44 

In point 10, Spencer abandons his conservative position of complete 
support for Israel, as highlighted in his piece in Paul Gottfried’s edited 
volume The Great Purge.45 Spencer’s foreign policy positions include:

1) No “end of history” liberalism where the United States attempts to 
convert all states to liberalism.

2) A rejection of colonialism.
3) No “Jewish” or “foreign” influences in the country’s foreign policy, 

a point highlighted by two realist thinkers.46 
4) If US foreign policy is determined by “foreign” lobbies or corpo-

rate interests, the country is not really sovereign.
5) The foreign policy of the United States must protect white 

Europeans.

In points 15 and 16, Spencer echoes the ND idea that globalization and 
capitalism “threaten” rooted identities worldwide.

In short, the manifesto allows the AR to focus on the metapolit-
ical as a prelude to a revolutionary, post-liberal and racial order; it 
borrows insights from the ND; and it is fixated on homogeneous, white  
identities.

CONCLUSION

At the outset, this chapter suggested that the ND and AR are ideological 
cousins. Von Beyme’s idea of a “spiritual family” applies to the ND and 
AR. This chapter traced the diversity of right-wing currents of thought 
and then analysed the manifestos of the AR and ND.

The chapter posited that the ND and AR are both within the ambit 
of the revolutionary right because they want to destroy liberal democ-
racy, capitalism and multiculturalism. In short, both movements are led 
by charismatic intellectuals, are viewed by some scholars as neofascist, 
focus on winning the “cultural war” against globalist liberal-left elites, 
reject liberal multiculturalism, support homogeneous (white) European 
identities, and desire a post-liberal, revolutionary order. Yet, there are 
some differences between the two movements: the differing ideological 
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and historical trajectories and references, the significant intellectual 
pedigree of the ND versus the AR’s Web-constructed movement with 
little intellectual production, and the advantages of the ND compared 
to the AR because of the presence of openly anti-immigrant political 
parties in Europe.

The ND and AR are ideological cousins, but they are different in terms 
of historical and ideological origins, strategies, and support in civil society 
and the state. In the first place, the ND has its origins in French revolu-
tionary right-wing politics, the loss of French Algeria, the demise of the 
politics of white racialism, and debates about Vichy collaboration, fascism 
and Nazism. In contrast, the AR has more recent origins, related to the 
growth of the Web amongst the revolutionary right-wing milieux, the 
charismatic personality of Richard Spencer, and a racist and antisemitic 
worldview that is closer to white nationalism than the Republican Party.

Second, the ND is intellectually brilliant, as shown by de Benoist’s vast 
body of works compared to Spencer’s and the length and quality of the 
respective manifestos. De Benoist even won a prestigious French literary 
prize in 1978. Spencer is more known for his provocative YouTube videos 
and his “Hail Trump” speech.47 As one scholar suggested, the AR “may 
be remembered as one more oddity of the Trump era” rather than “a 
permanent fixture of American political life.”48 

Third, it is true that the two movements share similar references and 
authors, including Nietzsche, Schmitt and Evola, some of which had 
clear connections to Fascist and Nazi regimes. The ND has been better at 
distancing itself from such Old Right authors, but both movements have 
been dogged by accusations of racism and neofascism.

Fourth, the ND had a very clear strategy to create a body of intelligent 
right-wing thought that would influence state and civil society actors 
throughout Europe. Two scholars note that the ND even attempted to 
influence political parties on the right (especially the FN), as well as mili-
tary, state, educational and media elites.49 The ND practised a thorough 
“Gramscianism of the right.” For Spencer, the “Gramscianism of the 
right” was largely directed at educated university elites through lectures 
that generated controversy, AR websites, the respectable and non-violent 
image Spencer nurtured, marches like Charlottesville, and using Presi-
dent Trump’s former chief strategist Steve Bannon to build links between 
right-wing radicals worldwide.

Fifth, if we examine the influence of the radical right on both sides of the 
Atlantic, the ND had a head start compared to the AR. Numerous factors 
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have made the radical right-wing parties a force throughout Europe, 
including economic crises, the attack on the welfare state, the post-9/11  
anti-terrorism discourses, the attack on multiculturalism by major 
European politicians, and the crises of the mainstream political parties. 
Yet, it is clear that the ND has provided the ideological and rhetorical 
inspiration for radical right-wing parties. Without the anti-immigrant 
rhetoric framed in an anti-racist veneer (borrowed from the ND), the 
radical right would not be the force that it is today. With the AR, we 
must see whether it is able to provide more Charlottesville moments in  
the future, increase its media coverage, and infiltrate the Republican 
Party or President Trump and thus change concrete policies related to  
immigration, race or multiculturalism.

In short, this chapter argued that the ND and AR are revolutionary 
right-wing ideological cousins, but that they are distinctive cultural move-
ments. Nonetheless, this does not mean that revolutionary right-wingers 
cannot co-operate through exchange of personnel, messages of support 
(e.g. Bannon told FN supporters to take the charge of racism as “a badge of 
honor”50), and common disdain for liberalism, multiculturalism, capitalism 
and egalitarianism. Like the left, there are many rights. The ND thinker 
Tomislav Sunić once argued that not all those against something necessarily 
want the same types of ideal society and state.51 Yet, the ND and AR have 
enough “anti-’s” in common, in order to make co-operation possible. After 
all, the members of a “spiritual family” might not agree on everything, but 
they tend to stick together on issues that matter most to them.
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6
The Post-Democratic Horizon: 
Friend and Enemy in the Age of 

New Authoritarianism
Am Johal

Throughout his life, legal theorist Carl Schmitt was a ruthless critic of 
liberalism, parliamentary democracy and cosmopolitanism, especially in 
his notorious and controversial Nazi period when he was Hitler’s crown 
jurist. In the twenty-first-century context of the proliferation of state and 
non-state practices such as torture (most notoriously at Guantanamo 
Bay), NSA surveillance, drone warfare, the rise of non-state actors such 
as ISIS, and the populist expansion of discriminatory legislation against 
immigrants and refugees, citations of Schmitt in the English-speaking 
world have accelerated since the attacks of 9/11 and, more recently 
again, following the rise of numerous neo-authoritarian political leaders 
worldwide. US president Donald J. Trump’s inner circle have evoked 
Schmittian rhetoric unapologetically – it has become an essential part of 
the populist right’s proverbial playbook.1 Trump, during the nomination 
period in April 2016 when outlining his foreign-policy orientation, and 
also in his inaugural address in January 2017, drew directly on the friend–
enemy distinction that argued that US foreign policy had lost its focus 
since Ronald Reagan in its willingness to go to war unnecessarily and its 
attempts to export democracy abroad. He further argued that Obama’s 
policies confused friends and enemies, particularly citing the nuclear 
deal with Iran.2 Even if former and current political insiders and outsiders 
with ties to the alt-right (like Steve Bannon, Darren Beattie, Stephen 
Miller and Richard Spencer to name just a few) haven’t read Schmitt, 
they echo his ideas, both knowingly and unwittingly, and construct 
political strategies based on a de facto friend–enemy distinction.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it is the far-right that has catapulted itself 
into the hallways of power in this time of economic crisis and ecological 
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catastrophe as a paradoxical hardened avant-garde of an already conserv-
ative establishment. It has captured a distorted idea of political change 
and order simultaneously, and fomented anger and hysteria towards 
migrants, refugees, minorities and other vulnerable groups into a refined 
political project that is being self-consciously and deliberately replicated 
with varying degrees of effect and success internationally – such as in 
the EU elections of 2019, the rise of far-right figures such as Matteo 
Salvini in Italy, and Steve Bannon’s attempt to create a neofascist inter-
national.3 But the political mobilizations of resentment that have been 
launched with this toxic inertia seem to have had multiple successes 
on numerous fronts, particularly in consolidating ultra-conservative 
policy and appointments through the US Senate under the steward-
ship of hyper-partisan Republican Senate leader Mitch McConnell.4 
The progressive left has also fallen in on itself in its failure to articulate 
the root causes of the political moment. If Eric Hobsbawm once called 
Thatcherism “the anarchism of the lower middle class,”5 Trumpism has 
taken this idea to an absurd new level. 

The post-democratic horizon in this young century, I will argue, has 
Schmittian overtones and reverberations echoing throughout it. By 
considering Schmitt’s work through key texts such as Dictatorship and 
Political Theology, this chapter will demonstrate that there is a lot that is 
old in the new authoritarianism that is emerging today.

But Schmitt should be approached cautiously. Matthew Specter poses 
the following question in his critique of the contemporary use of Schmitt 
on the left: can the former Nazi crown jurist be intellectual friend and 
political enemy simultaneously? Can we separate Schmitt’s insights from 
his intentions? Specter argues that salvage operations often fail to deliver 
on their promise. Is the attempt to refashion Schmitt’s ideas in such a 
way as to serve progressive critiques of the liberal order and, ultimately, 
class struggle, a Schmittian project?6 For Schmitt, leaders like Musso-
lini represented the authentic politics of the strong leader – in contrast 
to parliamentary democracy’s deliberative forms of political contesta-
tion and democratic claims; for the German legal theorist, liberalism 
 ultimately evades the political.7 

Specter argues that bringing Schmitt’s insights into a leftist project is 
historically incoherent. The theorist of fascism and the ideologist of Nazi 
Grossraum is simply not worth the tendentious stretching and pulling 
necessary to turn him into a progressive and emancipatory egalitarian 
thinker  – doing so would distort his actual theoretical project and 
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personal politics. Yet the use of Schmitt carries a radical cachet in the 
post-9/11 world amongst certain segments of the progressive left. He has, 
at times, even been canonized as a genius political theorist. Others argue 
that he should be read carefully, but against the grain.8 He is now being 
presented as relevant to our moment – a timeless classic that provides an 
important vision beyond the liberal state’s self-presentation as a public 
good. The contemporary recirculation of Schmitt, particularly coming 
after the canonization of the Frankfurt School, may seem refreshing 
in redefining the political, especially insofar as (aside from figures like 
Pollock and Neumann) the first generation of Critical Theorists had 
precious little to say about the political.9 But there’s a danger, again, in 
reading Schmitt ahistorically. As Specter argues, the value of political 
antagonism in Schmitt can be found in Rousseau, Kant, Hegel and partly 
in many others, like Gramsci. Schmitt is an accomplished writer who 
traffics in seductive epigrams. It is in the search for something beyond 
the neoliberal political cul-de-sac, particularly post-9/11, that the present 
moment of the strongman and new authoritarian illiberalism opens itself 
up to a renewed potency in Schmittian ideas and rhetorics across the 
political spectrum. With these qualifications in mind, it is important to 
start with Schmitt’s own work on the very concept of dictatorship.

DICTATORSHIP

Schmitt provided a book-length historical analysis of the legal concept of 
dictatorship in 1921. For Schmitt, dictatorship is a reasonable legal insti-
tution in constitutional law and has an avowed purpose. For him, the 
concept of dictatorship changed from the Roman period to the present 
through its integration into the theory of the constitutional state. Liter-
ally, for Schmitt, dictator est qui dictat (the dictator is one who dictates). 
However, in contrast to such a sovereign dictatorship, a commissary 
dictatorship becomes a mandate given by the people. The very move to a 
form of sovereign dictatorship is part of the process of dictatorship itself. 
In Dictatorship, Schmitt writes:

The law, which is essentially a command, is based upon a decision 
related to the public interest; but the public interest only comes into 
being through the fact that the order has been given. The decision 
contained in a law is, from a normative perspective, borne out of 
nothing. It is, by definition, “dictated.”10 
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Dictatorship is also something that fits firmly into a political matter; 
it solidifies processes of secularization. As Schmitt writes in Political 
Theology, “All significant concepts of the modern theory of state are 
secularized theological concepts.”11 Schmitt picks up this relationship 
between jurisprudence and theology from Leibniz. The very process 
of secularization for Schmitt means the dominance of reason over the 
authority of Scripture. The position of God has been replaced over time 
by secular principles like humanity, history, life, technology and others. 
For Schmitt, dictatorship is part of his decisionism – determining if the 
proper procedure has been followed by the appropriate authority – in 
which he builds on ideas from Machiavelli’s The Prince and Hobbes’s 
Leviathan. Schmitt is attempting to determine how decisionism can be 
understood in both a juridical and political context.12 

The questions that Schmitt poses could certainly be asked in the 
present political moment with potency: “Who should be the guardian 
of the constitution in times of crisis? Who should be given extra-legal 
powers to save the constitution to restore public order and security when 
the welfare of the people is under threat? In other words, who is the 
sovereign?”13 Who makes the decision? As Schmitt famously claims, the 
sovereign is the one who decides the state of exception. Schmitt writes:

Dictatorship is the exercise of state power freed from any legal 
restrictions, for the purpose of resolving an abnormal situation – 
in particular, a situation of war and rebellion. Hence two decisive 
elements for the concept of dictatorship are, on one hand, the idea of a 
normal situation that a dictatorship restores or establishes, and, on the 
other, the idea that, in the event of an abnormal situation, certain legal 
barriers are suspended in favour of resolving this situation through 
dictatorship. The concept of dictatorship has emerged during the last 
few centuries in state theory and in politics but the term has been 
generally used with great imprecision, in situations where an order 
is followed or a rule is being exercised. The concept develops from a 
legal Roman institution called dictatorship.14 

Schmitt argues that “extraordinary conditions require extraordinary 
measures.”15 Dictatorship is the exercise of state power freed from  
any legal restrictions, for the purpose of a leader resolving an 
abnormal situation  – in particular, a situation of war and issuing 
orders and executing them without having to obey traditional legal and 
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parliamentary processes. Schmitt discusses Machiavelli’s consideration 
of Aristotle – in the differentiation and parsing between the coming to 
decision, and its execution.16 

Fare ogni cosa senza consulta (the right of the leader to do anything 
without consultation) has Roman origins as a concept.17 Rational tech-
niques of political absolutism were necessary for a leader to employ from 
time to time, particularly as an exception in a time of emergency. The 
state of exception is theorized as a legitimate tyranny because the deci-
sion to suspend the law is given freely to the leader as part of a constitu-
tional process and order. For Schmitt, whomever rules over the state of 
exception ultimately rules over the state. He asks, through Machiavelli: 
should the king depend on the law, or the law depend on the king?18 For 
Hobbes, “the law is not a norm of justice but a command, a mandate 
from the one who has supreme power and therefore wants to command 
the future actions of the members of the state.”19 

Schmitt writes that:

The decision contained in a law is … borne from nothing. It is by 
definition “dictated” … sovereignty emerges from a constitutive act 
of absolute power, made through the people … But the question is: 
whose decision carries the day in the end, and by what authority? The 
matter does not depend on the ends, but rather on the decision about 
the means to those ends.20 

Schmitt is particularly interested in the movement from the supreme 
command of war to an absolute parliamentary power that rules all other 
institutions in a centralized manner. In essence, this is the movement 
from revolutionary to commissary dictatorship. In the United States, for 
example, the President has “the football” close by, with nuclear codes 
and menu choices in order to launch various options of nuclear attack 
at a moment’s notice without authorization required from the Senate or 
the House.21 Delegated authority, dictatorship, constitutional norms and 
the law become entangled inside the emergency and its democratic and 
 constitutional implications regarding the decision.

In the nationalist and illiberal contexts currently haunted by the spec-
tres of fascism, sacrifice for the Nation becomes paramount as a faith-
based exercise. The popular sovereign decides to enact violence or send 
people to death based on this subjective nationalist faith by not only 
maintaining a monopoly over violence, but also in determining when, 
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how and why it gets used. It establishes and embodies a distorted and 
deliberately blurred “democratic” vision in matters of life and death. 
Liberal constructions like international law are not acknowledged as 
existing in real life, but as optional processes to consider in the realm 
of the political in this ultra-nationalist worldview. The friend–enemy 
distinction is the genie let out of the bottle again. Chantal Mouffe writes 
of Schmitt that he was of the view that liberalism negates democracy and 
democracy negates liberalism.22 And, as Geoff Mann recently argued, 
since the state of exception has become the norm, it loses its critical 
purchase as a concept.23 

Like Trumpism, Schmitt also believes in the homogeneity of a “people” 
in order to assert this political grouping as a norm of politics. Democ-
racy can’t exist for all humanity, but only for a people that is constructed 
on homogenous lines. Without an ethnonational, homogenous political 
unit, a strong state cannot exist in Schmitt’s view.

Who belongs to the people then? In constructing a political context 
where the people rule, it is necessary to determine the identity of the 
people, and this for Schmitt can only be done by emphasizing the divi-
sion between an us and them, or the friend and enemy distinction (see 
Chapter 5). Liberalism has a relationship to all humanity that Schmitt, 
like many anti-Enlightenment thinkers such as Burke, but also “reluc-
tant modernists” such as Arendt,24 views as failing to create a sufficiently 
specific political community. The very criterion of the political for many 
of these thinkers and current political leaders is based on the friend–
enemy distinction. What is and isn’t legitimate or allowable remains in 
the realm of the politically contestable. Schmitt argues that the state is 
not just another neutral arbiter between a plurality of communities, or 
accounts, of the “good life” as in liberalism. A weak state that acts as 
merely a referee is incapable of asserting political power on behalf of 
the people. For Schmitt, and for the neo-authoritarians of our present 
moment, pluralism leads to dangerous disunity and the potential for 
chaos.

Watching the slow, painful unravelling convulsions of the withering 
away of the Enlightenment project, aided by the speed of  global-scale 
computation and its threats to traditional forms of sovereignty, it is 
unsurprising to see our contemporary version of the populist radio 
preachers, carnival barkers and “agitators” of the 1930s emerge in new, 
opportunistic forms today (see Chapter 8 in this volume).25 To look at 
their specific local contexts and different political dynamics that have 

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   102 07/02/20   4:59 PM



the p ost-demo cratic horizon ·  103

been mobilized in the name of the people, it is important that we do not 
conflate the figures of the moment like Erdoğan, Modi, Orbán, Putin, 
Trump and others. While there are some similarities in their mode of 
taking power and forms of centralization and varying commitments to 
neo-authoritarianism, their approaches have fit into their own specific 
nationalist contexts and some attempt to understand the mobilization of 
public support and historical resentment is necessary. What they do have 
in common is their capacity to create enemies both within and without in 
order to re-assert and re-articulate a new reactionary vision of the Nation 
and who constitutes it. Friend and enemy is also about the creation of 
winners and losers against a constructed establishment. The very real 
corruptions of the liberal state, both real and perceived, are a common 
denominator in calls for a purification of the Nation. For a progressive 
populism to exist, following Chantal Mouffe’s For a Left Populism,26 there 
must be an opposition constructed between the demos and the oligarchy. 
Reading Schmitt against the grain can possibly clarify the nature of the 
oligarchic enemy as the critiques of liberalism gain ground. We will now 
turn to Schmitt’s work in Political Theology.

POLITICAL THEOLOGY

The state and political leaders ought to be concerned with the major 
question of the ever-present possibility of conflict, according to Schmitt. 
For Hegel, the state was the realization of the highest, most rational 
(vernünftige) form of existence. The role of the state was to secure the 
conditions where private citizens could actualize their public wills.27 
The state of exception and decision to enact such a moment is based on 
which authority in the state is competent to decide such a matter. For 
Hegel, the state was rational precisely because it mediated and reconciled 
the particular, the individual and the universal. Stability, order and polit-
ical unity are the definitive goals of the state in this worldview. Schmitt 
was concerned with the question of which authority has the capacity to 
determine that these concepts have been restored. For Schmitt, it was 
only in the midst of crisis that sovereign power revealed itself. On that 
basis, sovereignty can only be determined in the borderline case and not 
with the normal routines of parliamentary democracy. Schmitt evokes 
the notion of a situational rather than universal law, whether to change 
or suspend laws according to the crisis at hand. For Schmitt, all law is 
situational law.
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The stress on sovereignty reveals where true power resides; there-
fore, the study of emergency as part of a theory of the state is crucial to 
unpacking the concept of dictatorship. Schmitt famously writes:

The exception is more interesting than the rule. The rule proves 
nothing; the exception proves everything: It confirms not only the 
rule but also its existence, which derives only from the exception.  
In the exception the power of real life breaks through the crust of the 
mechanism that has become torpid by repetition.28 

For Schmitt, the exception thinks the general situation with intense 
passion and argues that every government is part of a continuum of 
dictatorship in its actual practices.29 The state is governed by the ever-
present possibility of conflict – the purpose of the state is to maintain 
its integrity to ensure order and stability. Schmitt’s critique of liberalism 
centres on its attempts to depoliticize politics by avoiding fundamental 
existential decisions.

Schmitt argues, paradoxically, that because liberalism tries to serve all 
interests, it is not neutral. He contends that all forms of political authority 
are grounded in violence, and that despite the attempt of liberal political 
orders to cover over this inherent violence, the traces of it are increas-
ingly visible.30 Schmitt’s critique of liberalism centres on its attempt to 
depoliticize political thought  – in this it resonates uncannily with the 
almost universal legitimacy crisis of technocracy. Schmitt argues “today 
nothing is more modern than the onslaught against the political … There 
must no longer be political problems, only organizational-technical and 
economic-sociological ones.”31 

For Schmitt, the notion of the political has four features:

1) The concept of the state presupposes the concept of the political;
2) The political precedes the state;
3) The political is a basic characteristic of human life;
4) The affirmation of the political is the affirmation of the state of 

nature.32 

When the political emergency arrives, and the neo-Schmittians emerge 
inside the all-too-real institutions of power, they deform their very shape 
and eradicate universalistic, liberal-democratic norms with relative ease 
and absolute abandon. The political ground beneath our feet begins to 
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shift and the abnormal contemporary political condition emerges into 
a state of hyper-normalization  – the techniques of political combat 
become asymmetrical, the very grammar of political conflict is defiled 
and the capacity to resist becomes ever more compromised, perhaps to 
the point of becoming irretrievable.

A case in point is the 2019 formation of a bizarre “Unalienable Rights” 
Commission launched by US secretary of state Mike Pompeo, which 
will draw political distinctions between natural rights, and human rights 
imposed by the state. Due to the involvement of socially conservative 
figures in the formation of the commission, it is widely viewed as politi-
cally designed to roll back human rights into a narrower frame that will 
severely limit gender rights, gay marriage and trans rights. Besides being 
chaired by right-wing Harvard professor Mary Glendon, the Commis-
sion includes the involvement of prominent right Schmittians associated 
with Telos journal, such as Stanford professor Russell Berman and his 
protégé David Pan, a professor from the University of California-Irvine.33 

The twenty-first-century forms of a post-democratic order and new 
authoritarian concepts emerge, take shape in real time, and are taking 
on particular features and contours of earlier periods of the twentieth 
century, particularly that of the strongman, the Nation, and enemies 
within and without. These nefarious forms of political border-keeping 
may not be a replication of the 1930s, but the pathetic re-appearance 
of the zombies like Trump, Mitch McConnell, David Duke et al. might 
just be the grotesque return of the 1980s on steroids, back with a venge-
ance. But will the future portend the continuation of this new authori-
tarianism, or will it be a return to a liberal order, or the formation of a 
robust and critical democratic socialist orientation? The present polit-
ical culture seems to hinge on the very divisions of friend and enemy 
that liberal politics attempt to elide. What is inside or outside the polity 
is a perfectly Schmittian question that re-emerges in these sick times, 
and accelerates the assault on political reason that is the present-day 
fashion.

Trump seeks to clearly define the external enemy as “radical Islam” 
and the internal enemy as “‘illegal’ immigrants” (who are also always 
potential terrorists). It is a polemical rhetoric intended to put polit-
ical adversaries on the defensive because of the overly wide net that it 
casts. In his attacks on judges and the judicial branch, Trump presents 
himself as a sovereign, above the law. This is further manifested in the 
pardoning of Arizona’s Sheriff Joe Arpaio,34 and references to neo-Nazis 
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in Charlottesville as “fine people.”35 It is in the very vulgarity of the 
current public discourse that one can confidently declare the end of  
the end of history.36 

The reality of the contemporary emergency is not about whether we 
use Schmitt or lose Schmitt, but that the political emergency has indeed 
already arrived. The state of exception has very much become the rule. 
We must, therefore, get back to the more central question: if we can’t 
organize an agonistic politics of solidarity in this concrete political 
moment when everything – intellectually, spatially and temporally – is 
clearly at stake, then when can we?
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Which Came First, Fascism or 
Misogyny? Reading Klaus Theweleit’s 

Male Fantasies
Laura U. Marks

This chapter revisits Klaus Theweleit’s landmark Male Fantasies, a 
massive and disorienting study of the journals of German Freikorps 
soldiers and related texts in the inter-war period. The book, appearing 
in English translation in 1987, contributed to the emerging scholarly 
topic of masculinity studies, still mostly grounded in psychoanalytic 
approaches. Theweleit intervened in the psychoanalytic discourse of the 
time by arguing that fascism lies in the pre-Oedipal fear of dissolution 
back into the mother. My reading of Male Fantasies tests what it is like 
to understand misogyny as a universal and ahistorical tendency, linked 
intimately to the terror of mortality associated with women and other 
subjects identified with their bodies. If that is the case, then fascism 
aligns with misogyny of necessity, as the armourization of the male self 
in the desperate quest to transcend mortality. Depressingly, this linkage 
holds fast today. However, my reading then backs off to study these 
questions historically, arriving at a somewhat more nuanced and polit-
ically workable understanding of the fascism–misogyny connection. At 
the end, I explain how Theweleit’s book inspired me to diverge from his 
thesis as far as possible and to develop alternative theories of the subject 
as embodied and open to others. 

Theweleit’s two-volume Männerphantasien was published in West 
Germany in 1977, in the context of the first post-war generation’s attempt 
to understand the cultural sources of Nazism.1 (Theweleit returns to the 
topic in his recently published Das Lachen Der Täter.)2 The University 
of Minnesota Press published the English translation, Male Fantasies, 
in 1987 in two volumes, comprising over 1,000 pages: Volume One, 
Women, Floods, Bodies, History, was translated by Barbara Ehrenreich 
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and Chris Turner; Volume Two, Psychoanalyzing the White Terror, by 
Chris Turner, Erica Carter and Stephen Conway. A new edition is to be 
released imminently.

Male Fantasies examines the literature, both novels and journals, of 
German soldiers in the Freikorps (Free Corps) in the years after World 
War I. The Freikorps were volunteer paramilitaries composed of soldiers 
returning from the war in defeat, sensing themselves betrayed by the 
Weimar government, longing for the structure and meaning of mili-
tary life. The Freikorps assassinated supporters of the Weimar Republic 
and Communists including Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. The 
Freikorps hated Bolsheviks, Jews and, importantly, the masses. Theirs 
was an elitism, not a populism. 

Male Fantasies’ literary analysis identifies, among the Freikorps 
soldiers, a pervasive terror of mortality expressed as misogyny, disgust 
with bodies and a desire for self-armourization. The second volume, 
Male Fantasies: Psychoanalyzing the White Terror, analyses the theme of 
hatred of women that recurs in the Freikorps literature. Women were 
divided into White and Red: the familiar virgin/whore dichotomy. The 
White woman was the sexless nurse, mother, sister. The Red woman was 
whore, Communist, Jew; an engulfing threat.

What is most striking in Theweleit’s observations is that these soldiers 
didn’t seek to dominate women sexually. On the contrary, they wanted 
to protect themselves from sex. The Freikorps soldier, Theweleit writes, 
feared “all of the hybrid substances that were produced by the body 
and flowed on, in, over, and out of the body: the floods and stickiness 
of sucking kisses; the swamps of the vagina, with their slime and mire; 
the pap and slime of male semen; the film of sweat … the warmth that 
dissolves physical boundaries.”3 This is the terror of self-dissolution. 
Terror of the cunt, the swallowing wetness. Terror of losing one’s bound-
aries in orgasm. Terror also of syphilis, associated in Freikorps literature 
with prostitutes, Jews and the masses. 

Theweleit’s study intervened in the psychoanalytic discourse of the 
1970s and 1980s, bringing in theories of subjectivity from Wilhelm Reich, 
Gilles Deleuze and Guattari, and others. He argued that fascism lies not 
in Oedipal father-identification, as Theodor Adorno and others argued, 
but in pre-Oedipal fear of dissolution back into the mother. Terrifyingly, 
he raises the question of whether this particular kind of foundational 
misogyny is specific to the Freikorps, and perhaps identifiable in other 
periods, or whether it inheres in all men, or even all humans, throughout 
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history. Patrice Petro identifies the problem: “Theweleit’s notion of 
pre-Oedipality tends to make the dread of woman primordial (rather 
than cultural) by conjuring up some very archaic associations which  
link femininity and the maternal body to destruction and death.”4  
Theweleit writes in a disorienting, almost nauseating style that evokes 
the very incontinence the Freikorps soldiers feared. The structure is 
loose and associative. A great number of quotations and loosely related 
pictures, with Theweleit’s impressionistic responses, disperse the argu-
ment and allow it to dizzyingly envelop the reader.

WHICH CAME FIRST, FASCISM OR MISOGYNY?  
THE AHISTORICAL ANSWER

The ahistorical answer is: fascism and misogyny are born together, inevi-
tably and universally. I used to believe this and still do in weak moments; 
I repressed this belief for survival reasons. In this mood, I believe that 
misogyny is the deepest-held of human hatreds. I don’t think sexism is 
a problem; misogyny is. It is a real hatred of women. Rape is universal: 
from war rape to date rape. Prison rape suggests rape is not about the 
woman  – it’s about the rapist needing to violate someone. But prison 
rape, in this logic, makes a man a woman. Because they’ve been fucked. 
In most of our societies, the definition of a woman is somebody who 
“gets fucked.” The connotations are always negative  – “This is fucked 
up”; “I’m so fucked!” In most societies, men who allow themselves to 
be penetrated are despised – because they’ve become like a woman. The 
worst insult you can say in Arabic is charmout (masculine), charmouta 
(feminine): literally, split like a log.

In this mood, I ask: “Why do people hate women so much?” Not only 
men. Women learn to hate women too, to despise each other and despise 
ourselves. Why? We know these simple answers. Because we’re all afraid 
of mortality, and the female body reminds us of mortality more easily 
than the male body. Because the highest social values are “masculine” 
values like strength, individualism, competition, aggressiveness. Because 
in patriarchal societies women have to side with the men and turn 
against other women, to protect themselves and get ahead.

In this mood, reading Male Fantasies suggests an answer to “Which 
came first, fascism or misogyny?” that’s both terrifying and, in a weird 
way, inspiring. Fascist ideologies actively transform personal fears into 
unifying worldviews. Most hatred is motivated by fear. Most people fear 
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death more than anything else. At some point before that, people fear 
others who threaten their identities. People hate what reminds them of 
death. Theweleit reiterates the soldiers’ terror and disgust when faced with 
bodies that have insides, wounds. This terror relates to Julia  Kristeva’s 
concept of the “abject” as that which should remain inside the body that 
appears outside it. Male Fantasies argues the “soldier males” hated women 
because women’s bodies appear to be more material than men’s bodies, 
more mortal, because women have vaginas, menstruate, give birth and 
(not mentioned by Theweleit) undergo menopause. Our bodies turn 
inside out, revealing the bloody insides. Sexual intercourse involves the 
inside of our bodies, an opening, which appears to the ignorant as a 
wound. (Though it is not a wound – it is a healthy orifice. In a cool way 
the cervix and vagina are not insides; they’re folds, deep folds, and in fact 
our whole body is a very deeply folded surface. That is what I believe now.)

ARMOURED BODIES AND THE MYTH OF THE PHALLUS

In the section “The Mass and Its Counterparts,” Theweleit demon-
strates that “Red” women, Jews and the masses are all associated in the 
Freikorps literature with a threatening disintegration of bodily bounda-
ries. Reflecting on one Ferdinand Brack’s paranoid musing, in a Freikorps 
anthology, that enemy agents incite prostitutes to infect soldiers with 
venereal disease, Theweleit writes:

The rebellious human mass gathering in the street is both an incarna-
tion of all contagious diseases spawned by life-producing desire, and 
an incarnation of all the Red masses into which the man sinks and is 
lost: the embodiment both of pleasures that tempt and of pleasures 
that are dead. This may explain the soldier male’s fascination with 
the decaying mass; for it appears to have all the features of his own 
 externalized interior.5 

A contaminating formlessness breaks down the boundaries between 
bodies, both killing them through disease and, interestingly, bringing 
them to life. The soldiers learned equally to repress their own desire, 
“life-producing desire,” which threatened to break down their borders 
with threatening others.

So the Freikorps soldiers became ascetic, grew armour; effectively 
killed that part of themselves that desires. “Pleasure, with its hybridizing 
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qualities, has the dissolving effect of a chemical enzyme on the armored 
body.”6 Theweleit adapts Reich’s theory of psychology of fascism. It is the 
familiar project of making men into soldiers. First, they are individu-
ally hardened, oblivious to pain, rejecting any awareness of their insides, 
thinking of their bodies as “sacks.” Second, they are hardened and 
anonymized into the phalanx or de-individualized soldier unit. We need 
to mourn the damage military service, especially conscription, does to 
men, and increasingly to women as well. It breaks them, makes them 
despise the weakness of their own and others’ bodies, and spits them 
back into the world to do harm to others.

Most cultures dignify their leaders by disguising their bodies, making 
them appear godlike – or, at least, hiding their human bulges in a suit so 
that they appear to be minds, not bodies. The suit as armour, the power 
suit, the uniform. It’s weird when you think about it: that, in our culture, 
when a couple dresses up, the man disguises his mortality in a suit, while 
the woman enhances hers in a revealing dress.

Hence the male soldiers’ desire to be armoured, hard-surfaced and 
invincible allowed them to indulge their hatred of those who appear 
weak, and their desire to murder the weak. Fascist cultures catego-
rize some humans as identified with the body, not the mind, and thus 
deeming them subhuman. Recall the detailed Nazi anthropological hier-
archy that places near the bottom Jews, Africans, homosexuals and the 
disabled. The Freikorps created a special place at the bottom for “Red” or 
non-disembodied women.

Theweleit states that his study is part of a larger history of “the ways the 
European male ego develops in opposition to woman.”7 This statement 
suggests that the Freikorps books are simply one case study of millennia 
of misogyny. As in the Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis in which 
Theweleit’s study is grounded, the suggestion is that the ego – which, for 
Freud and Lacan, was by definition male – can only build itself by seeing 
others as opponents to be assimilated through identification (other men) 
or taken as objects (women, the weak, foreigners etc.). 

When I started out studying film in the late 1980s, Lacanian psycho-
analytic theory still dominated the field. The theory of the gaze, a potent 
concoction of selected Lacanian and apparatus theory, postulated that 
a (implicitly and necessarily male) viewer can occupy the position of 
power offered by a film, propping his mere mortal look on a mythical 
phallic gaze. The theory states that males can identify with the illusory 
phallic power only to the extent that they deny their own physical and 
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mortal bodies, as the Freikorps soldiers did. The generation of scholars 
and popularizers who received this theory tended to forget that actual 
males never in fact possess this phallic power. This mistake ravaged our 
field. Generations learned that men possess the gaze: “Stop looking at me 
with your male gaze!”, “She’s a victim of the male gaze.” In this way, a later 
generation repeated the Freikorps’ identification with a deathless power 
at the expense of their mortal bodies.

But in fact, nobody possesses the gaze. To have a body, to be mortal, 
means not having the phallus, ever. So why don’t people talk more about 
the vulnerability of the male body, the exposed sexual organs? Why do 
people say phallic when they mean penis-like?

WHICH COMES FIRST NOW, FASCISM OR MISOGYNY?

Above, I noted that, according to Theweleit’s analysis, the Freikorps 
soldiers avoided sexual intercourse because of their inordinate fear of 
self-dissolution. This attitude does not contradict the use of rape as a 
weapon of war, for millennia and in our own time. Burmese soldiers 
have gang-raped thousands of women in their attacks on Rohingya 
villages.8 Saudi and UAE military personnel have raped Yemeni women 
and men in the ongoing Saudi–Yemeni war.9 I do not even want to 
think about the psychology of the rapist, but I’m pretty sure it does not 
entail fear of self-dissolution as a man might feel with consensual sex. 
Rape is torture. Again, the fact that soldiers and prisoners rape men as 
well as women underscores that power lies in the ability to render the 
other person effectively just a body. This aligns with the hierarchy of 
 disembodied–embodied that characterizes fascism.

Meanwhile, note the correlation between the ideas about gender 
among the far-right of our day and the Freikorps’ division of women 
into virginal Whites and whorish Reds. For example, after James A. 
Fields, Jr., ran over and killed activist Heather Heyer at the infamous 
confrontation between white nationalists and counter-demonstrators 
on 12 August 2017, the neo-Nazi website The Daily Stormer devised the 
headline “Heather Heyer: Woman Killed in Road Rage Incident was a 
Fat, Childless 32-Year-Old Slut.”10

Theweleit’s study reveals that male desires to dominate and subju-
gate women rest upon an abject fear of the body. On this point, Male 
Fantasies might not seem to describe US President Donald J. Trump’s 
particular brand of misogyny. Trump is a very embodied character, 
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constantly referring to his and others’ bodies and penises, boasting about 
grabbing women by the “pussy,” claiming to be always ready for sex. 
Unlike the Freikorps, the US president does not revile sexual contact. 
There are, however, a couple of points of contact. Trump refers specif-
ically to the length of his erect penis, not his flaccid penis; he attempts 
to assimilate himself to the phallic ideal. He appears terrified of female 
bodily functions, as when he referred to Fox News anchor Megyn Kelly 
bleeding from all her orifices, and seemed obsessed with Hillary Clinton’s  
bathroom break during one of the presidential debates.11

However, if we subtract Trump from the current platform of the US 
Republican Party (which will happen if he is impeached), we get a much 
less colourful, less masculine display of power. Instead, we get poli-
cies to protect the rich and corporations, armourize the country, and, 
importantly, punish people for having bodies by cutting Medicare and 
Medicaid, destroying Obamacare and illegalizing abortion. Punishing 
women for having sex. The virgin/whore, White woman/Red woman 
dichotomy in full effect, in the full-throated misogyny of Vice President 
Mike Pence.

I have to say there is something galvanizing about the renewed visi-
bility of the far-right in Europe, the United States and Canada in its most 
reptilian form: racist, misogynist, anti-immigrant, anti- Indigenous – 
especially in Canada, with the ongoing scandal of missing and murdered 
Indigenous women and the high number of Indigenous children abducted 
into foster care (see Chapter 12). It is a big relief to see all that hatred 
finally on display instead of hidden behind liberal appearances. I think 
repressed misogyny is much more dangerous than expressed misogyny; 
and the same with homophobia and racism. That is the danger of liberal 
discourse that tries to repair politics on the level of representation alone, 
clearly motivated by many fears.

Nevertheless, we need to keep alert for a blander form of fascism that 
I still suspect is more dangerous than overt fascism, and whose motives 
are economic control. This one is a fascism seemingly without ideology, 
concerned only with consolidating political and economic power. It  
holds in many nations; for example, as Zeinab Abul-Magd argues, the 
Egyptian military has been able to remain united over seven decades 
because it is not divided by ideology: all it wants to do is maintain 
power.12 We can also see fascism without ideology functioning in the 
mega-media corporations that are establishing unprecedented power all 
over the globe. The new global empires like Alphabet (owner of Google), 
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Amazon, Facebook and Alibaba have successfully foisted their monop-
olies through ideological blandness and control of modern-day ship-
ping routes: powerful servers.13 If Amazon decided to arm itself and buy  
some aircraft carriers, it could easily conquer nations and consolidate 
global military power. I think we need to remain vigilant about these 
fascist powers that are insidious because they operate without ideology.

WHICH CAME FIRST, FASCISM OR MISOGYNY?  
THE HISTORICAL ANSWER

Above I quoted Theweleit’s statement that his book is part of a larger 
history of “the ways the European male ego develops in opposition to 
woman.”14 The grimy glimmer of hope in this statement is his reminder 
that the study is a history and does not make universal claims (though 
the scholarly disavowal of other cultures makes me suspicious). There 
is some comfort in Theweleit’s reference to the history of this supposed 
development of the male ego in opposition to women, because it invites 
us to study periods when this tendency rises and falls, and to look for its 
end. A historical view requires those of us interested in this question to 
examine the other ways that egos develop at the expense of designated 
others: we can examine how racism, homophobia and imperialism inter-
weave with misogyny but do not overlap. It requires alertness to new 
forms of domination.

More excitingly, seeing the male ego as a historical phenomenon 
creates the opportunity to examine the existence and emergence of 
cultures whose idea of the self is not a fortress. There are ways to live that 
acknowledge mortality. There exist cultures and subcultures around the 
world, including among the young, that cultivate a way of being that is 
open, not armoured; a self that is okay with its borders being indistinct, 
that is oriented to others with care, perhaps built not on an individual, 
but some kind of open network or ecosystem.

In a way these values constitute the despised “feminine” practices of 
the daughter who never differentiated fully, the female that knows she 
is castrated, and other feminine ego models psychoanalysis offered us. 
It would be nice not to think of them as negations of the fully differen-
tiated, hardened, successful ego. I don’t believe the world can improve 
until these values are placed equal to, and perhaps higher than, the 
“masculine” values that have led us into ruin. Again, I reject the idea 
that “masculine” values are inherently male qualities. They are ideals that 
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boys are supposed to develop, and for which females too are rewarded 
with money and status. Remember liberal feminism and the claim that 
women are as good as men? Instead, this is a time to celebrate that we 
humans are all mortal, all vulnerable, and therefore all need to cultivate 
care, openness, vulnerability and other cunty characteristics. Let us all be 
cunts! Let us embrace the pan-human capacity to be fucked.

There are lots of cultures and subcultures of men who don’t culti-
vate or reject the armoured ideal. In North American societies, there 
are slackers, dropouts, “sensitive men” (sometimes). Bears and puppies 
who push back against the gay hard-body cult. Born males who reject 
the gender and try out a third path. “Lesbian boys.” Stylish men. Men 
who grow old gracefully. Men at ease with their sexuality. Gentle fathers. 
Gamers who manage to balance the imaginary body adventuring in 
virtual space and the soft, flabby, physical body at the console. There are 
so many kinds of lovely men.

Meanwhile, the erstwhile “feminine” but disembodied values of 
self-effacement and putting others first resonate a little too much with 
the White women revered by the Freikorps. What about pleasure, seduc-
tion, sluttiness, “decadence”? Let’s value “Red” women. A shout-out to 
Elizabeth Grosz’s beautiful emphasis, in her rereading of Darwin, on 
sexual selection, which she opposes to natural selection (though we can 
understand it as a type of natural selection). The popular notion that the 
fittest are the ones who survive, where fitness indicates the ability to fight, 
has received far too much press in the 160 years since Darwin published 
The Origin of Species. If we turn our attention to Darwin’s less-repeated 
disclosure that peacocks, roses, coffee plants, the male stickleback fish 
and the male bowerbird do all they can to delight and entice potential 
pollinators and mates, we quickly recognize that these dances of pleasure 
and seduction – not “fitness” – are how species carry on. Delight, beauty, 
colours, scents, the shimmer of the male stickleback are necessities for us 
living beings, not decadent treats to enjoy after we’ve slain the enemies 
and battened down the hatches. This shift of focus embraces the powers 
of seduction in all creatures – and notably celebrates male (non-human) 
splendidness.

Theweleit’s books had a large influence on my work as a writer and 
film programmer in the late 1980s and early 1990s  – a negative influ-
ence, as I mentioned above. If I was to live, I had to find alternatives to 
theories that the ego cannot bear others different from it and must anni-
hilate them. I was looking for ideas of subjectivity by which rather than 
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identifying with destructive power one identifies with dissolution, or 
more positively, with the creative destruction of desire. I worked through 
alternatives couched within feminist Lacanian theory. I entertained Kaja 
Silverman’s proposal that the dominant form of identification, homeo-
morphic identification on the basis of similarity with the self, should give 
way to heteromorphic identification, or identifying with another that is 
different.15 Heteromorphic identification undermines the ego’s efforts to 
maintain a coherent identity. It tends toward death, or accepts a “reduced 
existence.” Theories of masochistic identification, from Gaylyn Studlar 
and Gilles Deleuze, also interested me. 

Moving away from the psychoanalytic theories that seemed irremedi-
ably tragic, I built the idea that one’s relationship to others need not be 
one of mastery, but of self-loss, openness or curiosity. I looked for alter-
native images of men: embodied, vulnerable, okay with being fucked; I 
included some of them in a film programme, “Men We Love,” in 1997. 
I adopted a theory that it is okay to occupy a state of near-dissolution 
some of the time. This became my theory of haptic visuality. I looked 
away from the painting of important subjects to the curly gilt frame, to 
abstractions that allow you to lose yourself. I looked at broken-down, 
demagnetized, glitchy images to see how we take the glitchiness into 
ourselves and accept the way it connects us materially to others, draws 
us out of ourselves and into a shared and pleasurable mortality.

I know that the armoured, disembodied, hateful subjectivity Thewe-
leit analysed thrives on and cannot be theorized away. But I must believe 
that it is an artefact of history.
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“A Composite of King Kong and a 

Suburban Barber”: Adorno’s “Freudian 
Theory and the Pattern of Fascist 

Propaganda”
Samir Gandesha

There can be little doubt today that, after a long period of dormancy, 
authoritarian and, at times, downright fascistic elements have returned 
to public life with a vengeance; not just throughout Europe, the United 
Kingdom and the United States, but globally, most notably in Turkey, 
India and Brazil. The most visually shocking image of such a return are 
the migrant detention centres that litter southern Europe and, more 
notoriously, those of neglected, terrified Central American children, 
allegedly subject to psychical and sexual abuse, housed in concentration 
camps on the United States’ southern border with Mexico.1 However, 
today’s fascism, for the most part, does not take the form of a mass move-
ment geared to the violent overthrow of democracy, the installation of a 
one-party state, and the incarceration and liquidation of its “enemies.” 
Rather, it entails the gradual but steady erosion of the institutions of 
the liberal-democratic order consisting of, inter alia, the rule of law,  
the separation of powers, and, in particular, the independence of the 
judicial branch, the freedom of the press and the right to dissent. Taken  
together, such an erosion amounts to what has been called by both 
defenders and critics alike “illiberal democracy.”2 Against the backdrop 
of social and economic crises, such illiberal democracy is justified by  
supposedly strong leaders purporting to embody the will of an  
ethnonational “community” allegedly besieged by “floods” of migrants 
from below, and a nefarious, abstract logic of finance from above. 
Occasionally, as in the case of figures such as George Soros, these  
two forces are sounded, in a paranoid key, as locked together in secret 
complicity.3 
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The return of fascistic elements to politics today within the context of 
a neoliberal capitalism, a social order in which the state has become fully 
marketized, in which the figure of homo politicus has been eclipsed by 
homo economicus, requires some explanation.4 As Michel Foucault has 
shown in his lectures on biopolitics in the late 1970s, one of the domi-
nant currents of economic thinking in the newly formed Bundesrepublik 
(Federal Republic of Germany) was the ordoliberal economic doctrine 
of the Freiburg School. This doctrine held that the most effective way 
of preventing the return of the authoritarian state was by giving the  
rationality embedded in the market full reign, thus enabling it  – in  
a kind of Keynesianism in reverse – to limit and regulate the state.5 So, 
how could it be that, rather than forestalling authoritarianism, neo-
liberalism has in fact created a salubrious environment for it to take  
root and flourish? 

One way of explaining the relationship between authoritarianism 
and neoliberalism is through a reading of Theodor W. Adorno’s essay 
“Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda” (hereafter 
“Freudian Theory”). While there is now a veritable “academic cottage 
industry” in studies on Trump and political authoritarianism,6 such 
studies have largely failed, in my view, to connect up their analyses with 
the larger problem of the specifically “damaged life” of neoliberal society 
(see Chapter 11 in this volume).7 The reason for this is that they focus 
rather too much on Trump himself – and figures like him – while over-
looking the socioeconomic conditions that make such figures so attrac-
tive to a significant proportion of the electorate. This is precisely why 
Adorno’s synthesis of socioeconomic and social-psychological perspec-
tives is so apposite and timely.

In “Freudian Theory,” Adorno principally engages with two texts: 
the first is Löwenthal and Guterman’s Prophets of Deceit: A Study of the 
Techniques of the American Agitator (1949);8 and the second is Sigmund 
Freud’s Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego published one year 
before Mussolini’s Partito Nazionale Fascista’s March on Rome and 
seizure of power in 1922.9 The first represents a content analysis of the 
speeches of “agitators” or far-right demagogues such as Father Coughlin 
and Gerald Smith, whom Löwenthal and Guterman situate in relation to 
a typology of responses to socioeconomic problems. The second seeks 
to show how the individual’s orientation to the reality principle can be 
short-circuited via the sense of power and security afforded by virtue of 
membership in a mass. 
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How is it, as Adorno glosses Freud, “that modern men [and women] 
revert to patterns of behaviour which flagrantly contradict their 
own  rational level and the present level of enlightened technological 
civilization”?10 In order for such reversion, or regression, to be fostered, 
an artificial social bond must be created based upon the pleasure prin-
ciple, which is to say, “actual or vicarious gratifications individuals 
obtain from surrendering to a mass.”11 Freud helps to explain what 
most other forms of social psychology merely describe: the potenti-
ality for “short-circuiting” the relation between “violent emotions” and 
“violent actions.” The particular nature of the social bond, in Freud’s 
view, enables the individual to throw off the “repression of his uncon-
scious instincts.”12 Insofar as Freud points to the interpenetration of 
the archaic and the modern, the mythical and enlightened elements of 
social psychology, he anticipates the argument of Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment. Archaic myth and modern enlightenment converge in the idea of 
sacrifice. The key difference is that the process of enlightenment through 
disenchantment and rationalization entails the increasing “introjec-
tion” or internalization of sacrifice understood as “self-renunciation” or 
repression.13 This means that in order to survive the individual must 
adjust to external imperatives and as a result renounce the aspiration to 
happiness or sensuous fulfillment.

Therefore, it is the civilizing process, or “second nature,” that produces 
the revolt of “first nature.” In recent decades, Freud’s supposedly “nega-
tive” account of repression has been challenged by such figures as Jacques 
Lacan, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari.14 Nowhere has this account been 
more forcefully criticized than in Foucault’s introductory first volume of 
The History of Sexuality. Here, Foucault takes Freud’s “repressive hypoth-
esis” to task as a purely negative account of power positing that social 
and historical forces restrict the expression of “instinct” or “nature” from 
a position exterior to it; implying that, for resistance, “nothing less than a 
transgression of laws, a lifting of prohibitions, an irruption of speech, a 
reinstating of pleasure within reality, and a whole new economy in the 
mechanisms of power will be required.”15 Adorno, in contrast, shows the 
way in which Freud’s own account of repression is much more subtle 
and entails the interpenetration and mutual conditioning of nature 
and history in the very operation of the psychical agencies. As Adorno 
suggests in his gloss of Civilization and its Discontents: “As a rebellion 
against  civilization, fascism is not simply the reoccurrence of the archaic 
but its reproduction in and by civilization itself.”16 
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Returning to the question of the nature of the social bond, it seems 
doubtful, however, that an account of such a bond grounded in libido 
could provide a convincing account of Nazism insofar as Hitler replaces 
the loving with a threating and punishing father. While there is a connec-
tion here to Freud’s conception of the primal father in Totem and Taboo,17 
it is necessary to explain the nature and content of fascist propaganda 
which deliberately aims to re-activate the individual’s “archaic inher-
itance”; that is, it is manufactured and constantly reinforced. If under 
modern conditions in which the guiding principle of public life is indi-
vidualism, how is it that individuals can be induced to relinquish their 
own individuality and therewith their rational interests including, in 
extreme cases, their interest in self-preservation itself? This is a question 
that becomes especially pertinent under the hyper-individualistic condi-
tions of the neoliberal order. The question is: how do people become a 
mass?18 The answer that Adorno provides, via Freud, is that this happens 
through the mechanism of identification. 

Drawing on Erik H. Erikson’s work, Adorno suggests that the agitator 
appears to be the “enlargement” of the subject’s own personality rather 
than the image of the father, whose authority had already started signif-
icantly to diminish in the inter-war period.19 Contemporary fascist 
leaders, then, are not simply the manifestations of an ambivalent image 
of the father nor the domineering head of the “primal horde” who, 
through the threat of violence, establishes a monopoly on women, but, 
rather, are what Adorno calls “great little men.”20 

The process of identification is inextricable from that of idealiza-
tion. In Prophets of Deceit, the authors emphasize the way in which 
the agitator  exploits the negative affects of his followers. Löwenthal 
and Guterman argue that “Unlike the usual advocate of social change, 
the agitator, while exploiting a state of discontent, does not try to define 
the nature of that discontent by means of rational concepts. Rather 
does he increase his audience’s disorientation by destroying all rational 
guideposts and by proposing that they instead adopt seemingly sponta-
neous modes of behavior.”21 Adorno explains more specifically how these 
 frustrations and anxieties emerge in the first place and how fascist prop-
aganda exploits them by promoting identification through idealization. 

In the crux of his argument, Adorno suggests that frustration has to 
do with the “characteristic modern conflict between a strongly devel-
oped rational, self-preserving ego agency and the continuous failure to 
satisfy their own ego demands.”22 In other words, the conflicts stem from 
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the contradiction lying at the heart of bourgeois or liberal- democratic 
society between the political ideal of individual autonomy or self- 
determination through democratic institutions, on the one hand, and 
a purely negative conception of freedom that characterizes capitalist 
relations of production, on the other. As Adorno presciently suggests in 
Negative Dialectics: 

The more freedom the subject  – and the community of subjects  – 
ascribes to itself, the greater its responsibility; and before this respon-
sibility it must fail in a bourgeois life which in practice has never yet 
endowed a subject with the unabridged autonomy accorded to it in 
theory. Hence the subject must feel guilty.23 

As a result of this contradiction between the ideality and the actuality 
of freedom, the promise of and failure to realize a self-determined life, 
the individual experiences frustration and discontent resulting from 
the face of her own ego ideal or idealized sense of self often deriving 
from the imago of a parent. Such a conflict constitutes a key aspect 
of the “damaged life” of late capitalist societies, the anatomy of which 
Adorno lays bare in Minima Moralia.24 “This conflict,” Adorno argues, 
“results in strong narcissistic impulses which can be absorbed and satis-
fied only through idealization as the partial transfer of the narcissistic 
libido to the object.”25 The collective adulation and love of the leader is 
the way in which frustrated modern subjects overcome their negative 
self-images resulting from the failure to approximate their ego ideal – 
the gap between ego and ego ideal becomes, in other words, unbearable. 
The leader’s seductive aura of omnipotence, therefore, owes less to the 
“archaic inheritance” of the primal father and more to the individual’s 
narcissistic investment in collectivity resulting from this failure. 

In order for such collective identification through idealization to be 
successful, the leader must be “absolutely narcissistic,” that is, someone 
who is loved but does not love in turn. This is what explains the agita-
tor’s disinterest  – in contrast to revolutionary and reformer alike  – in 
presenting a positive political programme outlining concrete policy 
proposals, as Löwenthal and Guterman point out. In place of the 
latter, which would suggest some minimal concern for the needs of the 
followers, there is only the “paradoxical program of threat and denial.”26 

At the same time, the leader embodies a contradiction between, on 
the one hand, appearing to be a super-human figure and, on the other, 
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an average person – as Adorno puts it memorably, in reference to Adolf 
Hitler, “a composite of King Kong and the suburban barber.”27 This is 
key to understanding the seductive psychological structure of fascism: 
these two dimensions mirror a split in the followers’ own narcissistic 
egos – one part of which attaches to “King Kong” and the other to the 
“suburban barber” – and are retained by them. It is thus that the leader 
represents the followers as their enlargement. Fascist propaganda is 
constructed around the basic concept of the “‘great little man,’ a person 
who suggests both omnipotence and the idea that he is just one of the 
folks, a plain, red-blooded American untainted.”28 

It is in this way that Adorno provides an account of the guiding 
concept of The Authoritarian Personality: that personality type charac-
terized both by subordination to the “strong” (suburban barber) and 
domination over the “weak” (King Kong). In this, the structure of social 
character reproduces the contradiction lying at the heart of bourgeois 
society between the theory of autonomy or freedom and the practice of 
heteronomy or unfreedom. The image of the “great little man”, therefore, 
according to Adorno, answers:

[The follower’s] twofold wish to submit to authority and to be the 
authority himself. This fits into a world in which irrational control 
is exercised though it has lost its inner conviction through universal 
enlightenment. The people who obey the dictators also sense that the 
latter are superfluous. They reconcile this contradiction through the 
assumption that they themselves are the ruthless oppressor.29 

This is perfectly expressed in Hitler’s slogan, which lays bare the essence 
of the ambivalence of the authoritarian or sadomasochistic personality 
type: “Verantwortung nach oben, Autorität nach unten” (“responsibility 
towards above, authority towards below”).30 Or, as Adorno writes in 
Chapter 19 of The Authoritarian Personality, “The identification of the 
‘authoritarian’ character with strength is concomitant with rejection of 
everything that is ‘down.’”31 

The more superfluous the idea of the dictator within formally demo-
cratic and egalitarian – though substantively unequal – societies based 
on private ownership and control of the means of production, the more 
emphasis will be placed precisely on the dictator’s ersatz quality. Such 
phoniness is maintained in the form of the hollow shell of the “artificial 
group” of the religious institution. The hierarchy of religion, stripped of 
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its spiritual essence, is taken over by fascism, in particular its emphasis 
on the distinction between “sheep and goats,” insiders and outsiders, and 
also, therefore, on its deployment of negative libido. In other words, the 
emphasis on love within the Christian religion, which was, nonetheless, 
also based upon hatred towards those who remained beyond the faith, is 
now divested of even the appearance of agape or fellowship, transformed 
into an almost exclusively negatively integrating function.32 This enables 
fascism to play its “unity trick,” which is to say, it elides differences within 
the group (other than the extant hierarchy) by emphasizing differences 
between the group and those who remain outside it. Such a trick culmi-
nates in what Adorno terms a “regressive egalitarianism” – all members 
of the “national community” should equally be denied individual pleas-
ures. The social bond is, as it were, solidified through a shared intro-
jection of sacrifice or the renunciation of the aspiration to a sensuously 
fulfilled life. The Nazis’ repeated and hyperbolic demands for sacrifice 
for the “Fatherland,” which echo every form of nationalism particularly 
when it comes to war, bear this out.33 

Adorno touches upon a key technique by which fascist propaganda 
emphasizes the difference between insider and outsider groups: namely 
the repeated use of images of lower animals such as insects and vermin 
to characterize foreigners, in particular Jews and refugees. Drawing 
not only on Freud but also Otto Rank’s observations that in dream 
symbolism insects and vermin signify younger siblings, in fact, babies, 
such symbolism scarcely conceals negative cathexis. Yet, at the same 
time, such brothers and sisters have identified with one another through 
a shared love object, namely the leader, and therefore must direct or 
project this negative cathexis outward beyond the group. 

Here, one might argue, as Horkheimer and Adorno suggest in Dialectic 
of Enlightenment, that it is not just the displacement of contempt experi-
enced by the followers themselves that is projected outwards in the 
image of lower animals, but also a direct evocation in propaganda of 
powerful and affectively charged tropes of abjection. As Julia Kristeva 
suggests, this has, ultimately, to do with the pre-Oedipal relation to the 
maternal body and, in turn, with the transgression of a boundary and  
the ensuing production of disgust.34 

But anything natural which has not been absorbed into utility by 
passing through the cleansing channels of conceptual order  – the 
screech of the stylus on slate which sets the teeth on edge, the haut 
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goût which brings to mind filth and corruption, the sweat which 
appears on the brow of the diligent – whatever is not quite assimilated, 
or infringes the commands in which the progress of centuries has  
been sedimented, is felt as intrusive and arouses a compulsive 
aversion.35 

The abject and “compulsive aversion” it evokes have to do with a fear of 
self-dissolution. This constitutes the drive to eliminate the non-identical 
or that which cannot be conceptually grasped without remainder; in the 
attempt to bring nature under the sway of technical control and mastery, 
whatever residue of uncontrolled or uncontrollable (non-identical) 
nature remains elicits an automatic response of revulsion.36 The very  
signs of destructiveness that fascism substantively embodies are pro-
jected outwards onto its victims; fascism, in this sense, is the paranoid 
perform ance of the victimizer who compulsively assumes the role of  
victim. 

Abjection is employed as a propagandistic technique, in other words, 
to portray the other as a dangerous contagion who threatens the health 
and the very life of the body politic and must be both spiritually and 
physically excluded, by force if necessary. Traces of offensive yet secretly 
desired “nature” are projected onto the stranger that become his stigma. 
Once so projected, the “other” can then be contained, excluded and  
in extreme cases, ultimately “liquidated” or “exterminated” like pests  
or vermin. Through the process of extirpating the non- identical,  
the identity of the ethnonational “community” is confirmed and 
stabilized.

Adorno addresses the question of how the agitators came to such 
precise knowledge of group psychology without having the intellec-
tual wherewithal to access it. The answer is that, given the psycho-
logical identity between the leader and the led, the agitator accesses 
mass psychology through his own psychology. The key difference, 
though, is that the former evinces “a capacity to express without inhi-
bitions what is latent in them, rather than by any natural superiority.”37 
The authoritarian leader is an “oral” personality type who, according to 
Freud, seeks gratification through eating, drinking and other oral activ-
ities including speaking. The aggressive oral type is hostile and verbally 
abusive toward others. The agitator evinces a “capacity to speak inces-
santly and to befool the other.”38 The incessant nature of such speech 
leads it to void itself of sense and become magical; it casts a spell over 
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its listeners and plays on the follower’s “archaic inheritance.” The power 
he exercises is, paradoxically, indicative of his powerlessness insofar as 
it intimates ego weakness rather than strength laying bare his uncon-
scious drives. Yet, at the same time, this plays into the very image of the 
leader as the enlargement of the follower’s own ego. “In order success-
fully to meet the unconscious dispositions of his audience,” Adorno 
argues, “the agitator so to speak simply turns his own unconscious 
outward.”39 

The fit between the agitator’s techniques and the “psychological basis 
of their aim” is assisted by larger transformations in society that also 
contribute to the increasing passivity of the individual, which is to say, 
the decline of her capacity for experience through the consolidation of 
the culture industry as a whole.40 The standardization that lies at the 
heart of the culture industry harmonizes perfectly with a key attribute 
of authoritarian personalities, namely: “stereotypy” and “their infantile 
wish for endless, unaltered repetition.”41 The link between European 
high culture and the culture industry, for Adorno, can be located in  
the easily recallable leitmotiv, originated by proto-fascist composer 
Richard Wagner, which he likens to “component parts of factory- 
assembled products: musical Fordism.”42 In order to mobilize the masses 
against their very own interests, fascist propaganda tends to circumvent  
“discursive thinking” and “mobilize[s] irrational, unconscious, regres-
sive forces.”43 In this, it is aided greatly by the culture industry that 
already has greatly diminished the human capacity for autonomy and 
spontaneity. 

What are we to make of Adorno’s social-psychological account of 
fascist propaganda today? There are broadly three areas in which Ador-
no’s reflections are illuminating: (1) populism; (2) the analysis of contem-
porary “agitators”; and, finally, (3) the culture industry. Before addressing 
these in turn, however, it is important to consider the limitations of such 
reflections as well. As I have argued elsewhere, the sociological assump-
tions of Adorno’s appropriation of Freud, specifically Pollock’s concept 
of “state capitalism” – according to which the state’s role is to manage the 
crisis tendencies of capitalism – must be rethought in the period char-
acterized by the obsolescence of Keynesianism.44 Moreover, Adorno’s  
unmediated reliance on the orthodox Freudian account of drive theory 
and concept of the Oedipal conflict require rethinking and recon-
struction insofar as Freud’s atomistic, Hobbesian ontology does not sit 
particularly well with a social ontology indebted to Hegel and Marx.45 
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What remains of enduring importance, however, is Adorno’s discussion 
of the basic contradiction lying at the heart of capitalist democracy, and 
the way in which authoritarianism today re-emerges as a powerful, if 
false, response to it in the face of a paucity of viable alternatives that 
comprises what Marcuse called one-dimensional society.46 

The objective condition for the stubborn persistence of authoritari-
anism is the contradiction lying at the heart of liberal-democratic society 
between the democratic principle of egalitarianism, on the one hand, and 
the liberal conception of negative freedom, on the other. The neoliberal, 
financialized form of capitalism, which has been in place roughly since 
the mid-1970s, has dramatically sharpened this contradiction insofar 
as the citoyen (Brown’s homo politicus) has become eclipsed by homo 
economicus, understood now as the “entrepreneur of himself.”47 The  
latter is forced to take more responsibility for himself, yet, at the 
same time, has access to fewer resources with which to actualize this 
responsibility in any meaningful sense. On average, rates of growth in  
high-income countries have dropped precipitously since the 1960s 
(4.3% p.a.), falling to 2.8% in the 1970s, 2.3% in the 1980s, 1.8% in the 
1990s and 1.2% in the 2000s.48 Accordingly, since the 1970s, wages for 
the vast majority have remained stagnant, not even keeping pace with 
inflation,49 while welfare state provisions have declined considerably 
and social services as well as higher education have become more costly.  
What has filled this vacuum is growing financialization and debt.50 
Individuals constantly fall short of their ego ideals as a result of which  
there is a corresponding proliferation of guilt, anxiety, frustration and 
ultimately anger.51 

Ironically, rather than forestalling authoritarian tendencies, as West 
German ordoliberalism maintained it would, the advent of neoliber-
alism has proven to be particularly fertile ground for the germination of 
neo- and post-fascist political movements.52 In a way that echoes Moishe 
Postone’s analysis of the implicit antisemitism at the heart of one-sided 
criticisms of finance capital (abstract labour) from the standpoint of the 
working class (concrete labour),53 Neel argues that:

As one of the poorest generations in recent history, debt and rent are 
the defining features of our lives. It is this fact that makes the current 
incarnation of the far right an actual threat, because it increases the 
probability that some variant of present-day Patriot politics might 
actually find a mass base, as a program formulated specifically to 
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oppose the extraction of rents from an unwilling population in the far 
hinterland is translated into a more general opposition of rents as a 
primary form of exploitation in contemporary capitalism.54 

The contradiction between autonomy in the “political” realm or 
formal structures of representative democracy, and increasing heter-
onomy within the “economic” realm becomes ever more unbearable. As 
Adorno states in “The Meaning of Working Through the Past”:

Fascism essentially cannot be derived from subjective dispositions. 
The economic order, and to a great extent also the economic organ-
ization modeled upon it, now as then renders the majority of people 
dependent upon conditions beyond their control and thus maintains 
them in a state of political immaturity.

He goes on to argue that:

If they want to live, then no other avenue remains but to adapt, submit 
themselves to the given conditions; they must negate precisely that 
autonomous subjectivity to which the idea of democracy appeals; they 
can preserve themselves only if they renounce their self … The neces-
sity of such adaptation, of identification with the given, the status quo, 
with power as such, creates the potential for totalitarianism.55 

The idealization and identification with the aggressor can be regarded 
as a (false) solution to this contradiction. In the “great little man” the 
follower is mesmerized by an enlarged image of himself before which he 
bows down. 

Populism emerges as a response to the ensuing legitimacy crisis of 
the neoliberal order.56 Rather than dismissing and vilifying this polit-
ical formation tout court,57 it is worthwhile distinguishing between 
left and right versions of populism. Adorno helps us arrive at criteria 
that enables us to do precisely this, by emphasizing that the process 
by which “people become a mass” is of vital importance – insofar as 
the foregoing discussion, as we have seen, is geared to understanding 
the role of the agitator in contrast with the reformer or revolutionary 
who, like contemporary left populists such a Jeremy Corbyn and 
Bernie Sanders, seek genuinely to outline concrete policy objectives 
and in the process respond to their followers’ democratic demands, 
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by specifically taking aim at socioeconomic inequality. In contrast, the 
agitators obviate such interests by emotional appeals to racist and 
exclusionary conceptions of the people and in the process transform 
them into a mass.58 

Adorno’s account of the mechanism of identification through idealiza-
tion is especially helpful in understanding a host of right-populist leaders 
who appear to embody the oxymoronic idea of a “great little man,” 
such as the Filipino President Rodrigo Duterte, Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro, and British Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson. However, no one embodies this oxymoron more 
clearly than the current President of the United States: Donald J. Trump 
exemplifies the “great little man” and is consequently regarded by his 
supporters as a larger-than-life version of themselves. But, could it be 
said that their followers have internalized the logic of self-sacrifice or 
renunciation? Isn’t it the case that they are aggressively standing up to 
the “elites” that have sacrificed them at the altar of globalization? Trump 
may not explicitly demand self-sacrifice, but in supporting him most, 
though perhaps not all, of his supporters nevertheless sacrifice their 
own interests – for example, in the continued viability of the Affordable 
Care Act- at the altar of “Making America Great Again.” The massive 
tax cut for the ultra-rich will materially harm them. To this one could 
add the opioid crisis that keeps deepening among poor whites and, as a 
result, dropping their life expectancy rapidly.59 Trump’s supporters could 
be called “self-sacrificing” in a very literal way. Yet, when the political 
establishment attacks him for his somewhat tenuous grasp of the English 
language, sartorial faux pas, gustatory blunders, fake hair etc., it backfires 
and only reinforces the idea of the establishment’s contempt not only for 
the President but the demos, the people who idealize and identify with 
him; it reinforces their identification with the aggressor. So, despite being 
presented with evidence that his presidency has harmed them mater-
ially, their support remains as more or less unabated.60 At the same time, 
Trump supporters’ love for the President is matched only by the hatred 
and occasional violence they direct towards the “other”: “Verantwortung 
nach oben, Autorität nach unten”!

Trump is clearly an aggressive oral type who tweets incessantly, often 
issuing threats to his own political rivals such as Hillary Clinton (“Lock 
her Up”)61 or, perhaps more disturbingly, encouraging his followers at a 
recent rally to direct the chant “Send her Back!” at the Somali- American 
representative from Minnesota, Ilhan Omar, as well as Alexandria  
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Ocasio-Cortez, Rashida Tlaib and Ayanna Pressley who were all born 
in the United States.62 The incessantly contradictory nature of Trump’s  
speech eviscerates language as the genuine medium of truth-claims – this 
violence enacted on language itself is key to understanding our increas-
ingly post-truth era perhaps even more than the rise of far-right media 
outlets such as Breitbart News. The slogan of “Make America Great Again,”  
moreover, draws upon the rhetoric of an authentic, falsely concrete Amer-
ican life, liberated from frighteningly abstract, inscrutable, global processes 
signified by the barely concealed antisemitic trope of “the swamp.” 

The fetishization of the wall on the United States’ southern border 
with Mexico represents an extreme expression of authoritarian populism 
globally, manifesting a heightened hysteria directed at those driven to 
migrate by geopolitical and political-economic catastrophes. Despite his 
claims that climate change is a hoax or conspiracy, Trump seems to be 
preparing for a worsening crisis of climate refugees. So, people are trans-
formed into a mass by virtue of a common object of affection that is 
inextricable from the negative libido generated by way of projection of 
strangeness, which is to say, illness, contagion and ultimately danger (the 
abject) onto the outsider. Such negative libido is bolstered by references 
to “shithole countries” and statements that “all Haitians have AIDS.”63 
Moreover, in addition to demonizing refugees as an “invasion,” telling 
four non-white members of Congress to go back to the “broken and crime 
infested place from which they came,”64 Trump referred to Baltimore, the 
home of the late Rep. Elijah Cummings (D-Md.) as a “disgusting, rat 
and rodent infested mess” that was “far worse and more dangerous” than 
the conditions at the southern border.65 The French author Jean Raspail, 
who has profoundly influenced Trump’s former advisor Steve Bannon 
(see Chapter 13), portrayed a Europe in the near future overrun by the 
dispossessed of the Third World, symbolized by defecating and forni-
cating Indian migrants, in his racist dystopian novel Le Camp des Saints 
(The Camp of the Saints).66 One can see in Trump’s rhetoric not only overt  
misogyny (“Grab ’em by the pussy”) but also the hatred of ambiguity 
which might explain the ferocity of attacks on LGBTQ+ communities, 
transgendered people in particular. 

Perhaps most presciently, Adorno (with Horkheimer) draws atten-
tion to the elective affinity between the authoritarian personality and the 
culture industry. The condition for the possibility of people being trans-
formed into the mass is the passivity that follows from the gradual but 
steady weakening of the critical function of the ego. In their account of 
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the culture industry, Horkheimer and Adorno show the way in which the 
former replaces what Kant called the “transcendental schema,” according 
to which the sensible manifold is related to concepts through the activity 
of the imagination, by:

Ready-made thought models, the termini technici which provide 
them with iron rations following the decay of language. The perceiver 
is no longer present in the process of perception. He or she is incapable 
of the active passivity of cognition, in which categorial elements are 
appropriately reshaped by preformed conventional schemata and vice 
versa, so that justice is done to the perceived object.67 

Today, we can see this in the digitization of the culture industry in 
recent decades. The algorithm has come to replace the transcendental 
schema in organizing the manifold of sensible intuition. In place of 
Fordist mass production and standardization it now generates difference 
and heterogeneity tailored specifically to the whims and tastes of each 
individual. Yet the algorithm is a code that also nonetheless locks into 
place a logic of repetition and stereotypy, often confirming, deepening 
and reinforcing the subjective prejudices mentioned above through the 
creation of so-called “echo chambers” or unconscious manifestations of 
confirmation bias. 

Just as twentieth-century fascists used radio and film to spread their 
propaganda, contemporary agitators evince a predilection for the use 
of Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp which, amongst other 
things, enables them to effectively bypass the putatively rational and 
critical scrutiny of serious journalists, intellectuals and academics, and 
communicate often unconscious wishes and desires directly to their 
followers themselves. While social media has been taken up by progres-
sive forces to organize and mobilize against authoritarian regimes – for 
example in Iran in 2009, then subsequently in the Arab Spring and 
Occupy movement  – it has become the means by which the far-right 
has successfully manipulated voters, as the Cambridge Analytica scandal 
has shown, wherein the British consulting firm engaged data-mining 
of personal information by accessing millions of Facebook profiles 
without their will for the purpose of political advertising.68 The Wiki-
Leaks release of hacked emails in the final stage of the 2016 election, as 
the Mueller Report has shown, was not inconsequential to its outcome.69 
Social media, moreover, has provided the infrastructure for right-wing 
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populist parties and movements to spread fake news and misinforma-
tion. It could be said to create new types of what Freud called “artificial 
groups” that undermine the reality-testing capacity and therefore critical 
capacity of the ego.70 It is both the medium and expression of a “turning 
outward” of the unconscious.71 

Furthermore, online message boards, such as 4chan and 8chan, make 
possible precisely the “short-circuiting” of the relation between “violent 
emotions” and “violent actions.” Taking inspiration from the far-right 
mass murderers Anders Breivik and Brenton Tarrant (the Christchurch 
mass murderer), copycat white supremacists in Europe and North 
America, particularly the United States, have discussed and planned 
their attacks on these message boards before executing them in the real  
world. Participants discuss topics such as “Target Selection” (most effec-
tive ways to maximize body counts) and the online group compares and 
celebrates the numbers of casualties from shooting to shooting in what 
The New York Times calls “a gamification of mass murder.” Attackers 
often post manifestos, and in the case of Christchurch provide a live feed 
of the attack in real time. The aim is to appeal to the unconscious aggres-
sive impulses of others who form part of the virtual artificial group.72 

Adorno’s examination of the stubborn persistence in the post-war 
period of the authoritarian personality type was oriented towards artic-
ulating “a new categorical imperative after Auschwitz”  – so that the 
Holocaust would never repeat itself.73 Key to this, for Adorno, was the 
Kantian idea of enlightenment understood as Mündigkeit, which means 
political maturity or the notion that the citizen must be empowered to 
speak for herself as an autonomous subject.74 This means the capacity to 
break the compulsion to repeat embodied in the culture industry. The 
citizen is capable of speaking for himself, according to Adorno, “because 
he has thought for himself and is not merely repeating someone else; 
he stands free of any guardian.”75 Mündigkeit is vital, moreover, for the 
citizen’s capacity to resist conformity to prevailing opinion and stands 
in a close relation to what Kant called reflective judgement. At the same 
time, Adorno emphasizes, with Nietzsche (and, later, Kristeva), that we 
are all “strangers to ourselves.” This means that aspects of our experience, 
for example pain, trauma and suffering, can never be made fully trans-
parent, can never enter into concepts without some excess or remainder 
escaping their grasp. In this, as the psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas has 
suggested, the genuine plurality of democracy must echo the plurality 
within the mind.76 Such a plurality, however, will not truly come into 
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its own until the opposition between liberalism and democracy is 
 transcended and overcome. 
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So, You Want a Master? 

Psychoanalytic Considerations on 
the Intellectual’s Responsibility in 

Light of Traumatic Repetition
Hilda Fernandez-Alvarez

Man is an animal which, if it lives among other of its kind,  
requires a master

Kant, On History1 

For the only master, it has to be said, is consciousness

Lacan, Seminar XXIV2 

Today we face the worst crisis of displaced and stateless persons of 
modern times; palpable climate change that is causing ecological 
disaster; neoliberal financialization as the new regime of accumulation 
within capitalism; and an overall deterioration of the public sphere, 
commanded by right-wing political movements in different regions of 
the world. In contemporary neoliberal capitalism, new geopolitical rela-
tions are enabling far-right values, such as bigotry, racism, misogyny and 
greed, to claim wider allegiance. The actualization of these values relies 
upon naturalistic accounts of inequality and gender that have disastrous 
effects on the most vulnerable among us: refugees, Indigenous people, 
women and children, particularly from the poorest countries of the 
Global South.

The new right has gained growing numbers of followers by crit-
icizing the establishment and capitalizing on strategies historically 
associated with revolutionary movements, such as humorous trans-
gression, vitalism and youthfulness. These strategies have succeeded 
in the ascension of right-wing populisms that, as Gandesha describes, 
work through a form of authoritarianism that, via the signifier “the 
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people,” invokes allegiances by exploiting insecurities and fears of the 
“strange other” and by “personalizing” the enemy (refugees, terrorists 
etc.).3 Meanwhile the left, for its part, seems to be primarily focused 
on contesting cultural issues and policing political correctness, in the 
process strengthening identity politics, and thus it has been unable to 
gain a propitious space for a truly effective critical and political response. 
There are important exceptions such as the increase in popularity of the 
Labour Party in the United Kingdom, commanded by Jeremy Corbyn; 
the new grassroots progressive democratic movement represented by 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other strong women of colour, who are 
joining efforts with Bernie Sanders in the United States; or the recent 
election in Mexico of a left coalition “Morena,” with López Obrador as 
its candidate, which won the vote of about 30 million people hoping 
for a change of regime. The enduring dialectics of political oppositions 
has always historically existed. Today, however, we appear to be tilting 
towards the right, which requires a profound self-examination on the 
part of the left.

In this chapter I employ logical principles extrapolated from psycho-
analytic clinical practice, which aims at subverting the compulsion to 
repeat, to account for the ways in which the unconscious participates in 
the political realm. The compulsion to repeat is understood by Freud as 
a manifestation of the death drive, a force stronger than pleasure, which 
seeks to reproduce some prior condition – repetition as an end in itself – 
despite the suffering it generates.4 It is my intention to signal ways in 
which the left is, itself, marked by the compulsion to repeat in light of the 
current spectre of fascism. 

The political is defined, here, as the possibility of making a social 
link – negotiating conflicts and antagonisms with others – in the pres-
ence of both an excess and a residue of the “Real.” Far from meaning 
“reality,” the Real is that which exceeds, and therefore constitutes, the 
crisis of symbolization. The political significance of the Real ought not 
to be underestimated because it is the very negative force that structures 
social relations. This chapter is in dialogue with what has been referred 
to as the “Lacanian left,” which, according to Stavrakakis, is gaining 
prominence in political theory.5 

In light of this tradition and stemming from clinical practice, the 
thrust of this chapter is to propose a Lacanian reading of politics that 
descales the concept of political action from a presumed social totality 
to the level of the individual act in the immediate social cell of the 
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 institution (couple, family, friend group, workplace, university, creative 
practice etc.). I propose:

a) To think of politics as an endeavour of inscription and re-inscription, 
which are mechanisms that arrest the repetition of the traumatic 
emergence of the death drive; 

b) That these socially healthful processes are blocked by the effects of the 
Master signifier, whose “symbolic efficacy” is increasingly displaced 
by mechanisms of what Lacan calls the “imaginary” that not only fail 
to correspond to the universal, but also strengthens identity politics; 
and, finally,

c) That the politics of inscription inquire the ethical responsibility of 
the contemporary intellectual, who can be thought of as a Gram-
scian counter-hegemonic analyst who grasps opportunities to 
stop the compulsion repetition and takes this desire to its logical 
conclusion.

Inscription refers, here, to the process of partial symbolic assimilation, or 
legibility, of that which can’t be written (the impossible);  re-inscription, 
in contrast, refers to the process of resignification of overdetermined 
“writings” that have maintained things the way they are; thus, it is a 
new and different writing of the already written (the necessary).6 These 
processes of inscription and re-inscription are only known by the conse-
quent effects, which pertains to a cessation of the destructive insistences 
of the death drive and a transformation via a creative act, which partially 
cease alienation and suffering, and thus, are of emancipatory nature. 
My approach is based on Lacan’s theory of discourse;7 his deployment 
of the three categories of modal logic discussed in Seminar XX: the 
necessary, the contingent and the impossible;8 and his later work around  
the material impact of the letter, which partakes of the Real and  
whose insistence in the imaginary and symbolic reality influences modes 
of desire, enjoyment and suffering.9 

THE POLITICS OF THE REAL: INSCRIPTION AND  
RE-INSCRIPTION OF THE DEATH DRIVE

Let’s start from the inarticulable impossible. Every political instance 
brings about a traumatic residual excess, inaccessible to representation, 
which manifests today in the overwhelming emergencies of human-
itarian, ecological, sociological or economic nature. Such residues 
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correspond to the insistence of the death drive idly circulating around 
objet petit a, understood by Tomšič as the negative Undinge of the 
Kantian  transcendental aesthetics, the “nonthing” or the “nothing as 
something;”10 and it is also akin to Adorno’s “non-identity.”11 

Can we imagine the everyday experience of a child living in house-
holds that make a living out of extreme violence (e.g. narco-cartels, 
gangs, terrorism etc.)? Can we imagine the hardship of a displaced new 
mother seeking asylum? A seriously ill person who can’t afford proper 
health care? A grandfather picking up the remains of a grandchild after a 
bomb has hit her? What about imagining the experience of a live animal 
in a food factory or a fish tangled in plastic in the ocean? Those instances 
are the unconscious residue of an excess “which does not cease to not 
be written,”12 and thus, is a manifestation of the death drive of our late 
capitalist system, whose dehumanized cost falls harder onto the most 
vulnerable through a sanctioned naturalization of history. By the fact that 
media and social media are obscenely transparent, these events appear 
as all too visible, writable and legible, but it does not mean these trau-
matic moments ever cease. The mediatic depiction of ongoing residues 
of larger ruptures of the social link might contribute to their desensi-
tization, but such representation does not, in any way, involve a cessa-
tion of the effects of bare life, human indignity or puzzlement. Similarly, 
when a person who has suffered a traumatic event keeps remembering 
the disturbing content of the trauma, it does not necessarily translate 
as a gain of any relief from their suffering; they have not found a way 
to inscribe the destructive insistence, as to do away with the traumatic 
residue, a creative emergence is needed.

Any lifestyle, exchange and interaction among humans produce debris 
that, in Walter Benjamin’s famous account of history, corresponds to 
the historical and cultural piling wreckage of “progress.” Those residues 
need to be accounted somehow; yet the emergence of this Real residue, 
in its geo- and sociopolitical particularity, traditionally has materialized 
in hardship for the most vulnerable. “One reason why Fascism has a 
chance is that in the name of progress its opponents treat it as a histor-
ical norm.”13 

The death drive is the entropic derivation of the sexual drive that gener-
ates jouissance and sanctions its compulsive repetition via the superego’s 
injunction to “Enjoy!” Jouissance is the production of “what shouldn’t 
be,” but that simultaneously “could never fail” (qu’il ne faudrait pas).14 
Death drive mechanisms possess the quality of what Freud called “the 
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uncanny” (das Unheimliche), particularly with regards to the apparent 
occurrence of fatal destiny: at the individual level, that is, people’s  
idea that their personalities are unchangeable or suffering the repetition 
of circumstances perceived as almost identical (e.g. accident-proneness, 
ending up in the “exact” same disastrous relationships etc.); and, at the 
social level, the politically naturalized repetition of dispossession and 
suffering of the most vulnerable. Freud defined the drive as a concept 
“on the frontier between the mental and the somatic, as the psychical 
representative of the stimuli originating from within the organism and 
reaching the mind.”15 Contra naturalistic readings of the Freudian drive, 
Lacan brings his aphorism “the unconscious is structured like a language” 
to render such a concept as primarily language bonded and thus histor-
ical (diachronic), subjected to the capitalist structure of sociopolitical 
determination (synchronic). Could the death drive fully be assimilated 
by Eros, as Marcuse suggests? In Lacanian terms, the drive does not 
disappear through the course of an analytic treatment; it is the change 
of object, raised “to the dignity of the Thing,” which transforms the very 
signification and effects of the drive on the subject, through an act of 
sublimation.16 Jouissance, although less deadly, will remain beyond the 
termination of analysis because, as Žižek points out, “the very renuncia-
tion of jouissance brings about a remainder/surplus of jouissance.”17 We 
are left with the tasks of dealing with the unconscious as residual death 
drive in its possibility of inscription and/or re-inscription in the social. 
How do we transform the death drive? How do we pay for its residue? 
How do we subvert the Real, which is the (im)possibility of conceiving 
things otherwise? In my view, this is the only meaning of politicization 
of psychoanalysis and its realization is an ongoing struggle. For example, 
the acceleration of anthropogenic climate change is striking, despite the 
Kyoto Protocol of 1997 and the Paris agreement of 2015. This profound 
global problem hasn’t been able to radically alter political apathy at most 
levels. One wonders if such apathetic denial of this real threat is partially 
sustained by the assumption – impossible to question – that the poor, 
specifically the Global South, will continue paying the higher price; thus, 
providing the Global North with a fantasy of being protected.

THE UNCONSCIOUS IS ETHICAL

Lacan defines the unconscious as a troubling disruption – parapraxes, 
symptoms, dreams – whose status is not ontic or ontological, but ethical; 
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“its status of being, which is so elusive, so unsubstantial, is given to the 
unconscious by the procedure of its discoverer.”18 In other words, there 
is no unconscious, as such, until a subject, in their “thirst for truth,”19 
inquires into that which he has stumbled upon. Consequently, the Real 
unconscious – understood as such by Lacan since the late 1960s – resists 
knowledge, yet it is not irrational as it tests the subject in their ability to 
articulate such ruptures. 

Psychoanalysis, by its engagement with the unconscious, is a nega-
tive endeavour, not so much for a misperceived pessimism, but rather 
because, in principle, it concentrates on the Real – that which does not 
work, that which is “ugly,”20 shameful or guilt ridden, and continues 
appearing repeatedly, leaving effects that can’t be signified. With 
Lacan, the central question of civilization would not be so much how 
to liberate the repression of the sexual drive – sanctioned by the state 
apparatus, as it appears in the traditional Marxist reading of Freud in 
Marcuse or Reich  – but rather how to inscribe the insistence of the 
death drive within a possible social link. An example of a successful 
inscription is instantiated by Chandler and Lalonde’s epidemiological 
study with about 200 Aboriginal groups in British Columbia, Canada. 
They tried to understand why suicide among First Nations youth was, in 
some groups, up to 800 per cent higher than the national average. They 
found that the groups with more markers of cultural continuity, such as 
land claims and self-governance in matters of health, education, police, 
fire services and cultural facilities, presented lower suicides in youth, to 
such an extent that in communities with the highest cultural continuity, 
the phenomenon of suicide was practically absent. They claimed that 
cultural continuity allows a sense of temporal self- continuity in youth, 
lowering significantly the incidence of suicide.21 In our words, those 
Indigenous groups which successfully have preserved life among their 
youth have inscribed, partially, the brutally devastating colonizing effects 
through a political achievement that preserves their own cultures. 

Alongside ethics beyond identity (Lacan’s criticism of the imaginary, 
akin to Adorno’s “negative dialectics”) or ethics of signification, Lacan 
interrogates the experience of unconscious disruptive residues, and 
frames the ethical act in terms of the question of responsibility, on one’s 
chosen response, to the perplexing experience of the Real. Such response 
corresponds, at the individual level, to the symptomatic constellation 
and the act; on the larger scale of the social, it corresponds to the field 
of politics.
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Ethics, as the branch of philosophy that deals with the nature of the 
Good (virtue ethics), the maximization of human happiness (utilitari-
anism) or the nature of binding maxims or duty (Kant), is, for Lacan, 
an imperative of not ceding “ground relative to one’s desire.”22 The latter 
involves releasing the full force of the drive, whose transformed object 
has channelled it into creation and pleasure, rather than destruction, 
or as Fink puts it, “once the drives have managed to find an outlet to 
satisfaction, they tend to flow repeatedly in the same pathways.”23 This 
process involves paying a price; not only a renunciation of any ideal of 
totality, perfection, full harmony or absence of crises, but also the articu-
lation of the ethical law sustaining one’s desire in an act that involves the 
social dimension. Ethics is, then, the channelling of the drive into desire 
and the partial object into the Other.

Psychoanalytic clinical practice, in its singular way to advance dialec-
tics in the analysand–analyst dyad, shows us that inscribing something 
of the death drive is possible and allows the cessation of its destructive 
insistence. In the clinic, unconscious inscription is extremely challenging 
work, however, which does not eliminate or fully contain the death drive; 
it demands patience and moderation, and also ethical determination 
on the part of the analyst for carrying through the inquiry until its last 
consequences and articulations. Can we translate the same mechanism  
of inscription and re-inscription from the individual scale to the socio-
political? The short answer is: No. We are faced with the inability to 
represent the ways in which individual logics and multitude of methods 
of enjoyment are complicit, one by one, in sustaining structures and 
institutions of power. We would go so far as to say sociopolitical critique, 
per se, radically sanctions the foreclosure of the individual unconscious, 
even though the latter’s participation  – as I have already suggested  – 
inheres in the very shaping of social reality. In approaching the rela-
tionship between the social and the individual we can see the rope of 
the collective but not the quality of each of its fibres. Notwithstanding a 
key aspect of the Frankfurt School’s critique of fascism of the twentieth 
century connecting sexual and political repression,24 the procedures of 
how those supposed repressions work are intractable in the total aggre-
gate of the one by one. Such lack of representation of the subject cannot 
be approached by psychology (the categorical and futile organization of 
individual motives), but rather through elucidation of the organizational 
mechanisms of the social link; as, for example, in the Lacanian theory of 
discourse,25 proposing to think the social bond as constituted by a group 
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sharing a certain positionality regarding variables such as desire, Other, 
truth and the object of traumatic jouissance.26 This approach affords 
to map the topological relation between modes of production and its 
representation.27 

MASTERS ARE NEEDED

Gandesha and Hartle consider that a new political ontology has emerged 
post-9/11, constituted through a tripartite constellation of commodity–
reification–spectacle; such an ontological shift “unleashes profound and 
troubling anxieties within societies.”28 Alongside this line of thought,  
the Lacanian left agrees that the conditions brought about by the neo-
liberal discourse have created a crisis of the Master signifier. Lacking the  
ability to sustain identifications within the symbolic order, the social 
bonding has shifted in isomorphic movement from the relationships of 
commodities to social relations between objects, rather than between 
subjects. Braunstein calls this the “pestilent discourse of the markets”29 
as Lacan had foreseen a “post” discourse that will affect psychoanalysis: 
“A discourse that would finally be truly pestilent, wholly devoted, finally, 
to the service of the capitalist discourse.”30 This subjective/ontological 
crisis, brought about by late capitalism, has produced a society ontolog-
ically orphaned, and thus it enhances the longing for a master, such as 
in the voters of Trump and Bolsonaro; consequently, the Master signi-
fier re-asserts itself even more adamantly to partially ease the condi-
tions of social isolation, while simultaneously producing its weakening, 
becoming more imaginary and less symbolical. As Braunstein explains, 
the subject becomes atomized and isolated, excluded from the social 
link, relying on ineffective imaginary identities in hopes of replacing a 
needed Master signifier that can name them.31 

To provide “ontological security” from unwritable traumatic residues, 
we lean on “masters”: racists, patriarchal, neoliberal or ableist; revolu-
tionaries, feminist, antifa. Right, liberal, left, even the anarchist’s claim 
“Ni Dieu ni Maître” harbours a master, as those signifiers organize all 
further significations. We lean on masters to gain a sense of identity, 
orientation, consensus, love and recognition, and we relate to them, 
Freud signalled, with “the same sanctity, rigidity and intolerance, the 
same prohibition of thought – for its own defence.”32 

The Master, as signifier, is at the core of our identity because, on the 
one hand, it is what gives us the trait to identify with, and on the other, 
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it provides a function of securing signification. In Lacanian theory, the 
Master signifier refers to the “signifier function,”33 brought about by the 
signifier of the Other (parents, culture, institutional ideals) and which 
has contoured the subject’s primary identity by introducing a “unary 
trait,” single element or minimal mark, that allows the entrance into the 
symbolic and thus the naming of herself. The Master signifier (S1) repre-
sents the subject for all other signifiers (S2) and is akin to the Lacanian 
concepts “Name of the Father” and the “phallus.”34 The Master signifier 
voices, at the social level, the core of the superegoic demand to “belong” 
to a group or ideology. The superego is commanded by the Master signi-
fier, whose symbolic identification originated in an idealized father 
whose castration the subject aims to conceal with the purpose of safe-
guarding her own lack and the subjective split from emerging. When the 
Master signifier increasingly relies on imaginary strategies – mirroring 
others, fascination, rivalry etc. – the superego becomes necessity because 
instead of an ethical law, an internalized lawless ideal of wholeness and 
total harmony prevails, which rejects castration, lack or disarrange-
ment. After God – the quintessential idealized father – is dead “nothing 
is permitted anymore,”35 and so oppressive guilt and shame emerges in 
place of the subject’s articulation of her ethical law. Miller opposes the 
incompatibility between civilizations that allow social insertion through 
ideal ego and the current forms of injunction to consume based on the 
superego.36 

The Master signifier constitutes an apodictic necessity – it does not 
require demonstration and is beyond dispute – builds social reality and 
sustains the repetition of “what cannot be otherwise,” thus it “does not 
cease to be written.”37 Although Imaginary, Symbolic and Real orders are 
always entwined, the Master signifier (S1) is at the core of our symbolic 
identities, similar to how the image of oneself stands for the imaginary 
identity.38 Social action based on symbolic identifications is a progres-
sion of consciousness from those actions formed through imaginary 
identifications, yet the Master signifiers are becoming more imaginary, 
increasing rivalry and hindering action. A sustained transformation of 
the social conditions requires an articulation of symbolic identifications 
in an act that impacts the Real, in the same way that the radical cure 
claimed by psychoanalysis works beyond the exclusivity of meaning and 
towards the emergence of a subjective act. 

What masters are we serving? When Lacan was contested by enraged 
radical students for his apparent passivity in the context of May 1968 in 
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Paris, he answered this: “What you aspire to as revolutionaries is a master. 
You will get one.”39 That was a milder version of what he had voiced ten 
years earlier about the intellectual left suffering from a sort of metaphys-
ical “knavery.”40 Why would Lacan say such thing? Firstly, although he 
probably would not deny that May 1968 involved an action of organized 
labour that brought the whole of France for a period of time to a stand-
still,41 Lacan sees this movement, perhaps prophetically, as Boni points 
out, as a “redistribution of tasks and places in the system” in which the 
“revolt against the master’s discourse just means its translation into a 
‘capitalist discourse.’”42 Secondly, Lacan links it to hypocritical altruism: 
“The good of others [resides] in the image of my own,”43 thus, what is 
unthinkable for the revolutionary activist or intellectual is that their own 
impotent jealousy, envy or self-righteousness will undermine transform-
ative politics. Another way of saying this is that the intellectual/activist of 
the left, hooked into a discourse of certainty and all knowledge, will deny 
the oppressiveness of his anti-oppressive stands, because his superego 
commands. This is the soil in which fascism thrives; this is the logic of 
failed revolutions.

We see many examples of the “oppressiveness” of “anti-oppression 
politics” today. There seem to be heated controversies about a whole 
branch of left politics focusing on policing statements that relate to iden-
titarian qualities (race, gender, ability etc.). While these “call out” cultures 
are important to legitimize struggles for recognition and equality as “in 
the political domain it is precisely through the coherent articulation of 
subjugated narratives that oppressed groups become empowered,”44 the 
movement often regresses into inflammatory and puritanical demands – 
the imaginary order – occluding the more crucial, material forces that 
shape our world: the domination of the law of value, the privatization of 
the commons and ensuing ecological destruction. 

The far-right gains ground and becomes more effective, lending voice 
to widespread dissatisfaction with the material reality of unlivable condi-
tions at present, which has favoured their political advancement in elec-
tions. The left, in contrast, is naïve about the limits of what should be 
acceptable to say in public speech to gain recognition, or, as Mark Fisher 
has pointed out, there is a bourgeois-liberal appropriation of the energy 
of the left movements they appear to be fighting, but in reality “It is driven 
by a priest’s desire to excommunicate and condemn, an  academic-pedant’s 
desire to be the first to be seen to spot a mistake, and a hipster’s desire to 
be one of the in-crowd.”45 
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The left searches for the precise signifier to organize around, as we see, 
for example, in Jain’s diatribe against Jacobin magazine for their dismiss-
iveness of the term “identitarian Leftism.”46 Jain argues that instead of 
only focusing on a class struggle, the magazine has the responsibility of 
diversifying victories and struggles of particular groups, such as Indige-
nous, Black, queer, feminist, disability and migrant movements. While, 
at first sight, the idea of diversifying the Master signifier of the left from 
socioeconomic class to other signifiers (race, gender etc.) might appear 
attractive, the problem of imposing any Master signifier as an authentica-
tion of political struggles is not only that this modality serves identitarian 
purposes rather than subjectification ones, but also that Master signifiers 
are not universals. Is there a way to rescue the concept of universality 
as a means of forestalling the threat of an always already arbitrary and 
capricious Master signifier? McGowan insightfully suggests that not 
all Master signifiers are universal, but all universals function as Master 
signifiers.47 The ideas of love, freedom or happiness are certainly pursued 
in every spectrum of the political, yet the significations of such instances 
are disparate and often radically opposed. For example, on the one hand, 
“freedom” signifies the liberation of humanity from the violence of 
closed borders, discriminatory policies or poverty – in an emancipatory 
project – and, on the other, the neoliberal freedom of the markets and 
what Wendy Brown has called the “authoritarian freedom” to actualize 
racist and misogynist fantasies of violence and domination.48 

We are aware of the vastness of philosophical discussions about the 
universal and the particular; however, two authors allow us to distin-
guish universality in relationship to the Master signifier: Badiou situates 
the universal in the act primarily, as an “incalculable emergence rather 
than a describable structure”;49 the universal is an event of thought of 
radical singularity that, as is intrinsic to any “event,” appears while disap-
pearing and is only known by its effects of subjectification. Thus, the 
universal for Badiou is a singular emergent event that isn’t defined by 
positive “identificatory predicates”50 or preregistered knowledge and, 
by means of an act, it states a valence for something that was previ-
ously undecidable, uncertain or anonymous; by doing so, such an event 
reaches an inaugural subjectification. 

For Todd McGowan, the “key political struggle” today is a recuper-
ation of the universal and its distinction from the Master signifier, as 
“weakening the universal is always, in the last instance, a conservative 
project.”51 McGowan explains that the Master signifier is a structural 
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necessity, empty of meaning, even though we endorse it with all sorts 
of identitarian substance. The fact that we use signifiers to designate the 
universal – freedom, equality etc. – does not imply that we have an actu-
alization of such an idea, so he concludes “we never have the universal, 
which means that politics must be nothing but the fight on its behalf.”52 A 
genuine left acts on behalf of a universality to be achieved, on the principle 
of its negativity, while the far-right or even fascist right sees the universal 
as always already the actualization of the ethnonationalist particular. 

The negative quality of the universal, as above described, evidences 
the crucial difference between the Master signifier’s aspirational univer-
sality and its actuality. We attest that those instances of the traumatic 
residue of the Real, its location outside of signification, and the strife 
undergone by peoples and communities, corresponds to the universal, to 
the lack that we all share and struggle to articulate and acknowledge. This 
corresponds to the notion of Marx’s class, in Rancière’s terms, regarding 
universal equality, “the part of those who have no part.”53 Class doesn’t 
function in the same way as other Master signifiers, insofar as it isn’t a 
positive but a negative term which is to be dissolved rather than main-
tained. As Gandesha states: “The realisation of proletarian identity is, 
ultimately, negative rather than affirmative; proletarian ‘identity,’ unlike 
most other identities, has an interest its own self-dissolution along with 
that of class society as a whole.”54 

The fact that class is a universal concept does not prevent, by its very 
negative quality, the potential of being reified as Master signifier by 
those who interpret it. And here is where the rope of the social requires a 
magnifier to investigate how those singular fibres conforming the social 
might transform a universal concept into an oppressive Master signifier. 
What is key is the way in which the Master signifier, an unquestionable 
necessity, is produced; this will be approached in the last section. For 
now, let’s explore the potentialities of possibility and contingency. 

POSSIBILITY AND CONTINGENCY

According to Parker, masters “function as anchors of representation in a 
text through rhetorical tropes such as ‘this is the way things are,’ that is not 
subjected to challenge or dissent.”55 It is true that, as Bistoen claims, “when 
a new master signifier surfaces, this changes the meaning of those prior 
anchoring points,”56 such as a “hard” Brexit of the United Kingdom from the 
EU; Trump’s wall excluding immigrants; Bolsonaro threatening Indigenous  
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peoples of the Amazon basin or López Obrador unsettling the political 
class under the signifier “Fourth Transformation.” Those emerging new 
masters, as Stavrakakis suggests, work as “the contingent dislocation 
of a pre-existing discursive order, through a certain resurfacing of the 
traumatic real which shows the limits of the social.”57 The latter means 
that the new Master signifier attempts to respond to an emergence of 
the Real, without successfully inscribing it: for the Brexiteers, Trump or 
Bolsonaro, the traumatic consists in the emergence of the figure of the 
migrant labourer (the Muslim, Black, Mexican or Indigenous) that upsets 
the capitalist symbolic order; those political strategies of exclusion aim 
at concealing the illegibility of the excluded by validating new signifi-
cations that preserve the exclusion through strategies that privilege the 
particularity of race or ethnicity. But Master signifiers play a similar role 
for the left and, in the case of López Obrador’s initiative, it introduces 
new Master signifiers that disrupt or challenge the corrupting modes 
of past governments, yet it will still need to prove whether those new 
Master signifiers will be imposed by him (as “Leader”) or be produced 
collectively by the body politic.

Thus, the change of Master signifier does not necessarily reincor-
porate traumatic material; to heal such trauma, the hope of the left 
movements, it must be inscribed in a new social bond. This has been the 
privilege of cultural and aesthetic endeavours (art, ritual, myth, humour 
etc.), yet the question remains as to exactly how the traumatic could, at 
least partially, be integrated into the pragmatic field of politics. I propose 
to follow the two pending logical modalities: the possible, corresponding 
to an evental disruption, and the contingent which consists in the decid-
ability of such event.

The possible is the occurrence of a rupture that transforms the refrac-
tory sameness through a logical re-uptake by a subject who partially 
writes anew the traumatic residue in the symbolic order. In the clinical 
setting, the emergence of the possible often impacts both the analysand 
and the analyst, and its decidability – meaningful value – occurs in the 
space between the two actors.58 By deciding, through an assumption of 
the subjective truth hidden in the enunciation,59 or through an act of 
sublimation,60 on the value of the Real with its impossible truth, on the 
one hand, and the overdetermined insistences of the symbolic, on the 
other, the subject might transform the symptomatic constellation into 
socially bonded pleasure. These are exclusive ways in which structural 
conditions of suffering can be addressed. Yet, it is important to note that 
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the actualization of the possible in analysis occurs in the context of trans-
ference, which is to say, within a field of trust, by the positioning of the 
analyst outside the rival imaginary condition. Could the left develop such 
trust within itself? This would imply a left on the side of the  impossible 
rather than on the side of impotence.

Badiou tells us that “everything will depend on the way in which the 
possibility proposed by the event is grasped, elaborated, incorporated 
and set out in the world.”61 This is what Lacan refers to as contingency, 
what “stops [not] being written.”62 The delicate processes of inscription  
(a temporal cessation of the insistence of the traumatic) and rein-
scription (the emergence of a new embodied signification) in the clinic 
demand from the analyst that they bear the anxiety of the traumatic, 
holding the space for its unfolding and resignification through silences 
and interventions, and to acknowledge negativity, which we automat-
ically deny at the level of the social. I argue that in a civic society this  
is the function of the intellectual, who comes to occupy the function 
of the analyst in the processes of inscribing the residue of the Real. 
Thus, the intellectual needed today is one that has been an analysand  
and is able to produce the Master signifier of her own ethical law, 
which – while continuing to serve the purpose of securing signification,  
identification and access to the symbolic field – comes from the acknowl-
edgement of her own historical production. Again, such a production 
is an ongoing process of universalization as opposed to a supposedly 
completed universalization of a given, reified particular. 

DO YOU WANT TO HAVE OR TO BE A MASTER?

In an old essay, Chomsky interrogates the responsibility of US intellec-
tuals to speak about crimes in which they are implicated, such as the war 
in Indochina. He reflects on the history of the term “intellectual,” going 
from Brunetière’s definition of “ridiculous pretentious eccentrics” to the 
neoliberal ideal of the intellectual as “technocratic and policy-oriented” 
experts, to the avant-garde would-be “anarchist of the lecture- platform.”63 
This was before the advent of new alt-right pseudo-intellectuals, who 
quote great thinkers to encourage crowds of disaffected young men to 
embrace misogyny and bigotry. 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, I argue, the intellectual should 
become an analyst, not as an external critic but one that carries out an 
immanent critique by taking responsibility for their own unconscious 
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at two levels. The first is hermeneutic, which is to say, the signification 
of their own symptomatic constellations; and the other is heuristic, or 
that which socially addresses the perplexity of that which falls outside 
of signification. Such an intellectual is required to produce their own 
Master signifiers, that is, that are “produced by the subject rather than 
imposed upon the subject from outside.”64 Such a signifier is less abso-
lute, less rigid, less exclusive and totalitarian, renouncing any will to 
mastery, because it is aware of its own limit. 

Human beings are subjected to a form of internalized, unconscious 
and unacceptable enjoyment: racist, patriarchal, or ableist, catastrophic 
thinking, narcissistic desire for others to be a reflection of us, or rigid 
antagonistic disposition. The seeds of this unconscious jouissance, if 
veiled to the hypocritical comrade, will bear impotent fruits. As the 
subject finds himself exposed to these unacceptable contents, it recurs 
to the lawless superego. By ideologically imposing a superegoic demand 
that expects all actors to share the same Master signifier to be connected 
to a social milieu, we prohibit thought and encourage exclusion, and in 
the process, we become complicit in the building of social structures 
that remain oppressive, because they deny the seed of jouissance that the 
social has brought on to our very intimate way of enjoyment. In Group 
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, following LeBon, Freud shows the 
power of identification among members of a group, which “wants to be 
ruled and oppressed and to fear its masters. Fundamentally it is entirely 
conservative and it has a deep aversion to all innovations and advances 
and unbounded respect for tradition.”65 So, do you want a Master?

The sort of ethics and politics offered by psychoanalysis, contrary 
to what many people believe, does not uphold a pessimistically hope-
less view of human subjectivity, à la Schopenhauer (the stoic denial of 
the will); otherwise, it would not be a transformative treatment in the 
interest of the freedom of human subjects. But Lacanian left politics, as it 
were, might frustrate because:

a) It offers an ethical practice of the Real, which highlights the diffi-
culty for the human subject to write their own history by articulating 
their symptom and acknowledging the truths of those aspects veiled 
to consciousness (castration, traumatic residue, subjective division etc.);

b) It upsets epistemologically because it confronts us with the impotence 
of not being able to fully transform our world with only the power of 
the will, reason and intellect, as we yet need to deal with what falls 
outside of consciousness and signification. 
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As Bistoen quite precisely articulates: “the act in the face of the trau-
matic Real is an injunction for the other/Other to take up a position … 
rewriting the rules of what is possible and what is not.”66 This means 
that by grasping contingent opportunities, the militant intellectual acts 
in such a way that reformulates the rules of the system game, reposi-
tioning the place of symbolic signification (Other) and the place of the 
imaginary other (fellow neighbour), yet not knowing fully the destiny 
of its intervention, because its effects are known by its becoming, better 
stated in future perfect tense: “it will have been.”

Lacan’s proposal for a cure runs parallel to Freud’s famous aspira-
tion of psychoanalytical treatment “transforming your hysterical misery 
into common unhappiness.”67 Progress towards a cure, for Lacan, is the 
movement from impotence to impossibility. As it exceeds the limits of 
this chapter, we won’t engage in detail with Lacan’s theory of discourse, 
but suffice it to say that impotence emerges from a lack of correspond-
ence between the undisclosed truth of the political agent, who repeats 
a Master signifier (s)he is not aware of, and the material effects of such 
a signifier’s embodied production. Impotence, then, is expecting that 
only “punching a Nazi,” policing intersectional signifiers, and so on, will 
produce a political change. Impossibility, in contrast, corresponds to the 
insufficiency of any truth to account and fully transform the Real. The 
political act which acknowledges the (im)possibility of accounting for 
the universal requires a “not-all” approach. The not-all in Lacan refers 
to the feminine side of sexuation, as presented in Seminar XX, which 
provides a know-how with regards to enjoyment of the field outside the 
phallic order. The phallus in Lacanian theory refers to a “signifier that 
is destined to designate meaning effects as a whole,”68 whose singular 
epitome is the Master signifier. The not-all is found on the feminine 
side, not to be understood in its anatomic sense, but rather as a position 
taken with regards to the incompleteness of the symbolic field. A not-all 
approach is the left needed today: warm instead of cold, wet instead of 
dry, flexible instead of rigid, addressing structure rather than appear-
ance, open to the awareness of subjective division and on the side of the 
impossibility, not of impotence. 

The Gramscian idea of the organic intellectual or the individual legis-
lator, as Vacca reads it, proposes that an intellectual is an “efficacious 
instrument of hegemony” in civil society and an individual legislator 
that would render the collective will effective.69 I believe that this organic 
intellectual/legislator/psychoanalyst should situate their hegemonic 
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efficacy in the immediate social cell of the subject among others, which 
is the field of the institution (family, workplace, university, political party 
etc.) being the collective will, an aspiration to the universal of what is 
precisely excluded. Or, as Arendt once proposed, we need to become 
“conscious pariahs.”70 

The responsibility of the intellectual from a psychoanalytic perspec-
tive consists, then, not in becoming the caudillo of a social totality, but 
a leader who reads possibilities and grasps decidability, with clear and 
audacious desire, to transform the dramas of the couple, family, work-
place or social group, at the very site of their struggle.

The responsibility of the intellectual/analyst thus consists in an epis-
temological unsettling of their immediate world while accounting for 
their own unconscious through an act that creates possibilities in their 
social milieu. This is akin to the Kantian Mündigkeit, in the way Adorno 
discusses it as the maturity to speak for oneself in an intimate way or “live 
contact with the warmth of things”;71 yet in a Lacanian twist, it is about 
the ability to think for oneself with others in presence of the unconscious. 

Pavón-Cuéllar pertinently draws from psychoanalytic theory the 
conclusion that the subject engages in an epistemological shift that ques-
tions the effects of ideology via a praxis of a method.72 The intellectual/
analyst needed is aware of the entwinement of individual and social 
history, and so is able to work against discourses that kill (the fascisms 
of the superego through guilt, hate, rigidity, bureaucracy, desubjectifying 
or dehumanizing practices) and in the interest of discourses that give 
life (lawful articulation of the ethics of the singular universal within a 
social link). Alemán states that the new man of neoliberalism lacks the 
symbolic legacy to decipher the history of what is proper of the subject: 
“the singular and incurable that resides in each of us … abolished in the 
service of a certain productivity that goes beyond the symbolic possi-
bilities with which men and women enter into the social bond.”73 If, as 
Gandesha and Hartle argue, the history of political struggles concerns 
“the possibility of the subject matter to, itself, become the content of 
history writing at all,”74 the history that needs to be written is that of the 
excluded, the universal singular of the not-all. 

CONCLUSION

Drawing from clinical insights, in this chapter I initially argue for a 
politics of inscription, which refers to the task of partial symbolization 
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of the traumatic residues brought about by the Real, understood as the 
social bond structure that sustains the ontological crisis of late capi-
talism. In parallel to inscription, I argue that such politics also includes 
processes of re-inscription, which involves rewriting naturalized histo-
ries. Following this, I claim that the Master signifier is partially hindered 
by the reification of social relations and thus unable to sustain the subject 
symbolically, resorting to imaginary mechanisms, such as identarian 
politics. I argue that the Master signifier differs from universality and 
is approached divergently by the right and the left. While the far-right 
imposes the Master signifier as a false reified universal, corresponding 
to the particularity of a race or ethnic group, an effective left should be 
attentive to the traumatic residues that exceed any given actualization 
of the universal. Finally, I argue that in light of the circumstances we 
are just starting to face, such as the spectre of fascism in the climate 
change crisis, the intellectual must become a militant leader, a Grams-
cian analyst, on the side of the feminine logic of the not-all, with clarity 
of desire, aware of their subjective division, to grasp opportunities to 
transform conditions (inscribe and re-inscribe) in the immediate cell of 
the institutions in which they dwell.
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10
Micro-Fascism in the Age of Trump

Gary Genosko

In developing a theory of fascism as a proliferating molecular 
phenomenon, Félix Guattari embedded in it black-hole effects as a 
principle that explained how the energy of mass desire is channelled 
into self-destruction. The decentring of this process (i.e. from around 
the gaze of a or the Führer)1 clears the way for the emergence of a 
multiplicity of micro-fascist phenomena that resonate together. Reso-
nance was a concept Guattari borrowed from physicist René Thom 
and adapted to the new end of explaining small-scale – that is, flexible, 
self-regulating, molecular – fascisms adequate to advanced forms of 
infocapital and how they seep into the pores of a society. This is the 
kind of society that elects Donald Trump as its president. Trump has 
been on Guattari’s radar for years, at least since the late 1980s, and he 
devolves him into a species of algae for his reckless property develop-
ment schemes: “In the field of social ecology, men like Donald Trump 
are permitted to proliferate freely, like another species of algae, taking 
over entire districts of New York and Atlantic City; he ‘redevelops’ by 
raising rents, thereby driving out tens of thousands of poor families, 
most of whom are condemned to homelessness, becoming the equiv-
alent of the dead fish of environmental ecology.”2 The resonances of 
Trumpian politics are explored in this chapter through the prolifer-
ation of the “Sad Frog” meme, a potent and contested symbol of the 
alt-right, and the involutive, inspiralling forces of post-truth, alterna-
tive facts, hate, racism, sexism, the vagaries of the manosphere and the 
sputtering outrage machine, in the choked mental ecology of America 
today.3 First, I will turn to Guattari’s explanation of black-hole effects 
and his deployment of the concept of resonance to explain how molec-
ular fascist intensities proliferate and vibrate together under a political 
banner. 
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BLACK HOLES AND RESONANCE

In Guattari’s usage, black holes generate echoes. This lengthy quote 
explains echolalic relations based in the study of drug abuse:

These black holes swarm and proliferate across the social field. The 
question is whether subjectivity is going to echo them in a way that an 
individual’s entire life, all one’s modes of semiotization, depend upon 
a central point of anguish and guilt. I propose this image of a black 
hole in order to illustrate the phenomenon of the complete inhibition 
of semiotic components of an individual or group which finds itself 
cut off from any possibility of an exterior life. By the expression ‘echo 
of a black hole’ I aim to establish resonances among several systems 
of blockages (i.e. you have a stomach cramp and you can no longer 
think about it; you ‘embody’ it; you invest an erogenous zone on your 
pain; you persecute your partner, your children, and all these domains 
begin to resonate).4 

Systems of blockages resonate together – vibrate synchronically – under 
the influence of one or more general black holes, like addiction. On 
the one hand, the components of consciousness, reterritorialized in 
nosographic redundancies, create a subjective black hole by presenting 
subjectivity with the nothingness of the empty resonances that set it 
spinning; on the other hand, the black holes can manipulate these nuclei 
of nothingness by forcing them to a limit from which they can escape, 
but only in the form of strange a-signifying particles carrying “charges of 
nothingness” – subjectivity merely affirms their impotence by echoing 
them, or by giving them free reign. Super-empowered, deterritorializing 
sign particles are born in a place of grief and distress.5 A highly intense 
nothingness is a force to be reckoned with if it can free itself. 

Although he borrows much of his conceptual language regarding reso-
nance from Thom,6 there are limits clearly set out by Guattari. For Thom, 
the schema typical of all resonance involves the free interaction of two 
independent dynamical systems (tuning forks) that tend to  degenerate 
towards a common, mixed regime of resonance.7 

Resonating black holes have the strength to disempower and empty 
redundancies of meaning; at the same time, they are machinically 
super-empowered and grant them autonomy. The redundancies become 
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more and more decentred, and less and less efficient, but extremely 
powerful. In this state, the redundancies of consciousness ensure that 
subjectivity turns in on itself. Resonance, in addition, is transferred to one 
or more of the redundancies of consciousness where it sets up a bastion 
from which it controls the others; these are named by Guattari following 
typical clinical syndromes. The important point is that the black hole has 
both disempowering and super-powerful effects; its energy may at some 
point release particles that escape from all systems of redundancies. It is 
both involutive and potentially creative. Thus, Guattari adapts Thom’s 
terminology but in the process retains, in addition to the degenerative 
dimension of resonance (disempowerment) in the triggering of a black 
hole of subjectivity, the hypothetical “quanta of possibility” carried by 
the matters of expression (a-signifying part-signs) emitted from it. Black 
holes, in other words, can emit strange and chaosmic potentialities – like 
“hashtag activism,” in which clicks, posts and tweets guide an entangled 
hopeful disempowerment and transversal striving to cut through the 
barrier of the digital and to remake the world. 

Why are echoes of a black hole of subjectivity so dangerous? Echoes 
are reflective resonance phenomena that provide alibis for the false sepa-
ration of all the components they hang on a single involutive process. 
The delayed reflection of an echo creates the illusion of separation – that 
is, independence – from its source. Moreover, as an echo path may move 
around, more and more of the affected components and their inter- 
componential relations may evoke the same denial, thereby expanding 
the stifling draw of the general black hole. Now, let’s see how this works 
with fascism. 

MICROPOLITICS OF FASCISM

Guattari’s first approach to fascism is to develop a threefold typology of 
how its forms are typically analysed. He starts with a sociological cate-
gory, based on analytical-formalist distinctions that identify species of 
fascism (national historical types), finds common traits among them, 
and then describes small differences between them. Differences are mini-
mized the more commonness is elevated, and differences are magnified 
the more they help to isolate layers and kinds. He finds little of interest in 
this approach and moves through it quickly. 

The second approach he notes is neo-Marxist thought grounded in a 
synthetic-dualist paradigm. The approach here is to appreciate how to 
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both acknowledge the revolutionary desire of the masses and recognize 
the mediations from Marxism’s theoretical vocabulary imposed upon 
them, “massifying” mass-desire: “restored to standardized formulations 
whose necessity is deemed to be justified in the name of the cohesion of 
the working class and party unity.”8 Overcoming the distinction between 
theoretical description and revolutionary praxis yields only the dualist 
trap of the code-wielding political caste and the obedient mass followers, 
which is played out reductively and its impotence multiplied along a 
series of “schematic oppositions” (i.e. molar dualisms like city/country; 
good and bad camps) and a unique third object (the power of the State) 
that gives meaning to them. He wishes to outflank such dualisms and 
their distancing mechanisms. Let’s not make too much of this passage 
through a particularistic version of a massified desire that shows more of 
its molar rather than molecular face. 

In the third approach, Guattari mounts what he calls an analytic- 
political approach that he makes his own. He does not abandon the 
question of what kind of state is built under fascism, but he reserves this 
investigation for elsewhere in A Thousand Plateaus, to which I will return 
momentarily. In the meantime, the third approach launches a series of 
provisos: “a micropolitics of desire would no longer present itself as repre-
senting the masses and as interpreting their struggles.”9 At the same time 
he doesn’t entirely reject the need for a political analysis of party lines and 
actions, and underlines the importance of diversifying and pluralizing any 
already formed and centralizable wholes into social groupings beyond the 
working class and its set task of dissolving the contradiction it embodies, 
refusing to yoke it to dominant expressions of its character, whatever 
these might be, that allow it to carry out unique tasks according to stated 
objectives of its party in relation to the mediations of the transcendent 
object of the state. No more Leninist exhortations straight out of the 
“April Theses” of spring 1917 to make the masses see the true form of 
revolutionary government and to interpret their practical needs in this 
light10  – instead, a conception of desire without an object, without a centre 
either in a person or in a body constituted as ideally pre-unified. Desire 
is multiple and different; it consists of singular intensities that combine 
with one another in incompatible ways, rather than in terms of identi-
ties that may be totalized by a party apparatus, that is, “by the totalitarian 
machine of a representative party.”11 Lenin, it may be said, tried to tap into 
the molecular revolutionary forces that expressed themselves in a unique 
moment of hope, and for this he was considered to have gone mad. This is 
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the Lenin that Žižek admires and wants to regain; yet as I just pointed out, 
the contrary tendencies at play in the “April Theses” are just as strongly 
expressed through specific representations and interpretations – that is, 
direction and explanation of the non-spontaneous awakening of desire of 
a mass of proletarians as it is coaxed into existence and led to make the 
right choices by a mobilized party using the tools at its disposal. 

Nevertheless, Guattari claims mediators must be bypassed in the rela-
tionship between social objectives and praxis. Desire tends to wander 
and to get off topic and away from ready-made encodings. A micro- 
political analysis of desire doesn’t represent what is already formed, but 
contributes to the formation and thus is “immediately political.” What 
does Guattari mean when he claims that “when saying is doing” micro- 
politics is immediately political? No more specialists either of saying or 
of doing. Collective assemblages (rather than individual idiolects) within 
the mass find their own means of expression, perhaps combining frag-
ments of archaic discourses, recontextualized images, slang and recycled 
codes. A rehearsal of the correct slogans is not required. It is theoret-
ically messy to give permission to the masses to speak. There are no 
guarantees. The crystallization of situational collective desires in utter-
ances and other semiotic materials always struggle with the influence of 
dominant overcodings, and are directly linked into machinic processes 
of all kinds, like mangling auto-correct functions, that underline the 
distorting  a- signifying elements of contemporary communication. 
Theorists of digital disobedience, especially DDoS (Distributed Denial 
of Service) attacks, note that the a-signifying dimension of disabling 
and “disrupting” servers is closely tied to the imperative to communi-
cate in contemporary capitalism, and with the focus on circulation over 
meaning, breaking the “reproducible signal value” of messages, acquires 
a powerful effect of redirecting attention away from the usual suspects 
of the sending and receiving estates in the name of new stakeholders 
engaged in searches for non-meaning.12 

There are all kinds of fascisms: “A micro-politics of desire means that 
henceforth we will refuse to allow any fascist formula to slip by, on what-
ever scale it may manifest itself, including within the scale of the family 
or even within our own personal economy.”13 Fascism is irreducible to 
historical phenomena like National Socialism in Guattari’s estimation. 
The study of fascism is neither the purview of professional historians nor 
of political theorists. No one should bury it in historical periodicity and 
feel relief that it is over, the good guys having triumphed in the end in 
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the beautiful confluence of the Red Army and Allied forces at the River 
Elbe, and then in the meeting of the heads of state at Yalta. There wasn’t 
only one Nazi party: Guattari wants to avoid simplifications that make us 
blind to how the elements of certain historical forms of fascism continue 
to exist. Fascism leaps or skips transhistorically between generations 
and adapts itself to new conditions along the way: “What fascism set 
in motion yesterday continues to proliferate in other forms, within the 
complex of contemporary social space.”14 Fascisms proliferate and never 
stop adapting.

SUBREDDIT POLITICS

Updating Guattari, the icons of Hitlerism may be combined with 
Donald Trump’s name by those, for or against him, who have no need 
of any firm ideas about Nazism. To see a graffito like swastika-r.u.m.p. 
as a micro-crystallization of fascism adapted to our contemporary polit-
ical landscape requires a reflection on the digital source materials for 
semiotic production. A good place to begin is Dale Beran’s attempt to 
formulate an interpretation of Trump’s appeal through the mutations 
of 4chan – the “opprobrious” image board and sprawling forums/chat 
site launched in 2003 and known for its incivility and creativity as incu-
bator of Anonymous, trolling, rickrolling, memes and just doing it for 
the lulz.15 The Guattarian theory of desire both decentres the individual 
person as source and the object as lack instead positing an assem-
blage of mutable heterogeneous components as a process that is auto- 
organizing but also influenced by dominant historical trends, such as 
the mutual imbrications of humans and machines in the time of imma-
terial labour and production. But Guattari is a kind of Arendt in full 
reverse. If humans are cogs, and they are machinically enslaved, there is 
potential there, because they no longer have the kinds of social identi-
ties that are easily alienated. Disindividuation is not subjugating (socially 
subjecting), but machinically combinatory. On 4chan, anonymity is the 
goal but not always the rule, but based on a local ethic, individuation 
is strongly denied to persons and persona, until games of status erupt 
and offline events intervene to manufacture celebrity. These are still 
largely anathema. The fusion of the post and the subjectless subject, or 
Anon, releases intense flashes of desiring production, which can only be 
described as a “cesspool.” For Beran, Trump is the alpha and beta, the 
fantasy of winning and the despair of losing, both at once rolled into  

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   169 07/02/20   4:59 PM



170 ·  spectres of fascism

the loser who won. He builds an analogy based on Charles Bukowski’s 
novel Factotum in which two underpaid warehouse workers devise a 
scheme to accept money from their coworkers to bet on horse races, but 
only insofar as all the horses selected never win, because the bets are 
never placed. In the words of Manny and Henry: 

“Hank, we take their bets.”
“Those guys don’t have any money – all they have is the coffee and 
chewing gum money their wives give them and we don’t have time to 
mess around with the two dollar windows.”
“We don’t bet their money, we keep their money.”
“Suppose they win?”
“They won’t win. They always pick the wrong horse. They have a way 
of always picking the wrong horse.”
“Suppose they bet on our horse?”
“Then we know we’ve got the wrong horse.”16 

This is the pathetic reality of the Trumpians, according to Beran: “younger 
Trump supporters know they are handing their money to someone who 
will never place their bets  –  only his own  –  because, after all, it’s plain 
as day there was never any other option.”17 Further, Beran concludes: 
“Support for Trump is an acknowledgement that the promise is empty.”18 
Trump will only place his own bets with the money of others. There is 
nothing really discordant about how this works. This is the Guattarian 
theory of machines (some highly abstract, others highly technical) that 
constantly seek out dis/connections (breaks and flows and residualities) 
with other machines for which they are flows. It’s not exactly a Gold-
berg machine, but a 4chan contraption in which anonymous processes 
of subjectivation subsist in the bowels of unfettered digital desire: where 
semiological powerlessness meets machinic superpower, with strange 
results. The more the machine goes off the rails, the better it works, the 
more collectively enunciative 4chan becomes as its denizens take new for-
mations, much to their own surprise: unstructured, ad hoc, short-lived  
assemblages, some of which are offline! The foundation of Trumpian 
politics might very well be the cesspool in which micro-fascist forces 
connive and collide. This cesspool attracts and holds the attention spans 
and affects of many. This is what Guattari called a black-hole effect: a 
phenomenon of subjective collapse that is attached to empty promises, 
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and spectacularized policy, like Trump’s televised executive orders that 
are reproduced widely in the post-mediasphere and invite participatory 
meme manufacture. The memefication of Trump as Pepe the Frog (Sad 
Frog Meme), the spectre of this prank invoked by Hillary Clinton as a 
white supremacist figure, and unleashed into the wild by alt-right appro-
priators and anti-defamation league critics alike, demonstrated the semi-
otic potentiality of comic strip characters to interact with wildly diverse 
components from across the political spectrum.19 Trumpism spews forth 
empty promises and groundless pronouncements, racist, xenophobic and 
paranoid POTUS tweets, and spits out newly charged semiotic compo-
nents that liberate the desire immanent to the political landscape and 
make it not only resonate across the alt-right mediascape, but into the 
mainstream and alternative media as well – all against the backdrop of the 
laments of the frog’s creator Matt Furie. 

Intense attachment fosters belonging and forgetting, and echoes them 
in public reproductions of the signifiers of rampant misogyny and raging 
xenophobia. As Bruce Bennett put it, Trump’s body is a “semiotic salad”20 
that fails to cohere; and this is part of the appeal as every effort to discredit 
him at once builds his legitimacy among astonished believers and detrac-
tors. Processes of subjectivation open them to the option of aligning with 
the resonances of undelivered wagers and belligerently confirming their 
impotence, with hateful affects. This is how Deleuze and Guattari define 
micro-fascism: it occupies micro-black holes and resonates among them 
acting on the masses through millions of catastrophes.21 Black holes are 
not exactly empty, and this where Guattari helps us to refine Beran’s 
efforts; they absorb the energy of empty promises, the unplaced bets, as 
it were, and trap subjectivity in their resonances across the social field, 
interacting with a range of resonant political beliefs: 1950s nostalgists; 
emptiness is good for business yahoos; and maybe, for the millennials, a 
vote for a defiant emptiness. The InCels (Involuntary Celibates: a move-
ment of violently misogynistic, predominantly white, men who can’t 
get laid) can get in tune with Women for Trump Facebookers because 
both possess molar certainty crammed within their molecular machinic 
assemblages that resonates across social media groupings. 

The analysis of desire’s micro-fascism sounds a bit science-fictional, 
Guattari admits, but he is not deterred, because fascism is for him a 
dangerous, cancerous molecular phenomenon: “What makes fascism 
dangerous is its molecular or micro-political power, for it is a mass move-
ment: a cancerous body rather than a totalitarian organism.”22 It is not a 
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question of going small for the sake of minutiae, or for that of a Pascalian 
view of how different things would have been if Cleopatra’s nose had 
been a bit longer.23 Adopting the language of mutation, proliferation and 
molecularity allows Guattari to think through the capacity of fascism to 
spread throughout the social body. And, eventually, one party did try to 
overwhelm it, or “win” it electorally. This “potentially” gives to desire a 
fascist inclination since desire is not undifferentiated and instinctual, but 
results from highly complex and supple micro-formations and refined 
interactions (like the so-called Great Meme War of 2015–16), the kind we 
see on IRC (Internet Relay Chat), on 4chan, but just as well on Breitbart 
News. In discussing resonance and molecular fascism, Deleuze scholar 
Brent Adkins has recourse to viral videos as a prime example: “The 
potential for fascism arises when the black holes of several subjectivi-
ties begin to resonate with one another. The most straightforward way 
to think about resonance is to think about viral videos on YouTube.”24 
Resonance phenomena ask us to work in the plural, in a proliferating 
and multiplex array of uploads  – in Adkins’ example, visual materials 
with notoriously negative comment postings.

For Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, what makes 
fascism so frighteningly catastrophic for capitalism is that, unlike total-
itarianism (especially of the Stalinist type), it liberates the desire of the 
masses for their own deaths, in spite of themselves. They are neither 
tricked nor desirous of their own masochistic repression. They are not 
driven internally to suicide by a death drive. Rather, fascism constructs 
a totalitarian state that is suicidal. National Socialism was focused on 
destruction, of everyone, including all Germans, as a project that would 
resonate throughout Europe and beyond the continent. Suicide of the 
state and the end of its own people would be a “crowning glory.”25 When 
there were no means to subdue mass desire to fulfil its own destruc-
tion, no deals could be brokered. The only option was an alliance for 
the United States and United Kingdom with Stalinism, because its 
brand of terror was acceptable, a more stable and efficient system for 
controlling mass turbulence (by the working class, colonials and minori-
ties), and it too was threatened by National Socialism. For Guattari, “The 
last World War will thus have been the opportunity to select the most 
efficient totalitarian machines, those best adapted to the period.”26 Yet 
micro-fascisms have managed to seep into capitalism as Stalinism failed 
to molecularize its economy and labour force. Capitalism searches for 
new models of totalitarianism inside itself, and finds all kinds of “new 
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forms of molecular fascism.”27 These find an environment conducive to 
infestation in infocapitalism’s forms of affective and communicational 
labour that are directly productive of value. 

New micro-fascisms find fertile ground in the fast-circulating redun-
dancies of Internet memes and other post-media artefacts like the use 
of echo quotations as antisemitic signifiers. Extremely involutive black 
holes draw processes of subjectivation into themselves as their power 
increases with every iteration (repost) of them. Caught up in the pleas-
ures of empty promises, Pepe memes, 4chan rants and actions, combover 
and spray tan jokes, comedic mimesis and alt-right outrage, and staging 
policy by spectacle, with so many supercharges of nothingness to go 
around, desire cannot extract itself from the echo chamber of emptiness 
that modulates its existence, making it lose its bearings, finding solace 
in distress that travels surprisingly well along the molecular bubbling of 
social media. For Guattari, “Fascism, like desire, is scattered everywhere, 
in separate bits and pieces, within the whole social realm; it crystal-
lizes in one place or another, depending on the relationships of force.”28 
The Trump presidency is a kind of general black hole into which the 
swirling phenomena of emptiness is drawn, simultaneously providing an 
attachment that allows belonging and forgetting to co-exist, as it emits 
forged lines of alterity: alternative facts, policy formation by Tweet, and 
bottomless post-truths that deflect and distract sober investigation and 
confound analysis.

Guattari reminds us that it is incumbent upon theorists of micro- 
fascism to search in the most “‘incomprehensible’ revolutionary transfor-
mations”29 for investments of desire. In the transition from classical types 
of fascism to molecularized micro-fascisms, desire is at once liberated 
and subjected to repressive attributions tailored to new modes of produc-
tion. This is why the Trump and 4chan hypothesis is so compelling, as 
it directs us to epic fails, perhaps beginning with the inauguration: the 
more it breaks down the better it works, which is the credo of Deleuze 
and Guattari with regard not only to capitalism, but to America as well. 
Trumpism seeks to install into every black hole the superior affect of 
hate attached to wired subjectivation, yet even in the most niche assem-
blages lines of flight escape that refuse the denigration of the office of the  
president, self-interested fortune seeking and the pathos of the deal. 

The recent work on “Trumpology,” by Christian Fuchs, success-
fully typologizes the capitalist and state relationship under Trump 
as direct through the figure of a billionaire president whose form of 
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authoritarianism has the following attributes: greed is a brand (posses-
sive hyper-individualism); the value of hard work is that it generates luck 
(ideology of hard labour); winning-ness (leadership skills); and self- 
interest transferred to domestic and foreign policy (social Darwinism).30 
What is interesting is that Fuchs begins with a more Guattari-friendly 
approach regarding the affective social ecology of fascism; rather than 
mass movement regression, Guattari points us toward echolalic degen-
eration as a form of contagious empty spinning. Although Fuchs rather 
abruptly abandons or, perhaps more kindly, converts this approach into 
economic factors, in isolating the black-hole effect of collective anxiety 
the media of its echoes are exposed: anxiety finds an institutional base in 
the Republican Party and gains hundreds of thousands of followers across 
social media. In ego surrender to a leader with whom one identifies, the 
resonance of multiple kinds of alienation is captured in a highly shar-
able scapegoating of enemies (leakers, labour leaders, broadcast media 
fakers, illegal immigrants and turncoats). The machinic conjugation of 
anxieties and reactionary racist formations closes the political assem-
blage in as much as it traps or, at least, delays the release of promising 
vectors of resistance and dismantlement as the terrible voids continue 
to stare out from a white-washed wall of right-wing nationalism, like 
Charlottesville. It is the snowballing of Trump’s mangled syntax, his inar-
ticulacy, the about-faces and the incoherence that dance on the rim of a 
black hole and spin into it. Nonetheless, Guattari was optimistic about 
what could emerge once these empty resonant redundancies shoot out 
of the black hole and finally escape it; he thought he could not be said to 
have put everything in the same bag, reactionary forces and their proto- 
revolutionary enemies, on the micro-fascist level!31 What is required is 
an analytical interpretation of interventions that minimize and perhaps 
prevent echo effects, and new social assemblages that contain the circu-
lation of paranoiac and repressive contaminants.
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11
Fascist Neoliberalism and Preventive 

Counter-Revolution: The Second 
Round of the Latin American 

Laboratory
Vladimir Safatle

… a stable democracy and liberty, clean of impurities.

Friedrich Hayek1 

In 1980, economist Paul Samuelson was invited to exercise his speculative 
imagination and describe capitalism in the year 2000. In his response he 
insisted that we should turn our eyes to Latin America, for there would be 
a model that would certainly be a paradigm in the near future. Samuelson  
then describes his understanding of such a paradigmatic situation:

Generals and admirals seize power. They exterminate their left-wing 
predecessors, exile opponents, imprison dissident intellectuals, stifle 
unions, control the press, and paralyze all political activity. But, in this 
variant of market fascism, military leaders distance themselves from 
economic decisions. They do not plan the economy or accept bribery. 
They entrust the whole economy to religious fanatics – fanatics 
whose religion is the laissez-faire of the market … So the clock of 
history walks backwards. The market is liberated and the money 
supply is strictly controlled. The social assistance credits are cut, the 
workers must accept anything or starve … Low inflation is reduced to 
almost nothing … Political freedom being out of circulation, income 
inequalities, consumption and wealth tend to grow.2 

It is clear that the concrete case which so inspired Samuelson was the 
Chile of Augusto Pinochet and his “Chicago boys.” Samuelson had real-
ized that something paradigmatic was taking place in Chile, with its 
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combination of political brutality and economic ultra-neoliberalism.3 At 
the same time that neoliberalism appeared as a model of social manage-
ment in the United Kingdom of Margaret Thatcher and the United States 
of Ronald Reagan, Chile showed the true regulatory horizon to guide this 
new phase of world capitalism. This was a horizon that had to be realized 
in an intensive manner because the social conflicts could no longer be 
solved within the dynamics proper to parliamentary democracy.

If Chile could appear as a paradigm, it was because Milton Friedman’s 
statement about such a synthesis of authoritarianism and neoliberalism, 
“Chile is the exception, not the rule,” was false. The Chilean experience 
was not the exception, but the true model. We know, for example, the 
statement of Friedrich Hayek: “I prefer to sacrifice democracy tempo-
rarily, I repeat, temporarily, rather than have to do without liberty, even if 
only for a while.”4 What claims such as these revealed was the true nature 
of the system.

This singular way of claiming that freedom could exist in the absence 
of democracy should not surprise us, as it came from someone who was 
faced with the task of denouncing the risks of a “totalitarian democracy” 
or defending the possibility of an “authoritarian liberalism.”5 Hayek was 
not saying that the democracy we have is merely formal and, therefore, 
should be surpassed in the direction of models of self-management and 
immanent deliberation of citizens. This criticism can be found in the 
traditions that insist that political life should be the space of continuous 
exercise of the constituent and destituent force of popular sovereignty.6 
Rather, in Hayek’s view, the real risk of political life was the limitation 
or destruction of what would be the only truly concrete dimension of 
the notion of freedom, namely economic freedom, free disposition of 
property and the logic of accumulation – in short, the act of reducing 
objects and the world as a whole to the general form of private property 
and the rationality of entrepreneurialism. Hayek claimed that the only 
totalitarian regime that South America had known until the 1980s was 
not the Brazil of the generals, not Pinochet’s Chile, nor Videla’s Argen-
tina, but Allende’s Chile.7 Hayek was able to make such a claim because, 
rather than collective self-determination, what C.B. Macpherson called 
“possessive individualism” appeared as the true form of “freedom.”8 
Any attempt to create forms of life in which property no longer had this 
central and structuring role was the very expression of totalitarianism.

This horizon did not simply appear as a fact of nature  – it would 
have to be deliberately constructed. Citizens do not naturally accept 
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the reduction of their experience of freedom to the mere freedom to 
be an entrepreneur. The historical experience of struggles for freedom 
consists of the desire to negate the compulsive subsumption of activity 
beneath the category of labour, the desire for a form of radical equality 
that eliminates the putative naturalness of exploitation, the desire for 
the liberation of the world of things from determinations of property 
and possession. Therefore, social engineering was imperative to negate 
such experiences, to create a social monophony that could only be done, 
paradoxically for neoliberalism, through more state rather than less  
state: It was a question of subjecting our forms of life to a profound  
“depo liticization of society.” After all, within the neoliberal world, it is  
the opposition produced by vulnerable sectors of society toward  
the unregulated market mechanism that produces the real risk to 
“freedom.” Only a depoliticized society, radically limited in its ability to  
intervene in the economic rationality of market dynamics, insensitive  
to the pressures of regulation from unions, associations, activists, 
impoverished regions and vulnerable classes, could realize this unique  
“freedom.” But, paradoxically, a society of this nature demands a  
strong and continuously active state. Such an imperative can explain 
statements such as this from Hayek:

I would say that, as long-term institutions, I am totally against dicta-
torships. But a dictatorship may be a necessary system for a transi-
tional period. At times it is necessary for a country to have, for a time, 
some form or other of dictatorial power. As you will understand, it is 
possible for a dictator to govern in a liberal way. And it is also possible 
for a democracy to govern with a total lack of liberalism. Personally I 
prefer a liberal dictator to democratic government lacking liberalism.9 

It is in phrases that have the rhetorical model of “I know very well, 
but still …” that we find the true core of the regulatory horizon of social 
rationalization models: I know very well that we must be against dicta-
torships, but still they are necessary. They are necessary long enough for 
social antagonisms to be destroyed, immanent contradictions stifled, 
and the last opponents tortured, exiled or liquidated.

Unsurprisingly, this model of a dictatorship that governs in a liberal 
way comes from the experience of Nazism. In this sense, a fascist horizon 
has always been the axis of the social organization of neoliberalism. Once 
again, Latin America is the privileged space for such an experiment.
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Let us turn our attention to Carl Schmitt: Schmitt is the original 
author of this idea that parliamentary democracy with its trading systems 
tends to create a total state.10 Having to deal with multiple demands from 
various organized social sectors, democracy would eventually allow the 
state to intervene in all areas of life, regulating all dimensions of social 
conflict, transforming itself into mere emulation of the antagonisms 
present in social life. Against this, one would not need less state, but to 
think of another form of total state. In this case, a state capable of depo-
liticizing society, having sufficient strength to intervene politically in the 
class struggle, to eliminate the forces of sedition in order to liberate the 
economy from its alleged social obstacles:11 “It is a strong-weak state, 
strong with some, weak with others, against democratic demands and 
social redistribution, but weak in its relations with the market.”12 

But for that, it would require the continuous mobilization of actions 
and discourses aimed at the radical transformation of the processes 
of sensibility, affection and visibility. The social body must cease to be 
affected by the awareness of the violence produced against historically 
vulnerable groups, it should no longer see the logic of spoliation at work, 
and it must be insensitive to the immanent inequality of social rela-
tions in capitalism, its construction of racism as the tacit justification of 
economic submission and social subjection. At this point, the function 
of the state as a war machine for cultural hegemony becomes explicit; for 
it is only in this way that the body politic’s sensibility becomes atrophied.

It is not possible to understand what is happening in Latin America 
today, and in Brazil in particular, without understanding the emergence 
of new laboratories in which this fascist matrix of neoliberalism can be 
re-introduced. Such a matrix will again be implemented because it was 
the only possible response to a situation of social disidentification, frus-
tration, and demands for an end to the politics of representation that 
could lead to a revolutionary moment. This situation is systematically 
spread throughout the world. That is, one can say that this intersection 
of neoliberalism and a militarism with fascist traits was the realization 
of what we could call a preventive counter-revolution. In this sense, 
while the Brazil case is already significant given its substantial regional 
economic influence, its significance extends to the broader regional 
and global context. It can provide a magnifying glass for trends imma-
nent to the challenges present in core sites of global capitalism. What is 
happening in Brazil today exemplifies to a greater or lesser extent a logic 
that can be seen globally. 
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We must discuss a preventive counter-revolution; answering such a 
spectral fascism cannot be done by attempting to resuscitate our demo-
cratic experience up to this point. The greatest of all errors lies in thinking 
we are simply dealing with a “social regression” in which the supposedly 
primal instincts of isolation, fear and hatred permeate the field of poli-
tics. The regression model seeks to naturalize an evolutionary view of 
social life, a view that is present in a certain notion of historical progress 
in which liberal democracies would play the final stage of social maturity. 
This is a lesson the first generation of the Frankfurt School has taught us: 
that the emergence, or return, of fascism is based on real discontent with 
the unfulfilled promises of liberal democracy (see Chapter 8).13 If fascism 
posits itself as “counter-revolution,” the emphasis is on the second of the 
two terms, revolution. The true content of fascism lies in the mobiliza-
tion of the experience of structural rupture, in the critique of the “theat-
rical” character of parliamentary politics, and in the insistence on the 
distance between the structure of socioeconomic and political power, 
on the one hand, and popular sovereignty, on the other. Against that, a 
revolutionary response is imperative. It is the absence of precisely such a 
response, however, that marks the impotence of the contemporary forces 
of transformation.

NEOLIBERALISM WITH AN INHUMAN FACE

In Brazil, significant sectors of the society tacitly defended the military 
dictatorship, evinced a lack of social solidarity with vulnerable groups, 
and, in addition, were invested in a cult of violence as a response to the 
generalized fear of a country that constituted itself through oppression 
and war against Indians, Blacks and the poor. Nonetheless, the New 
Republic prevented such sectors from becoming efficacious political 
actors. A combination of international and national factors allowed the 
awakening of these dormant elements of society.

A comparison between the European and Brazilian extreme right can 
help us understand what is happening at this moment. Two dates are 
fundamental to the consolidation of the far-right on the Europe–United 
States axis: 2001 and 2008.14 

After the attacks of 9/11, it became clear that the legitimacy of the 
sovereign power of the state in advanced capitalist societies would 
regress to its original ground, namely, the use of insecurity and fear as 
central political affects. Several analysts insisted that actions aimed at the 
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“war on terror” were not, to a large extent, ruled precisely by the calcu-
lation of the actions needed against the real causes of terrorism, neither 
by a global consolidation of alliances.15 The disproportionate nature of 
actions such as the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq, and the actual 
results concerning the security of the citizens of the First World’s liberal 
democracies became obvious. But this was necessary, since such actions 
were closely related to the logics of production of social adhesion from 
the impact of the generalization of fear.16 

However, it was clear that, on this horizon, the far-right would be the 
great political beneficiary of the new situation. Its ideas had always been 
the result of a paranoid notion of nation-state, in which the themes of 
the border, boundary, invasion, necessary immunization and contagion 
were the central elements (see Chapter 7 in this volume). Now its rhetoric 
was moving toward the centre of the political debate. It was enough to 
force associations between immigrants and terrorists, a relatively simple 
operation if we take into account how the signifiers “Arab” and “Turk” 
(the most relevant groups of immigrants in Europe) were linked in the 
European imagination to colonial wars and their primordial stereotypes.

There was one more element to consolidate the European far-right 
wing and it came with 2008. The economic crisis demonstrated the 
inanity of hegemonic politics based on the balance between social 
democracy and liberalism. The same “austerity” policies were applied 
by both putatively “left-” and right-wing governments. From the point 
of view of their economic policies, Schroeder and Merkel in Germany, 
Sarkozy and Hollande in France, Zapatero and Aznar in Spain, and Tony 
Blair and David Cameron in the United Kingdom did not mean any 
substantial change and this became clear to the impoverished citizens 
of these states, submitted as they were to increasingly brutal regimes of 
social insecurity. The far-right understood this and positioned itself with 
an anti-liberal discourse marked by the rejection of free trade, the return 
to protectionist practices, the critique of the global financial market, 
and with proposals of security and social guarantee shared with the left. 
The difference was that their proposals were articulated with a national 
and xenophobic vocabulary and grammar. The theme of international 
 solidarity and indifference to the nation in the name of a concrete 
universality, so dear to the left, was deliberately omitted.

This anti-liberalism of the European far-right showed what it could 
produce with Brexit and with the threat of the return of national  
currencies and customs controls. This has forced European neoliberalism  
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to adapt, creating a “neoliberalism with a human face” whose laboratory 
is Emmanuel Macron’s France: a government that applies the most brutal 
policies to dismantle social rights, the most explicit application of police 
violence against all forms of protests while cultivating speeches based on 
tolerance, cosmopolitanism and citations of Paul Ricoeur’s philosophy. 
Yet, today, one can note this form of neoliberalism’s lack of stamina. Sunk 
in a general crisis of governability, the Macron government faces a social 
uprising not seen since 1968.

However, it is clear that this model cannot be applied to Brazil. Neither 
the fight against terrorism in a country completely outside the colonial 
axis, nor the 2008 financial crisis as a space for the implementation 
of “austerity” policies in the European way, affected Brazilian society. 
Initially, the horizon that allowed the rise of the far-right in Europe 
seemed far away.

Thus, all attempts to win presidential elections in Brazil with neolib-
eral policies were shipwrecked and would continue to fail. This impossi-
bility was guaranteed. Polls conducted by Ipsos showed that 68 per cent 
of the Brazilian population were against privatizations, 71 per cent were 
against pension reform, and 85 per cent were against labour reform.17 
This was not the result of some form of “Iberian heritage,” rather, it was 
grounded in a simple pragmatic realization: labour relations in Brazil 
are marked by brutal dispossession, given the wage differences between 
the richest and the poorest. According to IBGE (Brazilian Geograph-
ical and Statistical Institute) data, the richest part of the Brazilian popu-
lation earns wages (not counting bonuses and stock options) 36 times 
higher than the poorest part.18 In this context, the poorer section sees the 
state as some form of shield against particularly oppressive production 
relations.19 

In Brazil, the neoliberal agenda could only be applied under conditions 
of authoritarian rule and/or through undermining the electoral process. 
To do so, it would initially be necessary to recreate an alliance around 
political actors outside the New Republic’s governance axis, namely the 
PT (Worker Party) and the PSDB (Brazilian Social Democratic Party). 
For both parties have committed themselves, each in its own way and 
following different inflections, to a certain regime of consensus proper to 
the post-dictatorship period. Applying the neoliberal model, then, would 
entail deploying a model that was initially tested in Pinochet’s Chile by 
an alliance between neoliberalism, on the one hand, and extreme-right 
authoritarianism, on the other.
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In Brazil, the deployment of the neoliberal model meant leaning on 
dormant cells intact since the end of the military dictatorship. A country 
that had produced an infinite, never-ending democratic transition, 
which never applied elementary principles of transitional justice and 
the imperative of “working through the past,” was particularly ripe for 
precisely such a deployment of neoliberalism. Brazil is the only Latin 
American country that failed to bring torturers from the military regime 
to justice.20 Unlike other Latin American countries like Argentina, Chile 
and Uruguay, Brazil was chosen as the world laboratory for the new 
version of fascist neoliberalism because it stood out on this continent 
for its inability to put torturers in jail, its inability to remove politicians 
and businessmen compromised by their links to the dictatorship, and its  
ineffectual demands for the dismantling of the police state. Even the 
years of the left in power did not change that. On the contrary, state 
apparatuses such as anti-terrorist legislation were passed under govern-
ments supposedly of the “left” (Dilma Rousseff ’s government). 

It would not be possible to directly present the true matrix of the 
economic agenda with its pledges of “privatizing everything” for the 
payment of public debt, its sacred respect to the ceiling of investments 
of the Brazilian state with the consequent final dismantling of public 
services and the autonomy from the Central Bank. It would be necessary 
for such discussions to give way to rhetoric in which “disorder,” “corrup-
tion” and “violence” were the major elements of political contestation. 
And, at this point, the popular demonstrations of 2013 in Brazil were 
decisive. In a way, for the far-right, 2013 was our 2001, because it was  
the moment at which fear consolidated itself as a central political  
affect.

POPULAR MOBILIZATIONS WITHOUT 
CONSTITUTED HEGEMONY

Since 2008, the world has witnessed almost uninterrupted sequences 
of popular uprisings, from the Irish anti-austerity protests, to the 2009 
Iranian elections, through the 2010–11 Arab Spring and Occupy move-
ment. These uprisings have one central characteristic: they are produced 
without constituting new hegemonic blocs. Usually they are like an 
explosion and a contagion. A punctual moment produces a revolt and 
restless sectors of civil society are impelled to take to the streets; symbols 
of power are destroyed, police orders are put in question. Within 
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these insurrections emerges the figure of an “ungovernable” society in 
which subjects are no longer willing to submit to the injunctions of the 
economic order with its alleged “rationality.” For here we see evidence 
of a dizzying level of social disidentification, of revolt against political 
invisibility, of a refusal to join work. These are potentially revolutionary 
moments and from their emergence we always also see the dynamics of 
preventive counter-revolution.

Brazil is still dealing with the consequences of a situation like this 
from 2013 (the biggest mass movement of Brazilian history, made first 
against bus fare increases but quickly transformed into a strong confron-
tation with the government). It must be remembered that the paradig-
matic image of 2013 was the destruction of a symbol of the state and 
its order. This image shows a mass of demonstrators in Brasilia setting 
fire to the Itamaraty Palace (Ministry of Foreign Relations), since it had 
been prevented by police from doing the same to the National Congress. 
Never before in Brazilian history was the expression of the disidentifi-
cation between the population, on the one hand, and the institutions of 
the state order, on the other, so manifest. Along with this, the Brazilian 
population saw, over a period of several months, an uninterrupted series 
of demonstrations in which the “visibility of the invisible” became clear 
and took concrete shape. Vulnerable groups (such as women, LGBTQ, 
Blacks etc.) demanded legal guarantees, showing how the profile of 
patterns of existence within Brazilian society tended to change; add 
to this an explicit rebellion in the world of work. In the single year of 
2013, Brazil saw some 2,050 strikes, more than half of which were in the 
private sector. There has never been a year with so much labour unrest 

Figure 11.1 Fire in the Brazilian Foreign Affairs Office during the demonstrations of 2013
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in Brazil since the beginning of the historical series that was brought 
to an end with the advent of the military dictatorship.21 Several of these 
strikes were wildcat strikes, strikes made against the union leadership 
itself. Clearly, these were workers who no longer recognized themselves 
in their “representatives,” creating a dynamic of ungovernable conflicts, 
of uncontrollable antagonisms.

The possibility of creating structures of resonance between the 
uprising against the exploitation of labour, the revolt against the limits 
of liberal democracy and the resizing of social visibility regimes could 
have, in fact, led us to an effectively revolutionary situation. That is, 
the protests of 2013 demonstrated the existence of something that we 
could call the revolutionary plasticity of Brazilian society. But for such 
plasticity to produce the figure of a social body to come, it should have 
been assumed without fear. Primarily, what we might call “strategies of 
creating hegemony in motion” would be necessary. Since such revolts 
are not the fruit of a previously created hegemony, that is, without a 
clearly constituted political subject, they must give way to the creation, 
in medias res, of a political subject. This means operating by lateral joints 
constituted through generic implications, by collective nomination.

In the absence of this, whatever emerges from popular uprisings such 
as these are reactive subjects, namely, subjects who seek to translate social 
disidentification into a desire for a return to the past, in general, and to 
the time of the dictatorship, in particular.22 It is on such reactive subjects 
that preventive counter-revolutions rely. This has been the norm since at 
least the emergence of the Lumpenproletariat in the French revolution of 
1848 and the subsequent installation of the Second French Empire under 
Napoleon III; remembering Marx’s lesson in The 18th Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte is imperative today.23 It is not by chance that it was from 2013 in 
Brazil that discourses demanding “order” gained increasing momentum. 
Every real movement of social revolt always has as its counterpoint the 
production of reactive subjects who will try to deny the emancipatory 
force of events. Faced with a burning Brasilia, it is not surprising that 
several voices began loudly demanding “their country back,” wrapped in 
the national flag and dreaming of “military intervention.”

The signifiers “violence” and “corruption” could have been the basis 
for the hegemony of a leftist discourse in Brazil. For the left, “violence” 
was associated with the obscene, structural inequality of Brazilian society 
and “corruption” with a political system that was completely discon-
nected from popular deliberation and direct participation. But, at the 
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same time, the moment of 2013 produced another hegemonic discourse 
in which the lack of a strong military government appeared as the cause 
of the degradation of the republic, even though tyranny was the funda-
mental form of corruption, given the corrupt history of the dictatorship, 
itself Brazilian. In fact, allied to neoliberal anti-statism, the fight against 
“corruption” was only the password for the middle and upper classes to 
legitimize their unconfessed desire to eliminate all forms of social soli-
darity through taxation systems. It was in this way that the Brazilian 
extreme right was created, with its neoliberalism with an inhuman face.
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Decolonizing the “Contemporary 

Left”?: An Indigenous Reflection on 
Justice in the New World Order1 

Patricia M. Barkaskas

I am a Métis person who lives and works on the traditional, ancestral and 
unceded territories of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh 
(Squamish) and sə̓lílwətaʔɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) in Vancouver, British 
Columbia. I acknowledge that I am an uninvited guest on the territories  
of these sovereign nations. I write these words because they have 
meaning,  particularly as forms of politics and protocol. These words 
allow me to engage in the work I do with truth and humility. They remind 
me who I am and how that makes me accountable in a colonial world, 
outside of the myth of “post-settler” society in Canada.2 These words 
also disrupt the post-settler comfort that feeds into what Eva Mackey 
has observed is an “angry sense of ongoing entitlement,” on the part of 
settlers, when faced with the realities of ongoing Indigenous existence 
and jurisdiction, as in the case of land claim disputes.3 

My approach in this chapter is partially self-reflective. I initially 
attempted to write about the links between fascism and colonialism 
in a more typical academic style by taking a position and defending it 
through expository argumentation. However, this approach and the 
rhetorical tools within it were not working for me. Perhaps it is because 
this is an ongoing conversation, observation and situation; that is, as an 
Indigenous person I think about and live – through my work and daily 
existence – the reality of colonialism’s impact on Indigenous peoples in 
Canada every day. This might sound like an exaggeration, but it is not. 
To write about the lived experiences of the impacts of colonialism as an 
intellectual exercise or experiment – using the standard tools of argu-
mentative critique – seemed stilted and less genuine than the approach  
I have set out in this chapter. 
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My methodological approach relies upon personal narrative, in part, 
with reflections about justice in a largely unjust world from my perspec-
tive as an Indigenous person. I work from the foundational truth that 
a new world order came into Indigenous peoples’ lives in what is now 
called Canada hundreds of years ago.4 It could even be said that the rise 
of a totalitarian power arrived on these shores with the coming of Euro-
pean settlers and the eventual imposition of Canadian state authority 
on Indigenous nations (see also Chapter 11 in this volume).5 I hope to 
illuminate links between the normalized violence of settler colonialism 
and the laws, policies and practices of the Canadian state as something 
potentially akin to the totalitarian rule of fascist regimes. And, recently, 
scholarship has confirmed the importance of the colonial imaginary for 
fascism itself (see Introduction of this volume). It is no surprise that 
people often conceive of colonialism as an obvious fact of Canada’s past 
and present. However, cognitive dissonance exists when considering 
the lived reality for Indigenous peoples under the current colonial state 
compared to its abstracted obviousness. 

From the start, I struggled with what I would write about, other than 
observing how colonialism and fascism are not so different. I do recog-
nize the historical specificity of fascist and neofascist regimes. However, 
with the extant dangers of fascism looming once more, and the daily 
examples that continue to emerge not only in Canada but also around 
the world, I must admit that I see more connections between coloni-
alism and fascism than differences. We must also not fail to recognize 
that spectres of fascism directly invoke traces of twentieth-century fascist 
dictators and their macabre antecedents. 

For Indigenous peoples in Canada, the historic and ongoing imposi-
tion of the imperial state apparatus and the ongoing nightmare of colo-
nialism express themselves not so much as shadowy prospects in the 
present (simultaneously referencing the past and alluding to a horrific 
future), but, rather, as simply the fact of everyday reality. Though, let us 
not fool ourselves that, if sustained, the colonial project does not also 
lead to horrific futures; the record of history is clear – the end game of 
colonialism includes genocide. In other words, for Indigenous peoples 
this means the very cancellation of the future as such. This has become 
especially evident and urgent with the recent election of Jair Bolsonaro 
in Brazil and his attacks on the Indigenous inhabitants of the Amazon 
rainforest6 as well as the Indian state’s ongoing oppression of the Adivasi 
or “tribal” peoples in India.7 
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Today, this truth is especially poignant. I write these words only one 
day after the release of “Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report 
of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 
and Girls.”8 As the Executive Summary of the National Inquiry’s Final 
Report makes clear, the truth of Indigenous peoples’ existence in Canada 
has been one of resisting purpose-built policies and practices that are the 
tools of genocide:

The truths shared in these National Inquiry hearings tell the story – 
or, more accurately, thousands of stories – of acts of genocide against 
First Nations, Inuit and Métis women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA 
people.

This violence amounts to a race-based genocide of Indigenous 
Peoples, including First Nations, Inuit, and Métis, which especially 
targets women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people. This genocide 
has been empowered by colonial structures, evidenced notably by 
the Indian Act, the Sixties Scoop, residential schools, and breaches 
of human and Inuit, Métis and First Nations rights, leading directly 
to  the current increased rates of violence, death, and suicide in 
 Indigenous populations.9 

As Métis writer Cherie Dimaline aptly points out about the experiences 
of Indigenous peoples in Canada, “We have survived our apocalypse. 
I thought of the worst thing I could write about and it was stuff that  
had already happened.”10 

This apocalypse or genocide includes the various and multiple 
policies and practices of the Canadian state described in the National 
Inquiry’s Final Report with respect to attempts to eliminate Indigenous 
peoples, communities and nations. As the report provides, these actions 
have targeted Indigenous women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA (two-spirit, 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex and 
asexual) peoples in specific ways with the resulting impact of multiple 
and various intergenerational injustices.11 

The realities of Canada’s residential school system and its horrors are 
just one way that genocide has been enacted in Canada. At least 150,000 
Indigenous children were forcibly removed from their families and 
communities,12 and provided with numbers and/or European names in 
place of their actual names.13 These children were forced to live in unsan-
itary conditions,14 without access to proper medical treatment in many 
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cases,15 and used as subjects in nutritional deprivation experiments in 
some schools.16 Many children died and, to this day, their families do 
not know where they are buried.17 Despite an apology from then prime 
minister Stephen Harper on 11 June 2008, and a national class action to 
provide survivors and their families with compensation for the mental, 
psychological and spiritual anguish, and the emotional, physical and 
sexual abuse suffered by Indigenous children at the schools, the impact 
of residential schools on Indigenous families, communities and nations 
is still fresh.18 The last schools closed in 1996.19 

The residential schools were just one aspect of Canada’s protracted 
and purposeful strategy to eliminate Indigenous peoples, communities 
and nations. This policy of genocide still exists; for example, the provin-
cial child welfare programmes notoriously apprehend Indigenous chil-
dren from their families in far greater percentages than other children.20 
Ominously, the fascism re-appears when considering the direct aim of 
the residential schools was “to kill the Indian in the child.”21 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada released its Final 
Reports and its Calls to Action on 23 July 2015,22 and now the National 
Inquiry’s findings and 231 recommendations framed, significantly, as 
“Calls for Justice,” remind us that we truly have not entered an “Age of 
Reconciliation.”23 Current Canadian prime minister Justin Trudeau has 
made many claims about his personal and professional commitment to 
reconciliation, but the actions of his Liberal government do not neces-
sary align with this rhetoric. For example, his government sent an armed 
militia, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), to remove the 
Wet’suwet’en Unist’ot’en Land Protectors on 7 January 2019, for exercising 
their inherent jurisdiction on their traditional, unceded and ancestral 
territory.24 Not surprisingly, Indigenous peoples might wonder with 
some scepticism what difference it will make that the Prime Minister 
has also publicly acknowledged, although not at the actual ceremony 
for the release of the National Inquiry’s Final Report,25 that Canada did 
commit genocide against Indigenous peoples.26 One wonders whether it 
also matters that the RCMP action took place under the first Indigenous 
minister of justice and attorney general in Canadian history.27 

The power of propaganda comes in many forms, especially with an 
election on the horizon. I know this may inspire refrains from the left, on 
which I also firmly situate myself, about the lack of viable political choices 
available to us despite our pseudo-democratic system. I am just as terri-
fied as anyone else about the very real concern that alt-right-influenced 
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political parties or leaders with quasi-fascist visions could successfully 
gain power in Canada as they have elsewhere in the world. Regardless, 
I remain sceptical about any possibility of significant change for Indig-
enous peoples in Canada no matter who is in power. Unless, that is, we 
can move closer to decolonizing Canada. 

Few non-Indigenous activists, academics, artists, politicians and 
scholars engage with, and talk about, the connections between the rise 
of the alt-right, the inhumane brutality of neoliberalism as an economic 
and social system, and the violence of settler colonialism’s past, present 
and future. In the panic about the return of fascism, there is a seeming 
dearth of dialogue coming from the left about the obvious links to an 
ongoing colonial project throughout history, a project with significant 
ties to fascism as a way to reinforce monolithic culture based upon the 
imperial image of itself (an important exception is Vladimir Safatle; see 
Chapter 11, his contribution to this volume).28 The Canadian state is, 
at its core, an imposed imperial power that relies in the present on the 
fiction of itself as a naturalized post-settler society;29 the genocide against 
Indigenous peoples is either removed from the average Canadian’s mind 
or, more horribly, justified through the naturalization of settler-colonial 
racism. 

The Canadian nationalist project is grounded in the authoritarian 
violence of settler colonialism. There is no way to separate the Canadian 
state from the history, and ongoing project, of colonialism. My discus-
sion here addresses the violence of the contemporary period by focusing 
on justice.30 As the Final Report of the National Inquiry indicates about 
the 231 Calls for Justice in response to genocide, these are “not simply 
moral principles: they are legal imperatives.”31 Canada prides itself on 
being a just nation; a nation that upholds the liberal values of freedom 
and equality. Globally, it is still upheld as a model multicultural state 
that can be constructively emulated by other nations. Justice is a funda-
mental notion to the concept of law. If we are going to intervene against 
the normative violence of settler colonialism – primarily premised on 
this notion of justice – we have to begin with unlearning what we think 
justice is and understand that there is little to be found for Indigenous 
peoples in the Canadian justice system. Given the significance of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s findings and the focus on imple-
menting the 94 Calls to Action,32 most of which are about justice, along 
with the 231 Calls for Justice, we also need to acknowledge a fundamental 
truth about justice and Indigenous peoples in Canada. 
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Indigenous resistance theory, grounded in Indigenous ontology and 
epistemology, challenges dominant discourses about the power and 
purpose of law and shifts the very notion of how justice is defined, 
perceived and enacted. Such approaches in both the academic and 
practical aspects of legal understanding in Canada intervene in violent 
normative legal ideology and challenge the colonial hegemony under-
pinning the Canadian legal system. Indigenous scholars who examine 
law and justice, such as Natalie Clark, Darlene Johnston and Sarah Hunt, 
frame decolonial resistance grounded in Indigenous methodologies as 
a way to disrupt how people have been, and are being, taught to think 
about Canada. As Clark indicates in her discussion of grounding Indig-
enous methodology in our experiences and expressions, “if context is 
primary, then the words we use to describe our methodologies must flow 
from the ontologies and languages from which they are born.”33 Thus, 
these scholars examine from their location as Indigenous women how 
Canadian laws, policies and practices are responsible for the injustices 
experienced by Indigenous peoples by contributing their knowledge of 
how colonialism is entrenched in and replicated through the Canadian 
legal system and the policies and practices that are justified by colonial 
law. The Canadian justice system perpetuates settler-colonial perspec-
tives where the law is used as a tool of dispossession and oppression. This 
reflection contemplates the place of critical decolonial and Indigenous 
methodologies in interrupting hegemonic legal knowledge production 
by engaging with approaches that resist dominant discourses about the 
power and purpose of law. Perhaps this is not so dissimilar to histor-
ical and present attempts in other places around the world where people 
have confronted or are confronting the violent truths of the past to build 
generative societies. I do not suggest that attempts to address colonialism 
and its ongoing consequences in Canada are the same as other examples 
which exist, but rather there may be examples that serve as reference 
points for accepting historical traumas involving genocide in the present. 
For example, the South African post-apartheid Truth and Reconciliation 
process, on which to some extent the Canadian Truth and Reconcilia-
tion process was based as part of the legal settlement agreement between 
Canada and survivors of the Indian residential school system, included 
the creation of the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation to continue 
the work of the reconciliation process, including ensuring the horrors 
of apartheid are not forgotten.34 Germany serves as another example 
of a society that has attempted to embed in its collective sociocultural 
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memory the horrors of its past. This active remembrance of the Holo-
caust attempts to acknowledge the truth of the genocide while also 
looking to the future to ensure such heinous crimes against humanity 
never occur again.35 And, indeed, the fact that in Brazil there was no 
coming to terms with the bloody years of the military dictatorship has 
allowed the far-right to seize the opportunity in the context of a struggle 
to democratize the state, to re-assert itself in the figure of Bolsonaro  
(see Chapter 11).

However, a more fulsome discussion or comparative analyses of geno-
cide in Canada versus other contexts is not the point of my exploration 
here. I am intentionally focusing on the Canadian context in order to 
draw out the specific circumstances of this historical and present situa-
tion, especially as it relates to the uncanny return of fascism.

Using Johnston’s concept of “situated relatedness,” I have a responsi-
bility to situate myself as an Indigenous person within the context of my 
community and relations, so that people understand my approach to the 
work I do is informed by my experiences as a Métis woman. For example, 
I situated myself relationally as an Indigenous person within the context 
of my relationships to the people and lands around me at the opening of 
this chapter. In so doing, I want people to understand that my experience 
as a Métis woman informs the work I do as a lawyer and an educator. 
I often situate myself further: I tell perfect strangers what it means for 
me to be Métis and what my relational history is to my family’s Indige-
nous genealogy and identity. My story, the story of my family, includes 
numerous intergenerational injustices, such as my great-grandfather’s 
experience of residential school and how that led him to not allow his 
children to speak Cree and to not teach any of them to fiddle, despite his 
being an accomplished Métis fiddler. I talk to people about how even just 
these two examples have meant I did not have access to this knowledge 
as a Métis person. This was not knowledge that was lost; it was destroyed. 
The abuses my great-grandfather suffered at residential school resulted 
in intergenerational trauma, including the loss of vital cultural knowl-
edge. Contending with that loss in the present remains a struggle. 

I want to help expand people’s understanding of intergenerational 
injustice and to demonstrate an embodied concept of Indigenous justice. 
By performing an act of justice, I assert jurisdiction over my person-
hood as it relates to my historic and present-day Indigeneity. This act 
denies the Canadian state power to rob me of my personhood through 
the inevitable consequences of Canada’s historical policies and legal 
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actions meant to erase not just Indigenous sovereignty, but also the very 
existence of Indigenous people, including our families, communities and 
nations. By telling people my own story, I hope to crystallize, if only to 
some degree, the abstracted obviousness of colonialism. Colonialism’s 
objectives anticipate fascism’s desire to eradicate the existence of many 
peoples’ truths. And, in some cases, the aim is to remove actual existence 
in favour of a monolithic mythology of white supremacist dominance, 
oppression and terror, grounded in a distorted phantasmal world built 
on the fantasy of those who are driven to dominate. 

We are often asked to “position” ourselves and that is impor-
tant. Johnston’s situated relatedness also asks people to think beyond  
positionality – to consider the relationships they have to the lands they 
occupy and spend their time upon, the people with whom they have 
relations, and their personal histories. Ultimately, this work asks people 
to think about the ways in which who we are and how we are situated 
change the ways we define justice. It is important for people to consider 
what it means to live on unceded Indigenous lands and also what it  
means to live on treaty lands and then also to reflect on the acknowl-
edgement that the existence of treaties does not imply the cessation 
of Indigenous jurisdiction, despite Canada’s legal perspective on this 
point.36 According to Indigenous legal principles, treaties were not about 
ceding Indigenous jurisdiction over lands or self-determination. Trea-
ties were nation-to-nation agreements confirming relationships between 
sovereign nations to live and exist together  – each with existing and 
recognized responsibilities, along with rights, that flowed from the rela-
tionship conferred by the treaty promises. Certainly, the notion of land 
use and resource extraction were not unfamiliar to Indigenous nations. 
However, the unsustainable economic model of industrial capitalism 
(and now neoliberal capital), the driving force of empire, imperialism 
and colonization over the past 250 years, did not resemble Indigenous 
nations’ resource use and extraction practices, which were based on 
their various ethical relationships with and stewardship of the lands and 
non-human living beings around them.

Returning to Indigenous methodologies, I want to consider how 
justice either perpetuates the acceptance of settler-colonial violence 
as normal or allows us entry points into disrupting this concept (e.g. 
through deliberate interventions such as situated relationality). As Hunt 
observes, the inundation of sensationalized accounts of violence against 
Indigenous peoples in Canada  – violence enacted against Indigenous 
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nations, communities and bodies, especially the bodies of Indigenous 
children, women and 2SLGBTQQIA folks – normalizes this violence to 
such an extent that it leads to a sense of apathy or indifference in the 
general public about such violence. Moreover, the violence comes to be 
read as a part of the Indigenous experience and, therefore, a pathology 
of Indigenous existence, rather than being seen for what it truly is – the 
ongoing violence of settler colonialism and the result of colonial dehu-
manization of Indigenous peoples over centuries.37 “Reclaiming Power 
and Place” documents the ways in which the Canadian state has often 
attempted to dismiss genocide targeting women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA 
folks as “domestic violence.”38 Colonial state-sanctioned violence is often 
framed through an idea that somehow Indigeneity comes with inherent 
and inevitable violence.39 

Clark calls this “the doctrine of shock and awe,” where the violence 
of injustice as it plays out in Indigenous peoples’ lives is overemphasized 
and naturalized while nothing is done about the systemic factors that 
lead to these injustices.40 When speaking about injustice and its inti-
mate connection to the violence of colonialism, it is important to do it 
through an intersectional lens grounded in Indigenous knowledge. Thus, 
as Clark states, Indigenous, trauma-informed approaches call for the 
development of “models for addressing violence that are aligned with 
Indigenous values, Indigenous paradigms and epistemologies and that 
are based in strengths, resistance and survivance.”41 She suggests “that 
we should move beyond decolonizing Western models of trauma, and 
instead attend to the centering of ‘wise practices’ and specific Indigenous 
Nations approaches … within a network of relational accountability.”42 

Clark’s “Red intersectionality,” or what can be called an Indigenous 
intersectional approach, includes five principles:

1) Respecting sovereignty and self-determination; 
2) Local and global land-based knowledge; 
3) Holistic health within a framework that recognizes the diversity of 

Indigenous health;
4) Agency and resistance;
5) Approaches that are rooted within specific Indigenous nations 

relationships, language, land, and ceremony.43 

We must apply these approaches to justice in order to acknowledge the 
links of present-day colonialism to its imperial foundations. We can then 
recognize the purposeful and violent imposition of the Canadian state’s 

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   199 07/02/20   4:59 PM



200 ·  spectres of fascism

rule over Indigenous peoples, communities and nations as necessary  
for the Canadian state to maintain its dominance, enacted through 
historical and present-day acts of colonial violence perpetrated against 
Indigenous peoples in order to justify Canadian state control over  
Indigenous lands and sovereignty. 

Applying Clark’s “Red intersectionality” to the notion of the natu-
ralized “post-settler society” allows us to reveal the deep complicity of 
settler innocence in denying genocide against Indigenous peoples. The 
collective erasure of the atrocities of Canada’s campaign to eradicate 
Indigenous pasts, presents and futures is a kind of collective “settler move  
to innocence.”44 This process forfeits truths for a blissful ignorance  
and acceptance of the lie of Canadian colonial justice.45 The everyday 
politics of resisting and refusing the accepted notion of “justice” through 
Indigenous approaches considers how this discussion is largely framed  
through colonial values and politics, including the acceptance of common 
law and civil law systems in Canada as normal and right. I would like  
us to consider how we unpack and unsettle the foundational neo-
liberal notions of individualism and liberty when reframing discussions  
about justice to include Indigenous perspectives and decolonial 
approaches. 

Thinking about justice through theory and practice grounds legal 
work with Indigenous peoples who encounter the Canadian colonial 
injustice system as a barrier to justice every day. I focus on teaching law 
students how to listen to Indigenous clients based on the premise that 
they, the clients, are experts on their own lives. These Indigenous clients 
may require assistance with a legal issue, but they are best placed to tell 
us what they need from us in order to assist them. In attempting to teach 
students how to work from a framework of decolonial understanding, 
they need to consider how Indigenous peoples are impacted by what 
Hunt has referred to as the “carcereality of everyday life.”46 Such histor-
ical colonial carceral strategies, from which twentieth-century fascisms 
learned a great deal,47 such as reserves, established as open-air prisons, 
and residential schools or the child welfare system, continue for Indig-
enous peoples today. The rising numbers of Indigenous peoples over-
represented in Canada’s criminal justice system and prison industrial 
complex are testament to this truth. While non-Indigenous activists and 
scholars may recognize that Indigenous peoples and bodies are criminal-
ized, marginalized, pathologized and surveilled, and may even agree on 
how this looks or what the consequences of it are for Indigenous peoples, 
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there is still a tension about the assumed value of state interference and 
intervention in the everyday lives of Indigenous peoples for their own 
protection.48 

Hunt points out, as part of a productive critique commenting on 
Glen Coulthard’s Red Skin, White Masks,49 how the tendency to focus 
on scaling up Indigenous resurgence against the Canadian state often 
takes place alongside an erasure of the everyday circumstances of  
Indigenous peoples in our encounters with it.50 She directly addresses the 
impact on Indigenous women:

Indigenous women have instead had little choice but to appeal to 
police, the government and the Canadian public to recognize that we 
are being slaughtered. In doing so, we knowingly call on people who 
may be racist or indifferent, who may blame us, further victimize us, 
criminalize us, take away our kids and deepen state surveillance of 
our daily lives.51 

The notion that colonial state systems, no matter how well meaning 
the policies or people behind them, should be used to effect change for 
Indigenous peoples simply does not reconcile with Indigenous ideas 
about national and personal jurisdiction or justice. 

Hunt also provides a concrete example of one instance of what  
Indigenous justice might look like, reframing Coulthard’s call for direct 
action in the lives of Indigenous women:

So what would happen if every time an Indigenous woman had her 
personal boundaries crossed without consent, we were moved to 
act in the same way as we’ve seen to the threat of a pipeline in our 
territories – the Chiefs and elders, the language speakers, children 
and networks of kin, all in our regalia, our allies and neighbors all 
across the generations show up outside the house of a woman who 
had been hurt to drum and sing her healing songs. What if we 
looked to the land for berries and to the ocean for fish and herring  
eggs and seaweed to help her body to heal? What if we put her within  
a circle of honor and respect to show her that we will not stand 
for this violence any longer. We would bring her food and song  
and story, we would truly protect her self-determination and to  
defend the boundaries of her body which had been trespassed and 
violated.52 
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Justice looks quite different through Indigenous lenses when the power 
of the Canadian state is entirely diminished. In this dynamic, there exists 
the possibility of only the living law of sovereign Indigenous nations 
enacting resurgent practice through self-determination in the face of 
prescribed annihilation.53 Resistance grounded in Indigenous justice, 
decolonized regarding each nation’s legal orders, as Hunt’s warning 
reminds us, gives the insidious nature of colonial power. It has been repli-
cated through Indian Act policies and politics that have  undermined 
and, in some cases, entirely distorted Indigenous laws. 

As a possible antidote to colonialism, and as well as the global trend of 
neofascism, it is my hope that by challenging colonial notions of justice 
and focusing on Indigenous concepts of justice, non-Indigenous Cana-
dians can transform the ways they think about their role in Canada’s 
colonial state policies and practices as they impact Indigenous peoples. 

I come to this reflection from a personal place as an Indigenous 
person. Being Métis has shaped the way colonial justice has impacted 
my family and our lived realities in particular ways. We need to think 
about the truth of what has been lost and also what survives. We need 
to recognize the resilience of Indigenous peoples and the resurgence 
of Indigenous laws. We need to acknowledge what still needs to be 
addressed when it comes to the relationship between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous peoples in Canada and what this has to do with how we 
understand justice. Even the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls, for all the 231 Calls for Justice demand 
and may invite real change, came only after many decades of Indigenous 
women and families of the disappeared and murdered (acknowledging 
that these two groups are not mutually exclusive) fought to bring local, 
regional and state awareness to this genocide. For example, Clark and 
Hunt, referenced throughout this chapter, have both been working for 
decades with survivors, families and communities in order to work for 
Indigenous-led actions and on-the-ground capacity building within 
Indigenous communities to address the genocide against Indigenous 
women, girls and 2SLGBTQQIA individuals.

Each of us can assist in revealing future possibilities for justice to 
be transformed by making and holding space for Indigenous truths, 
creating practices of engagement with Indigenous perspectives about 
colonial injustices and our strength and resilience, and acknowl-
edging, recognizing, hearing and believing Indigenous experiences. By 
creating space for conversations that imagine transformative justice – as 
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complex, messy and difficult as those discussions might be – we combat  
one-dimensional, authoritarian and even fascist ideologies. 

Bringing this discussion full circle, I invite engagement in critical 
self-reflection about ideas of justice, settler colonialism, the history of  
Indigenous–settler relations in Canada, the veracity of the Cana-
dian legal system and the current conversation about reconciliation. I  
challenge us all to consider what historical and present truths must be 
acknowledged and understood before a meaningful conversation about 
justice for Indigenous peoples in Canada can begin.
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The Outsider as Insider: Steve 

Bannon, Fourth Turnings, and the 
Neofascist Threat

Joan Braune

Steve Bannon  – millionaire, international political wheeler-dealer  – 
wants you to know that he is a hardscrabble outsider like you, and a 
natural ally of the “working class,” the “deplorables,” and the “hobbits.”1 
This chapter takes its title from Peter Gay’s book Weimar Culture: The 
Outsider as Insider.2 Although I do not engage Gay’s work directly here, 
I operate on the thesis that the fascist cultural “outsider” is also an elite 
and an “insider,” who plays on populist rhetoric while simultaneously 
upholding a hierarchical, anti-egalitarian worldview. 

From working-class origins, Steve Bannon worked his way up through 
a series of channels (the Navy, the Pentagon, Goldman Sachs, Silicon 
Valley, Hollywood, right-wing media and the Tea Party) to the helm 
of Donald Trump’s presidential campaign, where he helped to shape 
Trump’s xenophobic, nationalistic rhetoric. Bannon followed Trump 
into the White House, serving as White House chief strategist, until 
he left the Trump administration in August 2017 following the violent 
torch-lit racist march in Charlottesville, Virginia.

Bannon subsequently declared a “season of war” on the Republican 
Party “establishment,” accusing it of disloyalty to Trump’s nationalist 
agenda.3 Employing populist rhetoric, Bannon stumped for “outsider” 
candidates while appropriating rhetoric from the left for his far-right 
aims. After the failure of some of his political campaigns, most notably 
his support for bigoted fundamentalist and alleged child molester Roy 
Moore in Alabama, Bannon focused his attention on Europe, making 
connections with the European far-right. He has toyed with creating a 
“Breitbart for the left” and has called the Republican Party a “workers 
party.”4 Now he is building a network called “The Movement,” headed 
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by Belgian People’s Party leader Mischaël Modrikamen and including 
far-right Italian politician Matteo Salvini, and Bannon recently attempted 
to establish a school in Rome for right-wing populists.

Although styling himself a “populist economic nationalist,” Bannon’s 
political agenda is fuelled by a reactionary gnostic elitism with racist and 
fascist influences, and is constructed according to an apocalyptic polit-
ical vision. As noted by the two main biographies of Steve Bannon (one 
critical and one favourable), Bannon was influenced by the “Tradition-
alist School,”5 in which Italian fascist esotericist Julius Evola was a major 
figure. Anti-Enlightenment and suspicious of the masses, “Traditional-
ists” believe that great religions share a secret, ancient content, known 
only to select initiates. They believe in a natural social hierarchy, which it 
is the duty of the spiritual elite to preserve (or restore), and that history 
moves in cycles of death and rebirth. They believe that the current time 
is one of decline, preceding the restoration of a past golden age. Bannon’s 
embrace of Jean Raspail’s racist propaganda novel The Camp of the Saints 
(1973), his promotion of 1990s bestseller The Fourth Turning, his prop-
aganda films and his affinities with Vichy France’s Charles Maurras, 
among other elements, combine to show that Bannon envisions a coming 
conflict, led by reactionary millennials, entailing racist violence.

“FOURTH TURNINGS”: BANNON’S CATASTROPHISM

Following the violent fascist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia in August 
2017, Trump appeared to be having a bad week. He was being met with 
calls for impeachment, increasingly bipartisan critiques, mass resigna-
tions, and condemnations around the globe for his unprincipled response 
(“very fine people on both sides”)6 to the deadly torch-lit march. Almost 
a third of Americans, it was reported, now believed Trump was a white 
nationalist.7 

Weirdly, though, Bannon seemed to think everything was going 
great: “Tear down more statues. Say the revolution is coming. I can’t get 
enough of it,” he chortled to The New York Times.8 Bannon’s seemingly 
incongruous glee – “say the revolution is coming; I can’t get enough” – is 
explainable through his views on war, “generations” and “tradition.” 

Bannon never wanted Trump to be universally beloved or a peace-
maker, and hardly anticipated Trump’s presidency to go smoothly. In 
Bannon’s view, it is always darkest before dawn, and it needs to get a 
whole lot darker in the United States and the world before history can 
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reset itself back to the traditional, hierarchical, romanticized past that 
he envisions. 

Vatican Jesuit newspaper La Civiltà Cattolica harshly criticized 
Bannon’s “apocalyptic geopolitics,” describing Bannon’s “Manichaean” 
vision of politics as the site of a cosmic, metaphysical battle between 
the forces of good and evil.9 They were correct. Bannon’s political film 
documentaries, for example, consistently strive to achieve a sense of 
heightened conflict and impending war. Although he is ostensibly a 
non-practising,10 right-wing Catholic, Bannon is also influenced by an 
apocalyptic school of thought, that is, as noted previously, by the eclectic 
Traditionalist school, which has occultist and neo-pagan influences as 
well as some historical and contemporary ties to fascism.11 

As previously suggested, Traditionalism is a reactionary, anti- 
Enlightenment school of thought that includes among its founding 
figures René Guénon, Frithjof Schuon, Mircea Eliade and, most notably, 
Italian fascist and race theorist Julius Evola.12 Some Traditionalists, 
especially Evola, have been very influential on the thinking of today’s 
far-right, including the neofascist US “alt-right.”13 

Although they disagree in various ways, Traditionalists tend to share 
the belief that all great religions have a secret content known only to 
small numbers of elite initiates, not the ordinary pious rubes in the pews. 
This “secret content” pre-dates Judaism and Christianity, and is rooted 
in the ancient past. All great religious traditions, according to Tradition-
alists, contain the same secret content. However, this content can only 
be accessed through practising an individual tradition, they believe, 
not through a synthesis of religions. Consequently, each member of the 
spiritual elite must choose one Tradition (such as Hinduism, Christi-
anity or Germanic paganism) in order to access its secret content. From 
the standpoint of Catholicism, Traditionalism would probably be most 
properly understood as a variant of the Gnostic heresy, as Jacques Mari-
tain argued, who attempted to place Guénon’s works on the Catholic 
Church’s Index of Prohibited Books.14 

“Traditions,” as understood by thinkers like Guénon, do not evolve – 
their hidden content is unchanging, rooted deep in the mythical and 
primordial past of human history.15 History is thus an eternal recurrence 
of the same, a continual return to static, buried truths, a cycle of remem-
bering and forgetting the ancient truth. Only a small spiritual elite can 
preserve the proper social hierarchies that lie at the core of Tradition, 
they believe, and can thus ensure that each individual is properly placed 
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in her social role. Traditionalists see social hierarchy as fundamental to 
a sense of meaning and purpose, favour the idea of social “castes,” are 
anti-Enlightenment, and are highly sceptical of democracy. 

According to Traditionalism’s cyclic view of human history, the 
collapse of Enlightenment and democratic ideals is coming soon, inaugu-
rating a new Golden Age of hierarchy and obedience. But things have to 
get maximally bad before they can get maximally “better.” Appropriating 
the terminology of a four-part Hindu cosmology, Traditionalists like 
Guénon and Evola believed that a present dark age known in Hinduism 
as the Kali Yuga (The Age of Kali) would be ending soon, returning 
human history to a thousands-of-years-long Golden Age. The Kali Yuga 
is characterized by all the sorts of things one would expect in an age of 
decline: natural disasters, poor health and immorality. But a crucial sign 
that the Kali Yuga is nearing its end is a reversal of social roles: those 
who should be priestly Brahmins act like servants, and servants act like  
Brahmins, that is, a reversal of social roles and of the hierarchy of values, 
a phenomenon that leading scholar of Traditionalism Mark Sedgwick 
calls “inversion.”16 No doubt defenders of hierarchies of class, race and sex 
are attracted to the idea of a coming Golden Age that reverses equality, 
returning the oppressed who have won small or large gains back to their 
subservient “place” in the social hierarchy. 

The final end of the Kali Yuga arrives with the return of a myth-
ical leader, known in Hindu cosmology as Kalki, an avatar of Vishnu. 
Following World War II, neo-Nazi Hitler-cult founder Savitri Devi took 
the Traditionalists’ theories further, arguing that Hitler was Kalki and the 
herald of the end of the Kali Yuga. Her ideas have continued to influence 
parts of the far-right.17 Fascist Richard Spencer even suggested (probably 
jokingly, but who knows?) that Donald Trump might be Kalki.18 

As will become clear, it seems quite unlikely that Bannon believes 
Trump is Kalki. It seems more likely that Bannon sees Trump mainly as 
a bumbling opportunist and not as a mystical warrior – he even called 
Trump “a blunt instrument for us” in an interview with Vanity Fair in the 
summer of 2016, saying, “I don’t know whether he really gets it or not.”19 
Rather, as we shall see, it seems more likely that Trump’s role is to esca-
late the current crisis, and that it will fall to a generation of reactionary 
millennials, in his view, to end the crisis and restore order.20 

Bannon’s time frame for the ending of the era of crisis can be uncov-
ered through his ardent enthusiasm over a 1997 book called The Fourth 
Turning: What the Cycles of History Tell Us About America’s Next 
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Rendezvous with Destiny, by William Strauss and Neil Howe, a book 
somewhat influenced by Traditionalism and similar thinkers. (Oswald 
Spengler, Mircea Eliade and Martin Heidegger are cited.21 The Kali Yuga 
is briefly mentioned.22) Bannon even made a film, Generation Zero, 
about how Strauss and Howe’s book could be used to analyse the 2008 
financial crisis. The film’s thesis was that the millennials, “Generation 
Zero,” were sold out by the hippie generation because the hippies failed 
to recognize that history cannot be changed radically (so his argument 
goes); that real utopia is impossible and that history always proceeds 
in a predetermined cycle of rises and declines; and they unleashed 
the mood of frenetic economic speculation that led to the subprime 
mortgage crisis.23 It also follows from this view that rage by millen-
nials against boomer elders is at least in some sense rational – and, in 
Bannon’s view, reactionary youth have a significant role to play in this 
historical drama.

On Bannon’s imagined timeline, the current era of crisis, or the Kali 
Yuga in some loose and casual sense of the term, is probably not sched-
uled to end for another ten to 20 years, since it began with the 2008 
financial crisis, and according to Strauss and Howe, each historical 
crisis lasts roughly 25 years. Thus, the Trump administration is prob-
ably not poised to direct the country out of the Crisis but to lead it 
further into it. Since the last three Crises in US history according to 
Strauss and Howe were the American Revolution, the Civil War and 
World War II, the coming Crisis would have to be similarly dramatic in 
scale and impact.24 According to Bannon’s Generation Zero, as well as 
Strauss and Howe’s Fourth Turning, this sort of thing happens approx-
imately every 80–100 years: a generation of hippies (“prophet genera-
tion”) comes along and disrupts peaceful periods of stability, tradition 
and economic success.25 This brings decades of decline in social order 
that can only be reinstated by a new “hero generation,” which wages a 
bloody conflict to restore what was lost by the utopians that preceded 
them; this period, known as “Crisis,” analogous to the Kali Yuga, 
should last approximately 20–25 years.26 And according to Neil Howe, 
the current Crisis started around 2010,27 suggesting about 15 years of 
the Crisis before a return to a new “High.” Because Bannon swears by 
Strauss and Howe’s work so fervently, it is likely that on Bannon’s time-
line as well, we must go much deeper into the dark age of chaos and 
collapse before we can re-emerge into a new 1950s and, as the slogan 
goes, “Make America Great Again.” 

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   211 07/02/20   4:59 PM



212 ·  spectres of fascism

Although Strauss and Howe believe history is determined  – they 
believe the cycle is unavoidable – they do suggest that Crises can end 
either with the reinstitution of Golden Ages or with a final, apocalyptic 
breakdown of history.28 How well the cycle of regeneration goes depends 
upon the skill of generations in directing the Crisis.29 The coming Crisis, 
according to Strauss and Howe, might simply lead to a rebirth of the 
United States on a firmer footing, but it could lead to more sweeping 
transformation, including the end of modernity: “There could be a 
total collapse of science, culture, politics, and society,” they write in the 
concluding chapter of their book.30 “The Western civilization of Toynbee 
and the Faustian culture of Spengler would come to the inexorable close 
their prophesiers foresaw. A New Dark Ages would settle in, until some 
new civilization could be cobbled together from the ruins.”31 

Does Bannon take this Fourth Turning stuff seriously? Definitely: 
“I’m a big believer in generational theory,” he told Joshua Green.32 Green’s 
book confirmed what many had already suspected since Bannon’s 2014 
speech to right-wing Catholic think tank the Human Dignity Insti-
tute,33 in which Bannon praised Traditionalism: Bannon not only knows 
what Traditionalism is, but he undertook a serious study of it, espe-
cially through the works of Guénon.34 Bannon’s 2014 speech included 
references to Julius Evola and current Traditionalist writer and Russian  
fascist Aleksandr Dugin.35 

According to Howe, writing in the Washington Post, Bannon worked 
with him on “several film projects.”36 Under Bannon’s editorship, the 
far-right website Breitbart ran dozens of articles drawing on Strauss and 
Howe’s theories of generations, reprinting headlines dozens of times 
from the blog Generational Dynamics: Forecasting America’s Destiny … 
And the World’s,37 which is devoted to applying Strauss and Howe’s theo-
ries to geopolitics. Strauss and Howe, for their part, are political opera-
tors as well: they have consulted with dozens of powerful corporations, 
including weapons manufacturers, and designed a strategic manual for 
the US Army on recruiting millennials that was distributed to thousands 
of US Army recruiters.38 

Breitbart, under Bannon’s editorship, actively promoted the neo-
fascist, anti-immigrant European Identitarian Movement, which Richard  
Spencer’s “white identitarianism” and the US-based fascist group  
Identity Evropa (recently rebranded as “American Identity Movement”) 
seek to adapt for a US context.39 European Identitarians polemicize 
against the baby boomers or the “generation of ’68,”40 blaming them 
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for a host of cultural and economic ills, as do Bannon’s film, Generation 
Zero, Milo Yiannopoulos (whom Bannon discovered and recruited to 
Breitbart) and other leading alt-right figures in the United States today, 
for whom “boomer” is a frequent internet insult. The European Identi-
tarians present themselves as the hip new shock troops of the reaction. 
Together with a range of young reactionaries, some of whom Bannon 
had a penchant for collecting around Breitbart and the Trump admin-
istration, and disaffected males online enraged at society, this may be 
the “hero generation” that Bannon probably expects to lead the way 
into battle to restore what was lost before humanistic and emancipatory 
utopian visions undermined hierarchies and obedience to tradition.

What will that coming battle look like, in Bannon’s opinion? Bannon 
has been remarkably effective in dodging charges of racism in his inter-
views, but his nationalism is plainly not unmoored from questions of 
ethnicity. Although Bannon has said that he is an “economic nationalist,” 
not an “ethno-nationalist,”41 his vision of a “nation” is rooted deeply in 
notions of cultural identity, not simply the prioritization of the economic 
needs of one’s country over those of others. Bannon has favourably cited 
French Nazi sympathizer Charles Maurras,42 who distinguished between 
a mere “legal” country and the “real” country (like Bannon’s hero Sarah 
Palin’s “Real America”)43 tied together by a common cultural identity. 
In a famous interview with Donald Trump, before Bannon signed on 
to his campaign, Bannon resisted Trump’s expression of support for 
the presence of highly skilled immigrants, saying: “When two-thirds 
or three-quarters of the CEOs in Silicon Valley are from South Asia or 
from Asia, I think … a country is more than an economy. We’re a civic 
society.”44 Further, if Bannon’s interest in the genocidal French novel The 
Camp of the Saints is any indication, perhaps Bannon foresees that as the 
Crisis deepens, nearing the Traditionalists’ return of Kalki or Strauss and 
Howe’s hero generation of reactionary millennials, racist violence will 
become a central component of that deepening Crisis. 

Jean Raspail’s The Camp of the Saints, which Bannon and Breitbart 
have praised,45 takes its title from a passage in the apocalyptic biblical 
Book of Revelation, quoted at the opening of Raspail’s book. The passage 
describes the “camp of the saints” of redeemed Christians at the end of 
the world encircled by the invading armies of “Gog and Magog.”46 The 
same biblical passage fascinated the Traditionalist René Guénon: in The 
Reign of Quantity and The Signs of the Times, Guénon invokes the armies 
of Gog and Magog, entering to lay waste to the world.47 When history is 
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at the height of its cycle, during its recurring Golden Ages, the cosmos 
is spiritually encircled by a “Great Wall,” Guénon writes, that protects it 
from the forces of evil and is open at the top, allowing communion with 
the transcendent.48 But in the dark age of decline that he calls the Kali 
Yuga, the cosmos is enclosed in a giant “egg,”49 and the connection of 
humanity to the transcendent is broken. As the giant “Egg of the World” 
begins to crack, preparing for a rebirth of history, it cracks first at the 
base, not the top, allowing the forces of evil, which Guénon calls “Gog 
and Magog,” to enter.50 

Whether Raspail had Guénon in mind is not certain, although it 
would not be surprising. Raspail has remained unapologetic for his 1973 
novel and lives in nostalgia for the past. His novel’s title takes up his 
book’s theme of encircled battlements falling at last, in the absence of 
walls to keep races separate. Raspail envisions white Christian Europe 
and the United States as surrounded by subhuman darker menacing 
hordes. Following Raspail’s typically racist description of a Black and 
Puerto Rican neighbourhood in New York (“the wail of police cars; the 
savage, less-than-human howls”), one of Raspail’s characters muses, 
“Black would be black, and white would be white. There was no changing 
either, except by a total mix, a blend into tan. They were enemies on 
sight, and their hatred and scorn only grew as they came to know each 
other better.”51 A “blend into tan” might not sound like something to 
worry about, but Raspail is mightily worried. 

At the beginning of the novel, a retired professor casually murders a 
young hippie before going back into his house for a glass of wine. In his 
private monologue before the murder, he fantasizes about being a medi-
eval crusader, a Christian soldier at the Battle of Lepanto, a Confederate 
soldier, a KKK member, a French soldier killing members of the Algerian 
uprising, and a cop murdering a Black Panther in a police van.52 As the 
professor meditates on his murder of the hippie, he considers: 

That scorn of a people for other races, the knowledge that one’s own 
is best, the triumphant joy at feeling oneself to be part of humanity’s 
finest – none of that had ever filled these youngsters’ addled brains, or 
at least so little that the monstrous cancer implanted in the Western 
conscience had quashed it in no time at all.53 

That “monstrous cancer” is compassion for people not of one’s own race. 
“Man never has really loved humanity all of a piece  – all its races, its 
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peoples, its religions – but only those creatures he feels are his kin, a part 
of his clan, no matter how vast,” Raspail writes. “As far as the rest are 
concerned, he forces himself, and lets the world force him. And then, 
when he does, when the damage is done, he himself falls apart. In this 
curious war taking shape, those who loved themselves best were the ones 
who would triumph.”54 

As the novel concludes, the dark invading hordes initiate a second 
“fall of Constantinople” and an end to civilization.55 All told, the novel 
is one of the most blatant pieces of racist propaganda imaginable. It 
meshes well with Breitbart’s reporting (articles tagged under a “Black 
crime” category,56 reminiscent of Nazi-era Der Stürmer’s reporting 
on Jewish crime) and Bannon’s incomplete script for a version of 
Shakespeare’s Coriolanus set in Los Angeles during the 1992 riots,57 
which relies on racist caricatures. The novel also meshes well with 
Bannon’s Corialanus in another way: each unite a populist rhetoric 
with an elitism or a defence of powerful hierarchies and control.58 The 
coming chaos that Bannon appears to envision implies two things  
simultaneously: the need for rabble-rousing defenders of tradition, but  
also the need for authoritarian management to shepherd the world  
out of a crisis and into a new reality.

Racist violence, as it is often conceived in the US imagination, 
probably only partly covers the coming conflict that Bannon envi-
sions. While race war tends to be conceived of in the US imaginary 
as a conflict between Whites and Blacks, part of the coming conflict 
envisioned by Bannon should be understood through Bannon’s clash 
of civilizations worldview, envisioning not only a sort of “race war” in 
the US city, as seen in The Camp of the Saints or Bannon’s Coriolanus, 
but also civilizational conflict between the “Judeo-Christian West,” 
China and Islam.59 Furthermore, as women emerge as a contending 
force in the Trump era, Bannon sees something “primal” at work, 
stating that the “Time’s Up movement” seeks to undo thousands of 
years of history.60 Bannon is profoundly interested in women, and in 
their strength, which he plainly views in essentialist terms but whom 
he does not discount as a tool for his own far-right agenda if appropri-
ately harnessed. Bannon made two films, for example, about right-wing 
women: his film on women in the Tea Party movement, Fire From the 
Heartland (2010), and his film on Sarah Palin, The Undefeated (2011).61 
He also recruited young women like Julia Hahn to Breitbart, allegedly 
dubbing them “Valkyries.”62 
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As heightened violence by armed fascists and proto-fascist authori-
tarians continues in the United States, Bannon’s anticipated deepening of 
crisis appears to be occurring, though a return to “Tradition” by millen-
nials seems comically absurd as an overriding cultural trend. Perhaps 
Trump’s apparent sympathies for white nationalism will mean that street 
battles and acts of terror by the far-right will be allowed to continue 
unchecked. However, Schmittian “states of emergency” and increasing 
militarization of the police in the wake of racist far-right violence63  – 
supposedly in the interest of restoring order – could also help to deepen 
the crisis that far-right ideologues like Bannon envision. (Trump is, 
after all, the same leader who wants a military parade in his honour,64 
thinks protesters who interrupt his speeches should be “dragged out on 
a stretcher,”65 and has expressed a desire to occupy Chicago with “the 
feds.”66) 

A final note on theory and praxis: as the left seeks to respond to the 
growing threat of fascism in numerous contexts globally, it seems that 
Frankfurt School critical theory has played a remarkably small role in 
the discussion – “remarkably,” given how formative critical theory has 
been for understanding fascism and authoritarianism (although for 
exceptions to this see Chapters 2 and 8). Although it is not possible to 
go into depth on critical theory’s contributions here, it is worth noting 
that Frankfurt School thinker Erich Fromm is uniquely poised to offer 
a radical left rejoinder to Bannon’s reactionary apocalypticism. Fromm 
was a persistent critic of “catastrophic or apocalyptic messianism,” 
which views the fulfilment of historical hopes as dependent on a cata-
strophic destruction and remaking of the world through the interven-
tion of transcendent forces (such as totalitarian leaders, rather than mass 
social movements).67 The tendency to submit to superhuman histor-
ical forces as a way of ceding agency was already critiqued in Fromm’s 
early 1941 Escape from Freedom, the central thesis of which was that the 
United States was vulnerable to becoming a fascist state – it could truly 
“happen here.”68 Throughout his later works in the 1960s and 1970s, 
Fromm expressed continuing concern about the destructive impulse 
of catastrophic messianism. By the time of his final magnum opus The 
Anatomy of Human Destructiveness, Fromm had a fully fledged theory 
about how the “necrophilous” desire to destroy all that is living, growing 
and changing, and to render it controllable and dead, undergirded fascist 
ideology and posed a continuing threat in the present.
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More recently Naomi Klein, whose writings on the “shock doctrine” 
mirror Fromm’s concern about catastrophic messianism,69 warned that 
the Trump administration is likely to exploit a coming catastrophe in 
order to implement shock doctrine-style economic and political changes 
and attain totalitarian control.70 Klein warned that the left needs to get 
organized and be ready to refuse to comply en masse if the Trump admin-
istration declares a state of emergency and outlaws protest, pouring into 
the streets and defying any curfews or similar restrictions. However, 
mere resistance to stop the machine may not be enough: we need a posi-
tive alternative vision, one that reclaims human beings and the interna-
tional working class as the agent of history, transcending nationalistic 
determinisms.

In light of Bannon’s ideological moorings, it is plain that his down-
home Americanisms, his attempts at “aw-shucks” populist rhetoric, are 
not based on any egalitarian or progressive impulses. Any attempt to see 
Bannon as “complicated,” rather than simply far-right, is a dangerous 
misnomer. Fascism has always appropriated ideas and rhetoric from the 
left, and to the extent that some fascist ideology is influential on Bannon, 
it is no surprise that he does the same. But fundamental to his worldview is 
his commitment to the vision of the Traditionalists: a coming apocalypse 
that will remake history, and, he hopes, restore past social hierarchies.
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Populism, Fascism, Neoliberalism: 
Theorizing Contemporary India1 

Ajay Gudavarthy and Vijay Gudavarthy

Analyses of fascism have rather unnecessarily been polarized with 
Marxist accounts overemphasizing economic causality, on the one hand, 
and non-Marxist approaches overemphasizing ideology, politics, organ-
izational aspects and social psychology, on the other.2 It is important 
to demarcate the difference in the historical condition and context in 
which the analysis of the current regime in India is being made. Gramsci 
defined fascism on an international scale as “an attempt to resolve prob-
lems of production and exchange with machine-guns and pistol shots.”3 
The condition in which we find the rise of the authoritarian regime with 
fascist tendencies in India, however, is certainly not a result of the nation 
being caught up in an international war. What is perhaps more signif-
icant is the social base that tends to lend consent to an authoritarian 
model of politics and governance and the forms in which it surfaces 
exhibiting fascist tendencies.4 The fascist regimes of the inter-war period 
and during World War II were different from the post-war period and 
specifically with reference to the analysis of the experience of the devel-
oping nations like India. In this context, the distinction between fascist 
movements and regimes is an important one and there seems to have been 
a right-wing extremist movement pushing for the rise of such a regime in 
the Indian context.5 While Narendra Modi’s regime cannot be character-
ized, strictly speaking, as fascist, it certainly can be characterized as an 
authoritarian regime with fascist tendencies. What needs to be explained 
is how such a regime manages to manufacture popular consent. This 
chapter attempts at providing such an explanation by, in the first section, 
exploring the underlying developmental processes which contextualize 
the relevance of right-wing populism; the second section analyses the 
modes through which right-wing populism has managed to usher in a 
regime with fascist tendencies by mustering popular consent.
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NEOLIBERAL DEVELOPMENT, SOCIAL CRISIS  
AND RIGHT-WING POPULISM

In India the rise of an authoritarian state precedes the manifestation 
of its fascist tendencies. The ideal liberal constitutional state has been 
displaced by a pragmatic authoritarianism associated with the use of 
force to address imperatives of capital accumulation as part of the neolib-
eral development model.6 In many ways, the current condition is dia-
metrically opposed to the assessment made by Michał Kalecki with  
reference to the functional role that Nazism served in the economic 
development of Germany.7 In the neoliberal model, the role of force lies 
in compelling citizens to accept the denials and deprivations following 
the withdrawal of the state. The challenge for analysis, however, is to 
explain the manufacture of consent to such force.8 The authoritarian 
state associated with the neoliberal development process in the Indian 
context has acquired a new political legitimacy given by the Sangh 
Parivar forces in the name of clean governance,9 which attempts at recon-
ciling the neoliberal development project with the cultural nationalist  
Hindutva agenda addressing the deepening social crisis neoliberalism 
has produced. 

The rural agrarian crisis resulting from the neoliberal development 
project, in the context of an extremely skewed land ownership struc-
ture, has resulted in the specific contradiction arising out of the fact that 
absentee landlords seek to perpetuate their social hegemony without 
playing a role in the rural economy. This, then, forces aspirational groups 
to rely on patronage relations for tenancy as a means of coping with 
mounting and intensifying social and economic risks and uncertainties. 
Consequently, this, in turn, opens an important space for cultural reviv-
alism as the basis for social unity.10 It is these aspirational groups that 
are exposed to the enormous risks associated with the agrarian crisis. 
The nature of the transition from self-cultivating farmers to tenants is an 
important change in this development process associated with the social 
origins of authoritarian regimes.11 It is a well-recognized phenomenon 
that the reinforcement of traditional customary hegemonies and consent 
to domination has a significant role in societies experiencing “uneven 
and combined development” in the context of recovering, through an 
appeal to the glorious past and cultural social nationalist mobilizations, 
the nation-state and its sovereignty that are rendered vulnerable on 
account of neoliberal globalization.12 
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Those social groups and classes that fail to cope with the crisis of the 
rural economy in India end up experiencing distress and displacement. 
Such social groups and classes end up joining the ranks of the millions 
of temporary, seasonal and circular migrants in search of employment 
in other rural, semi-urban and urban areas engaging predominantly 
in interstate mobility.13 The uncertainty about the future experienced 
by such workers is a direct result of insecure, unstable, precarious and 
unwritten contracts and conditions of employment, wherein workers 
lack the proof of being employees, are denied minimum legal social 
protections, and are exposed to super-exploitation in the sweatshops 
that employ them. Such informal labour is disorganized, that is, lacks 
trade union representation, and, as a result, is rendered voiceless as it is 
displaced from its places of origin only to surface in the form of outsiders 
and migrants in the place of work; here they are disenfranchised and 
disconnected from local communities.14 These workers are, as it were, 
internal exiles. 

Right-wing populist majoritarian identity, on the one hand, provides 
assimilation into the “imagined” “Hindu community” and an “emanci-
pation” of migrants who are rendered outsiders by development through 
the definition or projection of the cultural-nationalist idea of the outsider 
or “enemy.” The outsiders of development are thus transformed into the 
insiders of a powerful cultural-national narrative. On the other hand, 
such workers who see employment as a survival strategy face abuse and 
physical violence which is normalized as so many neoliberal modes of  
management and control of the labour process through everyday  
practices. The nature of labour relations in such informal employ-
ment has been characterized severally as “un-free,” “neo-bondage” and 
“modern slavery.”15 It is this sphere of labour relations that has been 
tremendously exacerbated by neoliberal policy – policy that produces a  
social condition and a space which supplies all micro-elements and 
manipulations that contribute to the building of a social psyche which 
could easily lend legitimacy to the rise of an authoritarian regime 
(compare with Genosko’s account of “micro-fascism” in Chapter 10 of  
this volume).16 

Far from generating solidarity amongst those experiencing poverty 
and deprivation, vulnerability and insecurity generate predatory modes 
of social relations between competing networks for survival. These 
social relations and coping strategies hardly enable such marginalized 
workers to distinguish a democratic from an authoritarian regime in 
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their lived experience. To the contrary, the institutions and norms of 
liberal democracy, from the vantage point of these workers, are elite 
privileges constitutively denied to them. While these workers operate on 
the basis of the norms of their own “common sense,” that generate trust 
and co-operation within their narrowly restricted networks, for such a 
society of workers to convincingly cast its normative frames in universal 
liberal political values of natural rights and modern social rationalities 
would be a far-fetched expectation.17 

The micro, small and medium enterprises, whether reliant on wage 
labour or as self-employed enterprises, play a significant role in the 
economy, but are threatened by the rise of big capital.18 To cope with this 
challenge, this segment of the economy also depends on social networks 
embedded in traditional social identities based on caste, community, 
regional and linguistic identities, both to derive protections against 
legal regulations as well as in order to be able to simply carry on their 
economic activities. Social closures and social exclusions are innately 
built into these networks. These networks typically rely on institutional-
ized cultural idioms, customs and rituals – practices easily appropriated 
by the right-wing political institutions.19 The neoliberal development 
process involving withdrawal of state regulation did not consequentially 
lead to an unambivalent “modernization” through unbridled competi-
tion, but has generated socially mediated markets and market-driven 
patronage.20 

The social transformation resulting from interventions by the welfare 
state has failed (an experience which has many similarities with the 
failure of the Weimar Republic).21 The failure of several policy inter-
ventions needs to be understood on the backdrop of their inability to 
address the rising expectations raised through the promises made in 
land reforms, Garibi Hatao (“Abolish Poverty”!), modernization, rights-
based approaches etc., which has led to a condition of social impatience 
amongst the aspiring social groups and classes seeking substantive 
mobility, who find that their political representatives seem to be engaged 
in the subversion of development.22 The risk of democratic institutions 
being abandoned by the vulnerable social constituencies under such 
conditions and their inclination to support authoritarian regimes has 
long been recognized within the Marxian tradition, from Marx’s 18th 
Brumaire to Georg Lukàcs and the Frankfurt School just prior to the 
rise of European fascism.23 The second dimension of the development 
process underway is the threat faced by petty capital in facing up to the 
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challenges posed by the neoliberal reforms and competitive pressures 
from the penetration of big capital.24 At the same time, it is possible to 
discern the impatience of big capital,25 which characterizes constitutional 
rights and legal protections as dispensable constraints on growth and 
development. Both petty capital and big capital welcome the employ-
ment of the rhetoric of nationalism in the service of widespread viola-
tions of civil and political rights, as well as the dismantling of liberal and 
social democratic institutions.

Yet another important structural contributor to the rise of the current 
authoritarian regime in India has been the systematic subversion of 
institutions by financial capital. Financial capital, long operating in the 
“black economy,” has played a major role in several economic activities, 
notably the resource-extraction sector, real estate and credit markets. 
Despite the fact that there is a significantly large proportion of value in it, 
this economy is largely characterized by illegal mining, “encroachments,” 
“settlements,” as well as the use of organized crime as the means by which 
contracts are enforced. While lack of law enforcement was a common 
phenomenon with respect to the informal economy, the actual use of 
illegal means such as organized crime became the hallmark of the rise of 
financial capital and its influence on the state machinery. This phenom-
enon has been analysed as marking the rise of the business of private 
protection when the state fails.26 This massive state failure and normali-
zation of illegality and criminality as part of economic transactions has 
become accepted as a dimension of hegemonic “common sense,” and is 
yet another important source legitimizing the role of the “strongman” 
and authoritarianism, more generally.

It is against the backdrop of these socioeconomic conditions propelled 
by neoliberal development that the production of consent for the author-
itarian populist regime with fascist tendencies needs to be understood. 
The following sections will present more concretely the various modes 
through which right-wing populism has managed to expand itself.

FROM MORAL REJECTION TO “POLITICAL  
INTERVENTION”

Contemporary populism in India has changed the nature of public and 
political discourse by inaugurating new meanings and effects through an 
overdetermination of significations that has foregrounded the limits of 
what we have generally understood as “progressive” politics.
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The old distinctions between left and right are being replaced by a 
new kind of meta-narrative of “us” versus “them.” The process of creating 
the other is achieved not merely through physical violence, coercion and 
intimidation. It is also executed through a sustained process of gaining 
consent to a moral discourse that combines old narratives, and given 
or prevalent moral and normative structures, with new aspirations,  
anxieties and social imaginaries.

Contemporary populism carefully sutures the old and the new, and 
shifts between both ends of the spectrum, sometimes synthesizing what 
we had earlier perceived as mutually exclusive practices. It fuses the 
polar opposites and produces new kinds of “de-binarized” discourses. 
It replaces ideas of antagonism and contradiction with continuity and 
social harmony; it replaces the emphasis on “rights” and “liberty” with 
“fraternity” and “community.” It is therefore imperative to decode what 
is old and what is new in this discourse, what is populist and what is 
authoritarian, and what the social narrative is behind the more visible 
modes of exclusion, violence and criminalization of politics.

Chantal Mouffe has warned against a moral rejection or refutation of 
right-wing populism, suggesting that:

The response of traditional parties to the rise of right-wing populism 
has clearly contributed to exacerbating the problem … This is why 
moral condemnation and the setting up of a “cordon sanitaire” have 
so often constituted the answer to the rise of right-wing populist 
movements.27 

Instead, we need to analyse “its specificity and its causes.” “Moral 
condemnation” of the right has to be replaced by an analysis of the “moral 
structure” on which it builds its politics. As Jan-Werner Müller puts it:

Populism … is a particular moralistic imagination of politics, a way 
of perceiving the political world which places in opposition a morally 
pure and fully unified people against small minorities, elites in 
particular, who are placed outside the authentic people.28 

This idea of a “fully unified people” in the Indian context refers to a 
unified Hindu community. While it excludes the minorities in the first 
instance, it must also create a palpable unity within a diversified, contra-
dictory majority. The diversity internal to such a majority needs to be 
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recast into a unity. Differences of social location, conflict of interests, 
and structural contradictions have to be constituted in terms of social 
harmony, community, fraternity and continuity with change: a glorious 
past with a compelling future. It aims for a change that is non-disruptive.

Much of the analysis of populism has focused on the larger narrative 
of “us” versus “them,” largely ignoring how right-wing populism attempts 
to maintain the unity of “us,” and how it produces an authentic majority 
which is essentially divided, in the Indian context across caste, region, 
language, culture and lifestyles. It is here that right-wing populism has 
introduced a new set of political discourses and practices, the tenability of 
which can help to inform us of the future of right-wing populism in India.

INDIAN RIGHT-WING POPULISM: WHAT IS 
MAKING IT THRIVE?

We will attempt to map these new sets of practices in order to produce 
a political, rather than a moral, critique of right-wing populism in India. 
Right-wing populism has managed to turn traditional progressive polit-
ical practices on their head. Critique is absorbed or resignified, often 
in opposition to its original meaning. For instance, the reason for the 
defeat of the INC (Indian Congress Party), as is typically argued, has 
been its shoddy implementation of welfare policies such as the NREGRA 
(National Rural Employment Guarantee Act).29 The BJP (Bharatiya 
Janata Party) began with a critique of such poor implementation through 
a discourse on “corruption,” but gradually turned it into a critique of 
such welfare schemes per se. The BJP was able to place anger against 
growing economic inequalities, paradoxically, in the service of its own 
pro-corporate politics.

Similarly, a critique of institutional crises, and the non-responsive 
character of institutions, leads to the adoption of strategies that further 
undermine institutions. It does not lead in a progressive and linear 
manner to a demand for more transparency and accountability, but to 
further obscurity and inscrutability. For instance, a critique of a sluggish 
judiciary and a corrupt police force in India has led to the legitimization 
of a strategy or, rather, a policy of extra-judicial killings or “encounters,” 
as recently announced by Uttar Pradesh’s chief minister Yogi Adityanath. 
Here, it is instructive to observe how the left-liberal critique of the class 
character of democratic institutions is appropriated and legitimizes an 
aggressive state that, in fact, makes institutions further dysfunctional to 
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the peril of the socially and economically weak and in targeting India’s 
numerous religious and tribal minorities. Furthermore, the right-wing 
critique of Pakistan being a “dysfunctional democracy”  – because it 
targets its minorities and is ruled by the army – is used to build exactly the 
same kind of governance model in India. (This is especially the case after 
the revocation by executive decree of Article 370, a constitutional provi-
sion granting special status to Kashmir.) Moral critique reverses itself 
into a moral justification of the very same set of practices it condemns.

The old structure of politics is stitched into a new imaginary, while 
its substance remains the same. The rise of right-wing populism also 
emerged as a critique of technocratic liberalism and governance based 
on experts. The reasoning behind such a critique was the dominance of 
small elite that blocks mass participation and thereby undermines the 
very essence of democracy. However, the rule of technocrats is replaced 
by demagoguery and the strongman phenomenon, only further under-
mining the democratic ethos and its institutionalization. As Mouffe 
observes: “Liberal theorists looked for other explanations to fit their 
rationalist approach, insisting for instance on the role of uneducated, 
lower-class voters, susceptible to being attracted by demagogues.”30 
However, this susceptibility is prevalent in other sections of society too, 
including the middle class. It justifies the strongman phenomenon as a 
response to the rule of the elites, that is, the dynastic rule of the Congress 
Party, which will pave a way for the opening up of opportunities for mass 
participation. The strongman becomes a symbol of a kind of “resistance” 
against “consensus elites” and, therefore, ushers in extra-institutional 
forms of mobilization. The strongman phenomenon therefore co-exists 
with extra-institutional street violence. One justifies the other and one 
cannot continue to exist without the other.

Demagoguery produces street violence, that is, mass rioting and 
public lynching become modes of mass participation that are perfectly 
consistent with the inscrutability of authoritarian rule. In such scenarios, 
demagoguery symbolizes order, discipline and control of the old elites 
and religious minorities and it implies public sanction, patronage and 
impunity for the authentic majority constructed as a morally “pure” 
people. It also fuses the supposed polar opposites – authoritarian rulers 
and extra-institutional mobilizations – together.

In such a fusion the old structure of patronage politics, the rule of a few 
elites, is resignified without changing its substance by not meaningfully 
opening any new avenues for genuine, that is, expansive and inclusive 
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democratic participation. Here, it articulates the critique established by 
left-liberal discourses to new kinds of extra-institutional mobilization. 
It builds on the fact that, in India, the discourse of formal equality has 
spread without commensurate change in the social and material condi-
tions of various social groups. This inaugurates a different kind of social 
psychology.

Right-wing populists mobilize culture and passions or affect, and have 
a grasp on the social psychology of many social groups that are aspira-
tional about the legitimacy of equal treatment, but are engaged in a 
concrete struggle against routine incivility and disrespect. Furthermore, 
right-wing populists also sympathize with the declining social power 
of dominant social groups. The outbursts by Jats, Patidars, Marathas, 
Kapus, Kshatriyas and other dominant castes is symptomatic of the  
anxieties that dominant castes experience during social transformation.31 

Left-liberals offer no alternative political agenda for any of these 
groups. Moreover, among the dominant castes, there are those who expe-
rience economic decline and precarity. The conflicting interests between 
these caste groups are increasingly being replaced by mobility and unity. 
Reservations or quotas on the basis of economic criteria, instead of caste, 
are a case in point. It allows for mobility without the stigma of caste. 
Right-wing populism offers alternative ideas of social harmony, frater-
nity and community fellow-feeling that ostensibly allow mobility for the 
subordinate groups and also empathy with the dominant groups and 
their declining social power. 

This is, yet again, an instance of attempting to fuse polar opposites 
into unity. It partly recognizes that the economically poor among the 
dominant castes are also socially stigmatized. For instance, the poor 
among the Brahmins are not elites in the traditional sense of the term. 
The right sees a possibility of forging a unity between the poor among 
the caste Hindus and the poor among the so-called lower castes, based 
on a shared experience of poverty. Cultural subalterns are, therefore, 
pitted against economic elites.

How these differences at one level are going to play out against a 
certain kind of commonality at another level is a continuing challenge 
for right-wing populism in India. It must stitch the “hurt pride” of the 
dominant castes together with the social stigma of the subaltern castes. 
The difficulty of such a mode or the socially conservative aspect of 
such an experiment is visible in the recent conflicts between Dalits and 
Marathas in Bhima Koregaon.32 
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At another level, this seems to be a feasible experiment with the 
emergence of new cultural subalterns across caste, class and region. 
They are marked by a common opposition to modernity, liberal insti-
tutionalism, the role of experts and technocrats, the shared difficulty 
of coping with global cosmopolitanism and its secular ethos, and the 
dominance of the English language and its accompanying cultural 
valuation, among other things. Right-wing populism articulates this 
common nodal point, at times successfully overcoming the sharp divi-
sions between the various social groups. Despite very different socio-
logical contexts, the Indian case demonstrates notable similarities with 
that of the United Kingdom. For example, David Goodhart notes, “The 
old distinctions of class and economic interest have not disappeared but 
are increasingly overlaid by a larger and looser one, between the people 
who see the world from Anywhere and the people who see it from  
Somewhere.”33 

NEW POLITICAL FAULT LINES

The new political fault line is between “Open” versus “Somewheres.” The 
“Open” are people who are “portable,” and have “achieved” identities 
based on educational and career successes which make them generally 
comfortable and confident with new places and people.34 The “Some-
wheres,” in contrast, are more rooted and usually have “ascribed” identi-
ties, which is why they often find rapid change more unsettling.35 Finally, 
Goodhart observes that even in an advanced capitalist country like 
Britain education remains the “gold standard” that has introduced this 
dual process of generating an aspirational class alongside social groups 
that perceive their declining social status. Goodhart argues:

The helter-skelter expansion of higher education in the past twenty- 
five years  – and the elevation of educational success into the gold 
standard of social esteem – has been one of the most important, and 
least understood, developments in British society. It has been a liber-
ation for many and for others a symptom of their declining status.36 

This partly explains the unrest among the dominant castes in India, previ-
ously mentioned, who perceive their decline and feel a sense of anxiety 
as to how castes lower than them are moving ahead through affirmative 
action policies. For example, Marathas arguing against reservations for 
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Dalits and wanting to move out of the agrarian sector and into the formal 
job market is a clear point highlighting this tension.37 Further, the care-
fully choreographed controversy around the educational qualifications 
of Narendra Modi, who claims to belong to a lesser-privileged class and 
caste status, and of Smriti Irani, a female public representative, play out 
precisely this tension. Any critique or suspicion around their academic 
degrees and qualifications becomes taken to be symbolic of the elites’ 
denial of mobility to newly asserting social groups such as the lower 
castes and women.38 

Similarly, the crisis in various institutions of higher education, 
including JNU (Jawaharlal Nehru University), UoH (the University of 
Hyderabad), IIT (the Indian Institutes of Technology), FTII (Film and 
Television Institute of India), among others, is representative of breaking 
the hold of the social elite and their grip on public institutions. The 
controversy surrounding JNU, under the current political regime, again 
represents a palpable critique of the supposedly “privileged spaces” occu-
pied by an elite and marked by the life of the mind and the aspiration to 
question everything instead of expressing solidarity and loyalty. This is 
then linked to the discourse of nationalism and its bête noire in India, 
“anti-nationalism.”39 

Nationalism, in other words, is a political mode of representing 
those left out of this process, those suffering anxiety due to the spread 
of higher education. In spite of having a progressive admission policy, 
JNU becomes a so-called “elite” space, while the current regime’s mode 
of changing the policy frame of admission, in spite of excluding the 
majority, becomes a step that is against divisive politics and symbolic of 
nationalist assertions.

“POLITICAL EMOTIONS” AND PROTO-FASCISM

In all of this, subaltern castes remain torn between cultural identification 
against elite/open spaces, where they perceive a commonality with the 
nationalist discourse, on the one hand, and the need for a more inclusive 
policy frame, on the other. Dalit and OBC (Other Backward Classes) 
politics, in its back-and-forth movement between identifying with the 
right and also generating a counter-narrative to it, has been a visible 
trend under the current populist regime. While the dominant castes 
suffer from the anxiety of decline, subaltern castes suffer the insecurity 
of losing hard-earned benefits; both need different modes of coping 

Samir_Spectres of Fascism.indb   233 07/02/20   4:59 PM



234 ·  spectres of fascism

with the situation that cannot be strictly realistic but require a gloss of 
self-valorization.

The slogans of “New India” or “acche din” are more of what one 
desires than what is real. As de Sousa and Morton note, the place 
and role of emotions beyond the limits of “rational human agency”. 
Emotions represent a person’s situation, whether or not they are true 
depictions of the  situation, they are invariably accurate in depicting it. 
Emotional  intelligence needs to find its place in understanding how 
agency shapes itself.40 

Instincts, gut feelings and perceptions allow for an articula-
tion of what may not be otherwise considered legitimate in a hier-
archal context such as that of India. The emergence of the new 
cultural subalterns has, in effect, recast the old “Bharat versus 
India” conundrum, with the old kind of class orientation around  
issues of economic inequality being refashioned around a  
conflict between economic elites and cultural subalterns.41 This  
undoubtedly tunes into the fact that caste groups are unevenly  
placed across economic, political and social planes. For instance,  
Brahmins could be socially higher in the ritualistic order but  
economically weak, and politically not very influential. Similarly,  
certain sections of   the OBCs could be landed, politically influential  
but socially  – educationally  – backward. While the rhetoric against  
the high-end and invisible economic elites creates one kind of  
commonality, common social stigma creates another kind of  
possibility.

The current round of populism has emerged in India since 2014. 
Indian democracy experienced a populist turn from the days of Indira 
Gandhi with her slogan of “Garibi Hatao!” (“Abolish Poverty!”). 
However, what is distinct about the current mode of populism is that 
it is not restricted merely to electoral practices, but has also begun 
to dictate the policy frame. Demonetization is a clear instance of  
this.42 

The drama around demonetization pitched it against economic elites, 
while the combination of nationalism and a mounting crisis in institu-
tions of higher education strives for a commonality of cultural subal-
terns. This allows for a discourse that is paradoxically pro-corporate but 
anti-modern; it helps to push for high-end capitalist growth symbolized 
by bullet trains and urbanization and also address the community anxi-
eties that capitalist modernity introduces; it makes possible the synthesis 
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of a claim to a legacy of the pure past with claims for a radically altered 
future; it promises the preservation of community identities, including 
control of their women and property, yet it can lay claim to a politics that 
is beyond caste and religious considerations. It is in such combinatory 
formulations that right-wing populism strikes and mobilizes a new kind 
of a common sense.

Indian democracy has moved beyond the “Congress system” and 
is entering a post-Bahujan phase. In other words, in the 1980s Indian 
politics was dominated by issues of “social justice” by mobilizing Dalits 
(Scheduled Castes) and the Backwards Castes. However, in the post- 
Bahujan phase large categories such as Dalit and OBCs are giving way 
to smaller subcategories articulating and claiming independent identities 
and moving between various political parties. This has allowed the BJP to  
draw up a new strategic coalition between the dominant castes, on one 
side, and Dalits and OBCs, on the other. They are fragmenting the polity, 
on the one hand, and reconstructing these very fragments with a unified 
Hindutva narrative, on the other. In doing this, a populist narrative works 
as a glue in creating a new kind of discourse of “us” and “them,” in some 
instances vis-à-vis the economic elites, while in others it could be the 
Muslims. As Prashant Jha notes in his study of the BJP’s electoral strategy:

It was meant to make the Hindu bitter at what he was not getting; 
it was meant to make him feel resentful of the Muslim for being 
pampered; it was meant to bracket all other parties as pandering to 
specific interests based on religion. In the name of a common citi-
zenry and an unbiased state, it was meant to divide communities.43 

The development processes in the post-reforms scenario, as executed by 
the right-wing regime, seem to have found the neoliberal imperative of 
state withdrawal reconciled through the narrative of a nationalist project 
of clean governance. As the state withdraws, distressed or marginalized 
communities have to cope with vulnerabilities and insecurities as they 
increasingly get entrenched into a condition of a consequent ethical 
relativism displacing natural rights and constitutional morality. The 
right-wing regime then proceeds to pitch itself amidst intensifying social 
rivalry as the political agency which intervenes to generate majoritarian 
solidarity. And in this it was extremely successful in the 2019 general 
election in which Hindu majoritarianism and the exclusion of minorities 
was a key theme.
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Populism has foregrounded what Carl Schmitt refers to as the “irre-
ducibility of multiplicity.”44 While in the immediate context it seems to 
have undermined democratic institutions and ethos, it also carries with 
it the possibility of further democratizing the polity by highlighting the 
multiple voices that inhabit it. This, however, remains one possibility, 
while the continued assertion of the populist mode may also perma-
nently alter the contours of democracy, providing new justifications for 
extra-institutional discourses.
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Art Contra Politics: Liberal Spectacle, 

Fascist Resurgence
Johan F. Hartle

Art can be political, but can it really be politics? Is artistic activism the 
kind of politics we should be looking for? The following is an articulation 
of a certain discontent with the substitution of artistic politics for poli-
tics. I will use concepts drawn from the SI (Situationist International) to 
make sense of such a substitution, specifically the terminology of “spec-
tacle,” signifying the mediation of social relations by images.1 The concept 
of spectacle, to my mind, quite adequately characterizes the reduction of 
politics to cultural representations, that is, the joyous (and suggestive) 
free play of significations, the abundant use of self-presentation (“I am a 
person, who. . .”), and cultural ambiguity. 

This dynamic affects the relationship between art and politics, too, 
leading to an overestimation of the political significance of art, on the 
one hand, and the artistic neutralization of politics, on the other. As I will 
argue, the extreme example of the SI and its reception serves as an exem-
plary case of a logic of cultural integration which tends to determine 
leftist discourse.2 

Few radical movements in the middle ground of art and politics prove 
as successful a reference in contemporary artistic practice as the SI, from 
exhibitions in corporate museums to countless references in contempo-
rary art criticism, including the publications of star curators.3 Needless 
to say, such fame does not imply any direct continuation of the forms of 
political organization and activism introduced by the SI and its protag-
onists. If my argument holds for the SI, however, it certainly holds for 
less consequent and less radical artistic movements. The SI was driven 
by passive scepticism of, if not active contempt towards, the glamorous 
self-presentation of the art world, and the consolidation of privilege 
within it. This chapter’s reference to the SI and its vocabulary is therefore 
ambiguous. On the one hand, it plays into an aesthetic politics which 
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it, on the other, subjects to criticism. I regard such aesthetic politics as 
a part of what I call the liberal spectacle: the capacity of the market to 
both expose and integrate just about anything without touching upon 
the material grounds of social (re-)production, the capacity to toler-
antly produce an overabundance of images and representations without 
touching upon the structural core of the capitalist accumulation with 
all the logics of expansion and marginalization, of implicit and explicit 
violence implied.

Without overestimating the impact of art, this spectacle-based politics 
is dialectically linked with contemporary forms of right-wing authori-
tarianism as it rises on the horizon of global politics: developments of 
both neofascist parties in Western democracies (and beyond) and, as 
the more popular forms of the movement are somewhat euphemistically 
called, the “alt-right” (see Chapters 3, 5 and 13), which is the cultural 
arm of contemporary neofascism organized via social media platforms 
such as 4chan, 8chan and YouTube which heavily draws upon certain  
avant-garde techniques (such as, e.g. the “détournement” of the Pepe 
the Frog meme  – see Chapter 10). These forms of politics always 
draw on political alienation, classically branded as spectacle, leaving  
decision-making to charismatic leaders, and are thus based upon the 
mediated corporate world with all of its imagery. But they also express a 
genuine desire for realness, toughness and “no-bullshit” politics, a desire 
to break free from certain aspects of spectacle-based politics, bringing 
back apparently real issues underneath the layers of symbolic politics, 
politics of representation – issues that once belonged to the left, itself. The 
fascist spectacle, in other words, is the wrong answer to a real problem: 
the liberal spectacle, a mistaken understanding of emancipatory politics 
that remains trapped in the sphere of cultural representation and sticks 
to cultural elites as its preferred political agents. 

The concept of spectacle was conceived in the context of the SI to 
characterize forms of reification that detached social agents from their 
agency, projecting it onto representations and materialized forms of 
social practice. Authoritarian forms of rule, fascism in particular, could 
clearly be identified with such political estrangement, obvious in the 
glorification of technology, strong leaders, organizational discipline and 
the like – “the chief icons,” of which, as Debord writes, are “the family, 
private property, the moral order, the nation.”4 

The spectacle, however, is not only to be located on the side of  
fascism  – it also characterizes the liberal or aesthetic left: “the 
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uninterrupted monologue of self-praise,”5 as Debord has it, to charac-
terize the various ways advanced, differentiated, modern but eventually 
capitalist societies advertise themselves as diverse and emancipatory. 
Both are intertwined and keep reproducing each other as false alter-
natives. The implicit culturalism, romanticism and elitism of the posi-
tion of certain strands of contemporary artistic politics express some of 
the fundamental problems of the contemporary liberal left – including 
the calculable backlash of rightist authoritarianism. As I will argue, the 
impulse of the SI to merge art and politics is not a free ticket for a leftist 
strategy valid in every period. 

By making this point, I hope to ultimately draw attention to a general 
strategic unpreparedness of the contemporary liberal left to confront the 
fascist threat: which is to say, draw attention to a lack of political realism 
among the left. This lack, so I argue, stands in the way of achieving more 
than equal representation. It once was the case that to be on the left 
was to address the conditions of the production of social positions (of 
minority groups, of dominant and dominated) and not just their ex-post 
representation in the sphere of art, culture or discourse.

The problem of a performative contradiction is unavoidable here: 
although my argument is that, in some sense, activist art is very much a 
spectacle, it is also art theoretical. This understanding, therefore, does not 
lead me to advocate an aesthetic programme of “art for art’s sake.” Rather, 
I will try to defend an activism that presupposes a break with the config-
urations of artistic practice and requires its objectives to sometimes resist 
the very label of “art” itself.6 

CULTURAL MARXISM, COLA, OR: THE FAILURE 
OF LIBERAL SUCCESS 

Post-workerists, like Hardt and Negri,7 or sociologists of “critique,” like 
Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello,8 would to some extent agree with 
aspects of the foregoing diagnoses of the radical right. Their analyses do 
confirm that the “left” has succeeded in producing a new form of capi-
talism tailor-made to traditional leftist politics of liberation, and that the 
left’s rebellion against institutional disenfranchisement has succeeded to 
a large extent. They have allowed market observers to draw narrative arcs 
from the streets of 1968 to the upper echelons of big business. Also, in the 
history of advertising such arcs are well documented: Olivetti would have 
hired Che Guevara (the quintessential revolutionary marketing icon),  
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so the advert informs us. The German jeans brand Mustang suggests a 
direct path from reading Karl Marx’s Das Kapital to perusing the busi-
ness journal Capital. Neoliberal narratives of diversity, creativity, flexi-
bility and even humanitarianism now disclose their hidden meaning as 
catalysts of market expansion  – as they have ever since the aftermath 
of 1968. The concept of the “integrated spectacle,” accentuated by Guy 
Debord, anticipated these observations: it culminates in strategies “to 
eliminate an unexpected upsurge in revolutionary activity.”9 Differently 
put, radical change is obviated in the very hyperbolic image of itself. Or, 
as Raoul Vaneigem wrote: “All struggles for freedom obey a law of busi-
ness expansion.”10 

The viral effects of the Pepsi ad with Kendall Jenner, including its 
following discussion and critique, is an excellent case in point. Here, 
the celebrity (a spectacle) ends up sharing a moment of spontaneous 
agreement, and a moment of projected intimacy, with the “movement 
on the street” (devoid of any contents, replete with “empty signifiers”), 
confronted by policemen. The very moment of unification is the act 
of consumption in which, as Marx argues, value realizes itself: Pepsi 
Cola mediates the celebrity and the masses through Pepsi. In the end, 
freedom and mass democracy are usurped by the desire for the double  
spectacle: the soft drink and the celebrity. Whatever the hidden 

Figure 15.1 Still from Pepsi commercial starring Kendall Jenner, featured in the  
company’s 2017 “Live for Now” campaign 
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implications of the ad – there are, for example, some tellingly clear 
moments of classism and racism involved in the representations of the 
celebrity and her maid – grassroots movements and neoliberal capi-
talism, ultimately, are not in conflict. Rather, addressing the spirit “of the 
movement” (WE ARE THE MOVEMENT, as the music in the ad has as 
its refrain) has become a condition of contemporary capitalism to func-
tion and to expand. All recent examples of guerilla marketing prove this 
logic: much like classical movement-based politics, consumer capitalism 
must take the streets, must “occupy” vanguard lifestyles. The alt-right, 
or the so-called white “identitarian” movement, or the contemporary 
spectacle of fascism – that is all to say, fascism as a lifestyle brand – is 
the mirror image. Yet there are interesting tensions. The desire of every 

Figure 15.2 Image from Forensic Architecture, The Grenfell Tower Fire (2017–ongoing). 
Video footage of the 14 June 2017 fire is mapped onto a 3D architectural model of Grenfell 
Tower (Image: Forensic Architecture, 2018. Reproduced by permission)
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commodity is to be universally consumable and to circumvent any and 
all geographical or cultural restrictions; the logic of “deterritorialization,” 
of transgressing any kind of specific context to appeal to larger audiences 
of consumers. If the commodity in this new capitalist order could speak, 
as according to Marx’s ventriloquism in Das Kapital, it would say: “I am 
a liberal universalist” – and, accordingly, its global expansion relies on 
a secret or perhaps not-so-secret militarism, climate change denial, the 
hatred of all popular classes and racism. 

The recent cola debate in the German federal state of Thuringia (a 
secret centre of German neofascism) provides interesting testimony 
to the fact that liberalism coincides with a certain logic of “deterritor-
ializing”  progressivism. After Adbusters had détourned a Coca-Cola 
ad for the dismissal of the right-wing populist AfD (Alternative für 
Deutschland), Coca-Cola surprisingly identified with the ad, and 
made it public through its own channels.11 The local National Socialist 
celebrity Björn Höcke then advertised the local cola brand Vita 
Cola (obviously without consciously knowing that they had used a 
gay couple in their advertising), which used the opportunity to also 
declare allegiance to the idea of liberal capitalism and distanced itself 
from the AfD.12 

Of course, the Kiez-based Hamburg cola brand Fritz Cola, famous for 
its allusions to the leftist scene (“Nur Wasserwerfer erfrischen besser” 
[“Only water cannons refresh better”], “Nieder mit dem Kaffeetalismus” 

Figure 15.3 Photo from Twitter user @Matth_Borowski, posted on 3 December 2018
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[“Down with coffeetalism”], “Barista, barista, antifascista!”) used such 
opportunities to emphasize again its opposition to right-wing populism.13 
No cola for right-wing populists! When the commodity speaks, it says: 
“no to the AfD!” maybe even with the inflection of the spirit of 1968. 
Today, such a spirit amounts to the fact that the major companies of the 
American arms industries are now led by women; one of the generals of 
the Israeli Defense Forces is vegan. We are the movement! 

Therefore, we might say that the left has succeeded and that its success 
is its very failure. Which left, however, succeeded and why is this success 
a failure, too? Such clarification is critical for anyone wishing to argue 
convincingly against the contemporary fascists, who are quick to main-
tain that contemporary society is marked by the hegemony of the left, that 
our current misery is its product and so forth. The most obvious success 
of the left is, to my mind, the success of its “cultural revolution,” which 
succeeded in inscribing itself into contemporary culture as a profoundly 
normative discourse with multiple rules of correct moral conduct: 
manners of speaking about marginalized groups (in ways representa-
tives of these groups often would not use for themselves), the avoidance 
of physical closeness as an attempt to keep sexualized violence under 
control, etc. But have the socioeconomic conditions of minority groups 
really improved through more thoughtful denominations (“Native 
Americans”, “African Americans”)?14 And can sexual violence really be 
countered by extending the realm of taboo? The repressed might return 
in even more openly aggressive forms. The tragic dialectics of failed 

Figure 15.4 Advertisement by Fritz-Kola, posted on the company’s Twitter 
account on 21 December 2017
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revolutions, that is the violent backlash they engender, has oftentimes 
suggested this. The municipal socialist project of Red Vienna success-
fully set a new cultural and ideological tone in the Austrian capital  – 
in the moment of civil war, however, in February 1934, the unresolved 
political conflicts came back to the fore, ending the all-too-glorious and 
all-too-weak socialist project. Similarly, the Chilean revolution from 
1970 to 1973, supported by singers and poets like Victor Jara and Pablo 
Neruda, had the cultural momentum on its side. In the end, the hard-
edged questions of economic supply and military support decided the 
country’s fate.

The success of the left’s revolution was that, ultimately, dimen-
sions of formal equality have been reinforced in forms of institutional 
self-policing. If anything, liberalism is the political paradigm that keeps 
investing in symbolic, formal, judicial struggles to fight social inequali-
ties while leaving the economic order (property relations, market forces 
etc.) and also the material conditions of the production of subjectivity 
(the social position in the spheres of (re-)production) fundamentally 
untouched (see also Chapter 8). More concretely: the use of a symbolic 
politics of formal equality in order to avoid the structural conflicts 
pre-shaped by socioeconomic inequality (political correctness) is the 
textbook liberal practice. The question is: who wants to constantly feel 
guilty for structures one feels one cannot change (certainly not by acts of 
guilt, symbolic gestures etc.)?15 

This self-policing sees the most egregious offence as the disrespect of 
anyone on the basis of the identity he or she has claimed in the social 
realm. This helps in establishing spaces free of violence and fear that offer 
protection to minority groups in at least some areas of society – so-called 
“safe spaces.” Yet such rules of conduct do nothing to transform the 
material reproduction of disrespect and physical degradation of certain 
social groups: class and race specifically.16 

Progressive liberalism thus tends to coincide with the friendly dialects 
of commodity language. Eventually, however, the commodity is not 
only the progressive liberal (Bernie Sanders, Elizabeth Warren, Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez). In fact, it cannot do without imperial warfare and 
punishing wage policies; Breitbart and Fox News – from the other side 
of the battlefield – tirelessly remind us of this fact. Primitive accumula-
tion keeps re-appearing in and through the peaceful surface of polite and 
friendly market relations. 
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RADICAL EQUALITY AND DISTINCTION, OR:  
THE SITUATIONIST TICKET

Clearly, and logically, such politics with all their contradictions are also 
palpable in the artistic field, which is to say, in the institutional sphere 
of culture. Here, the integration of “leftist” positions, in the broad and 
vague sense, into the institutional reality of modern capitalism, takes 
place with some necessity. This is partly due to the same logic that leads 
to the slight and vague progressivism inherent in commodity liberalism, 
as described above. But one also has to address the specific logic of the 
field of cultural production and its historical genesis to understand the 
importance of the link between “leftism” and the cultural sphere. In  
the sphere of representation and cultural politics, formal equality – or at 
least taking a stand for it – does not require paying a high price. On the 
contrary, a certain understanding of “formal equality” is inscribed into 
the logic of the field and thus boosts reputations rather than damages 
them. 

The logic of the fields of cultural production has historically emerged 
out of struggles to constitute and maintain their own kinds of recog-
nition, or more sociologically speaking: their own specific forms of 
capital. Pierre Bourdieu has analysed the cultural struggles and the 
symbolic revolutions that eventually led to the constitution of relatively 
autonomous fields of cultural production, the fine arts and literature, in 
some detail (with specific focus on Manet and Flaubert respectively).17 
According to Bourdieu, such relative autonomy also required references 
to universal normative standards, on the one hand, and ostentatious acts 
of distinction to set the boundaries in distinction to other social fields 
(religious, economic, political), or as Bourdieu termed it, the “field of 
power,” on the other. The field of cultural production was thus erected 
performatively on the idea of a symbolic currency (cultural capital) of 
its own kind. The suggested universality was a condition for the field’s 
general acceptance  – not least by the market and wealthy collectors 
who were to expect more than just economic equivalents for their  
investments – although a material return on investment always remains 
on the horizon. “Symbolic capital,” as Bourdieu has it, “is a kind of 
‘economic’ capital denied but recognized, and hence legitimate – a veri-
table credit, and capable of assuring, under certain conditions and in the 
long term, ‘economic’ profits.”18 
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Such inherent universalism of cultural capital is politically ambiguous. 
There could not have been any general legitimacy of cultural produc-
tion without reference to universally accepted normative resources 
such as the universality of art, its general legitimacy as a source of 
social representation. Only through this detour could art maintain itself 
economically, because only as a universal good could it provide elites 
with the glamour and prestige that no other profane commodity could 
guarantee. At the same time, the inherent legitimation of the field of 
cultural practice played a crucial role in establishing the field of cultural 
production within which the autonomous treatment of aesthetic form 
(constitutive of the very idea of aesthetic autonomy, the autonomy of the 
field) alluded to the formal equality of social agents and in some cases 
helped to  articulate their specific perspectives. 

In such a way, the field of cultural production thus mirrored and 
repeated the normative promises of the bourgeois revolutions: it came into 
existence with the same burden of formal equality that modern bourgeois 
societies were built upon. Unlike modern capitalism, however, which can 
do pretty well without any sense of universal norms other than the univer-
sality of self-valorizing value, capital itself, the cultural field existentially 
depended on this promise. The constant anticipation of better worlds to 
come, to cosmic orders beyond, to regulative ideas of the sensus communis 
aestheticus in aesthetic theory and practice addressed this very issue. It 
remained an existential one for the idea of modern culture if only to be 
distinguished from merely particular local cultures and ideologies.

The fact that this field is built upon slightly progressive principles 
(of formal equality and universality) is at least twofold. It constituted 
a horizon of critical intellectuality (which could always be brought into 
play against the field of power). But the inherent structure of artistic 
agency is bound to the accumulation of symbolic capital. In such strife, 
following the argument of Bourdieu’s analysis, “distinction” appeared as 
a key principle. Distinction means that the critique of one’s own condi-
tions of practice is a logical inevitability of establishing oneself on a higher 
level within that very same regime. As Bourdieu writes in Distinction:

It should not be thought that the relationship of distinction (which 
may or may not imply the conscious intention of distinguishing 
oneself from common people) is only an incidental component in the 
aesthetic disposition. The pure gaze implies a break with the ordinary 
attitude towards the world which, as such, is a social break.19 
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The fate of the historical avant-garde – to see their anti-institutional 
intuitions integrated into newly arising and successively differentiated 
commercial and semi-commercial art institutions – is the most obvious 
example of this logic. From the point of view of such a critical sociology 
of “fields of power,” vaguely leftist positions (critical of the predominance 
of economic capital and attempting to install other symbolic currencies) 
are therefore naturally situated in the realm of culture.20 In fact, Bourdieu 
is explicit about the symbolic dimension of class that finds its expression 
in the symbolic economies of art. Distinction is thus also the cultural 
marker of class. It has certainly been widespread in the discussions 
around the SI.21 The emphasis on the politically avant-gardist role of the 
artist makes perfect sense in a world that emphasizes formal and cultural 
equality, yet whose cultural politics are separated from radical economic 
and material transformation. 

With the historical achievement of relative autonomy, the field of 
cultural production also accepted a certain level of neutrality or political 
ineffectiveness. A symbolic space for the critical and formal reflection 
of equality, with some distance from the field of power, the aspiration 
for universality became historically possible only under conditions of a 
social division of labour that also left the fundamental logics of capitalist 
society intact. As Adorno famously writes in Aesthetic Theory: “autono-
mous art makes itself a vehicle of ideology: The society at which it shud-
ders is left in the distance, undisturbed.”22 No matter how one precisely 
spells out the relationship between the relatively autonomous field of 
cultural production, on the one hand, and the field of power, the mani-
fest material structure of society, on the other – for example as compen-
sational, parallel, superstructural etc. – one thing is clear: cultural leftism 
in the former leaves the organization of the latter unscathed. Since such 
autonomy is inscribed into the constitution of the field, one should also 
not overestimate the internal political struggles about the logics of the 
field itself.23 Such struggles operate, in other words, within rigid limits.

Of course, any access to strategies of generalization and justification 
can also produce its own type of symbolic capital. It constitutes symbolic 
change. This is a lot; but it is never everything: Terry Eagleton’s analysis 
of the ideology of the aesthetic described the inherent logic of aesthetic 
discourse as a compensation for lack of real social transformation. His 
argument holds for artistic practice, too. The SI was clear about this. Their 
remaining faithful to the concepts of “immanent critique,” “realization” 
and “Aufhebung” (both cancelling and preserving) meant the abolition 
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of art on one level and its continuation on another.24 But this position 
and legacy remains ambiguous. For the question is: what is the value 
in absenting oneself from aesthetic discourse or abolishing art in order 
to, ultimately, realize further potentials of both? And in this scenario, 
which aspects of art (authorship, representational, as if practice etc.) 
does one maintain to succeed at the transition from the reproduction of 
its discourse to its abolition? 

As exemplified above, contemporary capitalism successfully inte-
grates numerous forms of revolt into new business models – for example 
Google and other Silicon Valley tech companies integrating “work” and 
“play” in their office design. This is all the more true for art. One of the 
biggest retrospective shows on the SI took place in the Museum Tinguely, 
a museum donated to the city of Basel by Hoffman-La Roche, the third 
biggest pharmaceutical company in the world.25 Even the most radical 
movements, including the SI, have been used to revive, if not global busi-
ness in general, then at least the machineries of a global art world. Para-
digmatically, the French star curator Nicolas Bourriaud enthusiastically 
refers to the avant-gardist spirit of the SI in his programmatic consider-
ations on relational aesthetics (Bourriaud’s own curatorial practice is a 
vastly affirmative one, turning art into a decorative design of quotidian 
processes of communication of in-groups).26 Relational aesthetics, so 
Bourriaud states optimistically, “updates Situationism and reconciles  
it … with the art world.”27 

Innumerable successful artists regard the Situationist legacy as their 
own. No doubt, radical gestures sell well in the sphere of institutionalized 
provocation. The universalizing discourse of leftist policy, of emancipa-
tion, of the critique of power can easily end up as a form of legitima-
tion for (in the end) purely cultural or aesthetic types of careers without 
any further political valence or impact. The more radical the gesture, 
the more powerfully it improves one’s reputation within the regime 
of symbolic capital accumulation. The spectacle of self-organization, 
participation and collaboration – hallmarks of the Situationist practice – 
seems to fuel the machines of art more powerfully and persistently 
than any other. For any curator or artist drawing on the legacy of the 
SI, Situationism-as-career-strategy allows him or her to claim political 
authenticity, thus proving the loyalty to the universal currency of equal 
cultural representation. According to the dialectical logic of integration 
that grasps the fate of the avant-garde itself, today the Situationist ticket 
ensures one entry into the very heart of the artistic field. Criticizing or 
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sublating the institutional landscape of art has always been harder than 
it had, at first, seemed.

INESCAPABLY ART, OR: POLITICS,  
FOR (A) CHANGE

In fact, there is something tragic, if not farcical, about radical politics 
in the arts. When the German conceptual artist Charlotte Posenenske 
decided to “quit” being a conceptual artist and become a union organ-
izer, she drew attention to what seems to be the either/or consequence 
of this dilemma (that “being an artist” and “abolishing art” are mutually 
exclusive strategies), ending her career with the following words: “It is 
difficult for me to come to terms with the fact that art can contribute 
nothing to solving urgent social problems.”28 With these parting words, 
she refutes the programmatic concern for artistic reputation and draws 
the bitter, realist conclusion that her political commitment cannot be 
fulfilled through political art (and that political art, by “contribut[ing] 
nothing,” can even sabotage the cause)29  – which, in her case, was a highly 
intellectually evolved form of minimal sculpture. Posenenske decided 
to do politics-proper without reducing it to a model case for artistic 
discourse. She studied sociology and worked as a trade union organizer.  
Contemporary curators, ironically, honour her work and her political 

Figure 15.5 Advertisement by Mustang, published in Der Spiegel, Nr. 15/1978
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gesture by exhibiting the artworks that she produced before making that 
decision  – a perfect example of the machinic relentlessness of the art 
world, which can only process radical political gestures as symbolically 
beneficial for the artist-as-author. Recently, the Dia:Beacon Art Centre 
in New York honoured her work – not least for its radical edginess, its 
critical reflection of (not) being an artist.30 There’s no way of escaping 
the clutches of the valorization cycle of art in a cultural economy that 
is built upon symbolic exchange. As Michael Corleone says in The God -
father Part III (a trilogy that delivers an unparalleled account of primitive 
accumulation), “Just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in.”31 

This, in turn, contributes to the monopolization of politics by cultural 
elites. Given the social distribution of cultural capital (and its contribu-
tion to the reproduction of class structures) such a monopoly is anything 
but democratic. This is the very point at which the limits of artistic poli-
tics and the newly established artistic genre of artistic activism appears. 
For what distinguishes cultural leftism (or, as contemporary fascists 
both rightly and wrongly say: cultural Marxism) from leftism-proper 
(or Marxism) is its restriction of politics to representation and formal 
equality in discourse and cultural politics. It is within this culturalist 
scenario of politics that we are all liberals now. It is at this level that we 
are ill prepared to confront the fascist threat, which applauds itself for its 
realism, its contempt for liberal privilege in the cultural field and thus its 
critique of hypocrisy. 

One must not simply lodge a moral complaint about the failure of the 
success of leftist politics in the field of cultural production. Each field has 
its own logics, its own specific competition for capital. But one must also 
not overestimate artistic politics, either. Following Debord’s definition, 
“culture is the power to generalize, existing apart, as an intellectual divi-
sion of labor and as the intellectual labor of division.”32 Artistic practice 
turns politics into a spectacle when it reduces the political to an element 
of art, artists to privileged players in the political realm. Because, first of 
all, transgressing the artistic field is difficult. However hard contempo-
rary artists might attempt to turn into social organizers, social workers or 
the like, they eventually end up contributing to an expansion of a certain 
type of ersatz politics, to the colonization of politics through symbolic 
representation. 

In this respect, interesting things happened in England under New 
Labour and what it called, echoing the country’s imperialist history, 
“Cool Britannia,” flanked by Oasis, Blur and the Spice Girls. The 
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government invited socially engaged artists to clean up the mess that 
their new budget cuts had made in various neighbourhoods throughout 
the United Kingdom. This exemplifies how ready even politicians are to 
use participatory art to replace social programmes and policy grounded 
in good political economy. It is the staging of a distraction, a spectacle of 
participation that leaves the material and institutional social-economic 
realities untouched. As a kind of cultural trickle-down effect, the masses 
participate only in the appearance as opposed to the material reality of 
the very wealth their labour power produces.33 And while this might 
sometimes seem to be politically radical, the projects are ultimately only 
successful in improving the politician’s image and the artist’s résumé. 

Whatever this might mean for artists’ biographies, it changes a lot for 
the place of politics in society. At contemporary biennials many things 
take place that art has taken over from other segments of the public 
sphere:34 artistic practices reach from responsible journalism all the way 
through to forensics documenting human rights violations. The work 
of Forensic Architecture, gathering critical evidence of major human 
rights abuses and neglected forms of (sometimes structural) violence, 
is a particularly challenging example. Its work is noble, valid and 
aesthetically challenging. Often enough, however, the work of Forensic 

Figure 15.6 Charlotte Posenenske, Relief Series B, 1967–2015, Basel 2018, Take Ninagawa 
Sculpture, Aluminum, convexly curved, sprayed standard RAL matte black, 100 × 50 ×  
14 cm © Estate of Charlotte Posenenske Dr. B. Brun
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Architecture has been accused of merely being art, of not being trust-
worthy in a strictly juridical context. And one might wonder why and 
how artists have ended up doing the work that we would expect from 
properly funded and trustworthy juridical and political institutions. 

Of course, why should the work of collectives like Forensic Architec-
ture not be art? The artistic field is one of competing forces and there-
fore a field of struggle. This means, of course, that promoting politically 
progressive or radical positions in the artistic field is indirectly linked 
to overarching hegemonic struggles. Also, politics necessarily involves 
forms of aesthetic reconfiguration and vice versa.35 The articulation of 
alternative visions and marginalized political positions corresponds 
with different aesthetic regimes, different regimes of the visible and the 
sayable.36 The takeaway cannot be that one should give in to conserva-
tives and depoliticize aesthetic practice. Certainly not in times in which 
alt-right movements are reaching out to artistic institutions, too (often 
by integrating avant-garde practices of détournement, like in the produc-
tion of memes).37 Rather, the point is to reclaim the political realm and 
to expand the reach of emancipatory strategies from the realm of culture. 

Nothing is necessarily wrong with the specific structure of the 
aesthetic politics we find in the strategies mentioned above. And yet, like 
well-intentioned but misguided charity, its potential to do good despite 
itself is outweighed by the damage it does by side-stepping the actual 
problems. Well-intentioned, self-professed “political art” need not theo-
retically do anyone any harm, as long as the left does not mistake these 
programmes of aesthetic politics for politics as such. It also means not 
mistaking the artsy few for in any sense privileged agents in the political 
struggle. Unfortunately, this tendency to refer to the sphere of culture 
as the locus, and cultural producers as the key protagonists of political 
struggle certainly was already not alien to the SI. Some programmatic 
formulations of the SI remain at least ambiguous in this respect, such 
as Debord’s referring to the SI as an “international association of situa-
tionists [who] can be seen as a union of workers in an advanced sector 
of culture.”38 Why would it really be their politics that is supposed to free 
the world?

One of the main theoretical predecessors of the Situationists, 
certainly of the theory of spectacle, Georg Lukács, addressed this 
dilemma quite explicitly with the critique of his own youthful “romantic 
anti-capitalism.”39 Rather than laying claim to power in a way that 
might actually make a difference in the world, romantic anti-capitalists 
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express their discontent in art and literature, but without ever leaving 
in any substantial way the symbolic realm of cultural representation: a  
comfortable place for social criticism. The romanticist paradigm of 
art being prior to politics, however apocalyptic and apparently critical 
it might present itself, eventually allows for a depoliticizing and elitist 
self-enjoyment of artistic reputation. Such ways of mistaking art for poli-
tics displaces politics into the realm of the aesthetic. It can also distort  
the intentions by which it is driven: the opportunistic striving for 
fame in the sphere of privilege and separation hidden in emancipatory 
pretence. Also, it relies on liberal elites holding prestigious positions 
within a specific sphere of social practice. Hopes for political change 
brought forward by players within the artistic field could turn out to be 
exaggerated – especially because their “critical stance” becomes a repu-
tation booster within a symbolic economy that rewards being critical, 
diluting it into merely a successful strategy for success and cultural 
distinction. In the process, the substantial distinction of leftism  – a 
critical involvement in a history of dirty struggles about economic 
ownership, state monopoly and violence – is sapped of its strength as it 
becomes another strategic identity among many, useful to maintain priv-
ileged positions within liberal institutions. But praxis, Adorno suggests 
in his lectures on moral philosophy, begins only where it starts to  
hurt.40 Political praxis might put you in a position of “merely” a union 
organizer or a party member rather than an artist with an apparently 
privileged perspective on political articulation. It might be the only way, 
though, of preventing the worst and of regaining a sense of political 
realism. 

No one is ever to blame for fascism except fascists. But the fascist (and 
in principle Nietzschean) critique that politics of equality are fundamen-
tally hypocritical is not unambivalent. Of course, the politics of equality 
is not necessarily hypocritical. Hypocrisy literally signifies an overload 
of abstract theory out of step with concrete praxis. Political discourse in 
contemporary capitalism has become highly sensitive to inequality in 
discourse and cultural and institutional representation without, however, 
managing to even slightly ameliorate the material reality of economic 
exploitation and expansionism accordingly. The SI’s communist under-
standing of politics, the emphasis on seizing the means of production by 
acts of radical, council democracy, was perhaps excessively utopian, but 
in some sense more politically realist than their aesthetic successors. It 
was meant to confront the real preconditions of symbolic practices in 
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the realm of socioeconomic power. It is precisely here that the SI ceases 
to be a movement of mere artistic activism and enters the field of politics 
proper. It is thus also this red line at which the legacy of the SI does or 
does not represent a form of activism that, as it is concerned with artistic 
production alone, is destined to fail.
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