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      Introduction

      Critical Theory in an Authoritarian Age

      Wendy Brown, Peter E. Gordon, and Max Pensky

      
        The current amazement that the things we are experiencing are “still” possible in the twentieth century is not philosophical.

        WALTER BENJAMIN

      

      Liberal democracy today is in crisis, or, more accurately, in a state of siege. Not only in the United States but in much of Europe and in many nations across the globe, we are witnessing the advent of a new era of antidemocratic politics, much of it with increasingly authoritarian features. In one country after another, social movements and political leaders have succeeded in activating reactionary populism, nativism, racism, and xenophobia. Rhetorics and policies of exclusion and marginalization of selected groups have taken on a virulence and menace that would have been intolerable in national politics not that many years ago, violating implicit taboos that postwar democracies, in Western Europe in particular, had incorporated as important parts of their national political cultures. Hatred and resentment directed at immigrants are expressed openly and violently, both by opportunistic political leaders and by citizens. Right-wing political movements are emboldened to demand policies that permit, or even encourage, the undermining of constitutionalism and the rule of law. The growing presence and legitimacy of these movements brings a rising risk of antidemocratic political leadership, and the erosion of core elements of liberal democractic societies—egalitarianism, pluralism, and a free press—that had long seemed more stable and durable than they now appear.

      These movements are increasingly difficult to explain, or explain away, in terms of the normal spectrum of electoral politics in liberal democratic states. There is a growing awareness—and anxiety—that they no longer fit within the received categories of political analysis: they challenge both conventional assumptions concerning the variability of democratic political forms and our historical terms for antidemocratic challenges. It is not clear even what terminology we should bring to analyzing and apprehending them. Authoritarian? Fascist? Populist? “Neo” versions of these?

      Beyond the question of terminology there is uncertainty as to whether scholars of politics possess the tools and methods needed to analyze this crisis of democracy in the Euro-Atlantic world. If these movements pose a challenge to theoretical understanding, the difficulty is due in part to their appearance of historical novelty, but also in part to their seeming lack of ideological coherence. They are not all alike. Many appeal to an imaginary of ethnonational homogeneity secured by a strong and isolationist state animated by ferocious moral purpose, yet they graft these images of statism and nationalism to dogmas of neoliberal freedom that treat the state as freedom’s greatest enemy. They aim to recapture a national sovereignty, ever more diminished by global powers and interconnectedness, and call for economic protectionism for the sake of “native” labor, yet at the same time they condemn regulated markets and policies of public provision (from education to health care) that promise even the most modest protection from capitalism’s extreme inequalities, dislocations, and threats to planetary and species existence. These new political movements are, moreover, antipolitical: they tend to denounce whatever goes by the name of conventional politics—its processes, compromises, institutions, and deliberative spaces. They are impatient with facts and with systematic analysis. Anger, resentment, denunciation, and a sense of frustration with lost entitlement all tend to close down the space for genuine insight and understanding, leaving the political sphere ripe for exploitation and mobilization by charismatic leaders.

      ∴

      The three essays collected in this volume draw on broad currents of critical theory to apprehend some dimensions of the current political crisis. In distinction from some other families of social and political theory, critical theory brings to the problem of the democratic crisis approaches that promise to study the intricate connections between subjective attitudes and large-scale historical trajectories, especially those of capitalism and the changing nature of states and social formations. The name “critical theory” derives from a distinctive moment in the history of modern social thought when a group of theorists in Frankfurt, Germany, were struggling to comprehend the failure of European democracies to oppose the slide into fascism in the 1930s. The Frankfurt School of critical theory began with a series of empirical research projects and theoretical hypotheses about the emergence and shape of authoritarian politics in that era. Drawing from, while revising, Western Marxism, Weberianism, and psychoanalysis, they developed a sophisticated repertoire of theoretical and empirical instruments by which to explain the new political situation. From their American exile in the 1940s, Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno collaborated with a range of American colleagues, most notably on The Authoritarian Personality (1950), but also on a host of lesser-known empirical studies attempting to assess and interpret the attitudinal changes and features that might have provided favorable conditions for the success of fascist or authoritarian political movements. In the years after the war, Herbert Marcuse published a series of widely read studies that employed elements of psychoanalytic theory to explain the social-psychological mechanisms at work in new, inconspicuous forms of social domination, in which resistant or transgressive impulses by the dominated are themselves harnessed to deepen social control.

      Notwithstanding the very real differences between the fascist movements of the mid-twentieth century and the antidemocratic movements of our own time, critical theory remains of urgent relevance today, when many of the same phenomena that first aroused the critical attention of the Frankfurt School seem to have resurfaced in a new guise. To provide an elaborate listing of the continuities between past and present would be misleading, since the social and cultural forms have changed, in many cases dramatically so. But it is one of the real advantages of critical theory that it did not confine itself only to the diagnosis of its own present. In much of its empirical and theoretical work, it articulated latent social and cultural pathologies that had yet to reach their full potential. The founding critical theorists insisted that fascism does not mark a radical break from mass democracy but rather emerges as an intensification of its inner pathologies. More specifically, they argued that capitalist systems of production and consumption do not leave intact the “real” interests of democratic citizens who imagine that the mechanisms of representative democracy permit them to express their preferences through the procedure of elections. We cannot speak about the expression of genuine preferences in liberal democratic systems when a rich array of sociocultural norms shapes these preferences in advance. If this was the case when nativist movements reared their heads in the United States in the 1940s, it is all the more true today, when the logic of neoliberalism has extended its reach into all domains of life.

      Critical theory has also expanded its reach beyond the confines of the original Frankfurt School, and as we conceive it today, may permit us to extend and modify the insights of the past, the better to comprehend the contemporary political crisis. Amplified and modified by a wide range of other theoretical practices (postcolonial, feminist, Foucaultian, antiracist, queer), critical theory today is an expansive field of inquiry well suited to plumb the historically specific complex of political, economic, social, and psychic powers and effects generative of our frightening predicament. That said, critical theory has its own share of theoretical-methodological conundrums: Does a theoretical diagnosis of the origins of political crises require a foundational account of socially embedded rationality? If so, how would such an account look? Can a critical theory of society, which does not exempt itself from the range of social practices it takes as its proper subject matter, have an objective or only a perspectival ground? What, if anything, entitles the critical theorist to identify general features of contemporary social and economic life as pathological, repressive, or unjust? What sources of normativity can be invoked to support such a diagnosis? Is the rise of violently antidemocratic desires and political expressions best interpreted as an “unleashing” of psychic features that already existed or as a novel historical formation? The present volume offers three distinctive critical-theoretical perspectives on the current political situation. Each works from and within critical theory in its own way, and responds differently to these questions. The contributors treat critical theory not as a unified method or stable doctrine but as a situated practice of critique and analysis, drawing on the strength of the old, yet open to the new and the unthought. Above all, they regard critical theory as animated by an emancipatory purpose, manifested in ever-changing forms as it encounters new problems in different regions of the world.

    
  
    
      Neoliberalism’s Frankenstein

      Authoritarian Freedom in Twenty-First Century “Democracies”

      Wendy Brown

      “A new political science is needed for a world altogether new,” Tocqueville famously wrote in 1835.1 Tocqueville was not denying either the historicity of the new order or the relevance of past thinkers to grasping it; his own work strongly featured both. Rather, his point was that extant modes and categories of political understanding could not capture the predicates, characteristics, and dynamics comprising the most important political emergence of his time: democracy.

      We face something similar today in the disintegration, or at least transmogrification, of liberal democracy by forces for which we do not yet have adequate names. I am not speaking only of the eruption of extreme right movements and parties in mainstream political life. How are we to theorize, or even characterize, the transformations of popular sovereignty forged by novel fusions of social, political, technological, and economic powers? To capture the dilutions of state sovereignty and the disorienting interregnum between nation-states and whatever their successors might be? To fathom the resurgence of religious forces in politics and the challenges to the identification of liberal democracy with secularism? What is the bearing on democratic commitments of the intensification of organized nonstate transnational political violence? What of the extraordinary new powers of digital communication—their effects on political subjectivities, identities, allegiances, and alliances? What kinds of subjects, societies, states, and political discourses have emanated from four decades of neoliberal governmentality and three decades of financialization? What is the effect on democratic imaginaries of an unprecedentedly integrated and complex global order, on the one hand, and the specter of planetary finitude, on the other?

      The necessity of new theoretical vocabularies and registers to apprehend these novel powers, constellations, and specters does not consign the critical theory archive to the dustbin. It is in any event impossible to invent, de novo, a critical theory of the Now, and a foolish ambition to develop a comprehensive theoretical account of our times. Nor can we simply lift ourselves by our metaphysical bootstraps out of our learned ways of interpreting the world, or substitute neologisms for the difficult work of theoretical insight. As we draw our extant critical theories toward explaining the present, illumination may rest, paradoxically, in drawing up short before what they cannot explain; in dwelling, however uncomfortably, in that disorienting, even stupefying place; in essaying experimental combinations and juxtapositions of theorists and disciplines long been held apart by vigilantly policed orthodoxies. A “new critical theory for a world itself quite new” will require contributions from history, religion, anthropology, political economy, social theory, and psychoanalysis as well as politics and philosophy—each of which will in turn be augmented by this breaking down of boundaries.

      Opening to the novelties of our political age also brings into focus the occlusions, and not just the supersession, of our own previous work in critical theory. What powers did we fail to track and thematize that have now exploded as enraged white masculinist nationalism in the context of global movements of capital and peoples? Or have taken shape as plutocratic-populist alliances braided together by moralization and marketization? As nihilistic mobilizations of “traditional” morality? As an antipolitics releasing a ferocious will to power in politics? As disinhibited aggression in political and social life?

      Developing a new critical theory is daunting. Yet the inordinate privilege of being scholars of this world demands that we try, however haltingly and despite all risk of failure. The work will be inevitably haphazard and partial, always tethered by specific problems or questions and inflected by specific intellectual dispositions, knowledges, and limitations. In these ways, developing new critical theory for our new age is an inherently common project, albeit not necessarily a collective one.

      The following is one very preliminary effort to theorize the emergence of “authoritarian freedom” today.

      ∴

      
        I want to give France its freedom back. I want to take it out of jail.

        MARINE LE PEN, APRIL 2017

        I joined UKIP because I believe it is the only party that truly values freedom and aspiration. UKIP is about more than independence from the EU. It is about independence from an Orwellian interventionist nanny state; it is about independence for the individual. It is the only party that believes in personal responsibility and equality of opportunity not of outcome. It is the only party that places trust in people not politicians and the bureaucratic class.

        ALEXANDRA SWANN, MARCH 20122

        I introduced my twenty-three-year-old law student daughter . . . to Milo [Yiannopoulos]’s videos, and she says he makes her feel relieved. And natural. And for me, he is like a loose flowery shirt in an all-plaid environment.

        NAME WITHHELD, PRIVATE CORRESPONDENCE WITH AUTHOR

      

      A predominantly white, uneducated, evangelical Christian population, animated by discontent, rage, woundedness, or all three, brought Donald Trump to power.3 Yes, he also drew support from some educated whites, racial minorities, the ultrarich, the ultra-Zionist, and the alt-right. But his electoral base was and remains white American voters without a college degree, many of whom forthrightly acknowledged that he was unqualified to be president.4 He mobilized not simply class resentment but white rancor, especially white male rancor, provoked by lost pride of place (social, economic, cultural, and political) in the context of four decades of neoliberalism and globalization.

      In fact, neoliberalism, and post-Fordism before it, have been far more devastating to the black American working class. In 1970 more than two-thirds of urban black workers had blue-collar jobs; by 1987 that had dropped to 28 percent.5 In addition to rising un- and underemployment, poor and working-class black neighborhoods were hard hit by neoliberal defunding of public schools, services, and welfare benefits and by draconian sentencing mandates for nonviolent crimes. Together, these resulted in an exploding drug and gang economy, a catastrophic black incarceration rate, and a growing chasm between a small black middle class and the rest of African America.6 But this devastation is the stuff of broken promises, not backward-looking rancor about lost supremacy or entitlement, not crushed political and social imagos of the self, the race, and the nation.

      Clearly, white backlash against socioeconomic dethronement by neoliberal economic policy and what Marine Le Pen termed “savage globalization” is rampant across the Euro-Atlantic zone, where white working- and middle-class inhabitants, facing declining access to decent incomes, housing, schools, pensions, and futures, have risen up in political rebellion against both imagined dark usurpers and the cosmopolitans and elites they hold responsible for throwing open the doors of their nations and throwing them away. This much we know. But what is the political form of this anger and its mobilization? The old terms bandied about to describe it—populism, authoritarianism, fascism—fail to capture the strange brew of bellicosity, disinhibition, and an antidemocratic blend of license and support for statism in current political and social formations. Nor do they identify the specific elements of neoliberal reason—a radically extended reach of the private, mistrust of the political, and disavowal of the social, which together normalize inequality and disembowel democracy—that shape and legitimize these angry white right political passions. And they do not capture the deep nihilism that makes values into playthings, truth inconsequential, and the future a matter of indifference or, worse, an unconscious object of destruction.

      In what follows, I explore this conjuncture from just one angle: what generates the antipolitical yet libertarian and authoritarian dimensions of popular right-wing reaction today? What novel iterations and expressions of freedom have been wrought from the conjuncture of neoliberal reason, aggrieved white male power, nationalism, and unavowed nihilism? How has freedom become the calling card and the energizing force of a formation so manifestly unemancipatory, routinely characterized as heralding “illiberal democracy” in its attacks on equal rights, civil liberties, constitutionalism, and basic norms of tolerance and inclusion, and in its affirmations of white nationalism, strong statism, and authoritarian leadership? How and why have freedom and illiberalism, freedom and authoritarianism, freedom and legitimized social exclusion and social violence, become fused in our time? How has this fusion developed its appeal and modest legitimacy in formerly liberal democratic nations? This essay does not provide the genealogy that would answer these questions comprehensively, but offers a first foray. It follows several historical tributaries and builds on the unlikely theoretical trio of Friedrich Hayek, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Herbert Marcuse: Hayek for an account of the political rationality of our time, Nietzsche and Marcuse for accounts of the rancorous, disinhibited, antisocial, and nihilistic aggression exploding within it.

      The Logics and Effects of Neoliberal Reason

      Neoliberalism is commonly understood as a set of economic policies promoting unrestricted actions, flows, and accumulations of capital by means of low tariffs and taxes, deregulation of industries, privatization of formerly public goods and services, stripped-out welfare states, and the breakup of organized labor. Foucault and others have also taught us to grasp neoliberalism as a governing rationality generating distinctive kinds of subjects, forms of conduct, and orders of social meaning and value.7 Different from ideology—a distortion or mystification of reality—neoliberal rationality is productive, world-making: it economizes every sphere and human endeavor, and it replaces a model of society based on the justice-producing social contract with a conception of society organized as markets and of states oriented by market requirements. As neoliberal rationality becomes our ubiquitous common sense, its principles not only govern through the state but suffuse workplaces, schools, hospitals, gyms, air travel, policing, and all manner of human desire and decisions. Higher education, for example, is reconfigured by neoliberal rationality as an investment by human capital in the enhancement of its own future value, a transformation that makes literally unintelligible the idea and practice of education as a democratic public good. Everything in universities is affected by this—tuition levels and budget priorities, of course, but also curricula, teaching and research practices, hiring and admissions criteria, and administrative concerns and conduct. The coordinates of ostensibly liberal democratic nations are similarly reformatted. For example, soon after his 2017 election, French prime minister Emmanuel Macron declared his determination to make France a nation that “thinks and moves like a startup.”8 Across the ocean, Jared Kushner, leader of the White House Office of American Innovation, tasked with “fixing government with business ideas,” proclaimed, “The government should be run like a great American company. Our hope is that we can achieve successes and efficiencies for our customers, who are the citizens.”9

      What is the specific formulation of freedom carried by neoliberal reason? This varies across different thinkers and instantiations of neoliberalism, but some generalizations can be made. Most obviously, as freedom is submitted to market meanings, it is stripped of the political valences that attach it to popular sovereignty and thus to democracy. Instead, freedom is equated wholly with the pursuit of private ends, is appropriately unregulated, and is largely exercised to enhance the value, competitive positioning, or market share of a person or firm. Its sole political significance is negative: it flourishes where politics, and especially government, are absent. As neoliberal reason reconfigures freedom’s meaning, subjects, and objects in this way, it denigrates the left as opposed to freedom tout court, not just in markets. A brief turn to the founding neoliberals will allow us to grasp this move more precisely.

      Neoliberal thought was born in the shadow of European fascism and Soviet totalitarianism.
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