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Introduction

This tyrannical spirit, wanting to play bishop and banker everywhere.

—George Eliot, Middlemarch

Taking even themselves by surprise, hard-right forces have surged to power in liberal democracies across the globe.1 Every election brings a new shock: neo-Nazis in the German parliament, neofascists in the Italian one, Brexit ushered in by tabloid-fueled xenophobia, the rise of white nationalism in Scandinavia, authoritarian regimes taking shape in Turkey and Eastern Europe, and of course, Trumpism. Racist, anti-Islamic, and anti-Semitic hatefulness and bellicosity grow in the streets and across the internet, and newly coalesced far-right groups have burst boldly into the public light after years of lurking mostly in the shadows. Politicians and political victories embolden far-right movements, which in turn acquire sophistication as political handlers and social media experts craft the message. As recruits continue to grow, centrists, mainstream neoliberals, liberals, and leftists are reeling. Outrage, moralizing, satire, and vain hopes that internal factions or scandals on the right will yield self-destruction are far more prevalent than serious strategies for challenging these forces with compelling alternatives. We even have trouble with the naming—is this authoritarianism, fascism, populism, illiberal democracy, undemocratic liberalism, right-wing plutocracy? Or something else?

Failure to predict, understand, or effectively contest these developments is due partly to blinding assumptions about perduring Western values and institutions, especially progress and Enlightenment and liberal democracy, and partly to the unfamiliar agglomeration of elements in the rising Right—its curious combination of libertarianism, moralism, authoritarianism, nationalism, hatred of the state, Christian conservatism, and racism. These new forces conjoin familiar elements of neoliberalism (licensing capital, leashing labor, demonizing the social state and the political, attacking equality, promulgating freedom) with their seeming opposites (nationalism, enforcement of traditional morality, populist antielitism, and demands for state solutions to economic and social problems). They conjoin moral righteousness with nearly celebratory amoral and uncivil conduct. They endorse authority while featuring unprecedented public social disinhibition and aggression. They rage against relativism, but also against science and reason, and spurn evidence-based claims, rational argumentation, credibility, and accountability. They disdain politicians and politics while evincing a ferocious will to power and political ambition. Where are we?

There has been no shortage of efforts by pundits and scholars alike to answer this question. A composite Left account, whose limits will soon become clear, goes roughly like this: in the Global North, neoliberal economic policy devastated rural and suburban regions, emptying them of decent jobs, pensions, schools, services, and infrastructure as social spending dried up and capital chased the cheap labor and tax havens of the Global South. Meanwhile, an unprecedented cultural and religious divide was opening. Hip, educated, slender, secular, multicultural, globetrotting urbanites were building a different moral and cultural universe from the midlanders, whose economic woes were salted with steadily growing estrangement from the mores of those who ignored, ridiculed, or disdained them. More than hard up and frustrated, the Christian white rural and suburban dwellers were alienated and humiliated, left out, and left behind. Then there was enduring racism, rising as new immigrants transformed suburban neighborhoods and as policies of “equity and inclusion” appeared to the uneducated white male to favor everyone over him. Thus, liberal political agendas, neoliberal economic agendas, and cosmopolitan cultural agendas generated a growing experience of abandonment, betrayal, and ultimately rage on the part of the new dispossessed, the white working-class and middle-class populations of the First and Second Worlds. If their dark-skinned counterparts were hurt as much or more by neoliberal decimations of union-protected jobs and public goods, by declining opportunities and educational access and quality, what blacks and Latinos did not suffer was lost pride of place in America or the West.

As this phenomenon first took shape, the story goes, conservative plutocrats manipulated it brilliantly: the dispossessed were thrown under the economic bus at every turn while being played a political symphony of Christian family values along with paeans to whiteness and to their young sacrificed in senseless and endless wars. That is “what’s the matter with Kansas.”2 Combining patriotism as militarism, Christianity, family, racist dog whistles, and unbridled capitalism was the successful recipe of conservative neoliberals until the 2008 finance capital crisis devastated incomes, retirements, and home ownership for its working-class and middle-class white base.3 With even the economists muttering that they had been wrong about unchecked deregulation, debt financing, and globalization, serious displacement was now required. This meant screaming about ISIS, undocumented immigrants, affirmative action myths, and above all, demonizing government and the social state for the economic catastrophe—slyly shifting the blame from Wall Street to Washington because the latter mopped up the mess by rescuing the banks while hanging little people out to dry. Thus was a second wave of reaction to neoliberalism born, this one more unruly, populist, and ugly. Already galled by an elegant black family in the White House, disgruntled whites were also fed a steady diet of right-wing commentary by Fox News, talk radio, and social media, inflected from the fringes as a potpourri of previously isolated movements—white nationalist, libertarian, antigovernment, and fascist—connected with each other via the internet.4 Especially given widespread disillusionment with the interminable Middle East wars, militaristic patriotism and family values were no longer enough. Rather, the new hard-right populism was bled directly from the wound of dethroned privilege that whiteness, Christianity, and maleness granted to those who were otherwise nothing and no one.

The dethronement was easy enough to blame on job-stealing immigrants and minorities, along with other imagined undeserving beneficiaries of liberal inclusion (most outrageously, those of putatively terrorist religions and races) courted by elites and globalists. Thus were the causalities of neoliberal economic policies mobilized by the figure of their own losses, mirrored in a nation lost. This figure drew on a mythical past when families were happy, whole, and heterosexual, when women and racial minorities knew their place, when neighborhoods were orderly, secure, and homogenous, when heroin was a black problem and terrorism was not inside the homeland, and when a hegemonic Christianity and whiteness constituted the manifest identity, power, and pride of the nation and the West.5 Against invasions by other peoples, ideas, laws, cultures, and religions, this was the fairy-tale world right-wing populist leaders promised to protect and restore. The campaign slogans tell it all: “Make America Great Again” (Trump), “France for the French” (Le Pen and the National Front), “Take Back Control” (Brexit), “Our Culture, Our Home, Our Germany” (Alternative for Germany), “Pure Poland, White Poland” (Poland’s Law and Justice Party), “Keep Sweden Swedish” (Sweden Democrats). These slogans and the aggrieved spirit they express connected heretofore disparate racist fringe groups, right-wing Catholics and Christian evangelicals and merely frustrated white suburbanites falling out of the middle and working classes. Growing siloization of media consumption, from cable TV to Facebook, strengthened these connections and widened the chasm between the midlanders and the educated, urban and urbane, mixed race, feminist, queer affirmative, and godless. At the same time, neoliberalism’s relentless diminution of nonmonetized existence, such as being knowledgeable and thoughtful about the world, converged with the privatization choking off access to higher education for the many. A generation turned away from liberal arts education was also turned against it.

The accent marks in this story vary. Sometimes they are on neoliberal policy, sometimes on putative Left-liberal absorption with multiculturalism and identity politics, sometimes on the increased political importance and power of evangelicals and Christian nationalists, sometimes on the growing vulnerability of an uneducated population to lies and conspiracies, sometimes on the existential need for horizons and inherent unattractiveness of a globalist worldview for all but elites, and sometimes on the enduring racism of an old white working class or the new racism cleaved to by younger uneducated whites. Some stress the role of powerful right-wing think tanks and political money. Others stress new/old “tribalisms” emerging from the breakdowns of nation-states or previously more (racially or religiously) homogenous regions. However, almost all agree that neoliberal intensification of inequality within the Global North was a tinderbox and that mass migration from South to North was a match to the fire.

With its various inflections, this has become the Left’s common sense since the political earthquake of November 2016. The narrative is not wrong, but, I will argue, incomplete. It does not register the forces overdetermining the radically antidemocratic form of the rebellion and thus tends to align it with fascisms of old. It does not consider the demonized status of the social and the political in neoliberal governmentality nor the valorization of traditional morality and markets in their place. It does not recognize the disintegration of society and the discrediting of the public good by neoliberal reason as tilling the ground for the so-called “tribalisms” emerging as identities and political forces in recent years. It does not explain how the attack on equality, combined with mobilization of traditional values, could turn up the heat on and legitimate long-simmering racisms from colonial and slave legacies (what Nikhil Singh calls our “inner and outer wars”) or the never-go-softly-into-the-night character of male superordination.6 It does not register the intensifying nihilism that challenges truth and transforms traditional morality into weapons of political battle. It does not identify how assaults on constitutional democracy, on racial, gender, and sexual equality, on public education, and on a civil, nonviolent public sphere have all been carried out in the name of both freedom and morality. It does not grasp how neoliberal rationality radically disoriented the Left as it fashioned an ordinary discourse in which social justice is at once trivialized and monsterized as “political correctness” or characterized as the Left’s Gramscian Kulturkampf aimed at overthrowing liberty and morality and secured through a blasphemous statism.7

This book addresses these issues by theorizing how neoliberal rationality prepared the ground for the mobilization and legitimacy of ferocious antidemocratic forces in the second decade of the twenty-first century. The argument is not that neoliberalism by itself caused the hard-right insurgency in the West today or that every dimension of the present, from the catastrophes generating great flows of refugees to Europe and North America to the political siloization and polarization generated by digital media can be reduced to neoliberalism.8 Rather, the argument is that nothing is untouched by a neoliberal mode of reason and valuation and that neoliberalism’s attack on democracy has everywhere inflected law, political culture, and political subjectivity. Understanding the roots and energies of the current situation requires appreciating neoliberal political culture and subject production, not only the economic conditions and enduring racisms that spawned it. It means appreciating the rise of white nationalist authoritarian political formations as animated by the mobilized anger of the economically abandoned and racially resentful, but as contoured by more than three decades of neoliberal assaults on democracy, equality, and society. White working-class and middle-class economic suffering and racialized rancor, far from distinct from these assaults, acquire voice and shape from them. These assaults also fuel (though they do not by themselves cause) the Christian nationalist ambition to (re)conquer the West. They also intermix with an intensifying nihilism manifesting as broken faith in truth, facticity, and foundational values.

To make these arguments, In the Ruins revisits selected aspects of the thinking of those who gathered as the Mont Pelerin Society in 1947, took the name “neoliberalism,” and offered the founding schema for what Michel Foucault would call the dramatic “reprogramming of liberalism” that we know as neoliberalism today. Again, however, this does not mean that either the original neoliberal intellectuals—Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman, and their half-siblings, the German Ordoliberals—or even later neoliberal policy makers themselves aimed at the political and economic present. To the contrary, popular enthusiasm for autocratic, nationalist, and in some cases neofascist regimes, fueled by myth mongering and demagoguery, departs as radically from neoliberal ideals as repressive state communist regimes departed from those of Marx and other socialist intellectuals, even if, in each case, the deformed plant grew from soil fertilized by these ideas. Forged in the crucible of European fascism, neoliberalism aimed at permanent inoculation of market liberal orders against the regrowth of fascistic sentiments and totalitarian powers.9 Eager to separate politics from markets, the original neoliberals would have loathed both the crony capitalism and international oligarchical power spawned by finance that yanks the chains of states today.10 Seeking to get politics out of markets and concentrated economic interests out of policy making, they would have deplored the manipulation of public policy by major industries and capital sectors and would have hated, too, the politicization of enterprise. Above all, they dreaded political mobilizations of an ignorant, aroused citizenry and looked to market and moral discipline and a severely leashed democracy to pacify and contain it. They would be horrified by the contemporary phenomenon of leaders at once authoritarian and reckless riding to power on this tide. In short, while the book will argue that the constellation of principles, policies, practices, and forms of governing reason that may be gathered under the sign of neoliberalism has importantly constituted the catastrophic present, this was not neoliberalism’s intended spawn, but its Frankensteinian creation. Fathoming how that creation came to be requires examining the imminent failures and occlusions of neoliberal principles and policy, as well as their admixture with other powers and energies, including those of racism, nihilism, fatalism, and ressentiment.11

If this book does not argue that neoliberalism aimed at the current conjuncture of principles, policies, practices, and forms of rationality, neither does it argue that the fascisms of the 1930s are “returning,” nor that Western civilization, otherwise on the path of progress, is in a bout of regression.12 Rather, it theorizes the current formation as relatively novel, differing from authoritarianisms, fascisms, despotisms, or tyrannies of other times and places and differing as well from conventional or known conservatisms. It thus rejects the language that much of the Left uses to upbraid the Right, as well as much of the language that the Right uses to describe itself. It is especially focused on how neoliberal formulations of freedom animate and legitimate the hard Right and how the Right mobilizes a discourse of freedom for its sometimes violent exclusions and assaults, for resecuring white, male, and Christian hegemony, and not only for building the power of capital. It is also concerned with how this formulation of freedom paints the Left, including the moderate or liberal Left, as tyrannical or even “fascistic” in its care for social justice and at the same time as responsible for disintegrating moral fabrics, unsecured borders, and giveaways to the undeserving.

The project of In the Ruins requires thinking beyond and even revising the arguments of Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution, my previous work on neoliberalism and democracy, where my characterization of neoliberalism’s world-making rationality focused exclusively on its drive to economize all features of existence, from democratic institutions to subjectivity.13 It also requires revising the arguments of an earlier essay, “American Nightmare,” where I analyzed neoliberal and neoconservative rationalities as distinct in origins and characteristics.14 Both arguments failed to grasp crucial features of the Thatcher-Reagan neoliberal revolution, features that took their bearings from what Phillip Mirowski named the Neoliberal Thought Collective and Daniel Stedman Jones described as “a kind of neoliberal international,” a transatlantic network of academics, businessmen, journalists and activists.15 This revolution aimed at releasing markets and morals to govern and discipline individuals while maximizing freedom, and it did so by demonizing the social and the democratic version of political life. Neoliberal reason, especially as Friedrich Hayek formulated it, casts markets and morals as singular forms of human need provision sharing ontological principles and dynamics. Rooted in liberty and generating spontaneous order and evolution, their radical opposites are any kind of deliberate and state-administered social policy, planning, and justice.

That markets have this role in neoliberalism is a commonplace—not so with traditional morality, although the latter features prominently in the founding statement of the Mont Pelerin Society.16 The role of the family in the American neoliberal revolution is the subject of Melinda Cooper’s rich 2016 book, Family Values, which reveals resecuring patriarchal family norms not as a sideshow, but rather as deeply embedded within neoliberal welfare and education reform. Cooper examines and links a series of policy domains in which the traditional family was explicitly adduced to substitute for multiple aspects of the social state. In her telling, market privatization of social security, health care, and higher education involved “responsibilizing” individual men, rather than the state, for teen pregnancies, parents, rather than the state, for the costs of higher education, and families, rather than the state, for the provision of every kind of care for dependents—children, disabled, the elderly.17

Cooper’s book is brilliant. However, only through a return to founding neoliberal ideas and to Hayek in particular is it possible to bring into relief the architecture of reason binding traditional morality to neoliberalism and animating right-wing campaigns today. These campaigns cast as assaults on both freedom and morality all social policy that challenges the social reproduction of gender, racial, and sexual hierarchies or modestly redresses class extremes. For Hayek, markets and morals together are the foundation of freedom, order, and the development of civilization. Both are organized spontaneously and transmitted through tradition, rather than political power. Markets can do their work only if states are prevented from encroaching on or intervening in them. Traditional morals can do theirs only when states are likewise restrained from intervening in that domain and when expanding what Hayek calls the “personal, protected sphere” gives morality more power, latitude, and legitimacy than rational, secular social democracies otherwise permit. Thus, more than a project of enlarging the sphere of market competition and valuation (“economizing everything” as I argued in Undoing the Demos), Hayekian neoliberalism is a moral-political project that aims to protect traditional hierarchies by negating the very idea of the social and radically restricting the reach of democratic political power in nation-states.

The contemporary attack on society and social justice in the name of market freedom and moral traditionalism is thus a direct emanation of neoliberal rationality, hardly limited to so-called “conservatives.” If Clintonian welfare reform is the most obvious example of “progressive neoliberalism,” it also contoured the marriage equality campaign, which built its case for same-sex marriage on the twin basis of the moral-religious singularity of marriage and the economic singularity of families to provide health, education, welfare, and an intergenerational transmission of wealth. Conservative forces, however, have made more direct appeals to traditional morality and homilies to the free market, wrapping the pair in patriotism, nativism, and Christianity. In the United States, a Supreme Court majority abetted these appeals with a stream of decisions overturning restrictions on production and commerce, pushing back antidiscrimination statutes, and expanding the meaning and reach of religious liberty.18

The founding texts rarely mentioned it, but white and male superordination are easily tucked into the neoliberal markets-and-morals project. On the one hand, deregulated markets tend to reproduce rather than ameliorate historically produced social powers and stratification. Racial and sexual divisions of labor are built into them: gendered household labor is unpaid, for example, and its woefully underpaid market version (child care, housecleaning, home health care, kitchen work) is disproportionately shouldered by nonwhites and immigrants. Deep inequalities in both public and private education (from kindergarten to the postgraduate level) compound this stratification, as do class, race, and gender cultures structuring hiring practices, promotions, and success. On the other hand, traditional morality serves to repel challenges to inequalities, for example, securing women’s reproductive freedom or dismantling public iconography celebrating a slave-holding past. Traditional morality also links preservation of the past with patriotism by casting the latter not just as love of country, but as love of the way things were, which tars objections to racial and gender injustice as unpatriotic. Hence the rebuke of Colin Kaepernick’s “take a knee” protests of racialized police brutality as disrespecting American troops. Kaepernick never mentioned the troops and never directed his protest at American military undertakings. However, more than metonymy links the national anthem, football, and the military, more even than racist remonstrance to black athletes that their job is to play and dance for whites, not claim a seat at the table with them. The logic casting his protest as unpatriotic is organized by a figure of the nation as comprising traditions indemnified from criticism, including traditions of policing and of racism. The military, identified with “defending our way of life,” even or perhaps especially when fighting wars with limited support, is the brightest emblem of this figure.

The Rise of Antidemocratic Politics

Perhaps opponents of social democracy should welcome it for its conservative effects. Social democracy brings to society generally and to the political system contributions that serve to soften the potential radicalism of political democracy. All contribute, all benefit, and all have a stake. By promoting public education, social security, and expanded health care, social democracy helps to mitigate the divisiveness of wealth, race, ethnicity and other potentially explosive identities. It promotes a commonality of shared contributions and benefits that encourages a moderate, rather than an enraged form of majority rule.

—Sheldon Wolin, Fugitive Democracy and Other Essays

In the Ruins argues that the rise of antidemocratic politics was advanced through attacks on society understood as experienced and tended in common and on the legitimacy and practice of democratic political life. Chapter 1 begins this account of the markets-and-morals project of neoliberalism by examining neoliberalism’s critique of society and aim to dismantle it. Chapter 2 explores the attack on democracy understood as popular sovereignty and shared political power. Chapter 3 delineates the neoliberal project of expanding the reach of traditional morality beyond the spheres of family and private worship to public and commercial life. In the United States, this expansion has been powerfully abetted by the Supreme Court, and chapter 4 reads two of the court’s recent decisions in this light. Chapter 5 explores the imbrication of the neoliberal markets-and-morals project with nihilism, fatalism, and wounded white male supremacy.

The fifth chapter also develops a leitmotif running through the others: as I have already noted, neoliberalism yielded effects very different from those imagined and sought by its architects. The reasons for this are several. There is, first, a kind of return of the repressed in neoliberalism reason—a ferocious eruption of the social and political forces that the neoliberals at once opposed, underestimated, and deformed with their dedemocratizing project. What this means is that actually existing neoliberalism now features what Sheldon Wolin characterizes as an “enraged” form of majority rule (often termed “populism” by pundits) arising from the society that neoliberals aimed to disintegrate, but failed to vanquish, and thus left without common civil norms or commitments. There is, second, neoliberalism’s accidental unleashing of the financial sector and the ways that financialization profoundly undermined neoliberal dreams of a competitive global order lightly tended by supranational institutions, on the one hand, and facilitated by states fully autonomous of economic interests and manipulation, on the other.19 Third, there are the ways that markets and morals twisted as they were submitted to the grammars and spirit of one another—that is, as morality was marketized and markets were moralized. Through this process, both became politicized as fighting creeds, thus losing the “organic, spontaneous” character and mode of organizing conduct for which Hayek and his colleagues cherished them. Finally, neoliberalism intensified the nihilism, fatalism, and rancorous resentment already present in late modern culture. Together, these developments and effects generated something radically different from the neoliberal utopia of an inegalitarian liberal order in which individuals and families would be politically pacified by markets and morals and subtended by an autonomous authoritative, but depoliticized state. Instead, neoliberalism produced a monster its founders would abhor.

Neoliberalism, What?

I should conclude this introduction with a brief consideration of how the term “neoliberalism” is employed in this work. Neoliberalism carries no settled definition, and there now exists a substantial academic literature arguing about its constitutive characteristics. A few have gone so far as to suggest that its amorphous, protean, and contested character casts doubt on its very existence.20 Yet as is the case with other world-altering formations, including capitalism, socialism, liberalism, feudalism, Christianity, Islam, and fascism, ongoing intellectual contestation about their underlying principles, elements, unity, logics, and dynamics does not vitiate their world-making power. Neoliberalism—the ideas, the institutions, the policies, the political rationality—has, along with its spawn, financialization, likely shaped recent world history as profoundly as any other nameable phenomenon in the same period, even if scholars continue to debate precisely what both are.

The term “neoliberalism” was coined at the 1938 Colloque Walter Lippmann, a gathering of scholars who laid the political-intellectual foundations for what would take shape as the Mont Pelerin Society a decade later. Neoliberalism is most commonly associated with a bundle of policies privatizing public ownership and services, radically reducing the social state, leashing labor, deregulating capital, and producing a tax-and-tariff-friendly climate to direct foreign investors. These were precisely the policies imposed on Chile by Augusto Pinochet and his advisors, the “Chicago Boys,” in 1973 and soon after carried elsewhere in the Global South, often imposed by the International Monetary Fund as “structural adjustment” mandates tied to borrowing and debt restructuring.21 What started in the Southern Hemisphere soon flowed north, even if the executive powers of the revolutions were rather different. By the end of the 1970s, exploiting a crisis of profitability and stagflation, neoliberal programs were rolled out by Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, again centering on deregulating capital, breaking organized labor, privatizing public goods and services, reducing progressive taxation, and shrinking the social state. The policies rapidly spread across Western Europe, and the breakup of the Soviet Bloc at the end of the 1980s meant that much of Eastern Europe transitioned from state communism to neoliberal capitalism in less than half a decade.

The above account, hewing to a neo-Marxist approach, formulates neoliberalism as an opportunistic attack by capitalists and their political lackeys on Keynesian welfare states, social democracies, and state socialism. In Globalists: The End of Empire and the Birth of Neoliberalism, Quinn Slobodian adds sophistication to this picture by emphasizing the extent to which neoliberalism was both intellectually conceived and practically unveiled as a global project in which nation-state economic sovereignty would be superseded by the rules and agreements set by supranational institutions such as the World Trade Organization, World Bank, and International Monetary Fund.22 In Slobodian’s telling, neoliberalism aimed simultaneously at dismantling barriers to capital flows (and hence to capital accumulation) posed by nation-states and at neutralizing redistributive demands from the recently decolonized South, such as those embodied in the New International Economic Order. Slobodian’s account also underscores the extent to which the neoliberal revolution was designed to quash working-class expectations in both the developed world and developing postcolonial regions as it produced a global race to the bottom. Put differently, releasing capital to chase cheap labor, resources, and tax havens around the world would inevitably generate lower standards of living for working-class and middle-class populations in the Global North and continued exploitation and limited sovereignty, accompanied by (uneven) development, in the Global South.23

In contrast with the neo-Marxist account, by conceptualizing neoliberalism as “reprogramming of liberalism,” Michel Foucault offers a substantially different characterization of neoliberalism—its meaning, aim, and purpose. In his 1978–79 Collège de France lectures, Foucault emphasized neoliberalism’s significance as a novel political rationality, the reach and implications of which go well beyond economic policy and the empowerment of capital.24 Rather, in this rationality, market principles become governing principles applied by and to the state, but also circulating through institutions and entities across society—schools, workplaces, clinics, etc. These principles become saturating reality principles governing every sphere of existence and reorienting homo oeconomicus itself, transforming it from a subject of exchange and the satisfaction of needs (classical liberalism) to a subject of competition and human capital enhancement (neoliberalism). At the same time, according to Foucault, the neoliberals formulated competitive markets as necessitating political support and thus a novel form of what Foucault calls “governmentalizing” the state. In the new governmental rationality, on the one hand, all governing is for markets and oriented by market principles, and on the other hand, markets must be built, facilitated, propped up, and occasionally even rescued by political institutions. Competitive markets are good, but not exactly natural or self-sustaining. For Foucault, these two features of neoliberal rationality—the elaboration of market principles as ubiquitous governing principles and governing itself as reformatted to serve markets—are among those that divide neoliberal rationality from classical economic liberalism, and not only from Keynesian or social democracy. They constitute the “reprogramming of liberal governmentality” that could and would take hold everywhere, entrepreneurializing the subject, converting labor to human capital, and repositioning and reorganizing the state. For Foucauldians, then, more important than its rebooting of capitalism is neoliberalism’s radical alteration of the values, coordinates, and reality principles that govern, or “conduct conduct,” in liberal orders.25

This book draws on both the neo-Marxist and Foucauldian approaches to neoliberalism and also expands both to redress their mutual neglect of the moral side of the neoliberal project. It does not treat the two as opposites or as reducible to material versus ideational understandings of power and historical change, but employs them as featuring different dimensions of the neoliberal transformations taking place around the world in the past four decades. The neo-Marxist approach tends to focus on institutions, policies, economic relations, and effects while neglecting the far-reaching effects of neoliberalism as a form of governing political reason and subject production. The Foucauldian approach focuses on the principles orienting, orchestrating, and relating state, society, and subjects and above all on neoliberalism’s novel register of value and values, but it too little attends to the spectacular new powers of global capital that neoliberalism heralds and builds. The former casts neoliberalism as ushering in a new chapter of capitalism and generating new forces, contradictions, and crises. The latter reveals governments, subjects, and subjectivities as transformed by neoliberalism’s refashioning of liberal reason; it regards neoliberalism as revealing the extent to which capitalism is not singular and does not run on its own logics, but is always organized by forms of political rationality. Both approaches contribute to understanding the characteristics of actually existing neoliberalism and of the current conjuncture. That said, this book is mainly concerned with rethinking the elements and effects of neoliberal rationality and with broadening our understanding of that rationality to include its multipronged attack on democracy and its activation of traditional morality in place of legislated social justice.





 

1

Society Must Be Dismantled

Democracy, Equality, and the Social

The English word “democracy” derives from ancient Greek terms, demos (the people) and kratos (power or rule). In contrast with oligarchy, monarchy, aristocracy, plutocracy, tyranny, and colonial rule, democracy signifies political arrangements through which a people rules itself.1

Political equality is democracy’s foundation. Everything else is optional—from constitutions to personal liberty, from specific economic forms to specific political institutions. Political equality alone ensures that the composition and exercise of political power is authorized by the whole and accountable to the whole. When political equality is absent, whether from explicit political exclusions or privileges, from extreme social or economic disparities, from uneven or managed access to knowledge, or from manipulation of the electoral system, political power will inevitably be exercised by and for a part, rather than the whole. The demos ceases to rule.

The importance of political equality to democracy is why Rousseau insisted that differences in power among a democratic people must “not be so great that they can be wielded as violence” and also that none may “be so rich that he can buy another and none so poor that he is compelled to sell himself.”2 Rousseau’s point was that more than a matter of injustice or suffering, systemization of group violence or destitution puts an end to democracy. The importance of political equality to democracy is why Alexis de Tocqueville identified democracy’s modern emergence with “a revolution in the material of society”—a social transformation that destroyed rank, or what he called “inequality of conditions.”3 The importance of political equality to democracy is also why ancient Athenian democrats, savvier about power than most moderns, identified democracy’s three pillars as isēgoría, the equal right of every citizen to speak and be heard by the assembly on matters of public policy; isonomía, equality under the law; and isopoliteía, equally weighted votes and equal opportunity to assume political office. Athenians may have cherished freedom, but they understood that democracy is moored by equality.

By the measure of political equality, what are variously called liberal, bourgeois, or capitalist democracies have never been complete, and what democratic provisions they contain have been weakening steadily in recent decades. How, indeed, is it even possible to secure political equality in large nation-states with capitalist economies? Sheldon Wolin contends that culturing democracy in such settings makes a specific demand on the state, namely, that it act deliberately to reduce inequalities in power among citizens. Only then can political equality be approximated; only then might political life serve the whole, rather than an elite.4 To underscore his point about the paradoxical democratic requirement that states build political equality, Wolin quotes approvingly from Marx’s critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: “It is evident that all forms” of the modern state “have democracy for their truth, and for that reason are false to the extent that they are not democracy.”5 Wolin takes Marx to mean that the legitimacy of the modern state rests in the claim to govern for the good of the entire society, to deliver the common good, rather than being the instrument of elites. He regards Marx as recognizing that democracy is “a distinct kind of association that aims at the good of all” that “depends on the contributions, sacrifices, and loyalties of all.”6 At the same time, Wolin characterizes the requirement that a state employ its own power to bring a democratic citizenry into being as moving against the natural course of political power.7 That natural course, as Tocqueville made vivid in discussing this issue, is toward concentration and centralization; political and especially state power do not naturally dilute themselves through dissemination, even as effective governing may operate by that very means.

Democracy, then, is the weakest of warring triplets born in early European modernity, alongside nation-states and capitalism.8 According to Wolin, there is no such thing as a democratic state, since states abduct, institutionalize, and wield “surplus power” generated by the people; democracy always lives elsewhere from the state, even in democracies.9 Democratized capitalism is also an oxymoron, and radical democrats have good reason to promote alternative economic forms. This said, capitalism can be modulated in more or less democratic directions, and states can do more or less to nurture or quash the political equality on which democracy depends.

What, beyond general encomiums, advances and protects political equality in this context? Affirmative state actions to guarantee adequate conditions of existence (income, housing, health care) are crucial to preventing disenfranchisement through desperation.
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