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1
Introduction


Social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which mislead theory to mysticism find their rational solution in human practice and in the comprehension of this practice.

—Karl Marx, Theses on Feuerbach



In December 2021, the term “Cultural Marxism” was added to the Oxford English Dictionary. It was, according to the OED, a phrase with a sinister and controversial past. Its etymology could allegedly be traced to 1930s Nazi propaganda; its first recorded English-language use was in a 1938 issue of a British Union of Fascists magazine. Despite its dark history, this expression has recently surged in popularity. College campuses and city streets have been plastered with stickers that urge passersby to “smash” Cultural Marxism. Prominent US Republicans, such as Texas Senator Ted Cruz and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, have written book-length polemics to blame America’s decline on Cultural Marxist ideologies. Leaders in Latin America, like Brazil’s former President Jair Bolsonaro and Argentina’s President Javier Milei, have vowed to rid their governments of this left-wing scourge. In the United Kingdom, Conservative Party MPs have said that Cultural Marxists are “destroying” children’s souls and “snuffing out” the right to free speech. Even the world’s richest man, tech-mogul-turned-Trumpian Elon Musk, has voiced concerns about a Wikipedia article that dismisses Cultural Marxism as a “conspiracy theory.” This buzzword has now become a fixture in the lexicon of the contemporary right—but what does it mean?

2“Cultural Marxism,” or the “Cultural Marxism conspiracy theory,” is the political right’s attempt to explain why the culture of Western societies has changed over the past sixty years. According to this theory, a group of German thinkers known as the Frankfurt School (or the Institute for Social Research) invented the “ideologies” of multiculturalism, feminism, and environmentalism to trigger the demise of Western civilization. When Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and other Frankfurt School theorists fled Nazi Germany, they traveled to the United States and successfully injected their ideas into the 1960s student movement. In the late twentieth century, their indoctrinated disciples performed a “long march through the institutions” (a phrase coined by German New Left activist Rudi Dutschke) to promote Cultural Marxism in education, the media, the government, and the church. More recently, right-wing activists and conservative pundits have used this theory to understand the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement, the increased visibility of LGBTQ+ communities, and the efforts to tackle the climate emergency. Even in countries outside the United States, conservatives have engaged in a “culture war” to defend their societies from this menace.

What is cultural about this Cultural Marxism? What is Marxist about cultural change? Conservative critics speculate that the Frankfurt School developed a fresh strategy of communist subversion in the 1930s. Instead of building a vanguardist party or seizing the factories, the Frankfurt School decided to infiltrate the cultural apparatus of bourgeois society to undermine Western capitalism. Once ensconced in these positions of power, Cultural Marxists catered to the petulant demands of various minority groups—Black people, LGBTQ+ people, feminists—and dismantled the civilizational inheritance of the (white) majority. The Frankfurt School apparently believed that this strategy would cause a Marxist egalitarian utopia to emerge from the ruins of Western culture. As the art historian Sven Lütticken observes, this alternative intellectual history 3relies on a theory of culture that mixes “conservative essentialism” with “schematic superstructuralism.”1 Culture, according to this right-wing conception, naturally reflects the values of a native populace. These values fuse a nation’s citizens into a harmonious unity that annuls antagonism and difference. Yet this essentialist notion of culture cannot account for the drastic social changes that have taken place since the 1960s, because it treats the subordination of minorities as “natural” (or, even, as virtuous). Consequently, conservatives must conclude that an outside agent has seized the organs of cultural production to destroy the West. In an act of self-defense, the opponents of Cultural Marxism propose to eliminate every instance of “political correctness” or “wokeness” in public life through legislative reform, lifestyle changes, or violence. In this version of global events, the Frankfurt School and their devotees are blessed with a magical level of agency that can overcome all contradictions and countervailing forces.

Of course, no one can deny the historical existence and importance of the Frankfurt School. In 1923, the Institute for Social Research was established at the University of Frankfurt as an institutional base for Marxist scholarship. The Institute’s thinkers synthesized Hegelian philosophy, Marxist political economy, and Freudian psychoanalysis to produce a form of sociological critique called Critical Theory. Their work offered powerful insights into the nature of modern capitalist civilization, the dynamics of fascist propaganda, and the commodification of art and culture. Many members of the Frankfurt School escaped the Nazi regime in the thirties and found refuge, research positions, and professorships in the United States. During the 1960s, Marcuse became an enthusiastic supporter of the student protest movement and earned a reputation in the American media as the “Guru of the New 4Left.” Some of the Frankfurt School’s students went on to have successful academic careers. A few of them became major left-wing activists, such as Angela Davis and Abbie Hoffman. Even in the 2020s, the texts of the Frankfurt School continue to be reprinted and reread.

This is not a book on the history of the Institute for Social Research, however. I will not be discussing the scholarly uses of the term “Cultural Marxism” in the work of Trent Schroyer, Dennis Dworkin, or Douglas Kellner. I will not be addressing the relatively sober critiques of the Frankfurt School made by conservative authors such as Paul Gottfried, Christopher Lasch, and Roger Scruton. Instead, this book is a study of those who argue that the Frankfurt School’s Cultural Marxism is ultimately responsible for civilizational decline. It is an attempt to work out a series of critical puzzles. Why does this narrative of cultural degeneration focus so much on a collective of German Marxists? How does it continue to convince and excite the forces of political reaction? What is the genealogy of this idea we call the “Cultural Marxism conspiracy theory”?

Other scholars have tried to tackle these questions. They suggest that “Cultural Marxism” is simply an updated version of older antisemitic conspiracy theories like “Judeo-Bolshevism” or “cultural Bolshevism.” The term “Judeo-Bolshevism” refers to the idea that communism is a Jewish conspiracy. Those who spread this belief revived the conspiracist hoax The Protocols of the Elders of Zion to portray the communist revolutions in Russia and elsewhere as the initial maneuvers of a secret Jewish plan to destroy Christendom. Like Judeo-Bolshevism, the Nazi’s interwar propaganda about “cultural Bolshevism,” or Kulturbolschewismus, supposed that Jews were trying to destroy European culture. This concept stemmed from Adolf Hitler’s remarks on race and culture in Mein Kampf and Nazi theorist Alfred Rosenberg’s notion of “racial aesthetics.” It represented aesthetic modernism, or “degenerate art,” as a tool of Jewish communist subversion.

5Of course, there are some eerie parallels between these earlier ideas and “Cultural Marxism.” The British Union of Fascists translated Kulturbolschewismus as “Cultural Marxism” in 1938, even if their use of the term was long forgotten by the time it was “recoined” in the early 1990s. Contemporary far-right activists and authors tend to emphasize that several members of the Frankfurt School were Jewish, as if to suggest that these thinkers were genetically predisposed to operate as agents of cultural degeneracy. Even more damningly, the fascist online encyclopedia Metapedia once maintained an entry on Cultural Marxism that presented the term as interchangeable with “cultural Bolshevism.”

It is ahistorical, however, to claim that “Cultural Marxism” is nothing more than a rebranding of these previous tropes. This argument presupposes that Judeo-Bolshevism, cultural Bolshevism, and Cultural Marxism are substantially identical, as though they share a transcendental essence that precedes their historical manifestations. It ignores the distinct trajectories of these ideas and implies that all right-wing politics are fundamentally the same: The right is the right is the right. The phrase “Cultural Marxism,” as well as the conspiratorial narratives about the Frankfurt School that it often denotes, had its own bizarre history long before it ended up in the neo-Nazi thesaurus as a synonym for cultural Bolshevism. Comparisons between Judeo- or cultural Bolshevism and Cultural Marxism reveal very little about this complex story. Only when we ignore these analogies can we better understand the unique histories of the so-called Cultural Marxism conspiracy theory.

Before we delve into these histories, we must first think critically about our own terminology. In many ways, the term “Cultural Marxism conspiracy theory” is a misleading and unhelpful abstraction. In his 2008 book Conspiracy Panics: Political Rationality and Popular Culture, the media theorist 6Jack Bratich tried to figure out why some ideas are called “conspiracy theories.” Building on the work of Michel Foucault, Bratich argued that “conspiracy theories are defined not merely by their strictly denotative inherent properties, but by their discursive position in relation to a ‘regime of truth.’”2 Regimes of truth govern the discourses, institutions, and apparatuses that are empowered to make and distribute “true” statements. Foucault originally developed this concept to understand battles over “the status of truth and the economic and political role it plays.”3 Instead of seeking to verify or debunk the facts of specific conspiracy theories, this Foucauldian approach encourages us to interrogate the norms and techniques that establish the boundary between valid research and conspiracist nonsense.

Bratich coined the term “conspiracy panic discourse” to describe the procedures that brand an idea as a conspiracy theory. Conspiracy panic discourse preserves the division between the production of legitimate knowledge and the fashioning of paranoid narratives. The practitioners of this discourse tend to be trusted intellectuals, such as trained journalists or university-affiliated academics, who rank highly in the current regime of truth. They are responsible for identifying the “conspiracy theories” that threaten to poison “our” mainstream consensus. Bratich contends that this practice is “not separate from conspiracy theories; it is constitutive of them.”4 In other words, a conspiracy theory does not exist as a discernible object until conspiracy panic discourse captures and categorizes it. “Conspiracy theory” is an assigned status within a regime of truth rather than a thing with intrinsic structural properties.

7Bratich’s provocation raises a serious theoretical problem for anyone who plans to write about the history of a so-called conspiracy theory. Conspiracy panic discourse is a sorting mechanism that extracts a whole variety of arguments and narratives from their original contexts and lumps them together under the name of a particular conspiracy theory. It assumes that all the proponents of this theory are conspiracy theorists who lurk beyond the boundaries of mainstream society rather than specific political actors with varying degrees of power, legitimacy, and influence. What would it mean to go against the automatic reflexes of this conspiracy panic discourse? How should we think about the ideas that have been automatically pigeonholed as this or that conspiracy theory? What are we missing in our existing accounts of Cultural Marxism?

This book will show that there is no such thing as the “Cultural Marxism conspiracy theory.” As the scholar John E. Richardson points out, Cultural Marxism is a “discursive will-o’-the-wisp” whose “meaning shifts according to the rhetorical, political and contextual conditions of its use.”5 Consequently, it is more appropriate to discuss plural Cultural Marxisms.6 Whereas conspiracy panic discourse diagnoses conspiracy theories from an external standpoint, this book offers a patchwork history that radically contextualizes the separate expressions of Cultural Marxism/s. I argue that Cultural Marxism/s is not a generic conspiracy theory but, rather, an ever-changing combination of narrative elements that possesses different meanings and functions in various political contexts. Such an approach 8helps us to understand how right-wing authors and activists adapted earlier narratives of Cultural Marxism/s to suit new audiences and meet fresh political challenges.

In this book, I draw on conjunctural analysis as a method of contextualization. Conjunctural analysis is a methodological approach that comes from a particular reading of Antonio Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks. The pioneers of British cultural studies, such as Stuart Hall, turned to Gramsci’s writings to develop a form of Marxist analysis that could identify the complex relationships between politics, culture, and the economy in a certain historical moment. Many of Marx’s concepts, such as the “capitalist mode of production,” tend to function at a high level of abstraction to reveal the fundamental features of capitalist society. Conjunctural analysis, however, works in a historico-concrete register to examine the conditions of a society at specific stages in the development of capitalism. A conjuncture is neither a period (the Victorian era) nor an epoch (feudalism). It is a moment at which different forces and factions come together to occupy or transform the terrain on which political and ideological struggle takes place.

The practice of conjunctural analysis rests on Gramsci’s distinction between the organic and the conjunctural. The organic refers to the relatively permanent features of a social formation. Organic facts are the taken-for-granted relationships and routines that underpin day-to-day life in each society, such as labor relations, economic infrastructure, government institutions, cultural norms, and legal frameworks. These elements are stable enough to outlast fleeting moments of political scandal and market fluctuation. The organic, to put it simply, is the status quo.

The conjunctural is the terrain of struggle that opens up whenever this status quo encounters crises. An organic crisis is a heightened expression of the inherently antagonistic and crisis-ridden development of capitalism. It disrupts the 9“normal” order of things, challenges established practices and patterns and unsettles conventional wisdom. Hegemonic forces enter this conjunctural terrain to conserve the status quo and fix these crises (within certain limits). They may propose policies to mitigate urgent social problems, enhance policing powers to deal with unrest, or announce public sector cuts to manage budget deficits. They may even devise compromises or form coalitions with other groups to secure an equilibrium. Alternative or oppositional political movements can use these conjunctural moments to present their own solutions to the crisis. The success of these efforts, as Gramsci writes, “can be estimated by the extent to which they are convincing and shift the previously existing disposition of social forces.”7 The level of the conjunctural consists of all these attempts to establish a new balance of forces, or a new hegemonic order, and to stabilize an increasingly turbulent society.

How can we use conjunctural analysis to understand the history of Cultural Marxism/s? We must always remember that Cultural Marxism/s did not randomly pop into someone’s head. These narratives were forged in the heat of conjunctural struggle. They were designed to perform ideological work for specific political forces: to tell people why a crisis was happening and to persuade them to support a particular vision for a “better” society. Conjunctural analysis can illuminate the terrain on which these forces emerged and mobilized. It can show how specific forces developed their own kind of politics and why they decided to confront certain issues or problems. Furthermore, it can provide a level of analytical specificity that has been absent from other historical accounts of the “Cultural Marxism conspiracy theory.”

Admittedly, this book cannot offer a full-scale conjunctural analysis. As the cultural theorist John Clarke points out, this form of investigation requires a collaborative effort of thinking 10and writing. No single researcher, Clarke warns, “can grasp the multiplicity of forces, pressures, tendencies, tensions, antagonisms and contradictions that make up a conjuncture.”8 Even though I draw extensively on the long-standing tradition of conjunctural analysis, my own study of conjunctures remains partial and provisional. In this book, I use these ways of conjunctural thinking to understand how it became possible for the ideas of Cultural Marxism/s to be produced and propagated. Inevitably, I have set myself strict chronological and geographical limits. In the open and collective spirit of conjunctural analysis, I hope that others will extend, deepen, and complicate the arguments and interpretations that I put forward. After all, the story of Cultural Marxism/s is far from over.

Where do we start? While I recognize the parallels between cultural Bolshevism and Cultural Marxism/s, I do not think that the story begins in the 1920s or 1930s. For me, the 1960s is a better starting point for our analysis. The history of Cultural Marxism/s cannot be understood unless we reflect on the many overlapping shifts and realignments that stemmed from the sixties. We must remember not to limit our notion of that decade to the spectacular images of May 1968 or Woodstock. As many scholars now agree, the 1960s were long—some claim that the 1960s lasted from 1955 to 1974—and global. It was a conjuncture that opened possibilities for revolution, dissent, and counterculture. However, it also involved the exercise of vast political power to defend social and racial hierarchies, control subversive energies, and protect modes of domination and exploitation. As Tamara Chaplin and Jadwiga E. Pieper Mooney put it, the 1960s were a “global crucible” in which “politics and social protests—over race, gender, class, sexuality, 11and generation—collided with new forms of technology, a growing mass media, and expanding commercial markets.”9

In his groundbreaking essay “Periodizing the 60s,” the cultural critic Fredric Jameson argues that the beginning of what would become known as the 1960s can be traced back to the struggles for national liberation and decolonization that broke out in 1950s Africa.10 Events in the Global South, such as the independence of Ghana and the Algerian War, ignited nearly two decades of struggle that shook the postwar global order. Radicals in America and Western Europe drew inspiration from the successes of revolutionary and anti-imperialist movements around the world. They read Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, Mao Zedong’s The Little Red Book, and Che Guevara’s Guerrilla Warfare. Students in the American New Left marched in the streets, held teach-ins, and occupied university buildings to protest their government’s military interventions in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. The truly global nature of this 1960s revolt, with all its fissures and contradictions, gave rise to the hope that the “marginalized” and “minoritized” of the Earth were at the forefront of an unstoppable worldwide revolution. The days of an all-supreme Western civilization looked like they were coming to an end.

The 1960s saw the flourishing of new social and political categories of race, gender, and sexuality. Traditional modes of class-based struggle had lost their radical edge. The Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, as well as the merger between AFL and CIO, tamed the labor movement in the United States and integrated unions into the anti-communist Cold War consensus. Uprisings against bureaucratic communism in the Soviet 12Bloc—Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia—demonstrated the need for a non-Stalinist and antiauthoritarian left. New ways of doing politics were tested and elaborated. The slogan “the personal is political,” popularized by second-wave feminism, emphasized the importance of finding the links between individual experiences and wider structures of repression. Movements for Black power, women’s liberation, and gay liberation introduced a vibrant politics of identity that fused potent critiques of the existing order with daring visions of a liberated future. They exposed the social exclusions, subordinations, and restrictions that underpinned the status quo of postwar capitalist societies. In the United States, these movements fought for the establishment of women’s studies, Black studies, and ethnic studies departments in American universities. Racial, sexual, and gender identities were embraced as epistemological bases for developing new forms of knowledge that could identify the multiple dimensions of power and oppression. In the decades following the 1960s, many countries experienced something of a social and cultural revolution as women, racial minorities, and LGBTQ+ people acquired civil rights and started to play a more active and visible role in the public sphere. While these forms of equality and inclusion were usually partial and contradictory, they represented a significant liberalization of social life and an unsettling of old hierarchies.

One of the most significant developments of the 1960s was the drastic expansion of “culture.” In the middle of the twentieth century, many “developed” countries transitioned from a predominantly industrial model of production to a largely service- and information-based one. During the rise of the post-industrial economy, culture burst into the foreground of day-to-day life.11 The mass media—film, television, music, fashion, advertising, newspapers, and magazines—started to exert tremendous power and influence over the rhythms of 13everyday existence. The growing demographic of teenagers and young adults became an eager audience for the offerings of a new and exciting “youth culture.” The rise of this youth-oriented popular culture even altered conventional habits of speech, dress, and behavior. These rapid changes spurred a “cultural turn” in humanities and social sciences scholarship. The thinkers of British cultural studies drew on the resources of Gramscian theory to rethink the nature of cultural production and consumption in postwar capitalist societies. Instead of assuming that mass culture turned people into passive consumers, these cultural theorists suggested that popular culture, especially youth subculture, constituted a site of potentially subversive political struggle. As the forces of Western Marxism cut ties with Moscow, these intellectuals engaged with other radical causes and movements to promote a broad and populist form of cultural politics. Since the 1960s, cultural questions have become increasingly central to political debate.

It would be a mistake to believe that the 1960s were nothing but an outburst of liberal acceptance and youthful rebellion. From right-wing coups and neo-colonial economic policies to police repression and state surveillance, the 1960s featured the use of extraordinary force to preserve arrangements of power and privilege. Various right-wing and reactionary political movements ventured into this conjunctural terrain to defend the existing hierarchies of a pristine Western civilization. These forces required intellectuals who could explain away the causes of perceived cultural decline, organize their supporters into a coherent political identity, and offer compelling visions of conservative revival. All Cultural Marxism narratives derive from these efforts to resist and reverse the social changes that started to unfold in the long and global 1960s. It is important to understand how these intellectuals operated within their own political movements. How might we investigate the function and activity of these intellectuals? What kind of theory would illuminate the specific ideological practices that shaped their 14approaches to this cultural tumult? What this task requires, I suggest, is a return to Gramsci’s theory of intellectuals.

A central theme of Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks is a sustained and innovative rethinking of the concept of the intellectual. In a letter to his sister-in-law Tatiana Schucht, Gramsci remarked that he wanted to extend this concept beyond the limits of “the current notion that refers only to the preeminent intellectuals.”12 Instead of sticking to this abstract notion, Gramsci examined how specific types of intellectual were formed historically and how they functioned politically. The sociologist Jerome Karabel describes this reorientation as a shift from a normative framework, which “treats intellectuals not as they actually are, but as they should be,” to an analytical one that identifies “the conditions and processes that shape the actual political consciousness and actions of different groups of intellectuals.”13 In the Prison Notebooks, Gramsci started from the “immediate, direct, and vivid impression”—the details of social practice and material circumstance—to reveal larger historical patterns.14 His entries on intellectuals included several reminders about the importance of grounding one’s research in material reality. He specified that the formation and elaboration of intellectual strata did not “take place on the terrain of abstract democracy, but in accordance with very concrete traditional historical processes.”15 In this book, I follow Gramsci’s example and show that the propagators of Cultural Marxism/s are neither stereotypical conspiracy theorists nor generic intellectuals. Rather, they are active practitioners of certain kinds of ideological struggle that arise from very particular relationships 15between social classes, political forces, and superstructural institutions. Each articulation of Cultural Marxism/s must be studied concretely.

This book is not a single timeline that follows the development of an idea from its origins to its later adaptations but, rather, an effort to capture what the philosopher Vittorio Morfino would call the “plural temporality” of Cultural Marxism/s.16 It is a tale of detours and discontinuities. It untangles the strands of history that have taken on physical form in the flesh of a megalomaniacal cult leader, in the corridors of a conservative think tank, and in the footage of a Christian right documentary. The elements of cultural Marxism/s have been deconstructed and reconfigured time and time again as reactionary political forces across the world search for new ways to justify their opposition to equality, democracy, and justice. We will never understand these stories if we cling to the language of individual pathology. Our approach to Cultural Marxism/s must be rooted in the institutional, the conjunctural, and the structural. As Gramsci once put it, “ideas and opinions are not spontaneously born in each individual brain: They have had a center of formation, of irradiation, of dissemination, of persuasion [that] has developed them and presented them in the political form of current reality.”17 This is a book that de-centers the individual brain and focuses on those centers that made the popularization of Cultural Marxism/s possible.

This book does not “debunk” Cultural Marxism/s. It would be impossible—and uninteresting—to refute all the claims that every critic of Cultural Marxism has made. After all, most Cultural Marxism narratives include several factual observations, such as Marcuse’s endorsement of the “long march 16through the institutions” as a potential strategy for the post-1960s New Left. Yet these little facts are rarely used to provide us with an accurate account of either the Frankfurt School’s influence or contemporary social realities. Instead, they are mobilized to fuel political campaigns that seek to denigrate and disempower certain groups. This is not a scholarly disagreement about the legacy of the Frankfurt School; it is a struggle to determine what kind of world we want to live in. The right has declared war on Cultural Marxism. Only when we understand the practices—and weaknesses—of those reactionaries who have signed up for this war can we hope to resist their attacks and fight for a better future.
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1
Lyndon LaRouche: From the New Left to the New Dark Age


I still like to think that some of my research was validly conducted and useful. However, I see very clearly that the whole enterprise—and especially the conclusions—was hopelessly deformed by self-censorship and the desire to in some way to support Mr. LaRouche’s crack-brained world-view. So, in that sense, I do not stand by what I wrote, and I find it unfortunate that it is still remembered.

—Michael J. Minnicino1



On June 17, 1969, the French German radical Daniel Cohn-Bendit interrupted Herbert Marcuse’s lecture at the Teatro Eliseo in Rome to ask why this “Father of the New Left” accepted payments from the CIA. According to newspaper reports, Marcuse ignored this question and hurriedly exited the theater. Cohn-Bendit had likely come across the accusation that Marcuse was a clandestine CIA agent from an issue of the West German left-wing publication Berliner Extra-Dienst. The peddler of this peculiar claim—a journalist named Leo Matthias—speculated that Marcuse, who once worked for the Office of Strategic Services (the precursor to the CIA) and the State Department, was currently employed by the US government to manipulate the New Left. In an open letter to Der Spiegel, Marcuse condemned these allegations as shabby 18tricks that tarnished the New Left’s reputation. Seventeen members of the West German student movement, including Rudi Dutschke and Oskar Negt, signed another open letter to denounce this anti-Marcuse witch hunt. Rumors about Marcuse’s background had initially been sparked by a 1968 Pravda exposé that revealed the theorist’s past connections to the intelligence community.2 Yet this new rumor—that Marcuse was still one of the CIA’s prime operatives—did not originate in Soviet Russia. It came from an American Maoist organization called the Progressive Labor Party (PL).

“Marcuse: Cop-out or Cop?,” an anonymous article in the February 1969 issue of Progressive Labor magazine, accused the German philosopher of helping the CIA to dampen the revolutionary fervor of student protest.3 At the time, criticisms of Marcuse were not uncommon in PL publications. The previous issue of Progressive Labor featured an article, “Herbert Marcuse and His Philosophy of Copout,” that described the Frankfurt School thinker as “thoroughly anti-social and profoundly reactionary.”4 In a 1968 speech, PL’s National Student Organizer Jeff Gordon surmised that Marcuse’s famous book One-Dimensional Man was part of a mass media campaign to convince students that American workers were passive and counterrevolutionary.5 PL’s denunciations of Marcuse were linked to a broader theoretical debate between factions in the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS)—the largest organization in the American New Left—over the strategy of building a “worker-student alliance.” PL theorized that students could not perform the same revolutionary role as the traditional 19industrial working class. They argued that members of the student movement needed to “proletarianize” themselves, join the workers on the factory floor, and establish a firm political alliance with their fellow laborers to overthrow capitalist hegemony. Yet the seriousness of this debate is not reflected in “Marcuse: Cop-Out or Cop?,” which advances the spurious hypothesis that Marcuse’s supposed endorsement of “love-ins” was a CIA-orchestrated ploy to distract American youngsters from real political work. Ultimately, PL’s anti-Marcuse stance was dismissed by New Left activists as a thoughtless display of embarrassing sectarianism.

Following the split of SDS at its 1969 annual convention, PL rushed to lead the American student movement. Many rank-and-file members of SDS, however, were unenthusiastic about PL’s proposed worker-student alliance. Whereas PL condemned the Black Panther Party and the Viet Cong as revisionist and nationalistic, most young radicals were sympathetic to these movements. Other students were simply turned off by PL’s moralistic stances on drug use and sexual promiscuity—they would rather fool around and smoke a joint than adopt the spartan lifestyle of a full-time revolutionist. Whatever their reasons, students abandoned the PL-led SDS. Within eighteen months of PL stewardship, SDS went from 304 chapters to 10. In a certain sense, PL played a much greater role in the collapse of the organized student movement than the supposed CIA asset Marcuse.

As PL fizzled slowly into political irrelevance, New Left activists drifted into other vanguard organizations. Around this time, some students severed ties with PL to join a new faction that had developed within an SDS chapter in New York City. The leader of this group—an older leftist intellectual named Lyn Marcus—dazzled these bright recruits with his theoretical and strategic insights. During the early 1970s, this faction would become known as the National Caucus of Labor Committees (NCLC), and Marcus would acquire a strange kind of 20notoriety as the pseudo-Leninist-turned-conspiracist cult leader Lyndon LaRouche.

In 1974, LaRouche and NCLC recycled PL’s old claims about Marcuse to discredit their opponents and assert that they were the only revolutionary organization that could save humanity from what they called “Rockefeller Fascism.” Marcuse and other Frankfurt School thinkers—along with a revolving cast of co-conspirators like Queen Elizabeth II and Henry Kissinger—popped up repeatedly in LaRouche’s writings in the subsequent decades. Why did LaRouche and his followers believe that the Frankfurt School wanted to implement a global fascist regime? Why were these kinds of conspiratorial polemics so integral to their ideology? What historical circumstances gave rise to this disciplined and authoritarian cult of personality that churned out narratives of suspicion at such a prolific rate? The key to answering these questions lies in studying how NCLC was organized and how it functioned. LaRouchean polemics were not simply the inventions of a charismatic crank but, rather, the products of a specific ideological practice that emerged from NCLC’s organizational framework and political experience.

These anti–Frankfurt School narratives were embedded in what Gramsci would call the “arbitrary ideology” of the LaRouche cult. For Gramsci, arbitrary ideologies spring from the “formally constructive will of one personality or of a group that is driven to propose [them] by its own fanatical philosophical or religious convictions.”6 In other words, an arbitrary ideology performs a socializing function within cult-like groups.7 The members of a cult must demonstrate familiarity with, and fidelity to, their leader’s teachings. They 21are taught to distrust all other sources of information and engage only in the forms of knowledge that the leader permits. Their vocabulary shifts as they start to integrate cult-authorized terms and expressions into their everyday speech. They find it increasingly difficult to communicate with nonmembers. To the wider public, the cult’s beliefs may come across as kooky or implausible. The isolating effects of these ideologies tend to produce what could be called an arbitrary intellectual: an individual who devotes their energies to preserving and propagating a set of cultic ideas.

Gramsci contrasts arbitrary ideologies with “organic” ones along a spectrum of historical effectiveness. When an ideology obtains a deep psychosocial validity, it becomes organic to a social structure. An organic ideology can forge links between different groups and combine them into a new bloc. All ideologies organize social life, even if some of them never organize anything larger than a small cult. Whereas an organic intellectual would work to unify various struggles into a coherent political force, the arbitrary intellectual pushes a fanatical agenda that does not meaningfully resonate with most people. As Gramsci would put it, arbitrary ideologies express a purely “willed” force rather than a political movement “that corresponds to the conditions that are present or are in the course of formation.”8 Those who place their faith in these esoteric doctrines are often condemned to a life of semi-obscurity on the fringes of the political spectrum.

What was the arbitrary ideology of the LaRouche movement? The central organizing element of LaRoucheanism was elitism. Whether he described them as Marxist-Leninist revolutionaries or Neoplatonist philosopher-kings, LaRouche always maintained that his followers constituted a political elite that would shepherd humanity into a new Golden Age. LaRouche also believed that his movement was fighting an oligarchical 22conspiracy that wanted to reverse technological progress and eradicate the world’s population. According to the LaRouchites, the Frankfurt School helped this counter-elite to brainwash the masses. Various allegations about the Frankfurt School littered the pages of LaRouchean journals: Marcuse had turned Angela Davis into a CIA “zombie,” Adorno masterminded the rock-drug-sex counterculture of the 1960s, and Horkheimer invented the concept of the “authoritarian personality” to undermine Judeo-Christian civilization. Although these claims may baffle an outside observer, they contributed to the ideological coherence of the LaRouchean cult. As this chapter unfolds, I will illuminate the circumstances and dynamics that gave rise to the LaRouche movement’s self-conception as an elite and demonstrate why these polemics about the Frankfurt School became a component of their practice. Without NCLC’s attacks on the Frankfurt School, the ideas of Cultural Marxism/s as they stand today would likely not exist. And one cannot understand these attacks without first learning about the history of the LaRouche movement.


The Rise of a Pseudo-Leninist

In 1965, a spindly and bearded forty-three-year-old Trotskyist named Lyn Marcus—LaRouche’s Marxist nom de guerre—penned an Internal Discussion Bulletin for the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) entitled “The Coming American Socialist Revolution.” In this document, LaRouche urged the SWP to recruit “Leninist ‘boomers’” from the radical student movement.9 Under his leadership, these new party members would reread Lenin’s What Is to Be Done? and master Marxist dialectics. For LaRouche, only a party with a disciplined cadre of young, 23theory-minded intellectuals could hope to lead a successful socialist revolution in the United States.

LaRouche’s fellow Trotskyists interpreted his proposal as little more than a recipe for a pseudo-revolutionary and pseudo-intellectual cult of personality. A rival Trotskyist publication offered a surprisingly penetrating critique of LaRouche’s vision. In “Spartacist and Leninist Politics: The Flight of the Middle-Class Intellectual,” an anonymous author characterized LaRouche’s strategy as “the very essence of petit-bourgeois arrogance.”10 The author also lampooned LaRouche’s condescending attitude toward the proletariat: “It is the task of the workers to follow and of the Marcus-es to lead. Ah, but no one follows when Marcus leads. What dumb brutes the workers are!”11 According to this nameless critic, LaRouche desired followers rather than comrades. Although this critique is smug and uncharitable, it was prescient in identifying LaRouche’s ambition to become the supreme leader of his own organization. By the summer of 1966, LaRouche had left the fringes of the Trotskyist movement to build his own following in the New Left’s blossoming activist subculture in New York City.

The New Left was a movement of protest, voluntarism, and nonconformity. Inspired by the civil rights movement of the 1950s and the non-hierarchical structure of the Students Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, SDS favored the egalitarian principle of “participatory democracy” over the Old Left ideal of democratic centralism. The fluid and non-exclusionary nature of SDS attracted students who were driven by a sense of moral justice to campaign against racial inequality, social alienation, and US imperialism. Strangely enough, this politics of outrage was a contradictory by-product of the very society that these students condemned.

24In the quarter century following World War II, American universities received an extraordinary amount of funding. Substantial public and philanthropic investment in the higher education system, as well as bold government legislation (the GI Bill, for instance), spurred an unprecedented growth in college enrollment. During the golden years of postwar prosperity, many upwardly mobile and financially secure families could afford full-time study for their offspring. By 1969, the number of college students amounted to 35 percent of the eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-old population. This demographic upsurge compounded the sense that students were an inchoate historical subject that could be organized into an effective political force.

Nonetheless, the expansion of the university system and the enlargement of the student population does not wholly explain the rise of the New Left. As the historian Henry Heller identifies, this student revolt erupted from the contradiction between the role of the university as a site of critical knowledge and as an adjunct to capitalism.12 In the postwar years, higher education was set up to function as an ideological factory to produce a reliable supply of managers, teachers, and salaried professionals. University administrators welcomed corporate and government funding for research that served the interests of capital and the national security state. Drawing on Gramscian terminology, Heller describes this educational system as a classic example of non-coercive force—a means of making people consent to the power of the ruling class.13 These universities, and the students who attended them, were supposed to preserve the hegemony of American capitalism.

Yet the apparent equilibrium of the bourgeois hegemonic order is always unstable, insufficient, and incomplete. 25Contradictions within this order can generate sites for alternative political aspirations. The major contradiction in the US higher education system of the 1960s emerged from the tension between the ideological function of the university and the subversive promise of the liberal arts education that many American students received. Professors and administrators assumed that a humanistic education would teach students to respect their national institutions, yet it tended to expose the horrifying discrepancies between the normative claims of American democracy and the realities of the American state. The moral politics of the student movement sprang from this unsettling realization that the United States was failing to live up to its purported ideals of freedom and democracy.

A handful of writers and activists anticipated that students would come to play a significant role in the social movements of the 1960s. C. Wright Mills’s memorable 1960 “Letter to the New Left” argued that the most pressing task of political reflection was to identify the agent of historical change.14 Whereas conventional Marxist thinkers continued to place their hopes in the diminishing revolutionary potential of the working class, Mills encouraged leftists to abandon the traditional tenets of Marxism and acknowledge that the young intelligentsia had become the new vanguard.
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