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Foreword


The Fascists Are Coming






by Joel Schalit




No war has ever claimed as many lives.




Between 1939 and 1945, an estimated 85 million people were killed. And that’s a conservative estimate.




Not every massacre was recorded, either. In all likelihood, the headcount is much higher.




For example, the Nazis did not just kill Jews in concentration camps.




The scale of the killings attributed to the Einsatzgruppen, the mobile death squads of the SS, is still subject to debate.




The mass shootings at Babi Yar, outside Kyiv (33,700), Ponary (28,000), in Lithuania, and Latvia’s Rumbula Forest (70,000) are a small part of an estimated 3.5 million killed by the Gestapo units.




Though they may not have rivalled the ovens of Auschwitz, soldiers can still execute enormous numbers of civilians.




Despite the fact that Russian civilians suffered in far greater numbers – an estimated 19 million were killed during WWII – the savagery visited upon European Jewry came to symbolise fascism.




This is why, seventy-nine years after the Second World War, we continue to tremble when we speak of far-right politics.




Between 1922, when Benito Mussolini first took power, and 1945, when Adolf Hitler committed suicide in Berlin, the ideology was cover for evil, of the worst kind.




That doesn’t mean there weren’t other kinds of apocalyptic politics to contend with.




If you’re an environmentalist or a Marxist, it’s not hard to analyse market-driven, industrialised societies and draw parallel conclusions.




The issue with fascism is that it never died.




In Europe, where the ideology was born, pundits and politicians have repeatedly predicted its return since the end of the Cold War.




1989 was never the democratic moment it was portrayed to be.




As communist regimes began to collapse en masse in Eastern Europe, many Westerners feared they were still functionally authoritarian states.




Pointing to the race riots in the former DDR, in cities such as Rostock, and the collapse of Yugoslavia into a sea of genocidal politics, there was even more reason to be dubious.




Not to mention that the European Union and NATO member states were also contending with their own anti-democratic political currents.




One of the most successful such parties today, France’s Rassemblement National (formerly called the National Front), was founded in 1972, not 1989.




While it has never won a French election, it has gotten close, losing in runoffs three times since 2002 and slowly increasing its representation in the National Assembly and European Parliament.




Austria’s governing Freiheitliche Partei Österreich (FPÖ, or Freedom Party of Austria) was founded in 1955 and was Europe’s first successful populist party, first entering government in 1999.




During the 1980s, Jörg Haider took over the FPÖ, moulding it into a more coherent, far-right force that would become a blueprint for far-right populists: Racist, nationalist and Eurosceptic.




Both parties were initiated by ex-Nazis and have maintained the same politics since their founding despite getting rebranded national conservative and, of course, populist.




Not to be outdone, the Mussolini-loving media mogul Silvio Berlusconi – Europe’s first populist premier – logged nine years in power between 1994 and 2011.




In each of his coalitions, Berlusconi included retro-nationalist parties: the fascist-descended National Alliance and the anti-migrant, regionalist Lega Nord (now the Lega per Salvini Premier).




Under his wing, Il Cavaliere (The Knight) cultivated the careers of Lega chief Matteo Salvini and Fratelli d’Italia head Giorgia Meloni, whose coalition he would later join as a junior partner.




It is impossible to understand Italy’s far-right turn without Berlusconi’s patronage. He didn’t just enable it. The oligarch helped set its ideological parameters.




Indeed, it would be hard to imagine Meloni and Salvini’s insistence on rehabilitating the fascist era without Berlusconi.




Barely a line of their efforts differs: Mussolini got most things right. He only erred by partnering with Hitler.




Hence, Meloni’s alignment with Ursula von der Leyen and arming Ukraine.




But it wasn’t until the 2008 financial crisis that predictions of a formal return to fascism started getting made at the European level.




Some of it was PR spin. And some of it was real.




The re-emergence of the German far-right in the wake of the 2015 refugee crisis should have taken no one by surprise.




Originally founded as a Eurosceptic party, Alternative für Deutschland quickly morphed into a pro-Russian fascist party, opposed to immigration and diversity and liberal democracy.




The AfD first began to court international controversy in 2016 when then-party head Frauke Petry said police should feel free to shoot illegal migrants trying to cross the border.




The racism such statements expressed was shocking. But it was part of a deliberate strategy to detoxify hate speech and make it safe for far-right parties to incite against minorities.




The next step would be to remove the stigma of the Nazi genocide. In 2017, Thuringia AfD chief Bjorn Höcke did just that.




At a speech near the Berlin Holocaust memorial, he said, "Germans are the only people in the world who planted a memorial of shame in the heart of their capital.”




Höcke followed it up by demanding a “180-degree turn” in the country’s “politics of memory.”




In 2018, former party co-leader Alexander Gauland continued the assault by calling the Third Reich mere “bird shit in more than 1,000 years of successful German history.”




While the AfD leadership has made hundreds of equally, if not more, inflammatory proclamations, these calculated statements set the party’s tone and helped codify its messaging.




The AfD would raise the bar once again when German investigative platform CORRECTIV published a scoop about its plans to “remigrate” the country’s immigrant-born population.




Unfortunately, the revelation came too late, and the protests were useless.




Though hundreds of thousands took to the streets to demonstrate (some estimates put these numbers at 2 million), the AfD prevailed in the polls as Germany’s second most popular party.




However, this regression would not be confirmed until the 2024 EU elections.




For the first time, Alternative für Deutschland beat the ruling Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD) to become the second-largest German party in the European Parliament.




Having lived in Berlin for over a decade, where I covered the AfD’s rise, these results were no surprise. They’re a disciplined party that made the long march through Europe’s institutions.




This is the context for War By Any Other Name and John Foster’s tireless analyses of far-right politics in the European Union.




Since launching The Battleground in March 2019, Foster has repeatedly returned to the topic with dedication and depth unequalled in EU journalism.




Whether the subject is Spain’s Vox, Hungary’s Viktor Orbán, or Northern Ireland’s Democratic Unionist Party, Foster’s overview is intimate and relentless.




John Foster has been a friend and colleague for nearly forty years. We first met as college student deejays in the United States, and I have always been in awe of his cultural breadth.




Inspecting an LP he’d pulled for his radio show – the first Napalm Death album, Scum – I knew this guy was serious and would have much to say in the future.





Utopia Banished






8 September 2017




It is hard to get away from the impression that we are epigones.




This is not merely the case due to the carnage wrought by Donald Trump and his various protégés on the none too august institutions of American liberal democracy.




With threats of a more super systemic nature, such as artificial superintelligence, resource depletion, and accelerating climate change, the prospects for utopian outcomes have not just receded beyond the horizon; they have dropped off the world’s edge.




Conceptions of utopia have a provenance stretching back at least two millennia. From Plato’s Republic to More’s eponymous 16th-century text to Harrington’s Commonwealth of Oceana, the project of reconfiguring society to provide an ideal environment for human flourishing is a common refrain in Europe and North America.




Since the end of the 18th century, conceptions of utopia have become entwined with various political ideologies. Initially, this tended to be the territory of the radical left, from the French Jacobins to the myriad varieties of socialism that arose in the 19th century.




Ironically, Karl Marx, whose writings formed the basis of the most influential utopian project of the last hundred and fifty years, said little about the sort of society that he thought would arise in the wake of a proletarian revolution.




In The German Ideology, a set of manuscripts composed by Marx and Engels in early 1846 but not published until 1932, Marx wrote of a future communist society in which “nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity, but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes.”




Yet, even in his most directly revolutionary writings, such as The Communist Manifesto, Marx abjured speculation on the actual shape of post-revolutionary society, in no small part because he didn’t want to speculate on what conditions would obtain them, preferring instead to write extensively about conditions that currently existed.




The history of the 20th century is, to a great extent, the history of competition between political ideologies: communism, fascism, and liberalism. However, only the first two of these are associated with proper utopian projects. The racial utopia envisioned by many varieties of fascism (particularly Hitlerism), horrific though it might be, is still a utopia.




Liberalism, by contrast, does not involve a utopian project in the sense of a society embodying a substantive ideal but rather the opportunity for individuals to create conditions optimal for their thriving and enjoyment from the imperfect materials and conditions in actually existing (i.e. non-idealised) society.




Assertions of the end of ideology mark certain phases of postwar history. Liberal capitalism’s victory over its two competitors in 1945 and 1989 gave rise to periodic attempts to revive utopian projects and piled more dirt on their collective graves.




In the 1950s, anti-communist writers wrote of the end of ideology and the birth of (or return to) a more moderate approach to politics. This can be seen in prominent works such as Raymond Aron’s The Opium of the Intellectuals, Judith Shklar’s After Utopia, and Helmut Schelsky’s Die Skeptische Generation.




In a society still attempting to heal the wounds of the catastrophic conflict between fascism and Stalinism, it is not surprising that this outlook, as much aspirational as factual, would gain traction.




Still, it was just over ten years after the publication of Die Skeptische Generation, in which Schelsky had argued that German youth were no longer interested in the radical projects that had roiled the first half of the twentieth century, that the student movement and other elements of the Außerparlamentarische Opposition (extra-parliamentary opposition) would take to the streets.




The radicalism of the 1960s showed that, at least on the left, radical ideas could still transform the imagination into political action.




The slogans of the era reflect this clearly, from the frequently repeated call for all power to be vested in the imagination (“Alle Macht der Fantasie”) to the Situationist International’s call to “Be realistic, demand the impossible” (Soyez realists, demandez l’impossible).




Once again, there was a pronounced disconnect between these movements’ utopian superstructure and their practical foundations. Their actions tended to be directed at resolving particular issues rather than reshaping society in broader terms.




This prefigured the transformation of the mass political organisations of the 1960s to the more narrowly focused ones of the 1970s, such as the feminist movement, environmentalism, and the anti-nuclear movement (which admittedly had roots that went back to the 1950s).




From the 1980s, the era of “greed is good” and Reagan’s distinctly non-utopian “Morning in America” to the so-called “great moderation” of the late 1990s and early noughties, the pendulum had once again swung away from the utopian end of its sweep.




Works such as Russell Jacoby’s The End of Utopia (1982) and Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man (1992), although expressing somewhat different political tendencies, continued the project of burying the ideological conflicts of the early part of the century and asserting the final turn to a more moderate and matter-of-fact approach to politics.




Once again, such predictions have come to grief. Fukuyama’s view that the future of politics would be limited to sorting out the technical issues within liberal democracies has been brutally refuted both by the rise of militant Islam and the growth of kleptocratic capitalism.




The idea that liberal capitalism constitutes the path to optimal outcomes has gained less traction since the 2008 financial crisis, which demolished the wealth of those whose assets were managed by freewheeling hedge funds masquerading as banks and mortgage lenders.




One needn’t look far to find articles in the mainstream press in which the continued or renewed relevance of the work of Karl Marx is mooted. The Economist has been particularly noteworthy in this regard.




But things are different now. In a past era, a full-scale social transition from capitalism to socialism, such as that undertaken in the wake of the Bolshevik revolution, might be in the cards. Varieties of Leninism still exist and retain this as a project in their arsenal.




At a more moderate level, some (Paul Mason, for instance) hold that a rational and systematic transition to post-capitalism is possible. Yet none of its proponents take sufficient account of factors both within and outside the system.




While it is commonly recognised that resource depletion will require a transition to a new mode of organisation (particularly concerning energy production), moves toward transition stand every chance of being thwarted by the power politics of capitalist elites.




The recovery of the political fortunes of the radical right, muted most of the second half of the twentieth century by their association with Nazi genocide, makes the prospect of establishing a more just social order more remote than it has been at any time since 1789.




In the current conjuncture, it is hard to imagine that the ideological damage wrought on the public sphere by the rise of “post-factual” politics will not, in the short or medium term, lead to a condition of post-democracy (to borrow Colin Crouch’s term).




This is nothing new. Of greater concern is the fact that threats from within and without the system are not only present but accelerating.




The advent of ever-more-frequent superstorms, stemming from the accelerating rise in aggregate global temperature, makes it hard to imagine a lifestyle ideal for human flourishing compatible with the mode of life available to most humans as a practical matter.




Moreover, the extension of technological capacities for surveillance, a genie which cannot be packed back into the bottle, suggests that it will be difficult to avoid a dynamic that results in Orwellian consequences.




The development of autonomous weapons systems, security algorithms, and artificial superintelligence further suggests that human capacities to reorder society in ways prejudicial to the needs and imperatives of current capital owners are limited.




Arguably, we have reached a tipping point beyond which no New Jerusalem can be built.




There may be a silver lining to all of this.




20th-century picture utopianism did much to motivate political imagination. However, it also often resulted in a Faustian readiness to reconfigure society regardless of how many corpses it produced.




The positive dimension of utopian thinking has been that it was a big picture that allowed people to think small.




Human beings face challenges (climate change, technology, overpopulation, resource depletion, etc.) that are unprecedented in history.




There is no way to predict the outcomes of their manifold interaction.




The utopias of the past have been overtaken, blown away by the beating wings of the angel of history.




It remains to be seen what can be pulled from the wreckage.





The Holocaust for Populists






30 January 2019




Populism is the political order of the day in Europe and, with a somewhat different texture and topography, in the United States.




At the same time, the heritage of the Holocaust, as a defining event and an ethically foundational moment in European history, seems to be in decline, even where it is not under direct attack.




In 1966, German philosopher Theodor Adorno could uncontroversially assert that the Holocaust imposed “a new categorical imperative” on mankind. But today, the status of the Nazi genocide is more ambivalent than it has been at any point since 1944.




While the decreasing cultural and historical weight of the Holocaust is not directly attributable to the rise of European populism, both partake of common political and discursive dynamics.




Holocaust Identity Politics




Across Europe, the political right is reconfiguring identity at the national and supranational levels.




In an attempt to systematically displace the cosmopolitan humanism dominant in European public life in the decades after 1945, the Holocaust is increasingly viewed as a problem to be overcome on the path to the promised land of national pride and self-assertion.




A survey conducted on behalf of CNN of seven thousand Europeans in seven countries on attitudes toward Jews and the Holocaust has produced some alarming, if not entirely surprising, numbers.




One respondent in twenty claimed never to have heard of the Nazi genocide, including 12% in Austria. Among those who had heard of the event, two-thirds believed that commemoration had positive effects. However, a large and significant minority also believed that “Jews use the Holocaust to advance their own position or goals.”




With regard to the genocide itself, people who reported having favourable views toward Jews significantly outnumbered those who reported negative views in every country except Hungary (where the former outnumbered the latter by 21% to 19%).




An important contextual factor is provided by the proportion of people who reported having negative views of immigrants (36%), Muslims (37%), and Romani people (39%).




But it is also worth noting that the general view of Jews’ influence in modern society was exaggerated. The proportion of respondents who thought that Jews exercised excessive influence in politics, media, and finance generally ranged between a quarter and a third.




Roughly two-thirds of respondents overestimated the proportion of Jews in the global population, and a quarter of Hungarians estimated it at 20% (off by a factor of 100).




The status of the Holocaust in European life is particularly significant in light of populism’s rise. Yet the connection between the two is not as obvious as that between these movements and the more widespread anti-immigrant sentiment that is so central to populists. The precise nature of the connection is bound up with what populism is, and that itself is a fraught question.




Populism Means Nationalism




There are a number of approaches to the phenomenon of populism, but the most prominent is associated with the work of the Dutch sociologist Cas Mudde.




Mudde characterises populism as “a thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people.”




Populism is “thin-centred” in that it is not fully free-standing like liberalism or fascism. It tends to attach itself to other ideological elements. With a certain degree of local variation, the driving force of European populist movements is nationalism.




There is some variation in both the in-groups and out-groups that define these movements. But across the spectrum of European populist parties, from Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) in Germany to Rassemblement National (formerly the Front National) in France, to the Jobbik and Fidesz parties in Hungary, to Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (PiS) in Poland, and the Vlaams Belang in Belgium, the defining positive characteristic is Christian nativism which, while often xenophobic, does not evince the palingenetic ultranationalism that defines fascist parties.




Sometimes, as in the case of the PEGIDA (Patriotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes) movement in Germany, the national community is the larger cultural unit of the West. This creates the possibility of forging supranational alliances, both across Europe and further east, in concert with the ideologists of Eurasianism. As such, it is not surprising that there is a pronounced tendency to view Russia sympathetically.




One of AfD’s core positions in the elections of 2017 was the promise to remove sanctions from Russia. Marine Le Pen’s then-Front National was helped out of its financial difficulties in 2014 by loans totalling 11 million euros from a Russian bank, and Le Pen herself is on quite personable terms with Vladimir Putin.




If Poland’s governing PiS is less sanguine about Russian influence, this has more to do with residual (and historically well-founded) suspicions about Moscow’s expansionistic intentions than with any differences at the level of political ideology.




Anti-Immigrant, Antisemitic




It is a sign of the transformation of European politics since 1945 that Muslims and people of Middle Eastern extraction have, to a great extent, taken over the role of bête noire for European xenophobes formerly occupied by Jews and Ostjuden (Eastern European Jews) in particular.




For decades after the end of the Second World War, overt Antisemitism was a very bad odour in European political life, although the more sub-rosa variety was never absent.




In the years since the end of “actually existing socialism” in 1989, immigrants have come to be used as a tool for the European right to frame their own alienation from the political centre.




The fact that they exist at all is regarded as a sign that indigenous Europeans have become second-class citizens in their own homes.




The propensity to view Jewry as an alien and threatening entity finds itself at home in such circumstances, highlighting the tendency of the Holocaust to cast national identities in an unfavourable light.




Hence, the ease with which populists transition from Islamophobia to Antisemitism, even though the two prejudices tend to be sensitive to the class differences which distinguish Middle Eastern migrants and European Jews. The former are colonists, and the latter are globalists seeking to dominate Europe culturally and economically.




This is most obviously the case in Germany, where old habits die especially hard, despite the fact that the AfD is compelled by laws forbidding Holocaust denial to use caution lest it risk the fate suffered by the neo-Nazi Die Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands (NPD) a few years ago and have their assets sequestered.




Nevertheless, the Islamophobic party, both officially and as a matter of individual conduct, persists in chipping away at Germany’s culture of guilt, as evidenced by the bulk of the AfD’s members in the Bavarian parliament last week walking out during a speech commemorating the Nazi genocide by Charlotte Knobloch, the former head of the Central Council of Jews.




Earlier in January, the Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, the government office tasked with defending the German constitution, announced that it would be monitoring the “Flügel” (Wing) regional subgroup of the AfD, whose leader Bjorn Höcke has made a number of ill-considered public utterances about the Holocaust and Germany’s culture of memorialisation in recent years.




The cases elsewhere are numerous. In France last year, Marine Le Pen argued publicly that blaming the notorious roundup of 13,000 Jews in the Vel d’Hiv cycling track in 1942 on the French was a “national insult.” This is standard fare for conservatives trying to find their way out from under the burdens of their collaborationist precursors.




Le Pen’s contention that the roundup was ordered by the Nazi occupiers hardly absolves the French authorities who carried out the action from guilt. In any case, the Vichy government comprised a large number of committed Antisemites and showed no disinclination whatever to send the Jews to their doom at the hands of the Nazis.




Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz government in Hungary has, in the last couple of years, contrived to rehabilitate the reputation of Admiral Miklos Horthy. This is a challenging task given that Horthy was directly responsible for sending 100,000 Hungarian Jews to be murdered in Auschwitz and then was instrumental in setting up a government that sent another 300,000 to their doom.




One might have thought that it was enough that Horthy was allowed to see out his twilight years in exile in Portugal, unlike a number of other figures in that government (including Döme Sztójay and Bela Imredy) who were tried and executed immediately following the end of the war. But the general condemnation of Horthy is viewed by Orbán’s government, and by Hungarian populists generally, as a blot on the national escutcheon.




In Poland, where the bulk of the actual murders committed in the Holocaust actually took place, recent years have seen efforts at a sort of historical prophylaxis.




In 2001, the Princeton historian Jan Gross published Neighbours: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland. There, he detailed how the population of a Polish town had spontaneously murdered their Jewish neighbours without any prompting from (and actually prior to the arrival of) the Nazi occupiers in 1941.




The book sparked a contentious public debate, with many on the Polish right claiming that Gross had defamed the national honour.




There have been numerous efforts since that time to limit the scope of guilt for the murder of the Jews to the Germans. The Nazis did murder hundreds of thousands of non-Jewish Poles, and their policy for much of central Poland involved ethnic cleansing and the colonisation by Volksdeutsche populations.




However, in 2018 the Law and Justice Party sought to make it a criminal offence (punishable by imprisonment) to claim that the Polish state or people were complicit in Nazi crimes.




This is the sort of law that smacks of bad conscience. In the face of the international outcry that followed, the Polish government rescinded the threat of imprisonment, but the law itself remains on the books.




A further consequence of the law is a campaign of harassment and disinformation directed at the historians of the Auschwitz museum, a particularly disturbing turn of events given the centrality of the Auschwitz memorial site to Holocaust memorialisation and historical research.




Bad Time for Genocide




The Holocaust is a peculiar historical event in the sense that it presented (and continues to present) considerable difficulties for Europe.




Both in the era of colonialism and after, Europeans have been perfectly prepared to countenance the occurrence of mass killing and other forms of barbarism in whatever benighted part of the world it might happen – just outside Europe.




That such barbarism might be indigenous to Europe, or that scientific and industrial principles might be applied to the process, destabilises European identity and inspires efforts to diminish, deny, or otherwise mitigate the Holocaust.




Market globalisation, the enlargement of the EU, and the prolongation of the War on Terror have only made the situation worse.




There is an important sense in which anti-immigrant and Islamophobic rhetoric are of a piece with a resurgence of Antisemitism and the desire to get out from under the historical burden of the Holocaust.




Unlike in the United States, where Antisemitism on the right often coexists with an odd brand of philo-Semitism, based on the view that the state of Israel has an important role to play in the (impending) endtimes, European Antisemitism fits more smoothly into the demonisation of those designated as cultural or racial outsiders.




Although one would occasionally see Israeli flags at PEGIDA demonstrations, animus toward immigrants and animus toward Jews (and their history in Europe) tend strongly toward correlation.




The rise of populism presents considerable challenges for acknowledging the role of the Nazi genocide in the moral foundations of European society.




For those engaged in the project of building up and venerating national communities, there is no upside to the preservation of the history and memory of the Holocaust. It falls to the Vernunfteuropäer (rational Europeans) to be the bearer of that history.




In an era when the power of reason in politics is under constant and increasing threat from resurgent nationalism, the obligation to acknowledge moments at which the nation and the people may have behaved in an actively criminal way is easy to abjure.




The fate of this history and its role in grounding the cosmopolitan ethical imperative to defend human dignity is imbricated in the defence of the European project.





The New Radical Chic:


Enzo Traverso’s


The New Faces of Fascism







1 March 2019




It has been a nostrum of European life since 1945 that its epitaph was written amid piles of corpses and mountains of ash in the death camps of the Third Reich.




But there is no idea so awful or bankrupt that, with the passage of time, will not seem ripe for rebirth.




With further apologies to Marx, it is not true that all events and personages appear twice. To the extent they do, the outcome of their return is just as likely to be a tragedy as it is to be a farce.




In The New Faces of Fascism, Italian historian Enzo Traverso has taken up the question of the putative revival of fascism in Europe and the United States and its likely political consequences.




As is the case with all varieties of politics, the future remains unwritten, and Traverso acknowledges it to be so.




In 150 densely argued pages, the historian seeks to ascertain fascism’s current status via its metamorphoses into neo-fascism and postfascism and to provide some educated guesses about how these changes might transform the North Atlantic political landscape.




The book has two parts. In the first, Traverso examines the rise of far-right groups and figures in Europe and the United States.




In the US, Donald Trump’s rise has roiled politics, and many of the old certainties seem to be disintegrating.




In continental Europe, the rise of the extreme right, the Front National (now Rassemblement National) in France, Alternative für Deutschland and PEGIDA (Patriotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes) in Germany, and Jobbik in Hungary (to name a few) pose an existential threat to the post-WWII democratic order.




In the United Kingdom, the success of the Brexit vote, coupled with the rise of UKIP and the English Defence League, has further raised the profile of the right’s threat, ushering forth a new kind of anti-democratic politics far harsher than neoliberalism.




While this has led to a new prominence for parties hoping to rebuild the nationalist and racist movements of the interwar period, the more significant development is the rise of postfascist groups.




Postfascism differs from fascism in that it lacks communism as its bête noire. In its stead, Islamic terrorism has been taken up as the necessary other, the threat against which the negative integration of the polity can be effected. As Traverso notes:




Post-fascism no longer has the ‘strong’ values of its 1930s ancestors, but it purports to fill the vacuum that has been left by a politics reduced to the impolitical. Its recipes are politically reactionary and socially regressive: they involve the restoration of national sovereignty, the adoption of forms of economic protectionism, and the defence of endangered ‘national identities’. As politics has fallen into discredit, the post-fascists uphold a plebiscitary model of democracy that destroys any process of collective deliberation in favour of a relationship that merges people and leader, the nation and its chief.




Postfascism is also less committed, or perhaps differently committed, to the sorts of petit bourgeois social conservatism that characterised fascism in its “classical” era.




“The main feature of today’s post-fascism,” Traverso claims, “is precisely the contradictory coexistence of the inheritance of classical fascism with new elements that do not belong to its tradition.”




These include a more general acceptance of homosexuality and a less restrictive view of the role of women in society. Postfascism defines itself less in terms of some sort of bedrock social beliefs held in common and more in terms of a fear of the threats posed by globalisation.




The AfD’s lesbian co-leader Alice Weidel, a former Goldman Sachs banker, is a perfect example. Raising a child with her South Asian partner, Weidel nonetheless inveighs against Islamic “knife migrants” and the reduction of German sovereignty by global capital.




European movements of the right have been strengthened by what are perceived to be the fundamentally authoritarian structures of the European Union. Governance in the eurozone is a matter of expert-led neoliberalism, a minimised democracy ruled by experts and technicians.




Lacking the engagement of participatory democracy and with the political establishment effectively firewalled, populist rhetoric has increasingly found traction in Europe, especially when alloyed with the new and threatening post-Cold War other: the Muslim refugee.




The Islamophobia of the new European right comes with a renewed Judeophobia, which Traverso distinguishes from the older traditions of Antisemitism.




This racism is an effect of a naïve anti-Zionism, in which criticism of Israel and its role in regional conflict turns into attacks on Jews per se.




It is a social Antisemitism still abhorrent and discriminatory, but not the Antisemitism of the late 19th century.




Fascism Through the Eyes of Academia




In the second half of the book, Traverso turns to the study of fascism. Like the analysis of most other politics, fascism is generally undertaken in one of two ways.




Social scientists, most prominently British academic Roger Griffin, try to understand fascism by looking for some essential or defining characteristic, thereby allowing it to be distinguished from politics such as populism, which abuts and overlaps with it in places.




Griffin’s central concept is what he calls “palingenetic ultranationalism,” the idea that the social and political order is not to be reformed but reborn.




For Traverso, a more historical approach is in order, one which looks at fascism in its original context and then traces the ways that it has mutated since WWII.




Central to Traverso’s account is the key role played by communism (or rather anti-communism) in fascist movements. The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 had altered European politics in ways that would not become fully clear until after the end of WWI.




This is most clear in the degree to which the beginnings of Italian fascism were shaped by the Biennio Rosso (Two Red Years), a period of left-wing militancy in 1919 and 1920, which brought Italy to the edge of revolution, only to inspire the rise of Mussolini to power in 1922.




In Germany, the end of the war saw a similar upsurge in militancy on the left, with equally negative consequences. The growth of groups on the far right synergised with threats from the left, both perceived and actual.




It is worth noting that Adolf Hitler got his start working in anti-communist training programs run by the German army in the months immediately following the armistice in November 1918.




The Spartakusaufstand (Spartacist Uprising) in Berlin in January 1919 and the formation of the Bayerische Räterepublik in April of that year gave tangible form to fears on the German right that a communist takeover might be imminent.




Numerous individuals who would later fill out the ranks of the Sturmabteilungen (AKA the brownshirts, the original paramilitary wing of the Nazi Party) cut their teeth fighting with Bischoff’s Eiserner Brigade and other Freikorps formations against the Red Army in the Baltic states in 1918 and 1919.




In place of the anti-communist fascism of the 1920s and 1930s, the post-Cold War era has seen the rise of discourses about Islamic fascism (or Islamo-fascism, as Christopher Hitchens was fond of calling it after 9/11).




This, Traverso notes, represents a distortion of the concept since, as he and others have argued, fascism took on the role of ersatz religion.




What Islamic fascism actually describes is a variety of religious fundamentalism. But the invocation of the term highlights its residual critical force, as well as the semantic irony involved in its use as a term of abuse by groups and figures more proximate to actual fascism.




Ultimately, Traverso returns to postfascism as a means of understanding the new order on the European right. Postfascism is a historical continuation of fascist traditions, mapped onto the new and rapidly changing political parties of Europe and the United States.




Conceptually, postfascism is superior, in Traverso’s perspective, to populism because it makes more explicit the connections between 20th-century authoritarianism and the overly abstract idea of populism promoted by The Guardian and its in-house expert, Dutch sociologist Cas Mudde, who describes it as a “thin-centred ideology.”




The decline of conflict between fascism and communism and the collapse of the communist left created a political vacuum. This has in part been filled by parties, mostly (but not exclusively) on the political right, that evince postfascist tendencies.




In Italy, for instance, the Lega per Salvini Premier has largely become a party of blue-collar workers, and a similar development can be seen in France with respect to the voter base behind Marine Le Pen and her parties.




In both cases, they picked up members who used to vote for socialist and communist parties and, neo-fascist and fascist parties such as Ordre Nouveau, the Parti des forces nouvelles (PFN), the Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI) and Forza Nuova.




While Greece’s Syriza and Spain’s Podemos have acted as serious counterweights to the far right, both parties are heavily comprised of middle-class leftists and intellectuals.




The question is whether the post-communist exhaustion of the workers with the left can be overcome.




Enzo Traverso’s The New Faces of Fascism makes it clear what to expect from Europe’s populist parties and why calling them populist disguises how dangerous they really are.
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Fearful of the rising poll numbers of far-right insurgents, the CDU and the Tories have increasingly embraced their extremist flanks, quietly changing their immigration policies or taking over their sovereigntist itineraries entirely, such as Brexit.




The watershed moment was the 2016 presidential election in the United States, which brought Donald Trump to power.




Influenced by a populist hangover from the Tea Party movement of the early teens, Trump transformed the Republicans into a fully xenophobic, nationalist party, the likes of which had not been seen in the US since the 1960s.




And it’s only just beginning. Parties of the traditional spectrum of American and European politics continue to struggle to respond to 2016.




Europe’s new populist movements unabashedly channel the memories of politics forced to live in the shadows since 1945.




Indeed, the closeness of many parties, such as Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) in Germany, Rassemblement National in France, and Lega per Salvini Premier in Italy, to elements of the fascist past makes it easy to elide the differences between them.




The problem for mainstream parties today (Europe’s centre and left, and the Democrats in the United States) is to understand populism and find a way beyond it.




The most concerted intellectual approach is found in major newspapers such as The Guardian, which has been running a multi-month series on populism in the lead-up to the EU elections in May, often featuring scholarly commentaries.




The erstwhile British newspaper is right to consult these sources. While often incomplete, the articles commissioned nonetheless point the right way towards a politics that claims to be the new spirit of the age in Europe.




In keeping with this, The Guardian relies on two types of writing on populism: social scientific and theoretical. The former is primarily associated with the most-appealed-to scholar in the series, Cas Mudde, a Dutch political scientist with centrist leanings.




Mudde argues that populism is a creature of its environment. Chameleon-like, it reflects whatever the dominant politics is, left or right. It describes a consistent division in politics between virtuous people and a corrupt elite.




Populism can thus be an element of fascism or communism, but it is not reducible to them, nor them to it. Hence, Syriza, Podemos and Cinque Stelle are often called left-wing populists as much as UKIP, Geert Wilders’ PVV, and the Sweden Democrats are branded national populists.




Always in the background of both The Guardian series and Mudde’s work is Ernesto Laclau, the late Argentinian political philosopher, who, in his appropriately titled 2005 book, On Populist Reason, first defined populism as being about class conflict between haves and have-nots.
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