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Introduction

That famous passage cited so often from the preface to The Order of Things by Foucault takes on a different meaning in our time. Foucault famously used the quotation from Borges as a dramatic example of a system of taxonomy that gives an order to things that otherwise cannot be ordered. Foucault explains that this moment in the text moved him “to laughter that shattered … all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought that bears the stamp of our age.”1 The point of this fantastic example is to demonstrate how “another system” of thought reveals “the limitation of our own, the impossibility of thinking that.”2 Foucault’s example works because reading this system against our own system of logic, reason, scientific method and truth, of common sense, even—that the system that forms the Chinese encyclopedia is clearly fantastic and unthinkable. This example from the realms of the fabulous is meant to serve as a springboard from which Foucault will draw out his project of tracing the archaeology of order and meaning up into our own time. Of course, we must understand at every step along the way that the absurd example from the preface will never serve to offer us a point from which we can look around our own enlightened times and think, at least we no longer think that. In any case, Foucault’s method and system does follow a careful order and logic. There is a method and there are clear objects of study even if Foucault does endlessly remove the very possibility of fixed objects and transcendent methods.

Toward the end of the book, as we are led toward the ascendency of the contemporary world after the Classical age, we must follow a series of propositions and shifts in thought which undermine language in relation to thought. I have no intention of entering into a critique or analysis of Foucault or The Order of Things. Rather, what we should consider is an example from Foucault’s text that serves as a point of departure as we consider the function of language and thought in the twenty-first century. In turning to “man” as an object of knowledge, Foucault explains:

When natural history becomes biology, when the analysis of wealth becomes economics, when, above all, reflection on language becomes philology, and Classical discourse, in which being and representation found their common locus, is eclipsed, then, in the profound upheaval of such an archaeological mutation, man appears in his ambiguous position as an object of knowledge, and as a subject that knows; enslaved sovereign, observed spectator.3

This opening in knowledge and being that comes with the emergence of language and the emergence of the historical “man,” this is the lynchpin from which we move into the episteme of the contemporary world. Yet, in looking around at what people claim to know, at the actions and beliefs of individuals in the contemporary world, and the systems of verification from which we are able to arrive at something that can be understood as true—looking at the most common features of everyday life, it becomes inevitable that we look at Foucault’s order of things and wonder at “the impossibility of thinking that.” How could anyone think what Foucault describes and how could anyone believe anything they believe at all?

Unlike the old peasantry in which natural ignorance was a function of an isolated world, the new peasantry is conditioned to their ignorance by a cultural logic which denies anything exterior to consumer culture. In this dream world of consumerism sustained within a digital heaven, or “metaverse” as if the universe within which everything exists were insufficient, knowledge and belief have been taken over by something that escapes the order of things.

Natural ignorance has given way to the organized spectacle of error. The “new towns” [subdivisions] of technological pseudo-peasantry are the clearest indications, inscribed on the land, of the break with historical time on which they are founded: their motto might well be: “On this spot nothing will ever happen—and nothing ever has.”4

An organized spectacle of error is the inevitable result of a population who derive all knowledge of the world from within the spectacle. Debord’s theory in which the mediation of the image has been fractalized and injected into the most intimate spheres of everyday life. Our very DNA operates as an image of ourselves through the commodification of genetic information by things like Ancestry.com in which we can all find our authentic selves. What could be more authentic that our DNA? And we can now publicize our authentic genetic selves with social media. We can even put our own images of our DNA at the head of a Google search with a simple Search Engine Optimization. We are always already a public image of ourselves, and we are all what the Invisible Committee (an anonymous group of French political writers) called the Young-Girl—even if we resist it by trying to hide. The machines are at work rendering us in digital form and transforming us into data points that can be analyzed and optimized.

I will say more about the Young-Girl in a later chapter. At this stage it is enough to explain that the Young-Girl is “the beacon-commodity of the fifth industrial revolution which enables the sale of all the others, from life insurance to nuclear power, the monstrous and very real dream of the most intrepid, the most fantastical of retailers: autonomous commodities that walk, talk, and silence, the thing that is finally alive, that no longer seizes life, but digests it.”5 The Young-Girl is the living being that consumes and is consumed by itself and for all.

One could argue that the Young-Girl finds its ultimate expression in someone like Donald Trump—a man who does not exist beyond his image. The facts of Donald Trump and his life are well-known. He has made a brand purely on the basis of being wealthy. Trump’s brand is wealth and opulence. Well before he became a reality TV personality, he was already a celebrity who was famous for high-end hotels and luxury living that are all completely beyond the average middle-class American. With his rise as a reality TV celebrity, he managed to carve out the fiction that he is a shrewd and potentially ruthless businessman—the kind of business boss who built America with his gut instincts for talent and success. None of this holds up to even the most casual scrutiny. The myth of the great men of business who built America does not include multiple bankruptcies, for example. And none of these things are features of middle-class life. That middle-class Americans have come to admire such “virtue” is a foregone conclusion, but none of these traits would suggest that Trump is one of us, one of the people, as it were. What people identify with, what gets Trump the ceremonial seat at America’s middle-class table is not his talents. It is not his success as a businessman. Nor is it his success on television. What makes Trump a man of the people is his brand of populism that renders him an object of both identification and exchange. Trump is perfectly willing to say absolutely anything. Indeed, it seems apparent that he cannot help himself from saying whatever pops into his head no matter how ridiculous or insane. Trump has also been perfectly happy to align himself with what we now refer to as “white grievance,” the idea that white people can lay claim to the same forms of oppression, marginalization, and victimhood as every other subject position. Still, all of this kind of posturing would have failed not long ago. What has changed is the way individuals and groups access and process this kind of performance and language. White grievance can gain traction, and the absurd equivocating that characterizes white grievance can succeed only when the cultural conditions make it possible for individuals to find an equivalency between themselves and the exchange of ideas that render both ideas and subjects as exchangeable commodities. White grievance is equal in value to any other form of oppression simply because oppression of any kind is one commodity among all others.

The rise of white grievance, and with it the theory that white people will be replaced by non-white people and immigrants, has its origins in the rise of the Civil Rights movement. Alexander Hinton explains that the belief that white people are victims of a so-called “White genocide” has a long history: “While the idea of White genocide dates back to the Nazis, eugenics, and beyond, the term was coined after the Civil Rights movement, which destabilized the long-standing U.S. White power patriarchal order. White power discourses began to be reframed in terms of victimization and grievance.”6 Trump tapped into this narrative as part of his brand. By framing his own brand—and I choose this term deliberately—within an existing one, Trump was able to offer middle-class white people, not just those at the margins of society, a commodity they could easily buy that confirmed their fears of the other. The persistent fear that urban crime, for example, something that has been historically linked to black people, would somehow come to their safe affluent neighborhoods was given a consumable form once it became part of the shrewd businessman brand that is Trump—the celebrity Young-Girl in excelsis.

We should return to the point where Debord describes the status of a celebrity as a spectacular approximation of a living human:

The individual who in the service of the spectacle is placed in stardom’s spotlight is in fact the opposite of an individual, and as clearly the enemy of the individual in himself as of the individual in others. In entering the spectacle as a model to be identified with, he renounces all autonomy in order to be identified with the general law of obedience to the course of things.7

The public figure who identifies most efficiently with the general course of things will necessarily emerge as the political figure who speaks the language of the people. It is at this stage that we can speak of a figure such as Donald Trump who can be easily described in the same terms the Invisible Committee used to describe Silvio Berlusconi. In observing what they call “the shipwreck of the state,” the wreckage of the modern nation-state after it has been cannibalized by contemporary semiocapital, what we see in a figure like Trump “isn’t a single individual who has taken power but a form-of-life: that narrow-minded, self-seeking, philofascist petty-entrepreneur.”8 Instead of a philofascist, we have a trustafarian real estate fraud, but the essence of the form-of-life remains the same. Still further, Trump attempts to cast his brand as one that is “based on business as the only form of socialization after the family—and he who embodies it represents no one and certainly not a majority, but is a perfectly discernible form-of-life with which only a small fraction of the population can identify.”9 But Trump is really little more than “the clone of the neighborhood asshole.”10 The distinction here is the “form-of-life.” Trump is not to be understood as a singular individual who somehow has the capacity to harness the powers of the spectacle and global capital to attain and wield power. Rather, it is a form of a type of person, a model of a way of being, that is invested into a figure like Donald Trump through the mediating power of the spectacle as it is exponentially advanced within the world of cyber-culture. Trump is no more a “man” than any of the childish figures trotted out in spectacular sites like professional wrestling. It is in this way that Trump can embody and enact the spectacular false differences that exist among individuals. Rather, we now have a population who are living under a system of homogeneity unlike any that has ever existed. The perception of difference must be manufactured along lines that are utterly facile but deeply entrenched. Thus we have witnessed a resurgence of things like white supremacists and ultra-nationalists who can prey on facile and childish fears.

Trump’s ability to embody the neighborhood asshole works in his favor as millions of neighborhood assholes find validation in his ignorance, petty resentments, and hatred of anyone who is different from the stereotypical white suburban type that actually does in fact dominate middle-class American life. The neighborhood asshole is the brand that sells, and this commodity precedes Donald Trump. Most significant to all of this is the fact that Trump is a clownish buffoon, and I will argue that it is clownish buffoonery that is the key to understanding the success of Trump and others like him. Clownish buffoonery, or histrionic displays, are symptoms of a world in which everyday life must be rendered in the form of a public performance. Not just any performance, but a grotesque spectacle which outstrips any notion of performativity in the sense that Judith Butler has theorized, in which modes of power deploy “discursively and performatively instituted modes of temporality that are invoked within the terms of a normative framework.”11 These performances are more on the order of the geek show in which the lowest of the freaks, usually a person debased by poverty, tortures and kills a live chicken by biting its head off. None of these grotesque spectacles alter reality. They are spectacular performances designed to evoke the same abject impulses that once invigorated the crowds at carnival sideshows where they could gaze at reflections of their own sickening fantasies of themselves.

While religious faith has moved into the arena of theater and amusement parks and ideological belief has been stripped of the materiality of lived life, the role of public figures and political leaders is now the province of sideshow spectacles. Public life and political discourse have more in common with freak shows and circus geeks, and this has everything to do with the loss of the consistency of belief which is replaced by spectacular forms of belief which operate as mediating processes between vacuous individuality and the spectacle that has been rocketed by the speed of cyberculture and semiocapital.

Douglas Kellner draws on the spectacle directly to characterize the nightmare that is Donald Trump. Kellner explains that Trump’s very existence depends entirely on a society that is completely overwritten by the society of the spectacle and the “success” of Trump is completely a function of spectacular culture: “Trump is … the first major U.S. presidential candidate to pursue politics as entertainment and thus to collapse the distinction between entertainment, news, and politics, greatly expanding the domain of spectacle theorized by Debord.”12 Elsewhere Kellner concedes that Trump is “a cauldron of resentment,” and for this reason he is capable of tapping into a feeling of resentment that pervades American life—feelings of resentment that are well-founded insofar as markers of the quality of life have consistently diminished over the past half century for most people, and large numbers of people have many good reasons to resent the sources of power and authority in the United States. Nonetheless, whipping this resentment into a pseudo-messianic cult of personality can only happen on the scale that it has within a mode of life and within an ideological moment that make it possible for a billionaire and an imbecile like Trump to emerge as the savior of the common people. Kellner is correct to attribute the rise of Trump and the entire apparatus of delusions that attend him to a spectacular mode of understanding the world and everything in it.

The election of Barak Obama to the Presidency was a crisis point for racist America. With the election of a black man to the highest office in the land, a rupture occurred in the collective imagination of much of the nation. Even the most latent of racists witnessed the unthinkable moment when a black man took control of what they like to view as the greatest nation on Earth. This was horrifying to them, and the kinds of things said of Obama reflected this fear and horror.

No matter one’s opinion of Obama’s politics, the kinds of things that were focused on him had nothing to do with politics and everything to do with racist fear. The most vitriolic and the loudest attacks on Obama came in the form of the so-called birther movement. The idea that Obama was not legitimately eligible to be President because he was foreign born is a thin smokescreen for the fact that the claim was not simply that he was born in a foreign country, but that he was born in an African country. Obama, they claimed, was not just a black man who supplanted a role that legitimately belongs to white men, he was an African and therefore blacker than an American black man. None of these attacks has any merit or foundation, and they were fomented by the likes of Donald Trump long before he ever ran for President. The bottom line is that the election of Barak Obama presented a crisis for American whiteness and the status quo that comes with it—the firm belief that when we say “American” we are talking about a white heterosexual male.

Coming on the heels of this, the Supreme Court ruled in 2015 that the Fourteenth Amendment applied to non-heterosexual people and allowed for the legal rights of gay people to be married. Yet another critical piece of the white heterosexual edifice began to crumble and this one presented a real monstrosity in the eyes of many people. A society so deeply heteronormative was confronted with the legal fact that they could no longer relegate non-hetero people to a strictly marginal position in the hierarchy of American life.

As if this were not enough, in 2014 President Obama signed legislation which added gender identity to the list of categories protected against discrimination in the workplace. This opened the door to protections for transgender and all non-binary sexualities, and this rendered non-binary individuals as yet another force to be reckoned with in daily life, yet another “monstrosity” that homophobic and racist people could no longer simply relegate to marginality.

These are three of the most prominent moments in the cultural life of the United States that galvanized many into a body of voters who would rally around Trump. Crucial to this message and those who were empowered by it is that these events help Trump create the myth that ordinary white heterosexual and middle-class people have become an oppressed minority that needed to stop the march of monstrous “others” who would replace them and create a nation guided by sexual deviance and the atavistic impulses of black Africans. Trump capitalized on these ignorant fears and stoked them into a movement founded on the oldest and most virulent racist and bigoted ideals, and his willingness to behave in the most childish ways served as proof that he would do anything to speak up for the now marginalized white Christian majority.

As millions of middle-class Americans have seen their lives devalued by the systems of control that render them commodities that derive their full value as units of exchange while holding out the promise of freedom that can only come in the form of an endless freedom to shop and dine, the political landscape of American life shifted to expose not the threat of an imagined other, but the poverty of everyday life, this same swarm of people were offered an image-machine that would give vent to their most base desires in the forms of sick fantasies of being the minority that is under threat. The bigoted fears that could be assuaged with economic padding had eroded, and these fears flooded forth in a torrent. Trump was there to give voice to these fears and virulent hatreds. Stoked within terrariums of algorithmically refined pseudo-information and ratified by the economic validity offered by the debt relation, the American swarm was poised to accept anything that adhered to a set of delusions that already functioned as facts. So it was when Hillary Clinton referred to Trump’s supporters as “deplorables,” they were only too happy to wallow in the epithet. White grievance and things like the imaginary war on Christianity had already disposed millions of people to see themselves as outsiders in a world overrun by sexual deviants, atavistic minorities and foreigners, and anti-Christian political extremists. In a world overrun by freaks, the white, middle-class majority could now see themselves as the freaks. The fact is, the average middle-class white American has been fully ameliorated to their role as the hyper-domesticated and infantilized Young-Girl. Their ferocity is the expression of their impotence.

It is a popular sentiment to see Trump as a fascist demagogue, that he has modeled himself after fascist dictators both historical and current. It is certainly true that Trump tried in every way to consolidate his power as President into a singular force that he alone would wield with absolute caprice. Yet, there are other factors at work in the contemporary world that would undermine Trump’s own desire and the desires of those who enabled him. Panayota Gounari lays out some of the key features of the contemporary fascist demagogue. Drawing on a wide field of research, Gounari offers a clear code for how to recognize the authoritarian leader/demagogue and it is clear that Donald Trump fits the bill in every way. The fourth point is curious, and I quote it in its entirety:

The emergence of the authoritarian leader, who relies on personal politics as an individual brand, what Ruth Wodak calls “personalization and commodification of current politics and politicians.” These “leaders employ front stage performance techniques that are linked to popular celebrity culture” (Wodak 2015, 21). Trump, further, embodies many characteristics of the “authoritarian personality,” (Adorno et al., 1950); power and “toughness” are promoted as virtues while the binaries “dominance–submission”, “strong-weak”, “leader-follower” are central in his persona and discourse. There is an overemphasis on the conventionalized attributes of the ego and an exaggerated assertion of strength and toughness. Despite all of the leader’s material and symbolic power he still uses a narrative of victimhood for himself (as is, for instance, the case with Trump’s treatment of the press). Finally, he demonstrates “destructiveness and cynicism” manifested as generalized hostility and vilification of humans.13

I do not take issue with any of this, however, I will draw attention to one feature which Gounari passes over as if it is not of greater significance. The fact that Trump is one “who relies on personal politics as an individual brand” is far more important than the above definition would allow. It is Trump’s brand that is in fact the most important feature in all of this, and the fact that the man, Donald Trump, is indistinguishable from his brand is central to how the entire political machine functions. This feature of the brand as politics goes far beyond Trump, although his is clearly the most obvious example. What we see in the Trump brand is the reification of the vectors of semiocapital into an image-machine that transforms the political into a carnival of the spectacle.

Trump isn’t a person or an actor; he is a freak, a sickening projection of the worst features of American life as they are enacted on television and the Internet for people to gaze upon their own fantasy projections of all that they fear and revile. Trump is the Young-Girl in all her grotesque bloom. The success of Trump has more to do with his willingness to bite the head off the live chicken than with any complex account of demagoguery and totalitarianism. He embodies the extreme of spectacular performances of belief in a world in which the foundation for genuine belief has been completely eroded and been thoroughly replaced with the most flimsy and histrionic performances of life and belief.

Like many others, I watched the run-up to the 2016 Presidential election with a mix of amusement and horror. Listening to the news on the radio, I heard one adult after another make claims that were utterly preposterous. Ben Carson’s infamous account of the Egyptian pyramids as storage containers for grain stands out, but it is only one of the most obvious and silly examples. Like many others, I made the fatal error of assuming there simply were not enough people in the United States stupid enough or deluded enough to believe this nonsense. Then Donald Trump ascended to the Presidency. We know what happened after that.

The mistake I made, and I believe many still make, was to relegate the mass support for blitheringly ignorant ideas as a symptom of stupidity. The facts are more complicated than this, and what I eventually came to understand was that few people actually believed any of the nonsense spewed by politicians of any stripe, and that a vast number of people are operating under an entirely different set of conditions than what can properly be called belief.

Against this backdrop in which knowledge and belief are no longer bound by anything other than the thin air of the digital image and forms of power are expressed through forms of life that are assembled from pure histrionics, this book will examine the ways individuals are situated within systems of control that offer an illusion of freedom through an exchange of autonomy in the form of the debt relation. Under current conditions of global financial capital, individuals are free to the extent that they “behave” in accordance with an economic paradigm that denies the very possibility of freedom. The illusion of freedom and autonomy is gained through access to digital expressions of the self which are spectacular self-images which stand in for active beings. We are pacified and passive in the extreme, yet our digital image operates within the exchange of images as if it were an avatar of a free subject.

These conditions carry into the cultural space once occupied by religion and faith. Amid the histrionic demonstrations of profound faith, what emerges is the total absence of faith. In its place are faith-based amusement park and shopping mall pseudo churches which provide faith in the same forms as service station hotdogs and taquitos. The perception of a war on Christianity masks the reality of a world in which faith is utterly meaningless. The abject fear that there is nothing to replace this faith produces the terrified rage of a population devoid of the ground on which faith once functioned.

As a result, individuals cling to bold but histrionic demonstrations of beliefs they cannot support because there is nothing to replace them. What follows is an attempt to understand what we are living with as the conditions for belief in anything at all are lost, and we are no longer individuals but atomized units of exchange that find the full measure of their validity in the image generated by credit scores and purchasing power.
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