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What people are saying about


Trump’s Counter-Revolution


The rise of Donald Trump and his regime has produced an abundance of analysis, much of it merely ideological. But Marx cautioned us that it is not the job of a workers movement to inquire into the thinking of capitalists, but to inquire into their power. Mikkel Bolt takes up this challenge with this important inquiry into what W.E.B. Dubois anticipated in his concept of ‘democratic despotism’ – a cross-class white alliance, allied with ethnocentric fascism around the globe. Bolt asks us to consider the potentiality of an emergent communist counter-power – the very one that provoked this fascist turn.


Stefano Harney, co-author of The Undercommons


A lucid, clear-eyed analysis of the morbid spectacle of Trump’s racist counterrevolution. Mikkel Bolt proposes to add to the rubble of the neoliberal order by demolishing the political form of capitalism – democracy itself – as it slides into fascism. Welcome to life in the postcolony.


Iain Boal, co-author of Afflicted Powers: Capital and Spectacle in a New Age of War


Trump is the symptom – but of what? Mikkel Bolt’s provocative answer is “of democracy,” that is, of democracy under conditions of capitalism and white supremacy. With this original intervention, Bolt rejects the conventional wisdom that makes democracy the cure for all that ails it. He challenges any and all concerned about the politics of Trump to consider what his victory tells us about democracy.


Jodi Dean, author of The Communist Horizon
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Introduction


The purpose of this small book is twofold. Firstly, it analyzes the meaning of Trump as a late-capitalist fascism that solves the economic crisis by returning to an imagined idea of a national community through protectionism and nationalist measures. Secondly, it criticizes the opposition between Trump and democracy that has been a staple of liberal discourse since Trump’s election. Trump is a problem, but the solution is not to defend a dysfunctional parliamentary national democracy. Instead, I suggest that Trump is the symptom of fundamental problems in a shrinking capitalist economy that is unable to integrate its proletarians.


The book has four parts. In the first, I analyze Trump’s election as a ‘protest’ against neoliberal globalization and its different policies of outsourcing, deregulation, privatization and cuts in welfare. The financial crisis of 2008 made visible this 30-year-long development and called it into question, but without formulating any real alternatives to the status quo. Instead, the crisis, the bailout of the banks, and the ensuing cuts and foreclosures resulted in a dramatic rise in discontent that manifested itself in a rise in nationalism. In Europe, Brexit is one example of this development. Trump is an American response. Trump channels the ‘abandoned’ white working-class’s discontent and is promising a national solution to the crisis. His plan is to turn around the continued drop in the global economy though protectionism, deregulation and public investments.


Trump’s election is thus a protest against neoliberal globalization. But Trump is also a protest against the protests. Trump is to be understood as a response to an emerging rejection, not only of the current regime of accumulation but also of capitalism as a mode of production. The Arab revolutions, the square occupation movement and Black Lives Matter constitute the coming into being of a new global protest movement. I argue that Trump is the ultra-nationalist response to these protests. An attempt to derail them and prevent them from articulating an alternative. In that sense, Trump is a counter-revolutionary solution, where protests against the last 3 decades of internationalization and deregulation and the last 10 years of austerity politics is steered in a fascist direction with ideas of a chosen people led by a strong leader. ‘Make America great again’.


In the second part of the book I show how Trump is the final confirmation of the transformation of politics into image politics. Political messages and campaigns are not just put into images but emerge as genuine image events. Trump understands this and his crazy Twitter comments against the ‘lying and dishonest’ media, ‘weak’ politicians and ‘so-called’ judges use codes from the pop-cultural industries and transform them into a ‘political’ programme. It does therefore not make sense to try and prove that Trump is lying or contradicting himself. His politics is a virtual politics that is purposefully self-contradictory, silly and violent.


We are confronted with a strange disruption in slow motion, in which former certainties dissolve, but without being replaced by new ones. The ideological dominance of the neoliberal order has been broken, but the local elites have not been able to come up with something new and have great difficulties adapting to the new situation. Trump is a temporary solution that simultaneously promises to continue the neoliberal programme, but also increases neoliberalism’s racist solutions, thereby giving them an explicitly fascist dimension. The programme is the re-establishment of a fictive former greatness, where the white male reigned unchallenged. Trump’s racism, misogyny and Islamophobia are the ingredients of a postmodern fascism that uses systematic lies and attacks on the mainstream press, ultra-nationalism and the mobilization of an outraged white petty bourgeoisie.


In the third section, I analyze Trump’s inauguration speech on 20 January 2017. In his speech, Trump narrates a story about the decline of the USA. The political elite has allowed huge masses of migrants to enter the country. But Trump will set things straight and restore order. Trump is the strong leader that will build a great wall and kick out the foreigners. It is not the USA Trump talks about, but America. ‘Make America great again’. ‘America’ is an imaginary community that does not include the people that make up the United States, but all the ‘real’ Americans, meaning the white Americans. Trump promises to hand back power to its righteous owners. He employs several historical references from discourses of social-Darwinist whiteness, in which the white capitalist class and the white working class are the only genuine Americans. Blacks, Latinos and Native Americans are not part of this community. Trump is constantly talking about all the things that threaten his imagined America and that he is ready to implement ‘radical new solutions’ to protect it.


Finally, I explain that although Trump is to be analyzed as a kind of pastiche fascism, we should not defend democracy against Trump. Trump is not a populist who has performed a kind of democratic coup, using democracy undemocratically. Trump is immanent to national democracy. He is the expression of a crisis in democracy, where it becomes necessary to further activate the exclusions already present in national parliamentary democracy. He is not some kind of external threat, but a product of the democratic system itself. He makes visible those operations that often remain invisible in the West, but that are present all the time. The treatment of migrants in Europe today is a case in point. In the US, the control and shooting of African Americans by the police is the best example. The repressive apparatus of the state is being put to use in a more straightforward way now. Today, we all live in the post colony.


The book puts three connected concepts to use in the analysis of Trump: counter-revolution, fascism and image politics. In my reading, Trump is to be understood as a fascist counter-revolution that is derailing the coming into being of real capital-negating alternatives to neoliberal globalization. In a situation of deep economic crisis that has become a political crisis and is starting to become a crisis for the state, Trump’s American fascism offers an unstable solution, in which racism and protectionism are combined in a strange postmodern fascism. The answer is neither to oppose Trump and democracy, nor to engage in antifascism in favour of political democracy and political rights. Political democracy is no doubt a lesser evil than Trump’s late-capitalist fascism, but it is an evil nonetheless. And an evil that made possible the election of Trump and his racist and exclusionary policies. National democracy is slowly transforming itself into fascism. The capitalist crisis necessitates this move. In a systemic crisis, as in the one we are living through now, the political form of capitalism can shift from democracy to fascism. The most important thing is to protect property rights, enhance the interests of big capital and control the proletarians, who are unable to enter the metabolism of capital. There is thus no opposition between liberal democracy and fascism. The differences between these two political forms are less important than the similarities. The task must be to establish the possibility of a critique of both fascism and national democracy, in favour of a different post-capitalist organization of the world. What this is to look like remains unclear. Right now, it is the abolition of national democracy and its immanent fascist possibility that we have to focus on.


Throughout the text, I use terms and concepts from the revolutionary tradition, left communism, the Situationists and different subsequent Marxist or post-Marxist philosophers. In the endnotes, I refer to the most important ones. I have limited the number of references to a minimum and am freely using this imaginary party’s vocabulary. The book has my name on the cover but is, of course, the result of a collective praxis. I am grateful to a long list of people, most notably James Day, Peer Illner, Carsten Juhl and Katarina Stenbeck.





Chapter 1



A Protest against the Protests


What had seemed unthinkable became reality. Donald J Trump first gained the Republican nomination, and then beat Hillary Clinton in the US presidential election in the fall of 2016. Thus, President Trump replaced President Obama in January 2017. Obama, America’s first black president and recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize (but also, of course, the keen user of drone warfare, the banks’ saviour and deporter of illegal immigrants). The eloquent, humorous and dialogue-seeking Obama was succeeded by Trump, who had never held public office, but made his name as a flamboyant property speculator, proprietor of bankrupt casinos and more recently, star of his own reality show, The Apprentice. Until he ran for president, Trump’s most noticeable contribution to American political life had been his dogged insistence that Obama wasn’t American. The contrast between the out-going president and his successor could not have been greater. Trump’s victory over Clinton took many by surprise, since all the mainstream media, from CNN and NBC to the New York Times and the Washington Post had warned strongly of the dangers of a Trump presidency. If this wasn’t enough, pretty much all the diplomatic, military, cultural and political establishment, including a large part of the Republican Party, whom Trump represented, sought to distance themselves from him. But to no avail; Trump won just enough votes to win the election and became president. Clinton won the most votes, 2.7 million more, but Trump won the most electors and therefore won the election.


The mobilization against Trump was spectacular. It’s rare that neo-conservative commentators and left-wing activists have struggled side by side, as they did against Trump. All the politico-economic mainstream and its media in the USA and Western Europe, the Economist, Financial Times and the Guardian, along with Børsen and Politikken in Denmark, Le Monde and Le Figaro in France, and Frankfurter Allgemeine and Süddeutsche Zeitung in Germany, agitated more and more strongly against ‘The Donald’. As did the rest of the Left in the USA and Western Europe, anti-racists, LBGTQ groups, campaigners for social justice and human-rights organizations. All were united against Trump. In Denmark, former Prime Minister and ex Security General of NATO, Anders Fogh Rasmussen, warned of the possibility of global recession in the case of a Trump presidency, and Johanne Schmidt-Nielsen, former spokesperson for the red-green alliance Enhedslisten, was shaken by Trump’s campaign. Everyone was frightened at the prospect of the blonde, fake-tanned building matador sitting in the Oval Office. Few thought it possible that he would win. But as we know only too well, that’s nevertheless exactly what happened.


In hindsight, there were many signs pointing in that direction. Not least the vote for Brexit in Great Britain. The status quo is only maintained with the utmost difficulty at the moment. Matteo Renzi’s inability to push through constitutional reform in Italy shortly after his victory was the next example of dissolution. On the same day in December 2016, Norbert Hofer was just about prevented from becoming President of Austria after a nip and tuck race, but it seems fair to say there’s a pattern here. Although Marine Le Pen ‘only’ progressed to the second round of the French presidential election and lost to Macron, the underlying pattern is painfully clear: the ruling order has great difficulties reproducing itself, giving ground to a rapidly accelerating turn to the right.


This is the story of Trump as part of something much larger, the current high point in a rapidly growing rejection of the political system as we have known it since the fall of the Berlin Wall. Populations defy the media and experts’ expectations and vote against the ‘system’, and therefore vote the ‘wrong’ way. All across the world, people are reacting to a situation characterized by dissolution and crisis, in which the established political parties are seen as out of touch and unable to change course or offer something else.


The effect of Trump’s victory is political chaos. The Republicans are at sixes and sevens and, up to now, are deeply split over Trump as their president. Not only do they now control both Senate and Congress, they also have a majority in the Supreme Court and, most importantly, they have the presidency. But, Speaker of the House of Representatives Paul Ryan and Trump disagree on a whole range of signature policies. Things look much worse for the Democrats, though; the party managed to lose an election against the least likely of all candidates and many now hope that the party will collapse so that new ones can be formed, not so attached to the political and economic interests that the Clintons represented.


An initial analysis of the election of Trump would be that he encapsulates the recent popular reaction. Trump is anything but mainstream. He is not only a rejection of the politics broadly accepted by mainstream economists and established politicians, he’s also a break with the previous US political system. Right enough he stood as a Republican candidate, but he was in open conflict with more or less all the party’s leading members and, during the election campaign, made more out of the similarity between the Democratic and Republican parties as corrupt members of the political establishment under the sway of the banks. Washington had been lining its own pockets and couldn’t give a damn about ordinary Americans was a common soundbite. In this way, Trump emerged as a protest against the system. He came from the outside and dissolved the opposition between Democrats and Republicans that had dominated the political system since the middle of the nineteenth century. Trump held this binary structure in suspense and, even though he made use of one of the big parties, he wasn’t like any of the other candidates, who were all experienced politicians. He was a mix between Robin Hood and Citizen Kane, at one and the same time a man of the people fighting a corrupt elite, and a self-made man who had founded a business empire and was now moving into politics.


Trump stood out, then, as a rejection of the norm. His election is an expression of protest. Many of those who voted Trump said they didn’t especially like him, but they were sick and tired of politicians and the political system, and this is why they were voting Trump. Trump refused to accept the conventional code of conduct during his campaign, and at no point laid out anything near a coherent political programme. Any idea of politics as a knowledgeable dialogue, based on a well-informed argument was replaced by violent tirades against migrants, Muslims, black criminals, Wall Street and the government. And that’s what worked. Trump was different, he wasn’t reasonable, but tasteless. He was a latter-day Jesse James, who took the fight to the establishment and its naturalized values.


As remarked earlier, Trump is part of something bigger. Phenomenon Trump can’t be explained away as an American thing. It’s important, of course, to look closely at voting patterns and the distribution of votes among specific groups of the population, which parts of American society voted for whom and how this compares with previous elections, but we also have to extend analysis to articulate the relationship between Trump’s election and similar events elsewhere (it’s not just a question of identity politics, right or left). In other words, we have to account for the context, which is the political and economic history of 2008 or, as we will see, since the beginning of the 1970s. As English historian Perry Anderson writes in Le Monde diplomatique, Trump is part of the anti-system protest on the right that is spreading across the world at the moment.1 The US election should be understood in the framework of a global scenario of tumultuous change, where authoritarian right-wing radical movements challenge the so-called neoliberal elite and move into the corridors of power. Trump takes his place alongside authoritarian leaders like General al-Sisi in Egypt, Recep Erdogan in Turkey, Narendra Modi in India, Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines, Mauricio Macri in Argentina and Michel Temer in Brazil, and, of course, his Russian friend, Vladimir Putin. Europe hasn’t been passed by either. Here we have Viktor Orban in power in Hungary, the party Law and Justice in Poland, led by Jaroslaw Aleksander Kaczynski, and Milos Zeman in the Czech Republic. This is one of the paradoxes right now: the anti-system forces seem to appear under the banner of nationalism and incarnate a hard-core nationalist agenda. The challenge to the status quo comes from the right. In the North, Norway and, most of all, Denmark have been advanced countries in the current right turn, as explicitly Islamophobic parties have turned Islamophobia into government policy. There are, of course, important differences between the various politicians and parties across the globe, but they all draw on a xenophobic nationalism that breaks with 50 years dominated by the discourse of human rights, however real or imagined this may have been institutionally and geopolitically. In the wealthy North, racism is expressed more jovially (like in the cartoons depicting Muhammad in Jyllands-Posten in 2005), while in the global South, it takes on much more obviously authoritarian dimensions. But the development is the same. As they say in France, the 1930s are before us again.
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