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Foreword

The Wittrock Lecture Series was instigated in 2019, in honour
of the contributions of Professor Bjorn Wittrock. As Principal
of the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study (scas) in the
years 1996-2018, and the driving force ever since its creation in
1985, Bjorn Wittrock has contributed significantly to the insti-
tute’s strong position as an internationally renowned institute
for advanced study, in addition to the social sciences and the
humanities in Sweden, Europe, and beyond. His research has
advanced several intellectual fields that include the sociology of
ancient, medieval and modern societies, global history, intellec-
tual history, and civilizational analysis.

The Wittrock Lecture Series is arranged annually by the
Collegium. At these events, internationally renowned and
state-of-the-art scholars are invited to give a public lecture on a
theme that resonates with the scholarly profile of scas. Topics
may range across the humanities and social sciences, and cover
a broad spectrum of issues related to global history and moder-
nity, globalization processes and social change, intellectual his-
tory, and the plurality of knowledge cultures. The lecture series
also aims to address complex challenges facing contemporary
society — from the shifting nature of globalization, to crises in
democracy, or the future of governance and human civilization.

Christina Garsten
Principal, scas




Human Rights and Resurgent Fascism

Michael Goodhart, University of Pittsburgh’

Good afternoon. It is an honor and a privilege for me to
deliver this Eighth Wittrock lecture, and to do so in the pre-
sence of both the man for whom it is named and such a distin-
guished audience. I'm sorry that we're not talking about a hap-
pier topic, but there is no more important subject on which I
feel I could remark today.

The expected outline for a talk with this title might be
something like this:

e  Begin with a list of all of the ways in which resurgent
fascism threatens or undermines human rights;

e  Next, remind listeners that the 1948 Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights was, if not a direct response to
fascism, a condemnation of the horror and devastation that it
unleashed upon the world and an expression of the aspirations
of people everywhere for peace, justice, dignity, and equality;

e  Continue by cataloging some of the many ways that
human rights have spoken to those aspirations; and, finally,

e  Conclude with an exhortation to listeners to main-
tain the faith and defend human rights and the liberal order
from this latest assault.

This is not the talk you will hear this afternoon. Not be-
cause resurgent fascism poses no threat to human rights; I
could rip countless examples from the headlines to prove that
it does. And not because I see no role for human rights in the
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antifascist struggle; as I'll argue at the end, human rights, pro-
perly understood, can be vital tools for containing and defeat-
ing fascism. I won’t give that talk because I can’t let liberalism
and human rights off the hook so easily.* Doing so would make
it impossible to understand what we’re up against and how
we might counter it effectively. However reassuring that story
might be, it would mislead us about the character and causes
of fascism, cover up the role that liberalism and a certain neo-
liberal idea of human rights have played in its contemporary
resurgence, and mislead us about the wisdom and the political
eflicacy of doubling down in defense of the liberal order.

Now, with your permission, and in good Aristotelian fash-
ion, I'd like to start over. Aristotle would often begin an inqui-
ry along one vector, follow it to some important conclusions,
and then make a new approach from another angle as he built
up his argument. Given the complexity of our subject, I think
this will be a useful approach for us today.

*kk

Let me begin again, then, with the notion of “resurgent
fascism.” The term may seem question-begging to some of you,
perhaps even alarmist. How do we know that what we’re wit-
nessing and confronting is, in fact, fascism? What is the basis
for the claim that it is resurgent? I know that many of us find
some refuge in the idea that, whatever #his is today, it is not, or
not yet, or not fully, fascism.

One way to get at the question is by considering fascism’s
core or unifying beliefs. This proves tricky, as most scholars
regard historical fascism as ideologically eclectic. Compared
to other significant “isms”—Iliberalism, conservatism, social-
ism—fascism might be described as doctrinally flexible and
opportunistic. Roger Grifhin, a leading figure in the com-
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parative study of fascism, argues that we can get around this
problem by focusing on how fascism appealed to its actual
historical proponents and adherents.’ According to Grifhin,
the key idea animating fascist politics is regenerative ultrana-
tionalism.* Fascists of all stripes appeal to the rebirth of the
pure race or nation as the solution to economic insecurity and
social decline. Fascism is therefore a revolutionary program:
restoring the race or nation requires strength and violence, and
the violence often serves as a kind of proof that the rebirth is
underway. These ideas form the core of the so-called “new con-
sensus” in comparative fascist studies that Grifhn has played a
key role in forging.

I would like to propose two friendly amendments to this
definition. The first was originally introduced by Andreas
Malm and his colleagues in the Zetkin collective, who argue
persuasively that fascist ultranationalism can also be defensive.
Defense and regeneration are often connected. Defending the
nation from its enemies without and within is a kind of condi-
tion of its regeneration.’

My second amendment is an addition. Fascism is always
deeply patriarchal. Its concern with national regeneration
implicates women, and women’s bodies, in a project of patri-
otic fertility. It conscripts women of child-bearing age into the
crucial biological task of birthing the nation anew, replenish-
ing the dwindling racial stock and strengthening the people
against looming threats of replacement. This task is celebrated,
often heroized, within fascism, and some women have found
it appealing and even liberating—in the depressing sense that,
for once, some social value is assigned to reproductive labor.

This rebirth of the nation thus requires conformity with
traditional gender roles as a patriotic duty. The paranoid fury
of the fascist assault on those perceived as sexually deviant is
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part of the broader hyper-heteronormativity needed to ensure
that every womb is enlisted in the cause. As Paisley Currah has
wisely warned, the ultra-Right’s command to trans people to
“act your sex” has implications far beyond its present deploy-
ment in sports and bathroom politics. It is, after all, the com-
mand against which feminists struggled for centuries.® If you
think I'm exaggerating, think of US Vice President JD Vance’s
views on “childless cat ladies” who supposedly hate themselves
and hate America.”

So, with my amendments, we can understand fascism as a
violent, patriarchal politics of defensive or regenerative ultra-
nationalism. That’s helpful, but it’s still pretty raggedy—less
an ideology than a genre or a repertoire. With that worry in
mind, many observers have focused on what we might call the
forms, tools, and tactics of fascistic politics. The philosopher
Jason Stanley has detailed how fascists appeal to the mythic
past; make racist and conspiratorial propaganda; attack intel-
lectuals; trade in unreality and irrationality; celebrate hierar-
chy and their own victimhood; promote law and order (while
of course exempting themselves); and attack sexual deviance,
decadence, laziness, parasitism, and moral decline.® To this list,
Umberto Eco adds adherence to a cult of tradition, promotion
of a sense of belonging in the great race or nation, and reliance
on Orwellian Newspeak.’

Whether we focus on fascists” beliefs™ or on what they do,
it seems undeniable that we are witnessing—experiencing—a
resurgence of fascism today. The evidence is everywhere. You
don’t have to take my word for it. Let me read to you from a
letter written by some 400 prominent thinkers, including 31
Nobel Prize laureates and many leading scholars of fascism in-
cluding Stanley and Timothy Snyder, a letter since signed by
thousands:
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...in the past two decades we have witnessed a re-
newed wave of far-right movements, bearing unmistak-
ably fascist traits: attacks on democratic norms and in-
stitutions, a reinvigorated nationalism laced with racist
rhetoric, authoritarian impulses, and systematic assaults
on the rights of those who do not fit a manufactured tra-
ditional authority rooted in religious, sexual and gender
normativity. These movements have re-emerged across
the globe, including in long-standing democracies, where
widespread dissatisfaction with political failure to ad-
dress mounting inequalities and social exclusion has once
again been exploited by new authoritarian figures."

The letter concludes: “As in 1925, we scientists, philoso-
phers, writers, artists and citizens of the world have a responsi-
bility to denounce and resist the resurgence of fascism in all its
forms.” Their words, not mine.

I acknowledge and deeply regret that many of the most
egregious examples of this politics today emanate from my
own country. But I also caution that this politics has been
ascendant, and arguably for longer, on this side of the Atlan-
tic as well. It’s important to pay attention to how these move-
ments work in close coordination with one another.

*kk

So far, I've argued that the noxious ideas, ugly tropes, and
violent tactics of fascism are on the rise today. If you'll allow
me a brief but important digression, it’s important to use terms
like “resurgent” and “on the rise” rather than “emergence” or
“reappearance.” Fascism, Alberto Toscano observes in his prob-
ing book Late Fascism, never fully goes away. For many victims
of racialized state violence, fascism is an enduring reality. The
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state is not one, he reminds us, but is experienced differently
by differently situated people.” No person of color in the Unit-
ed States, living in dread of the police-judicial-carceral system,
could doubt the constancy of fascism. No person housed in
the refugee-filled concentration camps on the edges of fortress
Europe could fail to understand this.

Still, there are those who deny that we are experiencing fas-
cism today. Larry Diamond, a prominent American sociolo-
gist, said recently in an interview that he prefers “to talk about
fascistic properties or features rather than fascism per se, be-
cause I don’t think we have the fully formed, classic version of
it in many places today. But there is a lot of fascistic behavior,
organization, and intent that’s spreading around the world.””
In the same interview, Diamond defines fascism as consisting
in extreme authoritarianism, violations of civil liberties and
individual rights, a leader cult, suppression of the opposition,
expansionist threats, and the celebration of violence as a way to
acquire and maintain political domination—including the re-
liance on irregular or shock troops. What exactly does he think
is missing?

It’s hard to know if Diamond is genuinely confused or just
pandering. He is a card-carrying member of the conservative
establishment, with an appointment at Stanford’s Hoover In-
stitution to prove it. What's interesting here is not Diamond’s
equivocation—which is completely predictable—but his ref-
erence to a “classic version” of fascism. For a long time, the
European fascisms of the interwar period were treated as ar-
chetypes. Today, most serious scholars have abandoned this
way of thinking. As we’ve seen, fascism lacks doctrinal coher-
ence, and its sociological bases were significantly different even
in Italy and Germany. That a proper Italian noun was used to
refer to broadly similar political movements of the 1920s and
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1930s is no reason to assign theoretical priority to interwar
European fascisms.

In fact, making capital-F Fascism and Nazism the yardsticks
by which we measure all violent ultra-Right politics invites
confusion. It rules out instructive cases that we should bear in
mind, most notably the United States under the Black Codes
and Jim Crow and South African and Israeli apartheid. No less
an authority than Robert Paxton has suggested that the KKK
might be the originary fascist movement."* As Aimee Cesaire,
Franz Fanon, Malcolm X, Angela Davis and many others have
argued, colonialism—whether international or domestic—is
an important instance of fascist politics.” In short, there’s sim-
ply no reason to assume that all historical fascisms are or must

be alike. The great lesson of comparative history is that zhis
time will be different.”

Fascism is resurgent. Why? How can we account for this
terrifying trend? I'd like to begin again by asking how, where,
and why fascism emerges and endures. One very promising
approach to these questions is that taken by the historian Geoff
Eley. Eley investigates what he calls “fascism-producing crises.”
Historically, he argues, fascists have come to power only when
two conditions are met: there is a severe crisis besetting the
polity, and some segment of the political elite or establish-
ment is willing to invite fascists into power."” It’s often said that
fascists have always taken power through elections, never by
force. That’s not quite right: while they come into government
through elections, fascists have only come into power by invi-
tation—or today, we might have to add, by acquiescence.

I like Eley’s approach, but I agree with Paxton, who insists
that we should not limit our interest to cases where fascist
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movements obtain formal state power.”® Other fascisms exert
significant influence over political events and social life, often
through paramilitary groups—the Proud Boys, the RSS—
that mete out violence on the enemies of the ultranation. We
should broaden our focus to include all of the crises that enable
or foment fascism. We must analyze the putrid soil in which
fascism takes root and grows.

So, what kinds of crises enable fascism? The answer,
according to the brilliant Hungarian political economist Karl
Polanyi, is that fascism springs from the insurmountable ten-
sion between capitalism and democracy. As he explains in his
1944 masterpiece, The Great Transformation, fascism results
from twinned economic and political crises.” The political
crisis consists in the inability or unwillingness of liberal elites
to address economic crisis, an unwillingness that Polanyi
attributes to their unwavering confidence that the unfettered
or self-regulating market will resolve that crisis on its own. This
confidence, he wrote, would result in the annihilation of hu-
man society (76).

Most of the book traces the genealogy of this blind faith
in the market as a mechanism of social organization that
maximizes individual freedom—understood narrowly as
non-coercion. Polanyi shows how this faith was born and
nurtured in a profound misreading of history, one that was
encouraged, temporarily and in part, by imperial expansion.
Imperialism mitigated—Dby exporting—some of the most dire
social and material consequences of this misguided faith.

Ironically, the liberal elite’s refusal to intervene was itself
a profound disruption of what Polanyi famously called the
“double movement” in society (76). As industrialization and
capitalist development proceed according to the principles
of the self-regulating market (the first movement), society
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organically responds with measures to tame and transcend the
market by subordinating it to democratic control (the second
movement). This second movement Polanyi simply called
socialism, which he defined as the extension of the democratic
principle to the economic sphere (234).

To liberal elites, any such extension was anathema. They
regarded reforms involving planning, regulation, or control
of the economy as a kind of freedom-destroying violence and
remained steadfast to the point of obstinacy in their convic-
tion that only the self-regulating market could resolve the crisis
produced by the self-regulating market. So, as the economic
turmoil of the 1920s deepened, the liberal elite refused to act,
unleashing a “social calamity” (Polanyi’s term) that would sys-
tematically “liquidate” (again, his term) all of the cultural insti-
tutions and organic relations in society (159).

The ruling elite—variously incompetent, delusional, feck-
less—could neither acknowledge nor address the fundamental
incompatibility of capitalism and democracy. This left only
two possible solutions: “the extension of the democratic prin-
ciple from politics to economics—that is, socialism—or the
abolition of the democratic ‘political sphere’ altogether”—
fascism (20).

“Eventually, Polanyi writes, “the moment would come
when both the economic and the political systems were threat-
ened by complete paralysis. Fear would grip the people, and
leadership would be thrust upon those who offered an easy
way out at whatever ultimate price. The time was ripe for the
fascist solution” (236).

Polanyi was not alone in recognizing the dual nature of this
crisis. Already in 1923, the incisive German communist thinker
and organizer Clara Zetkin had described fascism “as the re-
sult of the decay and disintegration of the capitalist economy”
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and a symptom of the dissolution of the wider society.*® As
she wrote, “the masses flocked to fascism in their thousands.
It offered a refuge for the politically homeless, for the socially
uprooted, the destitute and the disillusioned” who saw no oth-
er revolutionary force willing to address their plight and their
hopes. That absence is noteworthy, and I'll return to it later
on.

*kk

If fascism is enabled by dual economic and political crises,
what makes it appealing to real people who find themselves
living through these crises? To address this question, I'll be-
gin again. In Late Fascism, Toscano reads the popular appeal
of fascism through an illuminating critical synthesis of work
by Theodor Adorno, Norbert Guterman, and Henri Lefebvre.
I’'m going to quickly summarize, slightly modify, and proba-
bly mangle Toscano’s analysis here in hopes of clarifying the
connection between the social frustration and alienation that
people experience during severe economic and political crisis
and the distinctive response that fascist politics offers.>

Life in complex capitalist societies is increasingly disori-
enting. One has to reckon with lots of big abstractions: credit,
profit, finance, trade, capital itself. These are “real abstractions”
in the sense that they shape and constrain people’s everyday
lives, as when they seek aloan or lose a job due to tariffs or out-
sourcing. Most people are ill-equipped to make sense of these
abstractions, and as a result, they internalize feelings of inca-
pacity and helplessness. Their survival is tied to an economic
system that they can neither influence nor comprehend.

Democracy promises to give people control over their so-
ciety and their shared fate, but liberal democracy cannot de-
liver on this promise, constrained by the refusal of elites to
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subordinate the economy to popular management. As a result,
people experience political futility on top of economic inca-
pacity. Many people become indifferent to democracy; some
may even come to resent or despise it.

The fascist imaginary offers a kind of coherence and stabil-
ity in response to the vertigo of existence in these conditions.
It does so by making the abstractions concrete through stereo-
types and conspiratorial thinking in a way that provides people
with a false but nonetheless palpable sense of understanding
and agency. If finance capital is difhicult to understand, a cabal
of Jewish bankers is much easier; if high housing costs seem
hopelessly complex, blaming migrants for driving up demand
makes a certain sense. Fascism “explains” complex social reality
by blaming the Jews or the migrants or the queers or the com-
munists, who are made to personify the abstractions in a kind
of collective compensatory fantasy. People can direct their fear,
rage, and anxiety at these out-groups who embody the abstrac-
tions they cannot grasp but nonetheless feel to be the source
of their precarity. It’s obvious what an easy step it is from the
personification of social ills to violence against those who em-
body them.

Indeed, and here I'm going beyond Toscano, violence pro-
vides an affective release for the cognitive dissonance that these
non-explanations create. This clarifies why quietly detaining
and deporting unauthorized migrants (for example) won’t do.
The spectacle of masked United States Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement (ICE) agents dragging citizens half-naked
from their homes, attacking peaceful protesters with chemical
weapons, and almost randomly executing them in the streets,
is what does the political work of providing catharsis. The vi-
olence, the spectacle itself, allows frustrated, alienated people
to experience some release, to take a kind of direct or vicarious
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revenge against those who they’ve become convinced, or
allowed themselves to believe, are responsible for the genuine
ills they experience every day.

Psychologists have debunked the idea that venting or
catharsis might diminish future inclination to anger or aggres-
sion. In fact, research shows the opposite: violence predicts
future violence.” Subsequent research also confirms, however,
that people do experience pleasure or release when they engage
or participate vicariously in violence.** That is precisely my
point: that catharsis is not a solution but rather a compensa-
tory non-solution. The compensation comes in the form of
pleasure and release that people experience in the moment.
That this makes them more likely to experience anger and en-
gage in future violence reaffirms that this fascist “solution” is
no solution at all and provides some insight into why violence
seems inevitably to ratchet up in fascistic societies.™

W. E. B. Du Bois understood this mechanism clearly. He
recognized that, for the white working class of the US South,
a white supremacist regime of open violence and legal domi-
nation of Blacks offered a valuable “psychological wage” that
compensated their lack of economic opportunity and political
agency with an unshakeable sense of superiority through do-
mination.* Plenty of research confirms that this kind of domi-
nation can create or solidify in-group bonds.”” So, when people
cheer on ICE agents or celebrate the burning of a Koran in
a migrant neighborhood, they are participating in a collective
compensatory fantasy. The illusory nature of the solution pro-
vided by this violence does not diminish its satistying effects or
reduce its political payoft.**

It is also vital to understand that violence against target-
ed populations is what creates and maintains their status as
outsiders and enemies. People become outsiders and enemies
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through violence, through the degradation they suffer. This is
the conclusion of a diverse assemblage of scholars of race, in-
cluding Du Bois, Oliver Cromwell Cox, Fanon, Fields, Omi
and Winant, and many others who argue, from different per-
spectives, that racism produces race—that laws, institutions,
and violence create race as a socially salient category.”

Think of it this way: the pure race, the great nation, is a
myth, a construct. How is it constructed? Through the dom-
ination and dehumanization of its Others. Violence against
migrants, whether committed by the mob or by the state,
whether spectacular or routine, is what makes them outsiders.
Only people who get treated this way can possibly deserve to be
treated this way. Scholars of genocide have observed the same
phenomenon. The victim group must first be created through
dehumanization before it can be eradicated. Tutsis had to be-
come cockroaches before they could become targets.®

I don’t mean to deny that longstanding patterns of dis-
crimination, exclusion and hatred exist in many societies. But
these patterns have to be maintained through continual dom-
inance and degradation to remain socially salient. To put the
point differently, one is made, not born, an outsider, and the
making occurs through violence, whether the spectacular
violence of the Brownshirts or the everyday legalized violence
of the Black Codes. A few people will always believe in blood
libel or replacement theory, but getting the masses on board
requires flagrant, systematic, sustained public violence and the
rhetoric that justifies it by tying it to a larger compensatory
fantasy of blame.

This is one reason, by the way, why simply asserting human
rights in response to fascist violence doesn’t work. Those who
are being targeted are not victimized because people have not
realized, or have forgotten, that they are human; they are tar-
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geted in order to dehumanize them. Depriving them of their
human rights is the point. When others seck to defend their
rights, they simply reveal themselves to be enemies of the peo-
ple, race-traitors, communists, and the like. My larger point is
that fascist violence is purposeful, although it can seem ran-
dom. Violence is part of the non-solution that fascism offers
because it can reinforce feelings of superiority and in-group
solidarity while providing emotional release for people’s real
economic and social frustrations.

Mercifully, this is not a solution that appeals to everyone.
Many people will see through the absurdity of blaming infla-
tion on migrants or sexual violence on shared bathrooms, and
so on. Many people will recoil in horror from the violence and
cruelty of fascistic politics. That said, let me remind you of
Zetkin’s observation that the appeal of such politics is greater
in the absence of alternative narratives that might help people
make sense of the world they must navigate.

This is a sobering observation when we reflect that, since
the 1990s, the parties of the erstwhile Left have fully embraced
neoliberalism and tried (on the whole unsuccessfully) to com-
pete with the Right on the terrain of culture. Sheri Berman has
been an acute observer and critic of this trend.” I'm happy to
say more about the politics of this later, but for now let me sim-
ply remind you of the open letter I cited earlier, which echoes
Zetkin in observing that in the past two decades, far-right
movements have surged wherever there is “widespread dissatis-
faction with political failure to address mounting inequalities
and social exclusion.” In short, wherever economic crisis meets
political impasse, the ultra-Right is ascendant. For us students
of Polanyi, this sounds ominously familiar.

KoKk
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I submit, then, that we are in the midst of another
fascism-enabling crisis. What happened? To explain, and to
finally bring human rights back to the center of the story, we
must begin again at the conclusion of the Second World War.

For while fascism was defeated in that epic struggle, liber-
alism was not. Initially at least, it seemed to have been tamed,
chastened. The subordination of capitalist markets to the social
logic of democracy was the hallmark of what the French de-
scribe as Les Trente Glorieuses, the 30 marvelous years of peace,
stability, and growing prosperity in western Europe following
the war. Globally, a system of international financial institu-
tions, the so-called the Bretton Woods system, was designed
to ensure economic growth and stability through international
coordination, and the United Nations was intended to main-
tain peace and facilitate international cooperation. These sys-
tems were set up specifically to prevent the recurrence of eco-
nomic and political crises. The 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights outlined the promise of freedom, dignity, and
equality for everyone. That, at least, is the official story.

Of course, the Cold War, the UN Charter’s irreconcilable
commitments to both human rights and sovereignty, the re-
luctance of Europeans to relinquish empire, the rich countries’
rejection of a New International Economic Order to bring
economic independence and liberation to the newly political-
ly independent peoples of the Third World, and the enduring
scourges of racism and apartheid meant that these efforts were
always partial, halting, contradictory, and subordinate to the
economic and political interests of the most powerful states.
Les Trente Glorieuses looked rather less glorious from Saigon or
Algiers, or, for that matter, from Tehran, Kinshasa, Budapest,
Soweto, Montgomery, or Santiago.

Liberalism was tamed, partly, for a while, for some peo-
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ple, but it was never defeated. In fact, an influential group of
thinkers who called themselves nzeoliberals was working tire-
lessly to repair and restore liberalism. Their fidelity to the self-
regulating market was unwavering, and they held the economy,
which they regarded as mysterious and unknowable, in a kind
of mystic reverence. As Quinn Slobodian chronicles in Global-
ists, his masterful study of these men (they were all men), the
neoliberals, like Polanyi, had concluded that the self-regulating
market was a myth.”* They drew a rather different lesson from
this realization, however. For Hayek, von Mises, and others,
the problem in the interwar period was that democratically
elected governments, facing popular pressure, failed to pro-
tect the foundations of the liberal world economy—the gold
standard, low tariffs, nondiscriminatory trade and investment
policies, and the like. In their eyes, the crisis consisted in the
failure of governments to protect the liberal economic order
from democratic interference.

What made these thinkers zeoliberals in their own minds
was their realization that preserving capitalism would require
creating international institutions that would encase the lib-
eral economy and protect it from democratic interference
(88fF.). They had a “new” appreciation for the necessary role
of the state, which alone could create what Slobodian calls the
“meta-economic or extra-economic conditions for safeguard-
ing capitalism at the scale of the entire world.”

Crucially, they opposed a sovereign world state, for in such
a state, democratic pressures might also influence political
leaders to make unsound economic choices. Instead, they ad-
vocated for what has come to be called neoliberal or market
federalism, “double government,” where economic policy is
set and maintained at the international level, safely out of the
reach of democratic citizenries in national states (2-6).” If you
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are unfamiliar with this idea, ask the Greeks.**

Neoliberal thinkers helped to transtorm the post-war order
into a new regime of global economic governance that, quot-
ing Slobodian, would rely on “institutions to contain potential
disruptions from the democratically empowered masses.” This
system of double government would create “a world without
empires but with rules set by supranational bodies operating
beyond the reach of any electorate. It was a world where the
global economy was safely protected from the demands of re-
distributive equality and social justice” (264). Again, the neo-
liberals shared Polanyi’s views on the incompatibility of capi-
talism and democracy. They chose capitalism.

Human rights played an important role in legitimizing this
neoliberal worldview. As Jess Whyte explains in her essential
book, The Morals of the Market, from the mid-century on, the
neoliberals had adopted the language of human rights to jus-
tify the global order they envisioned.” They didn’t so much
reject social and economic rights, as is sometimes thought, as
redefine them as the rights of capital, the free movement of
money, goods, services, and labor.

As Whyte shows, once one defines human rights in this
way, it becomes a truism that only a liberal economic order
can protect them. If human rights simply mean noncoercion,
and the market is, by hypothesis, noncoercive, then protect-
ing the market is a condition of freedom (19). The laws and
institutions that secure and protect the global market become
matters of logical necessity, insulating capitalism from the kind
of popular interference or politicization that had led to such
disastrous results in the 1930s. Any attempt to intervene in the
market—whether to redistribute, to restrict capital mobility,
to limit trade—is a threat to human rights.

On this view, liberty becomes the freedom to engage in
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market transactions and to do anything that doesn’t interfere
with the smooth operation of the capitalist economy. Security
on this view is the deployment of state violence to protect the
market. Equality is simply non-discrimination in the market,
a view that rules out redistribution as a kind of unequal treat-
ment (24-5). “Good governance” becomes the euphemism for
all of the state intervention and violence needed to guarantee
the rights of capital. Human rights, so understood, would be-
come the bedrock of the global “constitutional” order.

This narrow understanding of human rights as individual
liberty and property rights resonated with the ideas and po-
litical leanings of the human rights movements that grew to
prominence in the 1970s and 1980s, as Whyte details. Some
of these campaigns were created specifically to provide human
rights arguments against the New International Economic
Order. While the big human rights organizations were will-
ing to criticize authoritarian regimes for torture, detention,
disappearances, and so on, they stayed scrupulously silent on
the “political” questions of economic justice (Chapter 4). As
Samuel Moyn argues, this tendency was reinforced in the late
1980s, when democratization movements in Eastern Europe
emphasized civil rights and individual liberty in their struggle
against authoritarian regimes that, despite manifest shortcom-
ings, were solid on social and economic rights.*

At the end of the Cold War, the neoliberal understand-
ing of human rights slid neatly into place as the ethical basis
for neoliberal global governance. Commenting on the Velvet
Revolutions of 1989, Ernst-Ulrich Petersmann, a German neo-
liberal regarded as the chief architect of GATT/WTO, called
for “another ‘human rights revolution’ in favor of non-dis-
criminatory open markets, global competition and more
effective protection ofhuman rights.””” Instead of subordinating
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capitalism to democracy, the neoliberals created a world order
that insulated global capitalism from democracy through an
increasingly intricate and intrusive regime of neoliberal glo-
bal governance. As Mark Blyth succinctly put it in a blurb for
Slobodian’s book, neoliberals reinvented global liberalism to
make capitalism safe from democracy. Polanyi had been turned
on his head.

Under this neoliberal regime inequality has skyrocketed,
wealth has been redistributed upwards and concentrated in
fewer and fewer hands, and organized labor has been subject-
ed to ferocious attacks. Continual tax cuts, paired with end-
less austerity, have led to the dismantling of social mechanisms
meant to cushion people from the vagaries of the market.’*

Liberal democracy and neoliberal human rights have failed
spectacularly as programs of human liberation—because they
never were programs of human liberation. They were always
about liberating capitalism from democracy. The promise of
market freedom is liberation from taxation and social services,
the freedom to compete, to win big or sleep rough.

Unsurprisingly, this program has not won over the masses.
Its unpopularity became apparent first in the so-called “de-
veloping countries,” where the need for good governance and
the rule of law meant that democracy had to be constrained
and often dispensed with altogether. In good liberal fashion,
authoritarianism was often blamed on the backwardness or
irrationality of populations not yet ready for freedom and
competition; democracy would follow the prosperity that
neoliberal capitalism would bring and therefore could not be
allowed to prevent or delay it. But there has been a growing
need for authoritarian limits on democracy in the so-called
“advanced societies” of the North as well. In these countries,
capital finds a useful ally in ultra-Right politics that blames
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migrants for the economic difficulties and anxieties that many
people are experiencing. As Toscano points out, neoliberalism
has to be populist because it isn’t popular.””

The point here is that liberal democracy and human rights
are deeply entangled in the production of economic crisis
and political paralysis. The ultra-Right sees and is exploiting
these connections. To help us see them, we can turn to Jacques
Ranciere’s illuminating critique of human rights. He maintains
that there is a widespread feeling in the rich countries that
rights have become empty, useless. As he so vividly puts it:

When [rights] are of no use, you do the same as char-
itable persons do with their old clothes. You give them to
the poor. Those rights that appear to be useless in their
place are sent abroad, along with medicine and clothes,
to people deprived of medicine, clothes, and rights. It is
in this way... that the Rights of Man become the rights of
those who have no rights, the rights of bare human be-
ings subjected to inhuman repression and inhuman con-
ditions of existence. They become humanitarian rights.*

Rights become empty, Ranci¢re argues, because they have
been depoliticized. They are no longer useful in contesting
social exclusion and challenging social hierarchies—including,
I would emphasize, social inequalities and economic precari-
ty. In the two decades since Ranci¢re wrote, liberal democra-
cy and human rights have come to appear not simply empty
and useless, but part of the problem. Numerous critics have
condemned human rights as facilitating, as complicit in, or as
powerless against neoliberalism and economic injustice.*

Contemporary anti-globalism in the rich world parallels
this view, stemming in large part from a popular perception
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that the global economy unfairly advantages countries with
low labor costs. These same countries, in this perception, also
benefit from generous aid and nation-building programs fund-
ed by the wealthier states. Ironically, people dwelling in the
rich countries, which have benefited tremendously from the
hierarchical global economic arrangements of the past few
centuries, nonetheless feel themselves tremendously aggrieved
by globalization.+

They are not altogether wrong. Neoliberal capitalism has
disproportionately benefitted a rich few globally—while
triggering a precipitous drop in living standards and econo-
mic security for many people in the “rich” and “poor” coun-
tries alike.# Meanwhile, as benefits and services suffer cut after
cut, trillions of dollars remain available for the “reconstruc-
tion” of Afghanistan, for a frankly rather ambivalent defense
of Ukraine that appears to help arms manufacturers more than
it has helped Ukrainians, and for genocide in Gaza.

People in the rich countries of the North are angry. They
feel ignored and betrayed. The chance at a relatively secure and
prosperous life that they feel they were promised or owed has
been taken away, and they are eager to find someone to blame.
Never mind whether those expectations were deserved; the
sense of loss and disillusionment that accompanies their dis-
appearance is real. The door to fascism is again open, and the
ultra-Right is happy to walk in.

Here’s how Stephen Miller, White House Deputy Chief of
Staff for Policy and Homeland Security Advisor to President
Trump, recently characterized the post-War global order in a
tweet earlier this year:

Not long after World War II the West dissolved its
empires and colonies and began sending colossal sums
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of taxpayer-funded aid to these former territories (de-
spite having already made them far wealthier and more
successful). The West opened its borders, a kind of re-
verse colonization, providing welfare and thus remittan-
ces, while extending to these newcomers and their fam-
ilies not only the full franchise but preferential legal
and financial treatment over the native citizenry. The
neoliberal experiment, at its core, has been a long self-
punishment of the places and peoples that built the mod-
ern world.**

In light of accounts like these, it is hardly surprising that
many people applaud tariffs, huge cuts in foreign aid, mass
deportations, and other punitive measures against those they
have been told are responsible for their problems. It’s no won-
der they despise the political class that shamelessly promoted
neoliberalism, often while enriching themselves.

The anti-woke cultural politics of the ultra-Right, its ve-
nomous attacks on equity, diversity, and inclusion, and on
minoritized populations more generally, are the domestic flip-
side of this reaction against neoliberal globalization. While
rights in rich countries may have been discarded as useless
by members of privileged majority groups, for minoritized
populations, who endure multiple and overlapping forms of
oppression, they remain vital. Rights protections for members
of these groups matter. Programs that expand their rights are
just and necessary. Intersectional politics that attends to peo-
ple’s different social positions and experiences is an integral
and urgent part of any broad-based program of liberation.

The problem is that, having abandoned any socialist com-
mitments and increasingly shy even of social-democratic
ones, politicians of the erstwhile Left increasingly embraced
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a version of identity politics that ignored social and econo-
mic issues while promoting programs and protections for
minoritized populations as a way to burnish their progressive
credentials. This politics, cynically shorn of its necessary and
historical connection with social and economic liberation and
therefore deprived of a solid foundation in a cross-racial, class-
based coalition for justice, was easily caricatured by ultra-Right
agitators as a “divisive” demand for “special treatment” on the
part of minoritized groups and used to whip up resentment
among the anxious white majority.*

Please don’t mistake me: I am not blaming identity poli-
tics for resurrecting fascism, as some commentators have done.
I am blaming liberals. My point is that, for a long time, libe-
rals have ignored or avoided questions about rising debt, in-
flation, inequality, unaffordability, social instability, and the
collapse of communities. Their instrumental embrace of a
hollowed-out identity politics was mainly a strategy of distrac-
tion and evasion.

Meanwhile, the ultra-Right does not shy away from these
economic questions, even if its answers are ludicrous. When
people are angry and afraid, they become more susceptible to
fascist propaganda—again, especially in the absence of any
genuinely liberatory alternative. (It is worth noting in this con-
nection that ten percent of the people who voted for the new
democratic socialist mayor of New York City, Zohran Mam-
dani, had voted for Donald Trump in a presidential election
less than a year earlier.*¢)

In addition, it’s often not the worst-off, but rather those
who feel they still have something to lose, who gravitate to-
ward a politics that promises to restore what’s been lost (a
point reflected in polling data on support for the ultra-Right).
Of course, fascism never restores what’s been lost. Like liber-
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alism, it seeks mainly to ensure order and property, whatever
the cost. But while liberalism can only offer more of the same,
fascism offers something ominously different: a new (or re-
stored) political order, built on racial privilege, which pays its
psychological wages in the currency of irrational and spectac-
ular violence against those who are made to personify the real
abstractions of the neoliberal global economy. In this politics,
domination soothes feelings of incapacity and impotence, and
a sense of racialized belonging counteracts alienation. None of
this solves the real economic problems people are facing, but it
does at least acknowledge those problems.

Does this mean that democracy and human rights are ex-
hausted? Is there no role for them in resisting and overcoming
resurgent fascism? Let me begin one final time, on a somewhat
more hopeful note. I should warn you that my colleagues tell
me I’m not so good at the hopeful part. I am trying—but hope
has to be founded in honesty, not in unwarranted optimism,
which is oftentimes just nostalgia for a liberalism that never
was.

Given all that I've said this afternoon, human rights might
seem hopelessly compromised, like part of the problem, or in
any case, inadequate or ill-suited for addressing it. Again, many
critics have reached precisely this conclusion, pointing not
only to the neoliberal entanglements of human rights, but also
to their long and ugly imperial histories and their problematic
universality. At the same time, many activists and movements
remain committed to human rights as an indispensable part of
their practice.

I’m currently finishing up a book that explores the eman-
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cipatory potential of human rights. Along the way, I have to
explain why people reach such starkly divergent conclusions
about them. My argument is that questions about the political
character and effects of human rights all too often get treat-
ed as questions having to do with their nature or essence—as
questions about what human rights really are. Instead, I treat
them as questions about what people do with human rights.

By focusing on what people do with human rights, it’s pos-
sible to bypass the rather stale debates over whether they are
Western or universal, imperialistic or subversive, neoliberal
or radical. Human rights have been used in all of these ways,
and many more too. My approach directs our attention away
from broad and probably unanswerable metaphysical ques-
tions about the nature of rights and toward practical questions
about what role human rights have played and might play in
emancipatory political struggles.” Focusing on what people
do with human rights helps to show that we’re not stuck with
the neoliberal version that protects the rights of capital and
facilitates economic globalization.

This is not the time to rehearse the arguments of the book;
you have been listening patiently and surely have ideas and ob-
jections you are eager to express. Let me conclude with two
observations, one about fascism, and one about human rights
and antifascist politics.

With respect to fascism, the key is to attack the roots of the
political crises that enable it. It wont work, as I think Kamala
Harris learned, to try to frighten people about the dangers of
fascism in the absence of a program to address the crises that
are enabling it. Donald Trump’s political success comes not
from his policies or his personality but from his promises—
always ultimately empty—to address these crises.

On the subject of Mr. Trump, his purposeful dismantling
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of the global constitution that neoliberals constructed to pro-
tect the global economy from democratic “interference” cre-
ates a political opening. One would of course wish that it were
happening otherwise—peacefully, respectfully, multilaterally,
instead of in a fit of narcissistic grievance and megalomania.
Nonetheless, there is an opening. At the moment, this opening
is facilitating gangster capitalism, but it might be seized instead
to remake the global economy democratically, for people rath-
er than for profit. Sadly, there is every indication that, should
liberals regain power, they would rush to restore the neoliberal
economic order and hail this as a victory, and themselves as
our saviors—which is why I think they are unlikely to regain
power. The product they’re offering is not only past its use-by
date, it is rotten and it recks. That, I've been arguing, is why we
have fascists in the first place.

With respect to human rights, I see striking similarities
between the liberatory human rights projects I discuss in the
book and the growing anti-fascist resistance that is challenging
fascistic violence and fascist politics everywhere it erupts:

e First, the resistance is intersectional. It is broad-based,
multi-racial, and intentional about the need for people pro-
tected by various kinds of privilege to take frontline roles in
confronting the agents of state violence. Tragically, as we have
seen lately in Minneapolis, that protection is far from perfect.

e  Second, the anti-fascist resistance puts people and
communities at the center of its organizing. National-level
protests and coordination are essential, but effective agency
and resistance have to be locally anchored, especially in a vast
country like the United States.

e  Third, none of these resistance movements is solely

36

defensive. They are fighting not just against fascism but also
for alternative political futures that are free of fascism, because
they eradicate fascism’s economic and political wellsprings.
These alternative futures are reflected in their rhetoric, their
strategies, and their organizational models.

e  Finally, and closely related, the anti-fascist resistance
is consciously anti-neoliberal. Activists and organizers know
that fascism did not drop out of the sky. Fascization has been
a gradual process linked to neoliberalism’s growing reliance on
violence to keep capitalism safe from democracy. We see this
violence in the schools, in prisons, in the dismantling of the
welfare state, at the border, and increasingly, in the streets.

In the book, I argue that human rights caz be used for
emancipation. Given everything that I've said here today, I
hope that counts as at least a somewhat optimistic conclusion.
The similarities I've just shared with you further suggest that
emancipatory human rights might be put to good and import-
ant use in a larger anti-fascist politics, which is more optimistic
still. In the end, however, fascism is not a theoretical problem;
we need to make that politics.
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