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Border Fascism and the Fascistization of Society

Abstract

The massive destruction and social dislocation wrought by capitalist crisis has culminated, historically, in
the brutal cataclysms of fascism and other forms of authoritarian rule. Today, across the globe, we are
confronted with the aggressive advance and entrenchment of a variety of such authoritarian political
projects. Anxious discourses about ascendant fascism have become perfectly mainstream. These
developments command our acute attention and critical analysis. This essay addresses these dire
questions and the conceptual vexations surrounding the concept of fascism, particularly as it has been
elaborated in various Marxist analyses. Specifically, much of the debate around fascism as an analytical
category tends to be unsatisfactory, precisely because it quickly devolves into scholastic disputations
over definitions derived from the correspondence (or lack thereof) of contemporary examples and
historical instances of fascism during the 1920s and '30s. This historical scholasticism is reinforced by a
rigid adherence to the notion that fascism can only be understood in terms of a strict chronological
sequence that begins with a mass social movement and then conquers state power and culminates in a
totalitarian regime. This sequentialism effectively became a kind of catechism for an important sector of
the post-World War Il left, upholding an overly restrictive heuristic usage that relies on historical
description as a surrogate for historically-specific theory in the face of new and different realities. Such
analyses do not adequately address the crucial difference between fascism as a political or social
movement in contradistinction with fascism in power, as a mode of rule.

Fascism today manifests itself in a kind of reversal of the familiar historical patterns and therefore
presents different theoretical questions. With the concept of fascistization of society, this essay contends
that fascism need not be exclusively understood as abiding by the sequence whereby a fascist social
movement necessarily comes first and eventually succeeds to attain state power, resulting in the
installation of a fascist regime. Instead, today, rather than a Bonapartist extreme of last resort for the
restoration of a moribund capitalism in crisis, following the failure or defeat of revolutionary rehearsals by
the working class, fascism has increasingly become a first choice, the easy go-to option for a capitalist
class preemptively refortifying its own rule over the messy and volatile ramifications of a crisis that is
permanent. The elite project of fascism in our times implies a process of top-down fascistization,
assuming myriad forms whereby the fascistization of the state — and the more or less rapid degradation
of bourgeois democratic procedural forms and the erosion of the rule of law — must be accompanied by
an onslaught of new tactics and techniques of rule whereby fascism (as a mode of rule) conditions and
subordinates the diverse and fractious elements of “society” into submission. Under present
circumstances, the apparatus for the production of this sort of submission and obedience by some and
fascistic allegiance and even fervor among others is, above all, the apparatus of state violence itself. This
sort of authoritarian re-purposing of the state’s police power and the more far-reaching militarization of
everyday life has been on abundant display in the United States during the second Trump administration.
The populist obsession with borders and the specific targeting of migrants for persecution and
punishment provide a particularly salient critical lens through which to comprehend the conjunctures of
the global politics of labor subordination and racial subjugation with the more parochial assertions of
revanchist nationalism that are fueling the fierce onslaught of authoritarian projects of rule and
ascendant fascism. In numerous countries, but especially the United States, it is precisely this border
fascism that is catalytic for a larger project of full-spectrum authoritarianism and what we may
understand to be a fascistization of society.
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“‘Modern bourgeois society, [...] a society that has conjured up such gigantic
means of production and of exchange, is like the sorcerer who is no longer
able to control the powers of the nether world whom he has called up by his
spells. [...] The productive forces at the disposal of society no longer tend
to further the development of the conditions of bourgeois property; on the
contrary, they have become too powerful for these conditions, by which they
are fettered, and so soon as they overcome these fetters, they bring
disorder into the whole of bourgeois society, endanger the existence of
bourgeois property. The conditions of bourgeois society are too narrow to
comprise the wealth created by them. And how does the bourgeoisie get
over these crises? [...] by paving the way for more extensive and more

destructive crises ...”
— Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, 1848
(2008:41-42)

“As a way of life, as a civilization, as a culture, modern society has collapsed

already.”
— CLR James and Grace Lee, with Cornelius Castoriadis (aka Pierre
Chaulieu), Facing Reality, 1958 (1974:42)

“At the end of capitalism, which is eager to outlive its day, there is Hitler.”
— Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 1950 (2001:37)

‘Fascism is, to be sure, a defensive reaction of the bourgeoisie, but a
defense against the disintegration of its own system far more than against
any nearly nonexistent proletarian offensive.”

— Daniel Guérin, Fascism and Big Business, 1936 (1973:381)

“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of emergency ’in
which we live is not the exception but the rule.... Where we perceive a
[mere] chain of events, [history] sees one single catastrophe which keeps

piling wreckage upon wreckage ...”
— Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History” 1940
(1968:257)

Since Marx, we have understood that crisis is endemic to the capitalist
system, and that every round of crisis tends to only exacerbate the
contradictions that ensure more — and still more devastating — crises to

come. Undoubtedly, there is abundant evidence that the global structural

Published by Scholars Junction,



Submission to Emancipations: A Journal of Critical Social Analysis

crisis of capitalism has become chronic. But if capitalism has repeatedly
demonstrated anything, it is the ruthless resilience of a system that is
extraordinarily adept at self-cannibalization. We know too well the ghastly
human cost in abject misery.

Politically, the massive destruction and social dislocation wrought by
capitalist crisis has culminated, historically, in the brutal cataclysms of
fascism and other forms of authoritarian rule. Today, across the globe, we
are confronted with the aggressive advance and entrenchment of a variety
of such authoritarian political projects. Anxious discourses about ascendant
fascism have become perfectly mainstream.

This ought to be alarming. Terrifying.

No doubt, there is an inherent relation between what Marx called “the
despotism of capital” (1867/1976:450, 477, 526, 793), a manifestation of the
elemental politics of labor subordination in the workplace, and the
tendencies of the capitalist state toward authoritarianism. Furthermore,
fascism has always arisen historically as one kind of authoritarian political
accompaniment to capitalist crisis. There is a danger, nonetheless, in the
Marxist confidence that we already understand the inherent relation
between capitalist crisis and fascism.

To be always right, as unrelenting “catastrophe [...] keeps piling
wreckage upon wreckage.” Cold comfort.

What indisputably commands our acute attention, critical analysis,
and above all, action, is the ascendancy on a global scale of new formations
of authoritarian rule and veritable fascism. “The term [fascism] is now
bandied around with ease verging on abandon,” Alberto Toscano rightly
notes, “but its resurfacing does speak to the urgent challenge of diagnosing
the morbid symptoms that populate our present” (Toscano 2023:12). My

principal concern in this essay is to address the urgent questions of
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authoritarianism, fascism, and the conceptual vexations that challenge us
in trying to adequately confront the gravity of our condition of crisis.

This essay addresses these urgent questions and the theoretical
dilemmas surrounding the concept of fascism, particularly as it has been
elaborated in various Marxist analyses. Specifically, much of the debate
around fascism as an analytical category tends to be unsatisfactory,
precisely because it quickly devolves into scholastic disputations over
definitions derived from the correspondence (or lack thereof) between
contemporary examples and historical instances of fascism during the
1920s and ’30s. This historical scholasticism is reinforced by a rigid
adherence to the notion that fascism can only be understood in terms of a
strict chronological sequence wherein fascism begins as a social movement
and then conquers state power and culminates in a totalitarian regime. This
sequentialism effectively became a kind of article of faith for an important
sector of the post-World War |1 left, entrapping our critical capacities within
an overly restrictive heuristic usage that relies on historical description as a
surrogate for historically specific theory in the face of new and changing
realities. Furthermore, such conventional analyses do not adequately
address the crucial difference between fascism as a political or social
movement in contradistinction with fascism in power, as a mode of rule.

Fascism today more commonly manifests itself in a kind of reversal
of the familiar historical patterns and therefore presents different theoretical
guestions. With the concept of fascistization of society, this essay contends
that fascism need not be exclusively understood as abiding by the sequence
whereby a fascist social movement necessarily comes first and eventually
succeeds to attain state power, resulting in the installation of a fascist
regime. Instead, today, | argue that fascism has increasingly become a first

choice, a preferred option for a capitalist class preemptively refortifying its
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own rule over the potentially explosive repercussions of a crisis that is
permanent. The elite project of fascism in our times implies a process of
top-down fascistization, assuming myriad forms whereby the fascistization
of the state — and the more or less rapid degradation of bourgeois
democratic procedures and the erosion of the rule of law — must be
accompanied by an onslaught of new tactics and techniques of rule
whereby fascism (as a mode of rule) conditions and subordinates the
diverse and fractious elements of “society” into submission. Fascism
ultimately requires submission and obedience on the part of the majority
much more than the fascistic allegiance and even fervor that it may be able
to inspire among others. The apparatus for thus conditioning the populace
for fascism is, above all, the apparatus of state violence itself — the police
power. This sort of authoritarian re-purposing of the state’s monopoly on
“‘legitimate” violence and the more far-reaching militarization of everyday life
has been on abundant display in the United States during the second Trump
administration, where it has taken the specific form of border fascism.

In the latter portion of this essay, | will consider how the populist
obsession with borders and the specific targeting of migrants for
persecution and punishment provide a particularly salient critical lens
through which to comprehend the conjunctures of the global politics of labor
subordination and racial subjugation with the more parochial assertions of
revanchist nationalism that are fueling the fierce onslaught of authoritarian
projects of rule and ascendant fascism. In numerous countries, but
especially the United States, it is precisely this border fascism that is
catalytic for a larger project of full-spectrum authoritarianism and what we
may understand to be projects aimed at a fascistization of society.
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Authoritarianism as Oligarchy
The examples of rapidly advancing, if not already well entrenched,
autocracy and authoritarianism across the world are numerous and
multifarious: from the more classic variety of dictatorial power exercised by
Vladimir Putin in Russia, including the suppression of the free press, the
outlawing of dissent, and the imprisonment and assassination of political
rivals (to say nothing of the neo-colonial war of aggression for the
eradication of Ukraine and the annexation of its territory and resources), to
Recep Erdogan’s suppression of opposition political parties and
imprisonment of political critics for the offense of “insulting the president” in
Turkey, to Viktor Orban’s explicit promotion of the notion of “illiberal
democracy” to rationalize rule by decree in Hungary, to Benjamin
Netanyahu’s efforts to subvert the independent judiciary powers of the
Israeli Supreme Court (to say nothing of the permanent Israeli regime of
apartheid, settler colonial oppression, and military occupation and genocide
for Palestinians, with the outright unabashed obliteration of Gaza as merely
the latest episode in an unrelenting saga of merciless atrocity), to Narendra
Modi’s weaponization of the law in India to suppress civil liberties and strip
Muslims and other “minorities” of their citizenship, to Rodrigo Duterte’s
campaign in the Philippines to indiscriminately murder drug users and other
petty criminals through an onslaught of extrajudicial killings, to Donald
Trump’s and Jair Bolsonaro’s incitements of attempted coups to overturn
elections in the United States and Brazil, respectively, to the second Trump
administration’s militarized deployment of masked federal agents to
terrorize migrants and their allies with utter impunity in cities across the
United States. And so on and on.

There is no room for debate that these authoritarian political

formations are deeply aligned with capitalist oligarchical power and dutifully
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advance the plutocratic interests of the super-rich. To say this is to state
only what is utterly obvious and spectacularly visible. The authoritarians and
their faithful lieutenants are perfectly brazen in their corruption. In the
famous words of Marx and Engels, “The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got
the upper hand, [...] has pitilessly [...] left remaining no other nexus
between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash
payment” (1848 [2008:36-37]). If this has long been the crass hallmark of
capitalist “civilization,” as such, it is all the more outlandish when the power
of capitalist ruling elites becomes unbridled and unhinged, as authoritarians
become unabashed about their venal drive to enrich themselves and the
cynical billionaires piously congregate around them like braying mules, only
too eager to dole out the rewards for their services. What deserves
emphasis, however, is that oligarchy refers, strictly speaking, not merely to
the power and influence of money, nor to the mere existence of an
exorbitantly rich elite whose interests are routinely and systemically served
by the capitalist state, but indeed to a form of rule. Perhaps the most
outlandish example of such oligarchical excess was Donald Trump’s craven
installation of Elon Musk, the world’s richest man, to commandeer a make-
believe government agency authorized to ransack a vast swathe of the U.S.
federal government and unilaterally vaporize hundreds of thousands of jobs
and claw back untold millions of dollars of funding in the name of
“efficiency,” while also pillaging the privacy of the entire U.S. population
(Slobodian and Tarnoff 2026). The sheer velocity of chaotic disruption and
the bewildering magnitude of the nihilistic ambush perfectly epitomized the
dynamics of what Naomi Klein (2007; 2017) has called “the shock doctrine”
of “disaster capitalism,” but with the added perversity that the disaster was
completely purposeful, cynically instigated to generate the very “shock”

effects that it then exploited. Hence, alongside the shameless transaction
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of astounding sums of money for unprecedented forms of influence as well
as direct access, interference, and control, the perpetrators of these new
forms of authoritarian rule are unapologetic in their subversion of all the
longstanding procedural conventions, ethical norms, and professional
niceties of bourgeois democracy, if not belligerently hostile to the rule of
law. In the face of such extravagant and galling absurdities, we might well
recall the satirist Karl Kraus’'s creative paralysis confronting the
“‘indescribable” rise of German fascism, tellingly depicted by Giorgio
Agamben as the precise place “where satire becomes speechless”
(1990[2000:76]).

Against Historical Scholasticism

Despite its tawdry populist vulgarity, governmental ineptitude, and brutish
cruelty, contemporary authoritarianism exudes preposterous excesses for
which satire is no match. For Marxists, however, remaining speechless in
the face of fascism would be a decadent luxury that we can ill afford. Still
worse, however, are the reflexes of some Marxists to become altogether
too garrulous, resorting to pedantic pontificating with the handy platitudes
that confirm that fascism inevitably arises as a symptom of capitalist crisis.
In this way, we risk forfeiting our most incisive critical tools in exchange for
the self-satisfied but deluded conceit of historical omniscience. To be clear:
| am not disputing the accuracy and relevance of the perfectly perspicacious
contention that fascism always operates as an accomplice of capitalism in
crisis. Rather, | seek to caution against a tendency toward smug self-
congratulation and derisive and misplaced confidence in the cogency and
pure explanatory power of our analyses, in order that we may instead

grapple with the more pertinent and urgent questions — How? When? In
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which forms? — so as to be better equipped to resist and subvert fascism’s
menace.

The most characteristic manifestation of this self-defeating tendency
toward dogmatism and futility are the unrelenting disputes over what might
be the most precise and typically rarefied definitions of the term “fascism”
itself. To take merely one of the most prominent examples, Enzo Traverso
addresses the vexations of a contemporary situation in which the concept
of fascism seems, in his view, to be “indispensable” and yet somehow
“‘inappropriate,” by opting for the rather clumsy and unhelpful neologism
“postfascism” (2019:10). This sort of conceptual rigidity and rarefied
hairpsplitting, unfortunately, has political consequences. “Fascism is
coming back: nobody could seriously pretend that it belongs exclusively to
the past as an object of historical study alone,” Traverso declares. However,
emphasizing the differences between the sociopolitical contexts of the
historical antecedents of fascism during the 1920s and ’30s and the
proclivities of contemporary dominant classes toward what he designates
authoritarian neoliberalism, he asserts: “Does this mean that there is no
fascist danger? Not at all. [...] But this tendency is far from prevailing today”
(2021). Much of the debate around fascism as an analytical category tends
to be glaringly unsatisfactory, indeed, precisely because it quickly devolves
into such scholastic disputations over the correspondence (or lack thereof)
of contemporary examples and historical instances of fascism during the
period between the world wars, “side-tracked by ever more detailed
accounts of the minutiae of the Italian or German regimes” (Neocleous
1997:ix), such that “the principal temptation for any contemporary thought
on fascism is historical analogy” (Toscano 2023:13). These scholastic
tendencies contribute to relegating fascism to the status of an exotic fossil,

a grotesque curiosity of history, which inspires fascination and awe for its
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monstrous horrors but then is exalted for a putative exceptionalism so
singular that one can scarcely imagine that anything like it could ever
happen again — in effect, exorcising altogether fascism as an analytical
category that might have any enduring utility whatsoever.

The enduring fact of capitalism and the endemic tumult of its chronic
crisis ensure that we must be prepared to confront the enduring menace of
fascism, which remains permanently “embedded in capitalism as if it were
the ghost in its machine” (Harootunian 2021). Book-ending fascism as an
episode in history, now presumably finished, “encourages a dangerous
forgetting,” Mark Neocleous observes, rather than its recognition as “a
feature of modernity” (1997:xi), which “touches on fundamental questions
about the nature of the society we currently live in and the destructive
potential it contains” (x). “If fascism reveals the truth of capitalism,” he notes,
importantly, “its defence of capitalism also reveals the truth of fascism” (52).
The Black American revolutionary (and self-taught Marxist) George
Jackson, writing from prison during the last months and weeks of his short
life before he was assassinated, similarly emphasizes this basic fact: “It is
significant to note that no fascist regime ‘in power has advocated the
abolition of any form of private property” (1972:151; emphasis in original).
However, Jackson profoundly understood something equally fundamental
and still more urgently relevant: “The final definition of fascism is still open,
simply because it is still a developing movement [...] [Analyzing] a
movement outside of its process [...] you gain only a discolored glimpse of
a dead past” (135). Rather than “waiting passively for the final verdict of
history” (45), Jackson contends, “our purpose here is to understand the
essence of this living, moving thing so that we will understand how to move
against it” (137; emphasis in original). In the face of a vicious and voracious

enemy that will casually consign us to dungeons and torture chambers,
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what we desperately need, therefore, is more humility, laser-focused
curiosity and razor-sharp critical imagination, and the sort of flexibility and
agility with our concepts that might better equip us to devise new strategies
and tactics for fighting and undermining this enemy.

The most useful work on contemporary fascism is dedicated
precisely to understanding what indeed is new or “contemporary” about
resurgent or incipient formations of fascism, and aims to contribute to
developing a conception of fascism as a heterogeneous, ideologically
promiscuous, opportunistic, historically versatile sociopolitical phenomenon
rather than a merely descriptive checklist of features corresponding to
historical antecedents (see, e.g. Gambetti 2020; Haro and Coles 2017,
Harootunian 2006; 2021; Klein and Taylor 2026; Neocleous 1997; 2009;
Palheta 2018/2025; 2021; Rasmussen 2020; Toscano 2023; 2026). This is
not to reject out of hand the utility of instructive historical comparisons, but
such analogies ought to invigorate and expand our capacity to theorize
fascism rather than constrict it to a frame of reference that so exalts the
irreducible specificity of the historical example as an incomparable
exception that it becomes rarefied and ultimately useless.

This is the virtue, for instance, of Toscano’s reflections on “racial
fascism” (2023:36-56), where, following Cedric Robinson (1990), he
explores the long Black radical tradition of theorizing fascism through the
critical lens of the racial subjugation of Black people across the world
throughout the modern (capitalist) era. “Long before Nazi violence came to
be conceived as beyond comparison,” Toscano notes, “Black radical
thinkers sought to expand the historical and political imagination of an anti-
fascist left by detailing how what could be perceived from a European or
white vantage point as a radically new form of ideology and violence was in

effect continuous with the history of (settler-)colonial dispossession and
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racial slavery” (2023:38-39). Indeed, it is precisely with reference to the
long historical saga of colonial racism that Aimé Cesaire, in his Discourse
on Colonialism (1950), famously depicts Nazism in particular as the most
revelatory among the multiple “boomerang effects” of the European imperial
venture that came to be historically normalized, institutionalized, and
ossified in the social, political, and juridical formations of European life
(1955[2001:36, 41]).1 Prior to Nazism’s importation of colonialism’s brutality
into the heart of Europe, Césaire contends, Europeans were the
accomplices of Europe’s colonial “Nazism”: “that [Europeans] tolerated that
Nazism before it was inflicted on them, that they absolved it, shut their eyes
to it, legitimized it, [was] because, until then, it had been applied only to non-
European peoples” (36). If Hitler was finally unforgivable for Europeans,
Césaire argues scathingly, it was due to “not the crime in itself, the crime
against man, it is not the humiliation of man as such, it is the crime against
the white man, the humiliation of the white man, and the fact that he applied
to Europe colonialist procedures which until then had been reserved
exclusively” for non-white colonized peoples of the world (36; emphases in
original).

By this logic, it was the protracted and systematized brutality of
colonial capitalism and its intrinsic racism that entailed, in effect, the original
Nazification of Europe — the eventual turning inward of fascism that
culminated in the fascistization of European societies. As a specific political
expression and organization of the more general and constitutive terroristic
violence of colonial/ racial capitalism, fascism advanced a “domestic”
politics and project of rule distinguished by dynamics of “internal

colonialism” and civil war. Following Césaire, Michel Foucault borrows the

1 Césaire famously uses the phrase choc en retour (a recoil, return shock, or backlash) in
the original French, which has been translated in English as “boomerang effects.”
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same metaphor of the “boomerang effect” to reaffirm the same insight in

more general terms:

It should never be forgotten that while colonization, with its techniques of
political and juridical weapons, obviously transported European models to
other continents, it also had a considerable boomerang effect on the
mechanisms of power in the West, and on the apparatuses, institutions and
techniques of power. A whole series of colonial models was brought back
to the West, and the result was that the West could practice something
resembling colonization, or an internal colonialism, on itself. (1975-76
[2003:103]).

Here, we may also recall Nicos Poulantzas’s revision of Max Horkheimer’s
memorable adage that “anyone who does not wish to discuss capitalism
should also stay silent on the subject of fascism” (Horkheimer
1939[1989:77]) whereby anyone who does not wish to discuss imperialism
should likewise shut up about fascism (Poulantzas 1970/2018:17). Hence,
the constitutive and formative role of the absolute brutality of colonial racism
and slavery for the historical consolidation of capitalism as a global social
formation renders that particular historical legacy truly indispensable not
only for theorizing fascism but also capitalism, more generally. “Let us be
reminded,” therefore, Toni Morrison sagely notes, “that before there is a
final solution, there must be a first solution, a second one, even a third”
(1995/2020:14).

Indeed, the very essence of labor as such under the domination of
capital, | have argued elsewhere, has slavery as its ultimate and defining
limit figure, requiring that Marxist critiques of capitalism be renovated
according to “a racial theory of labor” (De Genova 2023). After all,
capitalism’s central object and motive force — what Marx depicted as
‘labour in the abstract” (1867[1976:128]), “the abstraction of the category
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‘labour,’ ‘labour as such,’” labour pure and simple” (1858[1973:105]), or in
other words, the reduction of the productive powers and creative capacities
of human life to labor and nothing but labor — was the precise project of
modern slavery. There was simply no more perfect approximation of the
elusive figure of abstract labor than the social condition mercilessly and
unrelentingly inflicted on enslaved people, without which the social fiction of
labor-power — a purely “social substance” with only a “phantom-like
objectivity” (1867[1976:128]) — could never have been sustained. Hence,
the greatest achievement of capitalism — its reduction of the plenitude and
diversity of human life and its potentialities to a denuded homogenized
abstraction: “labor” — could emerge only through the brutal sociopolitical
production, regimentation, and enforcement of racialized difference to
essentialize and codify social inequality and hierarchy in its most extreme
form, juridically reducing human beings to property, sociopolitically
consigning them to the status of animals, mere beasts of burden. Fascism,
which has always and everywhere been a political project for recuperating
capitalism in crisis, therefore is inherently dedicated to the more thorough-
going subjugation of labor, the quintessential object of the intrinsic
despotism of capital, driving labor ever further toward its defining limit figure:
enslavement. In the light of a racial theory of labor, furthermore, it begins to
be more clear why fascism’s service to capital necessarily always dons the
ideological mantle of extreme nationalism (decomposing antagonistic
classes with conflicting interests into a homogenized “national” mass, to be
unified and purified against other putative “nations”) and promotes its

nationalist particularism, moreover, always in an avowedly racial form.
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Against Sequentialism
The greatest weakness of morbid attachments to the preeminent historical
analogies for fascism (those of Italy and Germany in the period between
World Wars | and Il) is their over-estimation of the defining role of a mass
social movement as the veritable foundation of fascism, which effectively
became a kind of catechism for an important sector of the post-World War
Il left. This predictable inclination to analyze fascism according to a strict
sequence — from fascist social movement to the conquest of state power
and the installation and entrenchment of a fascist regime — resounds from
the classic work of Nicos Poulantzas (1970) to the more recent interventions
of Ugo Palheta (2018/2025; 2021). Certainly, fascism in Italy and Germany
did originate in reactionary right-wing (“populist”) political and social
movements, composed primarily of the pauperized middle class and
precaritized or unemployed segments of a demoralized working class, and
distinguished by the concomitant mobilization of paramilitary formations of
extra-state violence (militias, armed gangs) as the self-styled popular
vanguard of a counter-revolutionary ultra-nationalist project of “national’
purification and revitalization (see, e.g., Mann 2004). While this bottom-up
dynamic of right-wing militancy indubitably characterizes some important
aspects of the rise of fascism in Italy and Germany during the 1920s, it is
an overly narrow and restrictive heuristic usage that relies on historical
description as a surrogate for historically specific theory in the face of new
and different realities.

This approach also tends to over-emphasize and inflate fascism’s
“counter-revolutionary” dimension, taken in the most literal sense of the
word, inasmuch as European fascist movements in the 1920s were directly

responding to and sought to actively subvert actual revolutionary working
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class insurgencies and to violently confront and decimate their militant
organizations. Indeed, as social movements, the Italian fascists and
German Nazis recruited a substantial mass base directly from among those
disaffected social layers (of heterogeneous class backgrounds) that had
been disappointed by the failures or defeats of the anti-capitalist left. This
catastrophic failure of the communist and socialist left to offer the
impoverished masses, whatever their social class, with a viable alternative
to the ultra-nationalist and racist appeals of fascism, incisively
problematized by Wilhelm Reich (1933), marked nothing short of a world
historic defeat from which “Marxism never recovered,” as Etienne Balibar
soberly acknowledges (1990/1994:180). Even in the midst of Hitler's
consolidation of power in the 1930s, Daniel Guérin noted that the threat of
a revolutionary “proletarian offensive” was long gone, and already virtually
nonexistent (1936[1974:381]). Yet, once in power, the fascists in Italy and
Germany nonetheless did have to repress unruly elements in their own
ranks who had been attracted to a populist social movement with duplicitous
anti-capitalist pretensions and who were then eager to see the acquisition
of state power culminate in a “second revolution” that would actually
overthrow capitalism — pitting them precisely against the devout project of
fascism in power to ensure the opposite: capitalism’s resuscitation and
preservation (187-222; see also the rich first-hand account in Guérin
[1933]). In power, “national socialism” thus had to resolutely vanquish any
residual illusions about socialism among what had begun as its social
movement mass base.

As a consequence of the over-reliance on historical analogies to
Italian and German fascism, particularly their origins as veritably counter-
revolutionary social movements, many analyses tend to disregard

altogether — or, in any event, fail to adequately address — the crucial
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difference between fascism as a political or social movement and fascism
in power, as a mode of rule. As a social movement, fascism has a
paramilitary dimension and tactically mobilizes and deploys extra-state
violence as a modality for manifesting its politics, taking violent action to
demonstrably assert power while also quasi-pedagogically showcasing its
political ambitions. This proclivity for political violence may take the form of
terroristic assaults against organized working-class or left-wing political
opponents or the persecution of various minoritized groups, particularly
their most radical organized expressions. For a fascist social movement,
violence is always anticipatory and pre-figurative: its ultimate goal is a coup
d’etat or insurrection aimed at the seizure of state power. On the other hand,
for fascism in power, recourse to the state’s monopoly on violence is
expansive and exorbitant. As a mode of rule, a fascist regime resolutely
devotes its capacity for violence to frontal assaults against all forms of
organized resistance, which of course includes the targeted terrorization of
racialized and other “minorities.” In power, fascism’s ultimate goal is rule by
terror, aiming to finally bludgeon the general populace into compliance and
quiescence. “Terror,” Hannah Arendt poignantly noted, with particular
regard to German fascism, had eventually come to be deployed as “an
instrument to rule masses of people who are perfectly obedient”
(1951/1968:6). Fascist state power thus bolsters and safeguards the
interests of capital by more rapaciously subordinating labor and crushing all
forms of organized opposition.

It is of course the latter sense of the term fascism — as a mode of
rule — that has become increasingly commonplace in efforts to apprehend
the ascendancy of authoritarianism today. As we know from the history of
fascism in Italy and Germany, it is certainly possible for a fascist social

movement to attain state power and install itself as a fascist regime. Yet,
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the presumption that fascism must abide by such a chronological sequence
has become a serious impediment to theorizing fascism. Any serious
examination of the question of fascism as a mode of rule tends to be
plagued by the scholastic recourse to validating the prior existence of a
sufficiently robust popular mass movement that meets the stringent criteria
— however anachronistic and obsolete — by which it might be qualified as
genuinely “fascist.” In such theorizing by historical analogy, extraordinary
historical circumstances then serve to conceptually encase fascism in a
rarefied amber of exceptionalism. Dogmatic definitions and the rigid
sequentialism of historical analogies thus hijack the possibility for critical
analyses of fascism as a real phenomenon in the actual history that we are
currently living, in which we are challenged to intervene.

This begs the question of how we are currently undergoing a
phenomenon that is fundamentally not the ascendancy of a counter-
revolutionary bottom-up social and paramilitary movement that can be
invited into state power by the ruling class (whenever they may eventually
deem such a recourse necessary). Instead, fascism today is the top-down
project of cynical authoritarian elites, deploying populist appeals to
manipulate and canalize mass disaffection and disillusionment with the
bitter severities of neoliberal capitalism, in order to promote and advance
an ever-deepening fascistization of society.? With this concept, | am
underscoring that fascism need not be exclusively understood as abiding
by the sequence whereby a fascist social movement necessarily comes first

and eventually succeeds to attain state power, resulting in the installation

2 Verbnica Gago (2025) uses of the term fascistisation in a manner that has some
resemblance to my usage here in her analysis of the neoliberal reaction against the feminist
politicization of social reproduction in Argentina, but while there are noteworthy affinities
between our respective usages, she elaborates the concept in distinct ways addressed to
significantly different sociopolitical processes and conflicts.
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of a fascist regime. Instead, | am arguing that today — rather than a
Bonapartist extreme of last resort for the restoration of a moribund
capitalism in crisis, following the failure or defeat of revolutionary rehearsals
by the working class (the tenets of the classic leftist catechism) — fascism
has increasingly become a first choice, the easy go-to option for a capitalist
class preemptively refortifying its own rule over the messy and volatile
ramifications of a crisis that is permanent.

The term fascistization here may be instructively opposed to the
ways that it has often been invoked. For instance, Poulantzas uses the term
“fascistization,” albeit ambiguously, in his effort to distinguish between the
rise of fascism and what he refers to as ‘“established fascism”
(1976b/2008:262-63), or otherwise to refer more specifically to the
“fascistization” of the state (1976a/2008:298). Toscano (2023) uses the
kindred term “fascisation” in passing, without stipulating what the term might
mean, relying simply on the reader’s inference of its denotative sense as a
sociopolitical process of becoming fascist. Palheta (2021) proposes the
term “fascisation” rather more emphatically, but nonetheless offers rather
amorphous and equivocal explications of what conceptual work the term is
intended to do. “Fascisation,” he suggests, designates “a whole historical
period” marked in his account by a fairly under-specified process of the rise
of fascism associated with the “morbid symptoms” that characterize a
protracted “crisis of hegemony” in “the political field,” which tend to be
expressed according to “two main vectors [...] the authoritarian hardening
of the state and the rise of racism.” According to Palheta, the eventual
conquest of state power is “prepared” during such a more or less prolonged
“social entrenchment of fascist movement, ideas and affects.” Alternatively,
like Poulantzas, he uses the term to refer rather more exclusively to the

“fascisation of the state.” However, with this term, Palheta refers to the
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authoritarian fortification over time of a “penal state” through the
“reinforcement and empowerment” of the police and a relatively gradual
process of the police power “becoming increasingly emancipated from the
state and the law, i.e. from any form of external control.” These are indeed
processes that have been abundantly in evidence across much of the world
for decades (see, e.g., Balko 2013; Balto 2019; Graham 2010; Harcourt
2018; Passavant 2021; Schrader 2019; Wood 2014). Following well-worn
left formulas devised to interpret Italy and Germany during the inter-war
period, supplemented by the Gramscian idea of a crisis of hegemony,
Palheta asserts: “Fascism is only on the agenda when the political crisis
reaches such a level of intensity that it becomes insurmountable within the
framework of established forms of political domination, in other words, when
it is no longer possible for the ruling class to guarantee the stability of the
social and political order by the ordinary means associated with liberal
democracy and a simple renewal of its political personnel” (emphasis
added). In other words, according to this approach, an extended period of
“authoritarian hardening” of the penal state can signal a process of
fascisation that might not necessarily culminate in fascism, but which
prepares the ground for such an eventuality as a last resort. These
approaches, in short, detect crucial aspects of the problem but are
commonly trapped in the long shadow of a schematic sequentialism
inherited from a theoretical over-reliance on analogies derived from
historical antecedents.

Undoubtedly, fascist social movements do exist. Here, to be clear, |
have in mind not merely the right-wing populist political movements that are
primarily or exclusively mobilized for electoral campaigns, and which have
supplied a mass constituency for the ascendancy of many of the most

prominent authoritarians who have risen to power in recent years. There is
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no doubt that such electoral mobilizations provide a mass social base for
what Stuart Hall (1988) memorably theorized as “authoritarian populism.”
In his time, during the advent and entrenchment of neoliberalism in Britain,
Hall's analysis of Thatcherism was alert to “a movement toward
governmental authoritarianism and extralegal violence that has mass
popular support” in a context of widespread neoliberal precaritization and
popular resentment (Wilder 2026:150). Authoritarian populism thus
captures “the nexus linking social anxiety, the demonization of societal
enemies, and popular support for state coercion” that lends support for a
drift toward “a law-and-order type of society” where, in Gary Wilder’s incisive
reinterpretation, “empowered masses divest themselves of sovereign
power” and become “the active agents of their own disenfranchisement,
dispossession, and exploitation” (145), and “popular fears” prop up “a new

regime of social discipline and leadership ‘from above™ (147; see also
Apostolidis 2022; Azmanova 2020:64-70). Beyond the mass right-wing
electoral constituencies that embrace authoritarian projects, however, we
have indeed also witnessed the alarming rise of new fascistic formations of
extra-state violence, from various far right-wing armed political gangs and
militias (Belew 2018; Stern 2020) to self-appointed vigilante paramilitaries
patrolling nation-state borders against the specter of migrant “invasions”
(De Genova 2020; see also Bauer 2016; D’Annunzio and Schmitz 2024;
Shapira 2013).2 However, contemporary authoritarian projects of rule have
generally tended to hold these extra-state forces at arm’s length — at most,
as a free-floating reserve of potential violence, largely superfluous to the

deployment of the state’s already vast and reliable resources of organized

3 In some instances, notably, such as Jobbik (Movement for a Better Hungary) or Golden
Dawn in Greece, fascist street movements have succeeded over time to convert
themselves into electoral political parties, directly vying for the opportunity to govern.
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armed force. Virtually all commentators, divergent interpretations and
disagreements notwithstanding — from Palheta (2021) to Traverso (2021)
— acknowledge the fundamental absence, with a few important exceptions,
of extra-state militias as the paramilitary organizational basis for fascism as
a mass social movement today. At most, “the confrontational politics and
physical violence of the streets can act as the tolerated spearhead,” notes
Geoff Eley, but fascism today presents itself primarily in the form of
“authoritarian coerciveness deployed against more isolated and isolable
populations” (2016:112). “All of the historical furniture enabling the
realization of fascism is in place,” notes Harry Harootunian with regard to
the contemporary United States, “yet now [it is] one that no longer needs
mass mobilization in and of the streets [...] instead coming from within the
presidency itself’ (2021:19).

Fascism today thus manifests itself in a kind of reversal of the familiar
historical patterns and therefore presents different theoretical questions.
The conquest of state power by fascist movements, historically,
undoubtedly required various processes of a fascistization of the state. And
likewise, the installation of those fascist regimes in power entailed
prolonged processes of a more far-reaching fascistization of the wider
society — which, as Poulantzas (1976b) never tires of insisting, had to
provide not merely propagandistic ideological gratifications but also material
remediations, however partial or contradictory, of the actual social
predicaments and divergent interests of the heterogeneous class elements
constituting “society.” However, in the absence of such a sequence from
mass social movement to the establishment of a totalitarian regime, we are
productively reminded of Herbert Marcuse and Angela Davis’s conceptions

of fascism as “preventative counter-revolution” (Toscano 2023 44-46;
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2026).4 If the intrinsically counter-revolutionary project of fascism has
become preventative — or indeed, preemptive — and supplies the capitalist
ruling class not with an extreme “last resort” political solution to radical
challenges arising from the severities of permanent crisis, as | am positing,
then the elite project of fascism in our times implies a process of top-down
fascistization. Balibar suggests that a defining feature of the nation-state (or
more precisely, the nationalist state) is indeed “the nationalization of
society” (1990/1994:183). A defining feature of a fascist state, analogously,

must be the fascistization of society.

Reign of Terror

The fascistization of society assumes myriad forms whereby the
fascistization of the state — and the more or less rapid degradation of
bourgeois democratic procedural forms and the erosion of the rule of law —
must be accompanied by an onslaught of new tactics and techniques of rule
through which fascism (as a mode of rule) conditions and subordinates the
diverse and fractious elements of “society” into submission. Instead of a
fascistic paramilitary social movement ascending to state power, then, we
must grapple with the rapid conversion of the state’s police powers (always
already at the disposal of the ostensibly liberal democratic state) toward the
ends of selectively but persistently perpetrating a reign of terror that aspires
to eventually normalize militarized violence, enforced unevenly and
differentially against one or another sub-section of the polity (De Genova
2020; 2025a; see also Dardot et al. 2026). The Nazis’ extermination of the
Jews, for example, “was conceived from the beginning to the end,”

Agamben reminds us, “exclusively as a police operation” (1991/2000:106).

4 Toscano (2023:159n.24; 2026) suggests that this formulation was most likely first coined
by an Italian antifascist anarchist, Luigi Fabbri, in the early 1920s.
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Hence, today, it is the authoritarian state that unleashes an onslaught of
despotic policing violence which, in effect, propagates a kind of fascism of
the deed to which the general populace must somehow respond and,
overwhelmed by the sheer unbridled audacity of the ambush, is expected
to gradually —perhaps sooner, perhaps later — be so intimidated,
demoralized, and terrorized as to become inured and accommodated, while
another substantial sub-section may also be cajoled into more or less active
complicity and obedience. We may detect in this blunt strategy a cynical
fascistization of society.

The first priority of fascist power, then, is to expeditiously demobilize,
disable, dismantle, and demoralize any viable opposition. In addition, but
only secondarily, the gambit would presumably be that another part of the
citizenry — those who are already more politically aligned with the
authoritarian project — could even become activated as a virtual accessory
of the state’s apparatus of violence to actively support its operations, extend
its reach, and intensify its malevolent efficacy. This, after all, has always
been a characteristic hallmark of fascism: the exuberant affective
identification of popular masses with the fascist political project and the
authority of its leadership to the point of ecstatic fervor and frenzy — the
mass psychology that Reich memorably dissected and discerned to be
‘pbased essentially on a libidinous mechanism” (1933[1970:32]; see also
Adorno 1951). Historically, fascist regimes sought to mobilize such mass
affects (arising from its populist social movement base), presuming to utilize
these energies while also, importantly, containing their volatility. Today,
however, the sequence is reversed: the authoritarian state principally aims
to suppress and demoralize any and all resistance, while also aspiring to
incite this sort of fascist identification among at least a minority. In this

respect, we may discern another telltale feature of fascism, in which the
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fascist subject “needs to imagine him or herself as an active shareholder in
the [state’s] monopoly of violence as well as an enterprising petty sovereign
[a] deputy of sovereign violence” (Toscano 2023:149). Indeed,
“destroying the distinction between civilian and fighter, between combatant
and non-combatant,” notes Neocleous, “is the dream of fascism. [...]
[F]lascism universalises war in a way which means that all must be soldiers”
(2014:272n102; see also 1997:18-19). Significantly, however, this remains
fascism’s “dream” — to incite such affects, cultivate such fierce loyalties,
and foster not only tacit compliance and complicity but also militant service
and self-sacrifice, at least among a substantial minority of the populace who
could then amplify and extend the state’s project of a more wide-reaching
fascistization of society. Under present circumstances, nonetheless, the
principal apparatus for the production of this sort of submission and
obedience by some and fascistic allegiance and even fervor among others
is, above all, the apparatus of state violence itself. Indeed, the dramatic
expansion of government budgets to recruit unprecedentedly larger pools
of personnel to sustain ever more aggressive policing operations cynically
mobilizes the vast material resources of the state to staff the fascist project
with dutiful henchmen.®
This sort of authoritarian re-purposing of the state’s police power and
the more far-reaching militarization of everyday life has been on abundant
display in the United States during the second Trump administration (De
Genova 2025a; 2025b). This is not to disregard the very substantial

antecedents for the continuous entrenchment of more militaristic policing

5 Drawing on detailed data from Argentina’s Dirty War, Christian Glassel and Adam Scharpf
(2026) make a compelling case for the pivotal role of employment opportunities —
particularly, the attraction of higher salaries and easier opportunities for career
advancement — in expanding and sustaining the repressive agencies of dictatorial
regimes.
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that has been steadily normalized already for decades (again, see Balko
2013; Balto 2019; Graham 2010; Harcourt 2018; Passavant 2021; Schrader
2019; Wood 2014), especially since the promulgation of the so-called War
on Terror and the institutionalization of its Homeland Security State (De
Genova 2007). Nonetheless, over the last year, the brutish spectacles of
masked and unidentifiable federal agents, brandishing combat weapons
and flamboyantly sporting combat gear, lawlessly rampaging through the
streets of U.S. cities and suburbs and indiscriminately sweeping up
thousands of random civilians (including small children, elderly, and
disabled persons) for putative law enforcement operations — and also not
infrequently destroying their property, detaining them with no due process,
and beating and murdering some of them with impunity, in plain view on
public streets and captured by bystander video — have re-configured the
state’s purportedly legitimate monopoly on violence as a fierce fury of
gestapo-style authoritarian rule. This sort of spectacularization of large-
scale, direct, militarized violence perpetrated by the state in public spaces
in a manner that is simultaneously inflammatory but also calculated to
intimidate, overwhelm, and produce desensitization signals what Veronica
Gago, in the rather different context of Argentina, calls a purposeful “politics
of cruelty,” which she poignantly attributes to those moments when “politics
is pure conquest” (2025:28), where the violence attains an extraordinary
velocity and intensity because it “does not bank on a logic of
governmentality, but rather one of pure destruction” (29). Similarly, invoking
a concept originally proposed by Ranajit Guha (1997) to apprehend the
historical sociopolitical conditions of colonialism, Toscano (2026) notes that
the authoritarian gambit of the second Trump administration is remarkable
for its in violent practices of “dominance without hegemony.” With this

characterization, he underscores the fact that the state apparatus under
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Trump has been distinguished by the virtual forfeiture of any effort to
ideologically justify its actions or persuade a majority of the public of the
legitimacy of its tactics, instead “just treating large swathes — or one could
numerically argue, the majority of the country — as enemies [...] a very
peculiar form of both demagogic but also minoritarian politics that knows
itself not to be moving towards mass consensus.” Very peculiar, indeed. As
commentators have noted for years, the extravagant cruelty is the point.
Here, again, we must note the absence of any genuine mass popular base
for conducting the campaign of contemporary authoritarianism’s aggression
(the model of fascism as a social movement). Simultaneously, we plainly
see its militantly minoritarian proclivities to install and entrench a regime
predicated on rule by militarization and increasingly terroristic violence that
persistently subjects the society at large to a process of fascistization.
Fascism as a mode of rule requires no ideological consensus or hegemonic
consent as long as the majority can be effectively intimidated, demoralized,
suppressed, and finally dominated through an onslaught of unbridled police

power.

Border Fascism: From Margin to Center

It is urgently necessary, finally, to grapple with the specificity of the premier
target of the contemporary authoritarian reign of terror: migration. Borders
and migration have indeed become the central obsession of far-right
populist politics and incipient fascist movements across the world, and of
course have supplied the defining theme and signature grievance of Donald
Trump’s entire political career (De Genova 2018; 2020). Consequently, it is
crucial to theorize how and why so much of contemporary fascism’s ultra-

nationalist projects rely on a specific type of racial animus that is
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fundamentally nativist (De Genova 2018 2020; 2025a; 2025b; see also Eley
2016; Toscano 2026).

Nativism is an elementary and inescapable feature of every
nationalism, required for the production of its (“national”) identity (De
Genova 2005:56-94; 2016). Anti-immigrant nativism exposes and
expresses the fundamental conflict between state power and each
particular state’s nationalism, and the elemental freedom of movement of
the human species in relation to the space of the planet, whereby human
mobility on a global scale inevitably comes to be politicized by the border-
making violence of state power. Nationalism is an ethos of separation
between ostensibly distinct “peoples” enforced through the enclosure of
territory by nation-states through borders. Thus, every state border is
necessarily implicated in the production of the spatialized differences that
most commonly come to be called “national,” and serves as much to
distinguish between not only the territories so partitioned but also the
separate “peoples” inhabiting the spaces thereby divided. As a strategy for
producing spatial differences between ostensibly separate and distinct
human “groups,” coded as “nations” and thus ideologically affiliated by
“birth” with common kinship and shared ancestry, borders and the
nationalist metaphysics that they uphold are thus always prone to
racialization. This racializing strategy of borders, then, merely amplifies and
multiplies the inherently bordering strategy of racialization itself, which is
always intrinsically a matter of inserting and enforcing artificial boundaries
that sub-divide the natural unity of the human species into the antagonistic
sociopolitical contrivances of “race.”

The intrinsically racializing tendency of nationalism and the inherent
bordering reflex of the territorially defined state are therefore deeply

conjoined, such that nationalism and statism serve to constantly reinforce
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and intensify each other. Michael Mann (2004) aptly depicts fascism as
simply the most extreme form of “nation-statism.” As such, in fascism, the
inherent synergy between nationalism and statism is radically amplified and
rendered exorbitant: the exaltation of “the nation” requires the apotheosis
of the state, particularly the material and practical refortification and
expansion of its monopoly on violence. Fascist nation-statism thus entails a
project of re-bordering “the nation,” both externally and internally, against
both invasive (“foreign”) and also corrosive (“internal”’) putative threats,
which are themselves radically disqualified from the project of reinvigorating
and refortifying “national” grandeur through their essential and inimical
racial alterity (De Genova 2018). Very frequently, as a consequence,
contemporary fascism is best understood to be specifically border fascism.®

Border and immigration enforcement have long exuded key features
of what Guy Debord (1967) identified as the society of spectacle (De
Genova 2002; 2011; 2013). The ruthless campaign of lawless impunity
perpetrated by the anti-immigrant enforcement apparatus of the second
Trump administration, however, enacts a spectacle of pure destructive
violence that must be recognized for its affinity with the unabashed racial
belligerence of colonial conquest. First in Los Angeles, then still more
aggressively in Chicago, and finally in Minneapolis on a greatly expanded
scale, the deployment of immigration enforcement agents has resembled a
military occupation of U.S. cities. Of course, this has been primarily a reign
of terror against migrants (overwhelmingly working-class people not
racialized as white, disproportionately Latinxs, predominantly non-citizens),

simply going about their daily lives, whom the second Trump administration

6 Toscano makes this point in passing: “a racial-civilisational crisis is spliced with scenarios
of scarcity and collapse,” such that “the extreme and authoritarian right will map ...its
obsession with epochal loss of privilege and purity — onto the space of territory” (2023:149).
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routinely and duplicitously brands as “criminals.” Yet, the tremendous
insurgency of pro-migrant solidarity activism that this despotic immigration
enforcement dragnet has provoked has provided the second Trump
administration with a diverse array of U.S.-citizen targets as well. The
regime has conveniently disparaged these activists as “violent” radical
leftists and branded them as “domestic terrorists,” whom Trump has
repeatedly vilified as “the enemy within,” purportedly more menacing than
any foreign adversary. Thus, border fascism re-purposes “the border”
against illegalized and criminalized non-citizens and citizens alike —
specifically, capitalizing on the intrinsic despotism of border control and
immigration enforcement for an onslaught of unbridled police violence (De
Genova 2025a; 2025b; see also De Genova 2020). Against both migrants
and those ostensible citizens whom it perceives as its political rivals, the
authoritarian state has perpetrated a campaign of cruelty and pure
destructive violence and has been absolutely unreserved in its recourse to
the metaphysics (and physics) of warfare, thereby exposing their (our)
veritable denizenship (De Genova 2021).

The fascistization of society by the authoritarian state relies on an
ethos of civil war (De Genova 2020; 2025a;2025b; see also Dardot et al
2026). The specificity of border fascism is that it catalyzes the over-wrought
metaphor of “border war” against migrant “invasion” into the predicate for
the outright militarization of border and immigration enforcement throughout
the “interior” of the space of the state, aggressively expanded to encompass
the violent repression of anyone who may be deemed to be obstructing the
state’s deployment of its police powers. Indeed, on September 25, 2025,
the White House issued a National Security Memorandum, titled
“Countering Domestic Terrorism and Organized Political Violence.” Issued

amidst the escalation of the immigration dragnet in Chicago, the
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memorandum alleged as one of its self-justificatory predicates: “Riots in Los
Angeles and Portland reflect a more than 1,000 percent increase in attacks
on U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officers since January
21, 2025,” compared to the same period during the previous year. Although
there has been a documented escalation for many years in the United
States in the activity of far-right paramilitary movements, which have been
denounced even by the state’s intelligence agencies as “domestic terrorist”
organizations, this Trump administration doctrine makes its target perfectly

explicit and emphatic — anti-fascism:

“There are common recurrent motivations and indicia uniting this pattern of
violent and terroristic activities under the umbrella of self-described “anti-
fascism.” These movements portray foundational American principles (e.qg.,
support for law enforcement and border control) as “fascist” to justify and
encourage acts of violent revolution. This “anti-fascist” lie has become the
organizing rallying cry used by domestic terrorists to wage a violent assault
against democratic institutions, constitutional rights, and fundamental
American liberties. Common threads animating this violent conduct include
anti-Americanism, anti-capitalism, and anti-Christianity; support for the
overthrow of the United States Government; extremism on migration, race,
and gender; and hostility towards those who hold traditional American views
on family, religion, and morality.””

Thus, in the face of large-scale peaceful civil protests and organized rapid-
response networks engaged in lawful monitoring activities to hold the
immigration enforcement agents accountable — in short, putting into
practice their presumptive constitutional rights and civil liberties — the
authoritarian state has moved to preemptively criminalize its perceived

opponents as culpable of the offense of opposing fascism. Designating their

7 https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/09/countering-domestic-terrorism-
and-organized-political-violence/
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enemy — us —to be anti-fascist, the figureheads and functionaries of the
authoritarian state, in a gesture of obscene exposure, cynically reveal
themselves for all to see: fascism, in plain sight.

What is likewise remarkable is the way in which this document
operates as a de facto declaration of fascist principles by way of identifying
the contours of all that it designates to be its enemy. It promulgates itself to
be concerned with “national security” and propagandizes supporting the
police and border control as “foundational American principles”; thus, its
nationalism is explicitly articulated as nation-statism, and its statism extends
without interruption or contradiction from ordinary policing to border
enforcement to the global geopolitical imperatives of the national security
state. Thus, recapitulating a defining tenet of the metaphysics of
antiterrorism, the memorandum effaces any meaningful distinction between

”

foreign adversaries and these alleged “domestic terrorists,” “the enemy
within” (De Genova 2007; 2010; 2011). By emphatically equating its anti-
fascist enemy with promoting revolution, moreover, the text likewise
implicitly asserts its own expressly counter-revolutionary mission. Posited
against a putative enemy that is purportedly opposed to particular stipulated
ideological beliefs, the memorandum conversely makes explicit that the
state’s project is identified not only with the particularisms of “Americanism”
and Christianity but also the universalist sociopolitical defense of global
capitalism. Furthermore, it implicitly purports to defend “traditional” values
regarding family, religion, and morality while it denounces critical
perspectives on migration, race, and gender that it brands, without definition
or explication, as “extremist.”

The anti-fascism that the authoritarian regime deplores here is rather
expansive and comprehensive: the memorandum is perfectly cogent in its

reactionary identification of all the most prominent social and political
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movements and diverse struggles for freedom as a singular enemy, which
it understands to be a unitary and inextricably integrated mortal threat to all
that it upholds and seeks to safeguard. The fascists’ obsession with borders
and migration — which is plainly a racist strategy of labor subordination that
aims to ensure the defeat of any anti-capitalist struggle of the working class
as a class — is absolutely essential here. But it is no more essential than
their crypto-eugenicist obsessions with fertility and birthrates, and
consequently, the patriarchal oppression of women’s bodily, sexual, and
reproductive autonomy, or gender normativity and sexual conformity. None
of these is a mere “bug” in the fascist system: they are all features. In this
regard, it is also instructive for us — the broad and sometimes fractious
cross-section of advocates and activists for often-discrepant progressive or
leftist causes — to be alert to the self-defeating sectarian fissures that are
finally tantamount to a debilitating narcissism of small differences.
Moreover, it should incite us to be vigilant against the insidious ways that
the reactionary ideological project of “traditional” morality and virtue that the
fascists propagate may even insinuate itself sometimes into would-be
radical critiques of the dominant order. Our genuine anti-fascism requires
this sort of truly radical solidarity across the spectrum of our differences.
As a “civilization” and a “culture” that has long since collapsed, as a
system of social relations that is permanently plagued with its own chronic
crisis, capitalism — long overdue to be put to an end and yet desperate to
outlive its own inexorable disintegration and destructive chaos — conjures
up the nefarious powers of the netherworld: fascism. The structural crisis of
capitalism requires ever-more authoritarian modes of rule, and finally
fascism, to enforce a permanent state of exception in which the capitalist
state deploys its violence to preemptively and constantly disable opposition

from its inextricable internal enemy: the incorrigible subject — human life
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(which capitalism can only comprehend as “labor,” to be subordinated and
exploited). It is this incorrigible subject — human life-as-labor, upon which
capital depends and from which it can never extricate itself — that is
likewise the definitive target of border fascism’s strategies for decomposing
the integrity of human life according to its nationalist, nativist, and racist
delusions of hierarchy and domination. “The tradition of the oppressed” —
our tradition — “teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is
not the exception but the rule” — yet it is no less a state of emergency!
Hence, the legacy of Marxism — our legacy — must be honed anew as a
fierce “weapon of criticism,” the kind of theory that can become truly radical
by seizing hold of human life “at the root,” and thus becoming “a material
force” (Marx 1844[1970:137]) — to defy, subvert, defeat, demolish, and
abolish our enemy.
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