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Introduction

Who are the most influential philosophers of the twentieth century? If we ask professional academics in the North Atlantic world, we would probably get answers like this: Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Rawls, Foucault, Dewey, Beauvoir. With a more international focus, we might hear names like Fanon, Qutb, or Nishida. These would be appropriate answers if by “influence” we mean something like “a bibliographic legacy in theoretical work.” Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Che Guevara, Lenin, and Mao would be suitable answers if by “influence” we understood “providing inspiration for various social movements.” If, however, our question means “whose thought informs the way the world operates today?” then our answer must be very different. The world is not Heideggerian, nor is it Fanonian; it is not the kind of world MLK wanted to see, and certainly not the kind Lenin wanted to see. Insofar as philosophers are influential on the kind of world we live in, our answer to the superlative question should be something more like this: Schmitt, Oakeshott, Hayek, Strauss, and Rand.

Hayek’s ideas inform the political and economic thinking of enormously powerful global institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Figures in the highest echelons of the government of the United States have been direct or indirect pupils of Rand and Strauss, with several influential lawmakers openly praising the former and her didactic novel Atlas Shrugged—which continues to sell around half a million copies each year. Margaret Thatcher invited Oakeshott to become a Companion of Honor (he politely declined). While Schmitt’s association with Nazism prevents him from being openly cited, the influence of his thought on the wave of xenophobic “populism” spreading across the globe is palpable (as we will see in chapter II). Could we imagine the chairperson of the Federal Reserve Bank of the United States quoting, say, Rawls or Fanon? Has a vice-presidential candidate ever provided copies of The Order of Things or The Second Sex to their entire staff, as Paul Ryan does with Atlas Shrugged and The Road to Serfdom?1 In spite of his reputation as the public philosopher of Europe, is it conceivable that Habermas’s books could begin informing the geopolitical agenda of the Troika, or that a former U.S. treasury secretary will a write a laudatory obituary for Honneth, as (Democrat) Lawrence Summers did for Hayek’s fellow-traveler Milton Friedman?2

In spite of this obvious asymmetry, students of political philosophy, even (or especially) in “critical” or “radical” domains, are much more likely to study figures whose theoretical work has little currency in the world of actually existing politics; they are much less likely to take seriously the structures of thought that actually reflect the political forces that govern our lives in concrete ways. When critical political philosophy discusses Right-wing thought—which, despite this pervasive real-world influence, is only occasionally—it is typically with one of two intentions. Either a given theorist or literature is being criticized as antidemocratic, despite how much popular support it commands (e.g., Hayek’s neoliberalism), or a given theorist is being mined for valuable theoretical insight in spite of their poor political choices (e.g., the work of Schmitt).

This book offers an alternative perspective on the relationship between contemporary critical theory and right-wing political philosophy. It argues that dominant trends in left-progressive political thought inadvertently reproduce one of the core theoretical commitments of the Right: a rejection of the notion that society should be organized according to a self-consciously constructed and rationally planned project. This notion, which I will call intelligent design in politics, was once a hallmark of radical political theory, but has now been rendered all but obsolete through various criticisms from the Left. These criticisms have the unintended consequence of coinciding with arguments put forward by the most influential right-wing philosophers of the twentieth century. But this is more than just an unfortunate coincidence: the problem is that, once we have rejected the idea of intelligent design in politics, Left theory is unable to mount a compelling criticism of right-wing politics beyond the level of idiosyncratic preference. This book attempts to show that if we reject intelligent design in politics, there are compelling arguments for adopting right-wing political positions and no corresponding reasons to remain on the Left. Critical theory must then reassess its relation to the project of intelligent design and reformulate its central categories accordingly.

In more detailed and elaborated terms, this book develops two fundamental arguments. First, through readings of Schmitt, Oakeshott, Hayek, and Strauss, I claim that the critique of intelligent design in politics is the central unifying motif of right-wing political theory in the twentieth century. This is significant first of all because it upsets the clichéd image of the right-wing philosopher as a dogmatic reactionary opposed to the “postmodern” Left. While the twentieth century certainly had its share of old-style dogmatists, these four critics of intelligent design were decisively more influential on the terrain of actually existing politics. This is also meaningful because these four figures are otherwise so seemingly different in theoretical disposition and in political intention: Hayek is an extreme liberal, Oakeshott and Strauss are traditionalist conservatives, and Schmitt is a fascist. The common factor between them is the rejection of intelligent design in politics. Despite intervening on behalf of ostensibly different political commitments, then, critical theory’s prevailing rejection of intelligent design in politics mirrors the fundamental theoretical scaffolding of the Right, resulting in a position that is “left in form, right in essence,” to borrow a phrase from Adolph Reed.3

The second argument I develop in the book is more significant. The fact that contemporary critical theory has come to share a common assumption with the Right does not mean much on its own, unless we think that any idea articulated by the Right is automatically wrong. However, I claim that if we accept the rejection of intelligent design in politics, there are actually compelling reasons to affirm a rightist political profile and likewise no justification for assuming any left-progressive commitment except as an arbitrary choice. In other words, the Left’s mirroring of the critique of intelligent design in politics leaves it without the philosophical resources to respond to the political conclusions of Schmitt, Oakeshott, Hayek, and Strauss in a way that goes beyond random negation. These four figures offer theoretically rigorous and politically salient reasons for adopting a particular stance after the breakdown of the project of intelligent design, while critical theory can only advocate for its conclusions by fiat or by the presumption of a preexisting agreement.

My intent here is not to offer a shallow modus tollens argument (“rejecting intelligent design leads to politics we do not want, so we should affirm intelligent design”), but to prompt us to consider why we hold left-progressive political commitments in the first place and why we do not find the arguments put forward by the right-wingers compelling. This work is usually passed over because right-wing ideas are taken to be wrong a priori, and so an argument against them is seen as unnecessary. But if we take the time to analyze and respond to their work, I think, we will find that a number of critical theory’s prevailing dispositions—above all the rejection of intelligent design in politics—are performatively undermined. The book thus proceeds by taking each figure in turn and interrogating the structure of his thought to reveal a) a compelling argument for right-wing political commitments if intelligent design in politics is rejected and b) the extent to which an effective critique of the figure in question must rely on an element of the project of intelligent design. The goal of each chapter is to articulate a critical-theoretic principle brought into relief by grappling with the ideas of a given right-wing thinker. Through these four critiques, in other words, I hope to arrive at four premises that are necessary if critical theory is to be more than an inverted image of the Right. The last chapter, dealing with the work of Rand, will anticipate the objection that an overly “rationalist” approach could also justify right-wing politics; I will argue that Rand’s philosophy, rather than representing the limits of reason, actually amounts to a distortion of reason.

On a more anecdotal level, this book grew out of an observation that occurred while writing my first book, which was on radical theories of democracy. The radical democrats, I noticed, seemed to repeat themes (and sometimes exact phrases) that I recognized from right-wing discourse: suspicion of authority/expertise in politics, quarantining “the political” away from “the economic,” identification of any vertical organization with totalitarianism, etc.. Most of all, I was struck but how often theorists in this tradition denigrated “rationalism,” the Enlightenment, progress, and teleology. As we will see, these antipathies are part and parcel of the right-wing philosophical milieu. But those of us in the academic Left have lost familiarity with this milieu to such an extent that when it came time to consider our own critiques of intelligent design in politics, we had no cause to ask ourselves if these arguments sounded familiar. Most of us had never heard the arguments. Overwhelmingly if not totally, the spectrum of academic political theory extends from progressive libertarian to Leninist revolutionary. Professionally, we no longer have to justify ourselves before the Right, and so we have forgotten how. We tend to proceed as if our obvious moral superiority relieved us of the responsibility of making an argument. But when it comes to politics, a better argument is the precondition of moral superiority.

I am not the first to take note of this phenomenon. In a sense, this book can be understood as an elaboration of comments made by David Detmer and Christopher Norris, who, in their respective critiques of “postmodernism,” remark on the unwitting affinity between ostensibly radical and transgressive developments in theory and common right-wing talking points.4 In my account, this affinity extends beyond figures associated with that nebulous term and applies in equal measure to more staid representatives of Left theory like Habermas and William Connolly. Thus, while one of the primary motivations of this book is to understand right-wing philosophy—which, given how influential it has been, should be part of our task as critical theorists—it is ultimately not intended as a takedown. On the contrary, its aim is to demonstrate the paucity of Left theory when it comes to mounting an effective response once the critique of intelligent design is taken seriously.

Conversely, however, this book is not necessary because the Right has valuable insights to offer; it is necessary because we ought to know exactly why their insights are not valuable, and we ought to be able to respond to them on a theoretical level. We wave off the neoliberalism of Hayek or the traditionalism of Oakeshott as obvious nonsense, and the fascism of Schmitt as morally repugnant, but, if we have disregarded the project of intelligent design in politics, it is not clear why these positions are so undesirable. It is not enough to dismiss these right-wing figures because, well, they are right-wing. Once we sit down and grapple with the question of what exactly is wrong with them, we may come to better understand some things about our own positions, and thus come to rethink some tenets of prevailing Left orthodoxy. In knowing our enemy, we might better come to know ourselves.


Right, Left, Progressive, Radical, and Critical

Originating from the French Revolution of 1789, the terms “Right” and “Left” are historical and contingent to their core, and their precise meaning in any given conjuncture is shifting and dynamic. It would be immature, however, to declare these labels obsolete because their meaning is not fixed and static, as if concepts must be perfectly and permanently defined in order to be meaningful. As Norberto Bobbio has argued, it would be exceedingly difficult to comprehend the contemporary global political landscape without some references to this spatially oriented nomenclature. At the same time, this conceptual ordering only makes sense in terms of tendencies: the Right tends to value tradition, religion, established hierarchies, and cultural homogeneity, while the Left tends toward egalitarianism, structural social change, secularism, and multiculturalism. There are exceptions to be found in every tendency (liberation theology here, right-wing feminists there), and most concrete political movements exist somewhere on an ambiguous continuum between unadulterated Right and pristine Left. But as Bobbio points out, the existence of dusk “takes nothing away from the distinction between day and night.”5 He also makes the astute observation that, even as politics becomes increasingly hybridized and various “third way” conglomerations enter the scene, “no one has ever conceived of [a third way] bridging communism and Fascism, because it would be inconceivable.”6 This irreconcilable polarity indicates that political alignments are not infinitely malleable and elastic. It also suggests that under present conditions, communism and fascism represent the ultimate horizons of Left and Right respectively, even if for the moment they both remain more mythological than real.

The objection that the Right/Left spectrum only holds for the North Atlantic world and has no meaning in the Global South cannot go very far. There are obviously complications that need to be taken into account, but the sheer volume of communist and socialist parties, coupled with their constant triangulation against nativist reactionaries on one hand and secular liberals on the other, should tell us that the South is not beyond Left and Right.7

Nevertheless, the association of the Left with socialist politics will strike many as anachronistic. From the time of the Jacobins and their Haitian comrades up through the fall of the Soviet Union, the term “Left” carried the connotation of a radical redistribution (of at least wealth, and perhaps the means and resources that produce wealth). In the citadels of the North Atlantic, and especially in the United States, this is no longer so obvious. By and large, the Left understood in this sense has been replaced by what Nancy Fraser calls “progressive neoliberalism,” a political disposition—certainly the dominant one today among academic theorists—that concerns itself with issues of recognition and representation and eschews political economy.8 In the parlance of the contemporary American spectrum, it means being “liberal” on “social issues.” This disposition is generally friendly toward feminism, LGBTQ rights, and the discourse of racial and cultural diversity, but is less likely to show interest in socialism or the category of class. Liberal democratic capitalism is thus taken for granted by both Right and “Left,” and politics is reduced to a “culture war.” Those who cling to the old style of Leftism in either theory (Reed, Jodi Dean, Andreas Malm) or in electoral politics (Evo Morales, Bernie Sanders, Hugo Chávez) are typically ignored, ridiculed, or criticized as (proto-)authoritarian.

When considered in relation to the right-wing political philosophy detailed in this book, the splitting-off between the old political-economy Left and liberal progressivism becomes more significant and more problematic. For those located in the latter sphere, as we will see in chapter i, the evasion of hard Left politics is often couched in terms of the rejection of intelligent design in politics (just as it is for the Right). What this milieu fails to recognize, however, is that same critique can and should apply to their “socially progressive” commitments as well. In other words: while it is no shocking revelation to assert that the prevailing progressive Left is not socialist, what I am suggesting is that the same rationale motivating a departure from a socialized economy should also inspire a conservative disposition on “social issues,” if it is consistently applied. Once we have abandoned the project of intelligent design in politics, there is actually no more reason to maintain “socially liberal” views than to maintain socialist commitments. The Right understands this, which is why it can sustain its often unstable marriage between free-market fundamentalism and religiously infused traditionalist conservatism (again, more on this in chapter I). At the level of theory, the rejection of intelligent design in politics leaves us without the philosophical resources to defend against either of these moments.

The task, then, should be to apply the same logic to questions of political economy that we do to so-called social issues. The first consequence of this would be a recognition that such a distinction is artificial and unnecessary: “the economic” is not separable from “the social,” and so to be progressive on social issues while remaining agnostic when it comes to the economic organization of society makes little sense. Conversely, however, we must also own up to the failures of the historical hard Left when it comes to gender, LGBTQ issues, and the specific situation of people of color. While the narrative is often exaggerated and highly selective,9 a myopic Left that treats issues of race, gender, and sexuality as negotiable is no response to the Right either. But this is the key: the creation or consolidation of a holistic Left that is feminist, anti-racist, anti-heteronormative, anti-imperialist, and socialist is not a matter of sheer addition or “hegemonic articulation,” but of consistently applying the principle of intelligent design in politics. This would mean recognizing 1) that all such issues are interrelated and mutually mediating and 2) that the same intelligence that compels us to diagnose the structural contradictions of capitalism should likewise mobilize us against misogyny, racism, ableism, heteronormativity, and neocolonialist imperialism.

As I hope the studies of Right-wing political philosophy contained in this book will make clear, the unity of a socialist economy and a progressive cultural politics is not arbitrary but organic and logical. Throughout the text, therefore, I will use phrases like “left-progressive political commitments,” which is intended to include both anti-capitalist politics and the cluster of progressive ideas we have come to associate with the “socially liberal” ethos, with one or another element foregrounded depending on the topic under discussion. I should have liked to simply use the words Left and Leftist, but the sedimentation of the economic/social distinction compels me to signal the inclusive scope of my concerns, albeit with the intension of undermining the distinction.

Since it must be kept in mind that the question of Left vs. Right only matters insofar as it involves actual political decisions and commitments, I will keep some concrete issues (women’s oppression, immigration policies) close at hand, and these will be referenced throughout the book. The Left’s mirroring of right-wing thinking is expressed most disturbingly, I will suggest, in responses to the climate catastrophe. The prevailing progressive-radical ethos insists on a decentralized, horizontal, and spontaneous approach to a problem that demands precisely the opposite response; it proscribes self-conscious planning at the moment when it has become most necessary.

As is most likely evident by this point, my sympathies lie with the socialist Left. This is a work of political philosophy rather than a party manifesto, but I cannot conceal the concrete political stakes of my inquiry—nor, I think, can any political theorist. This is nevertheless unusual in the genre, as the idea that theory is supposed to be aloof from petty partisan politics remains dominant, at least implicitly. As Antonio Vázquez-Arroyo points out: “A less political cast of mind than that of many a practitioner of political theory in the Anglo-American academy is hard to fathom.”10 One of the reasons behind this is the pretense of “scholarly objectivity,” as if wearing our commitments on our sleeves compromised the rigor of our theoretical work. Some even suggest that political theory should not be normative at all (yet another right-wing idea covered in this book). This is essentially an admission that analysis cannot offer or inform any prescriptive judgments, that our conceptual understanding of politics is altogether different from our personal preferences. On the contrary, I think (and will try to indicate throughout the book) that the pursuit of objectivity and the formation of political commitments are not incidental to one another, and that one does not have to be sacrificed at the expense of the other; the more objective our understanding of the world becomes, the more left-progressive political conclusions become unavoidable. This must be avowed rather than denied, because the disavowal of partisan or normative political theory reinforces the all-too-convenient narrative that politics is a matter of taste rather than judgment, that there is no relation between intellectual insight and a given set of political positions. Furthermore, the refusal to “take a position” between, say, Hayek’s point of view and that of Kwame Nkrumah in one’s “objective” analysis, to the extent that this is even possible, belies the overwhelming political power that coalesces around the former and the abject violence perpetrated against the latter, rendering invisible the fact that different “points of view” do no confront one another on equal footing. This degree of abstraction and detachment, of course, becomes a political statement in itself. To quote Vázquez-Arroyo once more: “there is no such thing as an ‘apolitical’ standpoint, and whoever claims one simply refuses to assume political responsibility in the predicaments of power he inhabits.”11 The partisanship of theorists matters to the extent that intellectual production matters, which is not so much as we might prefer, but, as Gabriel Rockhill reminds us, is not so little as to be inconsequential.12

Throughout the book, I will make reference to “critical theory,” “radical theory,” and “left-progressive theory,” often prefixed with the word “prevailing.” These terms are intentionally imprecise, and unless otherwise specified they are not intended to name anything specific, but rather a family resemblance of loosely associated trends in the academic humanities and social sciences (which I will detail further in chapter I). The “critical theory” of the title is intended to be broad, although contemporary avatars of the Frankfurt School like Honneth, Forst, and especially Habermas will make appearances. Basically, these terms are meant to convey the extent to which these theoretical traditions regard themselves as more critical or more radical than the garden variety center-liberalism of mainstream politics. Foucault, for example, is not a critical theorist in the Frankfurt sense, but (deservedly or not) he is associated with a radical-critical-progressive-transgressive academic culture, and one can hear papers on his work at conferences like the Critical Theory Roundtable and the Radical Philosophy Association. To a certain extent, then, “critical” and “radical” are unfortunate placeholders to name something like “ostensibly subversive or progressive Left or Left-liberal theory,” which dominates the sphere of heterodox political theorizing today. Insofar as it rejects the project of intelligent design in politics, I would say that these milieus are not actually radical or critical, but if this book is useful it will be in enjoining us to bridge the chasm between the intention and the result of our theoretical endeavors.



Choice of Figures and Outline of the Book

While I have already indicated its broader ambitions, this book is predominantly a critical study of the political philosophy of five figures who produced bodies of work between the aftermath of World War I and the end of the Cold War. They are:

	Carl Schmitt (1888–1985)

	Michael Oakeshott (1901–1990)

	Friedrich August von Hayek (1899–1992)

	Leo Strauss (1899–1973)

	Ayn Rand (1905–1982)




All five thinkers are European in origin; two of them are German, one Austrian, one Russian, and one British. Four of them wrote their key works in English, three of them emigrated to the United States, and two remained there. None of them were employed in an academic philosophy department. Schmitt was a jurist, Oakeshott a historian working in a political science department, Hayek an economist, Rand an independent scholar who made her living mostly through fiction; only Strauss held an advanced degree in philosophy, though his working life was also spent in political science. If it be objected that these figures were not truly philosophers, we would do well to remember that Marx, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche were not truly philosophers in this restricted sense either.

The figures under consideration are four white men and one white woman. This should not lead us to believe that a simple politics of representation suffices as a response to their ideas, however, as Rand’s inclusion already signals. There is likewise an obvious
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