
		
			
				[image: Cover for How Fascism Works: The Politics of Us and Them, Author, Jason Stanley]
			

		

	
		
		
			
			PRAISE FOR

			HOW FASCISM WORKS

			“A vital read for a nation under Trump…[An] arresting new book…The book provides a fascinating breakdown of the fascist ideology….Stanley includes smaller observations that may for some readers land bracingly close to home.”

			—The Guardian

			“By placing Trump in transnational and transhistorical perspective, Stanley sees patterns that others miss….Stanley’s comparative perspective is particularly effective in illustrating how fascists use fears of sexual violence.”

			—The New York Times Book Review (Editors’ Choice)

			“[A] brilliantly written study on the revival of fascism…It comes at the right time.”

			—Die Zeit

			“Remarkable…An important book…Books like these…are welcome: they help to thin out the returning darkness, harbingers, as you know, of monsters.”

			—Corriere Della Sera

			“Should appeal to anyone who cares for democracy and human dignity.”

			—Frontline

			
			“Jason Stanley reveals how the liberties of the people wither when voters embrace politicians who promote the divisive politics of Us versus Them, while denigrating cooperation, compromise, and respect for others. How Fascism Works builds on philosopher Stanley’s insightful How Propaganda Works to explain in concise and easily understood terms how people get tricked into reversing the expanding rights that made America great.”

			—DAVID CAY JOHNSTON, Pulitzer Prize winner and author of It’s Even Worse Than You Think: What the Trump Administration Is Doing to America and The Making of Donald Trump

			“A sharply argued and timely guide to the stories and tactics used by right-wing movements and regimes from the 1920s to the present day. Stanley’s highlighting of the politics of sexual anxiety is particularly welcome and relevant.”

			—RUTH BEN-GHIAT, author of Italian Fascism’s Empire Cinema

			“There are moments in which the fate of humanity itself hangs in the balance, and such times always bring with them the resurrection of ugly myths. And yet, as Jason Stanley, one of this nation’s most important philosophers, makes clear, when such myths are deconstructed and their history is laid bare, we remember the extraordinary ties that in fact bind us together. And, in the fire of that powerful recollection, modern-day fascism—the current myth-dependent moment of intolerance, xenophobia, and fearmongering that we find ourselves in—can be rendered to ash.”

			
			—HEATHER ANN THOMPSON, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy

			“Jason Stanley’s book comes at a most propitious time when we must come to grips with the political consequences that may follow xenophobic populism currently on the rise in the western world. History teaches what those consequences are, and in his book Stanley, with great analytical and conceptual clarity, not only tells the story but more crucially provides a critical framework through which to see the insidious mechanisms at play that are threatening today’s democracies around the globe. How Fascism Works is a must-read for all of us who take seriously our responsibility as citizens.”

			—JAN T. GROSS, emeritus professor of history at Princeton University, author of Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland and Fear: Anti-Semitism in Poland After Auschwitz

			“A potent call for democracies to resist the insidious encroachment of fascism.”

			—Kirkus Reviews
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				PREFACE

				Since publishing How Fascism Works in September 2018, global events have only substantiated my concerns about modern fascism. The political leaders, parties, and movements I wrote about then have made advances on their agendas. New leaders and political parties have emerged emulating the tactics I describe. The coronavirus, declared a pandemic by the WHO on March 11, 2020, has threatened fundamental aspects of human, social, and political life and led to a global economic crisis. Understanding the lessons of this book has acquired an urgency even I did not predict.

				I wrote this book as a warning about fascist politics, essentially the danger of rhetoric that encourages fear and anger as a means to foment ethnic and religious division, seeping into public discourse. Today, the effects of such talk seem clear, as that rhetoric now shapes the outcome of elections and makes its way into policies.

				
				Jair Bolsonaro, “the tropical Trump,” was not mentioned in the original edition of this book. Yet soon after it was published, he was elected president of Brazil, the world’s fourth-largest democracy. Bolsonaro ran an anti-corruption campaign centered on the theme of Law and Order. He was openly anti-feminist and anti-gay, and he repeatedly lauded the country’s past of military dictatorship. Since he has been in office, “[a]ll three of Bolsonaro’s politically active sons, along with his wife Michelle, have been implicated in corruption scandals.”*1 In Brazil right now, journalists are being threatened. Universities, a source of protest against Bolsonaro, as well as a target of his political demagoguery, face huge cuts in research funding. On March 15, 2020, far-right-wing demonstrations were held across the country, calling to disband Congress and the courts. Bolsonaro, like Trump, is a climate change denier. Brazil’s Amazon rainforest, whose health is crucial for that of the planet, has faced increasingly catastrophic fires under Bolsonaro’s watch and concomitant increased deforestation.

				For years in Europe, there was talk of a “Spanish exception” to the rise of the far right in Europe; supposedly their long experience of fascism in the twentieth century protected them from making the same mistake again. In 2018, this ended, as Vox, a far-right party harkening back to Spain’s fascist dictator Franco, raising fear and panic about immigration and loss of traditional culture, was formed. In 2019, Vox became Spain’s third largest political party in Parliament, following the country’s elections.

				
				People often assume that fascist tactics can achieve success only where democratic institutions, and commitment to democratic culture, is already weak. We are thus told to pay attention to policies and institutions rather than the rhetoric they can follow. But Sweden is a country with some of the world’s most stable democratic institutions. It has first-rate public goods—excellent universal health care, education, and day care. The commitment of individual Swedes to democratic values has rarely been questioned. It is a disturbing sign of the power of fascist tactics that the only Swedish political party that characteristically employs them, the Sweden Democrats, has as of this writing become the most popular Swedish political party. The neo-fascist party AfD is the third-strongest party in Germany, another country whose democratic institutions have been beyond question. Across the world, politicians and political parties have learned from the examples discussed here, about how rhetoric of ethnic and racial division can go on to win elections and popular support.

				Since the book was published, there have not just been new developments—there have also been worrisome advances in existing movements. Panic about immigration and the fear of losing the dominant culture to religious or ethnic minorities loathed by the majority groups are central to fascist politics. In the countries in which these tactics are most successful, we now see the clear emergence of fascist policies. India is a key example in this book, particularly the rise of the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and its leader, Narendra Modi. Since this book was written, BJP has won a majority in India and has moved to implement disturbing policies.

				
				India’s citizenship practices since its founding have been liberal and secular. But under the control of BJP, the country is dramatically transforming. India has a National Population Registry and a Census. But both of these count residents, not citizens. In November 2019, India’s Parliament proposed to add a National Register of Citizens (NRC). The task of the NRC is to make decisions about who is and who is not a citizen, to divide the citizens from the non-citizens. Those deemed to be non-citizens will be scheduled for detention and eventual deportation. India has a large body of residents born in India but lacking documentation such as birth certificates that establish this fact. Decisions must be made about who among them should count as a citizen and who should not. There is significant concern, legitimated by the parties behind this project, that the decision will be made on the basis of religion: Muslim residents without the right paperwork will be subject to detention and deportation; Hindus without the right paperwork will be added to the registry.

				At the same time that the NRC is devising criteria for which undocumented residents will count as citizens, India has passed the Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB). CAB promises a fast path to citizenship for immigrants belonging to specified religious groups. Muslims who cannot prove their citizenship are excluded from a path to citizenship in the CAB guidelines; Hindus who cannot prove their citizenship have one. In India, we are witnessing a transition from liberal citizenship practices to fascist ones. BJP’s fascist politics are not merely rhetorical.

				
				A distinguishing mark of fascist politics is the targeting of ideological enemies and the freeing of all restraints in combating them. In India, Brazil, and the United States—and everywhere else where such politics has seized the imagination—universities have been one of the main focal points of attack by far-right party leaders. In January 2020, Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi was attacked by Hindu nationalists. While police stood by, they rampaged through the university, beating students and professors alike. Commenting in The Indian Express on the shocking violence, clearly green-lit by the government, Pratap Mehta wrote:

				
					The targeting of enemies—minorities, liberals, secularists, leftists, urban naxals, intellectuals, assorted protestors—is not driven by a calculus of ordinary politics….When you legitimize yourself entirely by inventing enemies, the truth ceases to matter, normal restraints of civilization and decency cease to matter, the checks and balances of normal politics cease to matter.*2

				

			
				Turning to the United States, I began this project alarmed by the success of the fascist political tactics Donald Trump employed in his 2015 candidacy announcement. What does the course of subsequent political events reveal? Was Trump’s harsh rhetoric against Mexican immigrants and Muslims mere political tactics? Or in the intervening years, have there been changes in institutions and policies in clearly fascist directions, as in the case of BJP and India?

				On January 27, 2017, the Trump Administration issued one of its first executive orders, with the title Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States. It halted indefinitely the admission of refugees from the war in Syria, and placed a ban on travel into the United States by citizens of seven Muslim majority countries. It was ultimately superseded by two replacement travel prohibitions, trying to overcome obvious legal objections because banning based on religious identity is manifestly inconsistent with the Establishment Clause of the U.S. Constitution. The third version of the legislation was adjusted to include two non-Muslim majority countries, North Korea and Venezuela, on its list of “Countries of Identified Concern,” whose nationals the order bans from entry to the United States. The Supreme Court ruled, in a 5-4 decision, that this adjustment made the executive order consistent with the Establishment Clause (despite obviously being crafted for just this purpose). In the ensuing years, this ban on many of the world’s Muslims from entry to the United States has become normalized. It is no longer a salient topic of discussion in the U.S. media. Trump’s fascist political tactics quickly were made material in policies of explicit exclusion.

				
				In the epilogue of this book, I speculated about the other sites where Trump’s fascist political tactics would most likely first take material form:

				
					In the United States, as Donald Trump’s campaign against immigration intensifies, it is sweeping untold numbers of undocumented workers of all backgrounds into anonymously run private detention centers, where they are concealed from view and public concern.

				

				This continues to happen. At the U.S./Mexico border, the United States has established detention centers where undocumented migrants are held as they await legal hearings. Family separation has been a key, cruel feature of these sites. In June 2019, Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez created a furor by describing these private detention camps as “concentration camps.” But Ocasio-Cortez’s description is accurate. Like concentration camps in Germany in the 1930s, they are hidden from public view. Journalists are barred from visiting these centers; they are open only to legal representatives and members of Congress.*3 In early June, the Trump administration canceled educational, recreational, and legal aid for migrant children in detention centers, sealing them off further from public scrutiny. Reports of the extreme conditions in these centers have flooded the news. These reports have been provided by legal representatives empowered to visit them. What happens now that official funding is cut off for such visits?

				
				Even as we are shut off from facts, immigrants will hear the stories from one another. The strategy here is to encourage them to self-deport. This, too, is familiar from history. In the November 1938 pogrom of German Jews, more than 30,000 of them were rounded up and sent to concentration camps, where they were subjected to brutal and inhumane conditions and soon released. Nikolaus Wachsmann, a professor of European history at the University of London, explains that the release of these prisoners made sense from the regime’s perspective, because “the camps had served their function—forcing many Jews out of Germany.”*4 The regime’s harsh anti-Semitic rhetoric, followed by exposure of its Jewish citizens to the brutality of its camps, led to a large exodus of Jews from Germany (including my grandmother and my father in July 1939). The tactic worked. Should we therefore employ it?

				
				There is an economic reality to this situation as well. We increasingly see connections between powerful business interests and the institutions of state terror. Wall Street gives billions in loans to facilitate the profits of companies who run detention centers; large companies make profits by selling their wares to them, and former high-ranking administration officials serve on their boards. On the local level, county jails bolster their budgets by housing those detained by ICE’s massively broadened mandate. The legal, material, and economic structure of these camps is evocative of Nazi Germany’s early concentration camps.

				There are also arguably institutions in the United States, not created by Trump, but certainly adopted and radically empowered by his administration, that resemble fascist paramilitary organizations. ICE is a novel American institution—it was created in 2003 by the Homeland Security Act in the wake of September 11, at a time when rights and liberties took a back seat to concerns about safety. The same act created the Bureau of Customs and Border Protection, tasked with policing the border and staffing migrant detention centers. In ICE, we have a special force, created in an anti-democratic moment in American history, authorized with police-like power and directed at political outsiders inside our borders. The institution itself is tied politically to the country’s leader. Trump is the first president endorsed by a major union representing ICE’s employees, and Trump has repeatedly called himself its chief defender.

				
				ICE is an organization that is like the police but is not the police. The job of the police in a democratic society is to keep communities safe. In practice, ICE collaborates with conventional American criminal justice institutions, including local police departments, but often ends up working at cross-purposes with them by creating fear in immigrant communities, whose members become less likely to report crime. As a result, some police chiefs have aligned themselves against ICE raids. The goal of ICE is not to make communities safer. ICE’s mission is to reinforce a distinction between “us” and “them.”

				When observing the tangible effects of Trump’s rhetoric, many in the media look to the streets for hate crimes by skinheads, or for other examples of extrajudicial violence aimed at Trump’s targets—immigrants and Muslims, for example—but not actually committed by the Trump administration. This is dangerously confused. It is a reaction that masks the worst material effects of Trump’s political tactics. Fascist political tactics employed by an election’s winner materialize in the resulting state apparatus, not only between individuals. Debates that require one to direct one’s eye instead to the streets force us to look away from the structural consequences of fascist rhetoric. By ignoring the state apparatus erected by those who entered into office through fascist politics, we behave as if fascist political tactics cannot transform once-democratic states into fascist ones. This is a thesis that history, as well as common sense, rejects.

				
				In German history, the term “Gleichschaltung” connotes the process by which the institutions of the German government gradually became “Nazified,” moving from liberal democratic organizing principles to National Socialist ones, principally fealty to the Nazi leader, Adolf Hitler. Without comparing the new brand of far-right leaders to Hitler, it is nevertheless possible to see similar processes at work in three of the world’s largest democracies—India, the United States, and Brazil. In all three countries, there is movement toward unifying institutions around loyalty to an ethnic identity, as in India, or loyalty to a single leader, as in the United States, where the most powerful political party is increasingly defined by fealty to Donald Trump. This threatens the democratic nature of these institutions as well as their competence to carry out their institutional missions. Our democratic culture is on life support.

				Behind this transnational ultranationalist movement are the forces of capital. Tech giants and media benefit from the dramatic clash of friend and enemy. Fear and anger get people to the polls, but they also keep people online and glued to the media. Oil companies benefit when ultranationalist movements represent international climate change agreements, such as the Paris Agreement, as threats to national sovereignty. The weaker individual states and international agreements are, the stronger the power of multinational corporations becomes.

				
				India, the United States, and Brazil are now run by far-right parties, with demagogic leaders implementing ultranationalist agendas. In the bastions of democracy in Western Europe, far-right parties are ascendant. All around the world, liberal democracy is in retreat. Not since the middle of the twentieth century has liberal democracy been in such peril.

				With the advent of a public health pandemic like COVID-19, the attacks on expertise, science, and truth that are the lifeblood of fascist politics imperil much more than just our political system. We can see the explicit dangers in the response to COVID-19 of the leaders of the United States, Brazil, and India, which was initially to dismiss the virus as an overblown hoax.*5 The response of these governments to the virus was not some accident—as I show in the pages to follow, fascist ideology conflicts in principle with expertise, science, and truth.

				Fascist politics exploits crises to advance its ideological agenda. Trump called the virus “the Chinese virus” in part because that is where it originated. But the reason he sticks to this label in the face of criticism is to reframe debate around nationalist conflict (and away from the incompetence of his administration). And when it began to take the virus seriously, the Trump administration immediately sought to use it as a means to justify retroactively its nationalist agenda of closing borders, and its suspicion of immigrants, by associating immigrants (and “sanctuary cities”) with the virus. As I show in this book, fascism in power seeks to make its rhetoric into reality—for example, by immiserating and impoverishing populations it represents as diseased. In early March, Trump’s Executive Office for Immigration Review ordered immigration court staff “to remove CDC posters designed to slow spread of coronavirus.”*6 It’s hard to see what the point of such an order is, except to give some reality to the association between immigrants and the virus by failing to inform these populations of the dangers.

				
				The Hungarian government’s response to the virus has been to introduce legislation to disband Parliament and let Victor Orbán rule by emergency decree. In the United States, the Department of Justice sought emergency powers from Congress, including indefinite detention by judges. Using crisis as anti-democratic opportunity is a classic fascist tactic.

				If one looks on the international level, the situation may appear hopeless. However, this book suggests a different reaction. A moral of this book is that fascism is not a new threat, but rather a permanent temptation. The United States has captured the attention of the world not because of its fascist history, but because of the heroism its residents have exhibited in internal fights against it. From the Civil War to the Civil Rights Movement, the United States has fought against white Christian nationalism, no less than Europe has fought against its own ultranationalist movements. Brazil threw off its military dictatorship; India was founded on secular liberal principles, with a clear-eyed view of the dangers of the very religious nationalism it now faces (yet again).

				
				We must also remember that the structures that preserve our democracies against the current threats have long been in place. In each of our local communities, there is at least one activist who has been dealing with a problem for generations. It was under Obama that the current harsh deportation regime started in the United States. In my community of New Haven, Kica Matos was the director of immigrant rights and racial justice at the Center for Community Change, where she coordinated the nation’s largest network of immigrant rights organizations. During the Trump era, she has redoubled her efforts, joining the city of New Haven as an advisor and the Vera Institute of Justice as the director of the Center for Immigration and Justice. The wisdom and courage of lifelong activists such as Matos informs this book—through democratic activists throughout our communities, we can be reminded that the struggles we face are ongoing, and the forces—on both sides—strong.

				It remains for us to join that struggle, realizing that it’s not to overcome a moment, but rather to make a permanent democratic commitment.

			

			
				*1  https://www.theguardian.com/​commentisfree/​2019/​oct/​28/​jair-bolsonaro-brazil-paramilitaries-corruption-david-miranda.

				*2  Pratab Bhanu Mehta, “JNU violence reflects an apocalyptical politics driven by a constant need to find new enemies,” The Indian Express, January 7, 2020.

				*3  I am grateful to Kica Matos of the Vera Institute of Justice for educating me about the situation.

				*4  Nikolaus Wachsmann, KL: A History of Concentration Camps (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015), 186.

				*5  https://www.theguardian.com/​world/​2020/​mar/​22/​brazilians-protest-bolsonaro-coronavirus-panelaco.

				*6  https://nymag.com/​intelligencer/​2020/​03/​what-was-trump-dojs-problem-with-covid-prevention-posters.html.

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				INTRODUCTION

				Growing up with parents who’d fled Europe as refugees, I was raised with stories of the heroic nation that helped defeat Hitler’s armies and usher in an unprecedented era of liberal democracy in the West. Near the end of his life, gravely ill with Parkinson’s disease, my father insisted on visiting the beaches of Normandy. Leaning on the shoulder of his wife, my stepmother, he fulfilled a lifelong dream, walking where so many brave American youth lost their lives in the battle against fascism. But even as my family celebrated and honored this American legacy, my parents also knew that American heroism and American ideas of freedom have never been just one thing.

				Before World War II, Charles Lindbergh typified American heroism with his daring flights, including the first solo transatlantic flight, and his celebration of new technology. He parlayed his fame and heroic stature into a leading role in the America First movement, which opposed America’s entrance into the war against Nazi Germany. In 1939, in an essay entitled “Aviation, Geography, and Race,” published in that most American of journals, Reader’s Digest, Lindbergh embraced something close to Nazism for America:

				
				It is time to turn from our quarrels and to build our White ramparts again. This alliance with foreign races means nothing but death to us. It is our turn to guard our heritage from Mongol and Persian and Moor, before we become engulfed in a limitless foreign sea.1

				

				The year 1939 was also when my father, Manfred, then six years old, escaped Nazi Germany, leaving Tempelhof Airport in Berlin in July with his mother, Ilse, after spending months in hiding. He arrived in New York City on August 3, 1939, his ship sailing past the Statue of Liberty on its way to dock. We have a family album from the 1920s and ’30s. The last page has six different pictures of the Statue of Liberty gradually coming into view.

				The America First movement was the public face of pro-fascist sentiment in the United States at that time.2 In the twenties and thirties, many Americans shared Lindbergh’s views against immigration, especially by non-Europeans. The Immigration Act of 1924 strictly limited immigration into the country, and it was specifically intended to restrict the immigration of both nonwhites and Jews. In 1939, the United States allowed so few refugees through its borders that it is a miracle that my father happened to be among them.

				
				In 2016, Donald Trump revived “America First” as one of his slogans, and from his first week in office, his administration has ceaselessly pursued travel bans on immigration, including refugees, specifically singling out Arab countries. Trump also promised to deport the millions of nonwhite Central and South American undocumented workers in the United States and to end legislation protecting the children they brought with them from deportation. In September 2017, the Trump administration set a cap of forty-five thousand on the number of refugees that will be allowed into the United States in 2018, the lowest number since presidents began placing such limits.

				If Trump recalled Lindbergh specifically with “America First,” the rest of his campaign also longed for some vague point in history—to “Make America Great Again.” But when, exactly, was America great, in the eyes of the Trump campaign? During the nineteenth century, when the United States enslaved its black population? During Jim Crow, when black Americans in the South were prevented from voting? A hint about the decade that was most salient to the Trump campaign emerges from a November 18, 2016, Hollywood Reporter interview with Steve Bannon, the then president-elect’s chief strategist, in which he remarks about the era to come that “it will be as exciting as the 1930s.” In short, the era when the United States had its most sympathy for fascism.

				

				...

				In recent years, multiple countries across the world have been overtaken by a certain kind of far-right nationalism; the list includes Russia, Hungary, Poland, India, Turkey, and the United States. The task of generalizing about such phenomena is always vexing, as the context of each country is always unique. But such generalization is necessary in the current moment. I have chosen the label “fascism” for ultranationalism of some variety (ethnic, religious, cultural), with the nation represented in the person of an authoritarian leader who speaks on its behalf. As Donald Trump declared in his Republican National Convention speech in July 2016, “I am your voice.”

				My interest in this book is in fascist politics. Specifically, my interest is in fascist tactics as
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