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PART I

RATIONALES, METHODS AND DISCIPLINARY COMPLICITIES





INTRODUCTION: ‘ABUSING ANTIQUITY?’

Denise Eileen McCoskey and Helen Roche

Introduction
Speaking at a public rally just hours after the inauguration of US President Donald Trump on 20 January 2025, South African-born entrepreneur Elon Musk made a dramatic arm gesture, widely interpreted as a Nazi salute.1 Musk’s act and its ensuing controversy serve as a fitting opening to this volume’s exploration of the contemporary far right and its engagements with the ancient world, given that some of the loudest defenders of the billionaire – who has been dubbed ‘a key figure in the extreme right-wing turn in Western politics’2 – insisted that he was actually making a ‘Roman salute’,3 pointing to Musk’s long-standing fascination with the Roman empire.4 Historians quickly weighed in, noting the paucity of evidence suggesting that the ancient Romans ever used such a gesture,5 while remarking on its adoption by Benito Mussolini and the Italian Fascist movement prior to being taken up by the Nazis.6 This convoluted and at times mythical genealogy of the so-called ‘Roman salute’ testifies aptly to the complex circulation and distortion of ancient ideas and symbols in the service of right-wing ideologies; its operation across diverse national settings likewise underlines the necessity of approaching any study of far-right appropriations of classical antiquity from a transnational perspective.


[image: A photo shows a demonstrator in a black zip-up hoodie with political pins shouting while holding a placard reading “THAT WAS NOT A ROMAN SALUTE” above paired images. Another protestor holds a sign behind them, while a photographer in a blue beanie records the scene outside a Tesla showroom in March 2025.]
Figure 0.1 A protestor outside a Tesla showroom in March 2025.

By presenting a series of case studies from the United States and Europe, this volume seeks to interrogate the place of ancient Greece and Rome in contemporary far-right narratives.7 Noting the parallels with current circumstances, the historian of fascism Jason Stanley has outlined some of the tools which far-right groups rely on:


there is widespread agreement that the social and political movements we are witnessing today employ many of the same political tactics and rhetorical techniques that past fascist movements have – conjuring violent vigilante mobs to threaten those who oppose them, stacking courts with loyalists to a leader or a party, directing hatred against immigrants and LGBTQ citizens, dismantling reproductive rights, and using education to indoctrinate the young in a narrative of national greatness, rooted in a glorious past.8



In this volume, we seek to add an important rhetorical strategy to Stanley’s list: the far right’s persistent employment of narratives evoking ancient Greece and Rome, sites which provide an infinitely malleable cultural imaginary or ‘palimpsest’ – a ‘rewritable referential space’ that can be deployed flexibly in contemporary political discourse.9

Far-right and fascist groups often venerate the classical past due to its iconicity and cultural capital, which furnishes those evoking it with a veneer of erudition or sophistication. Moreover, the authority often assigned to classical antiquity makes it all the more dangerous, since members of the general public are far likelier to take claims made by the far right seriously when they are backed by the intellectual heft of famous ancient thinkers such as Plato, Aristotle or Tacitus. Generally speaking, far-right appropriations of the ancient world are weaponized against the most vulnerable, serving to legitimize extremist ideologies related to race, gender and immigration, including those that specifically call for the protection of so-called White culture and the establishment of ‘White ethnostates’.10 While the far right’s obsession with classical antiquity has frequently been identified in the study of extremist movements, such observations have rarely been accompanied by broader contextualization, historicization and in-depth analysis.11

In taking on this important, and often deeply unsettling, form of classical reception, the contributors to this volume seek to provide a more methodical account of the ways in which engagement with the ancient world has contributed to recent far-right political and discursive regimes. They investigate not merely the mobilization of historical figures, images, events and texts connected with the classical world in far-right rhetoric, but also the ways in which such appeals to the Graeco-Roman past function within different historical and political contexts.12

At the same time, the volume’s title, ‘Abusing Antiquity?’, aims to problematize the often-unexamined idea that far-right interpretations of Graeco-Roman antiquity are always inherently distorted, inauthentic or ‘abusive’ appropriations which do violence to the original texts. Despite the attractiveness of this framing for scholars keen to defend their discipline, neo-fascist identifications with antiquity do not always contradict the ideas presented within the original texts. While our volume does not set out to evaluate the accuracy of far-right appropriations of the ancient world per se, it is important to note that when it comes to (for example) Tacitus’ misogyny, Aristotle’s justifications of slavery or Spartan proto-eugenic policies, the authentic, undistorted ancient texts do articulate ideas that mesh straightforwardly with core tenets of today’s far-right politics. Moreover, influential public intellectuals and academics (not merely ‘extremists’ or voices on the ‘fringe’) often cite ancient texts and social practices in ways that resemble the far right, albeit generally in more coded terms, even as mass-market representations of the ancient world reinforce many far-right notions of antiquity, granting them widespread traction and legitimacy.13 Straightforwardly claiming that far-right use of antiquity constitutes ‘abuse’ thus obfuscates the intricacy of such intertextuality; hence, the question mark in our title invites readers to ponder and reassess these connections.

Historical background
As Naoíse Mac Sweeney et al. have stressed, the ‘vision of “Western civilisation” as a white-skinned, European-derived, racial and cultural heritage[,] with its ancestral roots in the classical worlds of Greece and Rome’ is scarcely an invention of the contemporary far right.14 Rather, these ideas were championed by a variety of fascist movements during the mid-twentieth century, most notably Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany.15

The notion that Italian Fascism could recreate the glories of the Roman empire, or that the Third Reich represented a ‘Sparta rediviva’, were common currency among Fascist and National Socialist leaders, ideologues, teachers and intellectuals.16 For example, the myth of Rome under Mussolini was used to validate ‘back-to-nature’ nostalgic ruralism and land reclamation projects, to promote ‘Roman virtues’ such as strength, courage and martial prowess, to justify the deconstruction and reconstruction of the architectural fabric of Italian cities and, above all, to furnish the Fascist hierarchy with a sufficiently symbolic and imposing repertoire of images and political vocabulary.17

Meanwhile, the National Socialist ‘New Man’ often took the form of a youthful Greek warrior. Hitler himself had long praised Sparta as the ‘purest racial state in history’, and the Nazi regime even found inspiration in Spartan practices for the modern helotry inscribed into the Generalplan Ost, the regime’s brutal blueprint for the utter conquest and subjugation of Eastern Europe. At the same time, there was much in Spartan history itself – the gruelling, warriorly training of the state’s youth; the putative eugenic policies; the obsession with heroic death, as embodied by King Leonidas and the three hundred – which seemed uncannily to mirror the Nazi state’s deepest aspirations.18

From this perspective, themes were already present in many of the relevant ancient texts which needed little help to be portrayed in a fascist light – for instance, the clash-of-cultures narrative implicit in the story of Hannibal and Scipio Africanus,19 or the imperial ambitions of Caesar Augustus (not to mention the presumed pronatalist goals of Augustan marriage legislation). Fascist and Nazi appropriations of the classical past thus did not always need to involve explicit distortion or total propagandization.20 Moreover, these fascist receptions also had deep historical roots, whether in German philhellenist ideals and the veneration of the physical ideal of Greek beauty in the ‘bourgeois iconographical canon’, or the role of the Roman empire in inspiring Italy’s imperialist ambitions during the long nineteenth century.21


[image: A black-and-white photograph depicts Adolf Hitler in profile, standing on the left and looking rightwards. He wears a double-breasted suit adorned with medals and a swastika armband on his left sleeve. Beside him stands the classical marble Discobolus sculpture, which he had installed in Munich’s Glyptothek museum in 1938.]
Figure 0.2 Hitler with a copy of the Discobolus he had installed in the Glyptothek museum in Munich in 1938.

At the same time, Italian Fascism and National Socialism were not solely looking backwards toward the ancient past, but also aimed to forge a new future, in which antiquity was perceived as utterly contemporary, and the quintessentially fascist ‘New Man’ could appear in the guise of an ancient Greek athlete or a Roman legionary without any sense of anachronism. Instead of recognizing a complete dichotomy between antiquity and modernity, both regimes attempted to blend the two, fusing and eliding past, present and future.22

The contemporary far right
What we have termed here the ‘contemporary far right’ encompasses a somewhat heterogeneous collection of groups and individuals, ranging from the ‘Alt-Right’ and Identitarian movements in the United States and Europe respectively,23 and the online denizens of the so-called manosphere,24 along with online antagonistic communities such as #Gamergaters, 4chan ‘trolls’, and conspiracists, to old-school white supremacists and neo-Nazis.25 These groupings and networks have primarily been facilitated by the internet, especially the rise of participatory technologies such as social media.26 Key cultural nodes in these far-right networks include sites such as Breitbart (weaponized by Steve Bannon and Milo Yiannopoulos during Trump’s initial rise to power), Stormfront, and the Daily Stormer, run by avowed neo-Nazi Andrew Anglin, as well as far-right think-tanks such as the Iliad Institute and GRECE, and extremist presses such as Arktos and Antaios Verlag.27

What these groups have in common is their belief ‘that “white identity” is under attack from pro-multicultural and liberal elites and so-called “social justice warriors” … who allegedly use “political correctness” to undermine Western civilisation and the rights of white males’.28 Frequently deriding key tenets of Western liberal democracy, they likewise oppose what they dub the ‘ “dangerous myth” of equality’ for groups such as women, people of colour, LGBTQQIA+ communities and religious minorities.29 Even as such viewpoints are applied to the construction of rigid social hierarchies from within, they are also used in calls for the exclusion of out-groups via virulent anti-immigration rhetoric.30

Today’s far-right movements draw heavily on the postwar Nouvelle Droite’s idea of ‘metapolitics’ as a cultural battle that should, over the longue durée, enable fascism to rise to power once more. As then-prominent alt-right leader Richard Spencer phrased it in 2016, ‘I don’t think the best way of understanding the alt-right is strictly in terms of policy. I think metapolitics is more important than politics. I think big ideas are more important than policies’;31 a view encapsulated in Andrew Breitbart’s motto that ‘politics is downstream from culture’.32 While such sentiments allow the far right to frame its priorities in terms of ‘dislodging the Left’s control of culture’, as Alexandra Minna Stern has argued, ‘American white nationalists often see metapolitics as pre-political’,33 and the focus on ‘shaping belief systems’ has led to attempts to directly influence public policy, such as the conversion of well-orchestrated attacks on Critical Race Theory (CRT) into educational mandates, or the conscious singling out of trans rights in order to pave the way for anti-trans legislation.34

To many scholars of the contemporary far right, 2017 stands as a major inflection point. As journalist Vegas Tenold notes, when he first started studying the far right in 2011, most political pundits believed that the Tea Party and Occupy movement were ‘about as extreme as US politics could get’; only later did Tenold realize that the white supremacists and nationalists he was interviewing were ‘in the forefront of a nationalistic zeitgeist that would upend the entire 2016 presidential election as well as the political landscape of America’.35 Following the election of Donald Trump36 (which itself came only five months after the June 2016 Brexit referendum in the UK), the ‘Unite the Right’ rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, on 11–12 August 2017 gave the American alt-right even more visibility, with shocking videos of predominantly young male white supremacists carrying tiki-torches and chanting slogans such as ‘Jews will not replace us’ and ‘blood and soil’ being broadcast worldwide.37 The fallout from Charlottesville initially seemed to damage its organizers and participants beyond repair.38 Yet even as the alt-right faced what one scholar has called the end of the movement’s ‘first phase’,39 a second stage would soon take shape, featuring greater decentralization and ‘deepening ties with nationalist and identitarian groups across Europe’.40

Such cross-border collaboration can be witnessed in the rising international profile of figures like British anti-immigration campaigner Tommy Robinson and manosphere influencer Andrew Tate. Despite a ‘concerted push to rebrand’,41 violence and hate crimes nonetheless continued to be associated with far-right movements in the years following, including mass shootings at a Pittsburgh synagogue on 27 October 2018, a mosque in Christchurch, New Zealand, on 15 March 2019, and an El Paso Walmart on 3 August 2019, as well as the assault on the US Capitol on 6 January 2021.42


[image: A photo shows Steve Bannon standing at a clear acrylic lectern on the left, holding papers and wearing an olive-green jacket over a dark shirt. Beside him, Marine Le Pen stands with arms crossed, dressed in a dark jacket with grommet detailing, both posing before a blue backdrop bearing repeated ‘frontnational.com’ text and a flame emblem.]
Figure 0.3 Steve Bannon, former adviser to President Donald Trump, and Marine Le Pen, president of France’s far-right National Front, give a joint press conference on 10 March 2018.


[image: A photo shows a large crowd gathered on the steps of a classical building with tall white columns, taken as Trump supporters demonstrated against his electoral defeat on 6 January 2021. In the centre foreground, two demonstrators sit atop a dark vehicle, one holding a soda can, the other cheering with raised arms, amid flags and placards.]
Figure 0.4 Pro-Trump supporters protest Donald Trump’s election loss on 6 January 2021.

In the shadow of the 2024 US presidential elections, Silicon Valley would also become a more visible part of the right-wing apparatus.43 Although some pundits queried what seemed to be a new alliance,44 those watching Silicon Valley’s companies closely were less surprised by this alignment, given the right-wing ideologies fuelling much of the tech world’s vision of the future, including those given the acronym ‘TESCREAL’: transhumanism, extropianism, singularitarianism, cosmism, rationalism, effective altruism and longtermism.45 Such philosophies unabashedly embrace eugenics in the pursuit of their goals,46 and parallel hierarchies of human capacity – correlated with perceptions of race, gender and ability – underlie both current right-wing attacks on Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) and health policies that engage in ‘soft eugenics’ by letting ‘nature take its course’ so that ‘only the strong will survive’.47

Classics and the contemporary far right
While at times aggressively anti-science, today’s far right employs alleged data and discourses related to science, including DNA research, in debates over issues such as race and trans rights.48 However, far-right groups have even more persistently used history in support of their ‘big ideas’, calling on the authority of presumed historical precedent, or even direct continuity with the past.49 Charlottesville itself provided a major wake-up call for many historians, demonstrating in stark visual terms the contemporary far-right’s appropriations of both medieval and classical history via media coverage showing participants carrying flags with the othala rune or bearing shields emblazoned with



[image: A photo shows a line of demonstrators wearing helmets, goggles and protective gear, standing together whilst holding defensive shields. The shields vary in design: black pointed ones stencilled with text such as ‘N★C’ and ‘BONE,’ a tall pale panel, a clear plastic riot shield marked ‘TRADWORKER,’ and dark shields bearing distinct insignia, including a circular emblem featuring crossed Roman fasces. ]
Figure 0.5 Demonstrators at the ‘Unite the Right’ rally in Charlottesville holding shields with insignia including the Roman fasces.








[image: A photo shows Benito Mussolini walking outdoors along a paved loggia during a visit to the American Academy in Rome, accompanied by several companions. He walks centrally, wearing a top hat and double-breasted overcoat. To his right, an older man in a suit and spectacles converses with him, flanked by a woman in a long dress; to his left, a woman in a cloche hat, coat and pearls looks towards him, while other men in top hats follow behind. ]
Figure 0.6 Mussolini visits the American Academy in Rome (digital image courtesy of the American Academy in Rome, Photographic Archive).
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