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Capitalism with a
Transhuman Face

The Afterlife of Fascism and
the Digital Frontier

Ana Teixeira Pinto

Roko’s Wager

On May 31 1988, during a visit to the USSR, President Ronald Reagan
gave an address at Moscow University. Standing in front of a mural of
the October Revolution, Reagan spoke of a different revolution: the
digital revolution. ‘Like a chrysalis,” Reagan argued, ‘we’re emerging
from the economy of the Industrial Revolution — an economy confined
to and limited by the Earth’s physical resources — into, as one economist
titled his book, The Economy in Mind, in which there are no bounds on
human imagination and the freedom to create is the most precious
natural resource.’ Invoking the ‘ancient wisdom’ of the Bible, the President
concluded: ‘In the beginning was the spirit, and it was from this spirit that
the material abundance of creation issued forth.”!

Roughly two decades later, on 23 July 2010, a user named Roko
posted a meandering speculation on the online forum LessWrong, a Bay
Area-based blog, run by Eliezer Yudkowsky. Yudkowsky is also the co-
founder of the Machine Intelligence Research Institute (MIRI), an organ-
isation whose motto is ‘Think like a machine’. In his post, Roko hypoth-
esises that a coming Al — the entity which later became known as the
Basilisk — once in existence, could develop the desire to accelerate its
own inception, and hence have an incentive to retroactively punish the
humans who, deliberately — this would include anyone reading Roko’s
post — chose not to contribute to its creation. In order to exact his ven-
geance, the Basilisk would recreate the minds of those he wishes to
punish virtually, then proceed to torture them to eternity.

Roko’s conjecture, however unhinged, is said to have instilled such
horror in the minds of those who congregate at the LessWrong forum
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2 Capitalism is an
eschatological tale: salvation
can only be attained via
inclusion in the marketplace.
From this perspective,
Artificial Intelligence (AL
throughout the article) is an
analogue for capital.

3 It is easy to be cynical about
the motivations involved if
one considers that effective
altruism, the moral
philosophy professed by
LessWrong, argues that one
ought to use reason and
evidence when assessing the
most effective ways to help
others. When applied to
charitable donations,
effective altruism advocates
for cause prioritisation. Since
the development of a
malevolent Al is considered
the most urgent existential
threat to mankind, it follows
that donations to MIRI
ought to take precedence
over donations to charities
fighting famine or malaria.

4 Even under the assumption
that God’s existence is
unlikely, the potential
benefits of believing are so
vast as to make it infinitely
more rational to believe in
God than to be an atheist.

5 Evelyn Fox Keller,
Reflections on Gender and
Science, Yale University
Press, New Haven, 1985, pp
121-22
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that Yudkowsky erased the thread hastily, admonishing Roko to quit
chattering. In his view, Roko had just given the prospective Al an idea it
would surely implement once operational. As the story crept into other
blogs and social media, amplified by Yudkowsky’s alarmist intervention,
a great number of commentators claimed that his fears were sustained by
Bayesian probability, thus not to be dismissed.

Bayesian probability is an attempt to quantify reasonable expectation
rather than frequency or propensity, but it is unclear how exactly the
Bayes theorem applies to Roko’s vengeful Al There is no prior manifes-
tation of, or historical record on, any kind of Al, malevolent or other-
wise. In the absence of specific data, all speculation is based on
arbitrarily attributed values. In any case, Roko clearly states that the
Basilisk is omniscient (it will categorically know whether or not you
have read Roko’s post) and omnipotent (it will categorically be able to
resurrect your mind via digital simulation). And yet gesturing towards
mathematical substantiation of what could be otherwise described as a
rerun of the Abrahamic covenant (whoever fails to do the work of the
Lord will be met with eternal punishment)” seems to be fundamental
to the story gaining traction — as in it is the fundamental difference
between ranting atop a soapbox in a city square and attracting venture
capital from well-off investors.’

If the Basilisk has all the attributes of the God of monotheist religions,
Roko’s thought experiment threads remarkably close to Pascal’s wager.
Like Roko’s thread, Pascal’s wager — introduced in his Pensées (1670) —
proposes that human beings bet their very lives on the choice of
whether or not to believe in God, and that this bet is made under inauspi-
cious conditions: first, it is impossible to determine whether God exists;
and, second, it is impossible to opt out of the wager.

Pascal did not intend the wager to be a proof of God’s existence.
Rather, he argued that believing in God must be treated as a pragmatic
decision, made by weighing the pros and cons.* The wager need not
succeed as a tool of persuasion in order to serve as a tool of assessment.
But, mathematical value, or lack thereof notwithstanding, Pascal’s
thought experiment also points to something rather more difficult to
fathom: the non-identity between reason and sanity. Whereas the truth
of Roko theory is allegedly substantiated by the irrefutable rationality
of the argument, there is no proof of its actuality. The cognitive style of
Roko’s wager, to borrow from Evelyn Fox Keller, ‘suffers not from a
lack of logic but from unreality’.”

Though it seems counterintuitive, there is a special affinity between prob-
ability and psychosis.® Paranoia — a central symptom of psychosis, which
typically includes persecutory beliefs — is not the opposite of reason but
rather an exacerbated version of it.” Paranoid ideation, as George E
Marcus notes, holds an ambiguous relation to rationality and logic and is
often ‘mistaken for or identified with the latter’.® From this perspective, the
most influential fields of strategic thought, from classical economics to
game theory, could be said to have a ‘paranoid potential’. As a mode of
social thought, paranoia could be also construed as a pervasive feature of
the Cold War legacy, not only mainstream but also wholly commonsensical.

Game theory, the field which first popularised Bayesian probability, is first
and foremost a form of psychology — however, one that black-boxes internal
states to operate on observable behaviour alone — whose centre of gravity is,
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according to Philip Mirowski, a ‘mortal fear of abject capitulation’.” Paranoia
is, here, defined as a style of interpretation, predicated on ‘subjective need —in
particular, the need to defend against the pervasive sense of threat to one’s
own autonomy’.'® This is ‘the fear of being controlled by others rather
than in apprehension about lack of self-control, in the fear of giving in to
others rather than one’s own unwelcome impulses’.'! The only way to
‘elude the control’ of these threatening others is via ‘unwavering vigilance’
and ‘hyperactive simulation’ of their thought processes. Relief is achieved
if, and only if, the paranoid feels he has reached the point where his ‘simu-
lation of the response of the other coincides with the other’s own understand-
ing of his optimal choice’, merging with his object in a moment of abject
communion.'?

In her book Ugly Feelings, literary theorist Sianne Ngai asks whether
paranoia is a masculine prerogative, or a distinctively male form of knowl-
edge production. This is not to say, and here I am mostly paraphrasing
Ngai, that female paranoia does not exist but just that some forms of para-
noia tend to be elevated to the status of theory whilst others are debased as
nothing but jealousy. Whereas going through your partner’s emails might
be considered unhinged — an ‘ignoble emotionalism’ as Ngai puts it — the
elaborate ideation and excessive intellection that characterise the para-
noiac, whose conjectures reach beyond the domestic setting, tends to be
associated with, and valorised as, a form of cognition."? This ‘disposition
to theorize’ is nonetheless ‘aligned with paranoia’, however a paranoia
defined not as ‘mental illness but as a species of fear based on the dyspho-
ric apprehension of a holistic and all-encompassing system... and not just
a singular and unified system, but one anthropomorphized into a subject
capable of understanding its enemies and dealing with them accord-
ingly’."* Hence, the personification of Al as Oedipal beast, going out of
its way to punish the bad fathers who refused to nurture him. Those
who — myself included — seek mathematical proof are missing the point,
for the content of Roko’s thought experiment is aesthetic, not scientific:
it speaks through symbol and allegory.

Digitally born conspiracy theories, as Peter Knight argues, are ‘less a
sign of mental delusion than an ironic stance towards knowledge and
the possibility of truth, operating within the rhetorical terrain of the
double negative. They are now presented self-consciously as a symptom
that includes its own in-built diagnosis.”’® Crested snakes aside, a great
many other implausible narratives whose rhetorical function is not to
express conviction but rather to signal ubiquitous cynicism and general-
ised distrust, have been embraced faux-sincerely by what is in vernacular
known as ‘shitposters’. The flat Earth theory, for instance, urges people to
trust their common sense: the Earth is flat, and we are all being deceived by
an elaborate governmental conspiracy. The outlandish character of the
claim is essential to its effect, to the blurring of distinction between
literal allegation and metaphorical allusion.'® Post-Fordist social angst
creates the desire to return to a non-globalised world. And desire,
Lauren Berlant argues, always finds its object, ‘even at the cost of
massive misrecognition’.'” Here, in an equivocation of different cat-
egories, the process of globalisation is conflated with the Earth’s globe,
the emblem that came to symbolise it. Rejection of the former becomes
thus rejection of the latter. To give but one further example, the cats are
aiding white genocide theory, claims that a Jewish conspiracy is behind
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the proliferation of lolcat videos online, since cute purring cats divert the
maternal instinct of white women, causing a natality sink. Again, the story
wears its meaning on its sleeve, illustrating the middle-class conundrum
concerning social reproduction — you must choose between having chil-
dren (reproducing biologically) or a career (reproducing your social
status) — in times of precariousness and permanent crisis. As Knight
points out, this is the rhetoric of the symptom, though I would add, not
merely in the sense of a ciphered message. The symptom, according to
Lacan, is a sexual act. It ‘can only be defined as the way in which each
subject enjoys (jouit) the unconscious’;'® though, this enjoyment may
not be consciously experienced as such.

Philosophical Horror

It is unclear to me how Roko’s malevolent Al found a second life on reddit,
after the erasure of the original thread, and came to be popularly known as
‘Roko’s Basilisk’ or simply ‘The Basilisk’. The basilisk is a legendary,
crested, snake-like being, able to poison anyone unfortunate enough to
chance upon his path. The beast appears in one of the Harry Potter
novels — in the Harry Potter version, the basilisk is able to petrify his
victims with a gaze similar to the Medusa stare — and in some recent
Manga series, but the basilisk is better known as an age-old anti-Semitic
trope. In Martin Luther’s On the Jews and Their Lies (1543) the creature
is identified with the ‘venomous’ Jewish folk whose pestilence is said to be
lethal. Yudkowsky did dissociate himself from the white supremacist
creeps in and around his blog — the ethno-nationalist blog MoreRight,
run by the neoreactionary ideologue Michael Anissimov, emerged out of
LessWrong, after the two men fell out with each other — but given that
“The Basilisk’ swiftly became a prominent avatar for neoreactionary trans-
humanism,'? it is not far-fetched to assume that the anti-Semitic connota-
tions are intentional. These crypto-fascist forums, which, as Philip
Sandifer notes, incubated in tech culture and seem to have compromised
it beyond redemption, play a major role in the production and dissemina-
tion of alt-right idioms and imagery. According to Mother Jones, the neo-
Nazi website Daily Stormer — named after Der Stiirmer, the unofficial pro-
paganda organ of the Nazi party — gets the bulk of its donations from
Silicon Valley, and Santa Clara County, home to Apple and Intel, are
the site’s largest traffic source.”’

The most salient feature of the far-right movement, which became
known as the alt-right, is its relation with IT rather than with the dimin-
ished expectations of the post-industrial working class. This, I would
argue, points to a new configuration of fascist ideology taking shape
under the aegis of, and working in tandem with, neoliberal governance.

We are no longer living Reagan’s dream. The ethos of the tech industry
transmogrified in recent years, shifting from the market-besotted optimism
championed by Bill Gates to the digital feudalism represented by Bay Area
neoreactionaries and cybermonarchists. If every rise of fascism bears
witness to a failed revolution,”! one could say that the rise of cryptofascist
tendencies within the tech industry bears witness to the failures of the
‘digital revolution’, whose promises of a post-scarcity economy and socia-
lised capital never came to pass. From this perspective, the online cultural
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wars are a proxy for a greater battle around de-Westernisation, Imperialism
and white hegemony — or loss thereof. The mix of cyber-obscurantism, far-
right esoterica, and paranoid ideation, so popular online, could be read as
the morbid symptoms of this ongoing transformation.

After noting that scientific and religious outlooks are not behaviourally
incongruous, sociologist Colin Campbell wrote about cults and cultic
phenomena as examples of seekership, whose participants ‘have
adopted a problem-solving perspective while defining conventional reli-
gious institutions and beliefs as inadequate’.?* One of the most important
ingredients of cultic culture is ‘deviant science and technology’. Those who
‘are impressed by the demonstrable superiority of science and as a conse-
quence desire to hold a scientific outlook’ are seldom ‘in a position to dis-
tinguish between what are orthodox and what are heterodox scientific
views. They may, as a consequence, end up believing in flying saucers
and ESP because of the convincing scientific “evidence”.’”> A tangled
skein of wayward visions — white supremacists, masculinists, anti-femin-
ists, seasteaders, transhumanists, Bitcoin freaks, Islamophobes, neomo-
narchists, and anti-Semites — the new far right is unified by anti-
Marxism, paranoia and, most importantly, seekership.”*

Whereas British philosopher-turned-neoreactionary-ideologue Nick
Land speaks of the ‘Cathedral’ to refer to the social institutions of the
modern state, conjuring images of shadow agents and lurking powers to
describe a ‘conspiracy’ to decelerate capitalist accumulation (by diverting
it to socially minded projects, like education, social security, or health-
care), less erudite bloggers pontificate about the ‘red pill’. The term ‘red
pill’ refers to the 1999 blockbuster The Matrix, in which the protagonist
Neo is offered a choice between two pills. Were he to choose the blue pill,
life would carry on as he knew it. Choosing the ‘red pill’, however, would
mean tearing through the thick membrane of ideology and accepting the
sanity-threatening truth that humans live inside a virtual reality generated
by their Al overlords. Within far-right circles, this insidious and all-perva-
sive virtual deception is termed ‘cultural Marxism’, a Frankfurt school-
inspired cultural war against the Western world, which seeks to under-
mine all traditional institutions.*®

In his work Postmodernism or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism
(1991), Frederic Jameson referred to conspiracy theory as the poor
person’s Marxism, a degraded version of Ideologiekritik marked by a slip-
page into ‘sheer theme and content’. The ‘red pill theory’ seems to fit
squarely into that category: it is ‘sheer theme and content’ — an expression
of the crisis of representation tied to the historical obsolescence of Marxist
hermeneutics. Conspiracy theories are, in a way, the natural by-product of
a market economy (or of modernity insofar as modernity is synonymous
with a market economy), a Herculean attempt to tackle the relation of
power to abstraction — to come to grips with the fact that power is not
located where it is said to be — using tools ill-suited to the task. In a
way, the whole alt-right Weltanschauung could be construed as a back-
handed compliment to Marx. But one cannot account for the pervasive-
ness of the red-pill motif on the back of its ‘revelatory’ power alone.
The ‘revelations’ one becomes privy to, once taking the pill, are trivial —
in a nutshell: might is right and what is must be. It is the emplotment,
or narrative element, which proves alluring, by virtue of its imbrication
with questions of masculinity. Though their styles differ, there is
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a continuity between the high-brow genre of philosophical horror and the
low-brow ‘red pillers’. The red pill trope could be described as a degraded
version of philosophical horror, the genre in which not only Roko and
Nick Land but also a great many theorists of the speculative persuasion
thrive. Though its content is prosaic (Social Darwinism + Ayn Rand),
the rhetoric is charged with mystical urgency. Internalising the frontier
narrative as a journey to the edge of sanity, those who congregate in the
intellectual dark web assimilate intellectual movement to physical move-
ment, going down the rabbit hole, to the dark cold heart of the nether-
world where the abyss stares back. In place of analysis or critique,
philosophical horror dwells in morbid dissections and Lovecraftian
sublime, marvelling at the horror of the unknowable. Social institutions,
we are told, are a mere illusion, but the reality of deep time and space is
so abstract and alien, so absolutely void of meaning, and indifferent
towards humanity that any glimpse of this epistemological void is
enough to drive the ordinary person insane. It is the role of the philoso-
pher/priest to ‘think the unthinkable’ — within neoreactionary forums, see-
kership tends to be organised into different degrees of initiation, with
individuals such as Land or Yarvin ‘laying claim to some special truth
and presenting (themselves) as a revelatory ‘channel’.*®

Whereas for neoreaction the unthinkable takes on the form of a Hege-
lian inversion — it is not capital that is no longer a proper vehicle for
humanity’s actualisation of its own essence; rather, humanity is no
longer a proper vehicle for capital’s actualisation of its own essence —
for the alt-right the unthinkable is simply the survival of the fittest
(natural selection), free of egalitarian coercion (artificial deselection).
Either way, the ‘unthinkable’ has an anti-political sheen: morals sap
potency and virility, the only things that count in the Darwinian lifeworld
of predator and parasite. What is must be because might is right. It is by no
mean coincidental that the point of intersection between LessWrong,
transhumanism, neoreaction, and crypto-reactionary speculative theory
is a certain blend of Lovecraftian mythos and Nietzschean lore. The
techno-capitalist spirit, as Harrison Fluss and Landon Frim sustain, is
‘decidedly Faustian, and not Promethean: it does not seek to emancipate
human beings and better their estate, but rather to dominate and
distinguish itself from the merely human’.*’

On a more general note, I need to add that appeals to move beyond
the ‘human’ as currently constituted, either as a return to a mystical
eschaton or as singleton superseding humanity, fail to yield any mean-
ingful movement — metaphysical or otherwise — which would signal a
departure from the autonomous subject that undergirds settler capital-
ism. As Zakiyyah Iman Jackson cautions, they also leave unexamined
the temporal and spatial destinations that connote this beyond. The
mobilisation of temporality as a form of transcendence, Jackson
argues, may actually ‘reintroduce the European transcendentalism this
movement purports to disrupt, particularly with regards to the historical
and ongoing distributive ordering of race — which ‘authorizes and con-
ditions appeals to the beyond, maybe even overdetermining the
beyond’s appeal’.?® The very question of the beyond, as a marker for
temporal transcendence, ‘not only returns us to the racialized metaphys-
ical terrain of orders of being, temporality, spatiality and knowledge - it
reveals that we have never left.’*’
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Capitalism with an Asian Face

The nature of the speculation emerging from transhumanists, effective
altruists, Bay Area techno-libertarians, and Artificial Intelligence existen-
tial risk groups made me toy with the idea of surveying these online
forums, in a similar way to that of Klaus Theweleit with the diaries of
the Freikorps in his seminal work Male Fantasies — though I need to
insert a caveat: I am interested in the structures of affect, and on the con-
tinuities between ‘fringe’ and ‘mainstream’, and not so much in actual far-
right personalities or organisms.*’

The Freikorps were German paramilitary units that refused to disarm
after the WWI armistice, and Theweleit began his research by compiling
documentation on their everyday life. As he examined their personal writ-
ings, he was struck by their distorted perception of left-wing movements,
which are never addressed as political ideologies but are instead personi-
fied as something murky and viscous, like a swamp or a cesspit. These per-
sonifications, however grotesque, are not necessarily ‘wrong’ or ‘false’; in
fact, they carry an element of truth. War, though life-destroying, was for
the Freikorps a form of livelihood, that is, a means to secure the necessities
of life. Communism posed a very concrete threat to Prussian militarism
and, by extension, to the autonomy and self-sovereignty of the lower
ranks of the aristocracy the Freikorps recruits typically belonged to. But
they also carried an element of drama: the word ‘communism’, Theweleit
argues, is not used to refer to a form of political economy entailing the col-
lectivisation of resources; rather, ‘communism’ appears to be synonymous
with castration, with the fear of being emasculated and rendered power-
less — politically as well as sexually. There is a comparable divide, if not
an outright contrast, between the infrastructural or logistic dimension of
Al and its commonplace fictionalisation or personification as a termin-
ator-like figure such as the Basilisk.

Geopolitically speaking, the present moment could be defined by a
process of de-Westernisation — the West is rapidly losing its position of
dominance — and by the emergence of China as the probable victor in the
ongoing dispute over control of the colonial extraction matrix. The survival
of Western hegemony hinges on the digital economy, or more precisely on
the development of Al the only fast-growing sector at present and the sole
compelling attempt to project another phase of capitalist accumulation
beyond the — already exhausted — neoliberal one.>' Roko’s Basilisk distorts
this geopolitical conjuncture into a moral parable: the creature about to
emancipate itself from the creator. In other words, these fantasies envision
the subjugation of white people and scenarios of reverse colonisation. Put in
a nutshell: capitalism with an Asian Face.

Like all commodities, Al speaks the idiom of the fetish: it de-contextua-
lises event into pure — phallic-shaped — form.>* From this perspective, the
gendering of deep learning is a tool of financial rather than philosophical
speculation — would you not rather invest in the Basilisk than in Flippy, the
hamburger flipping AI? From a market perspective, Al is a reformist
project: it seeks to restore failing profit margins. The Basilisk does to
deep learning what porn does to sex: it renders it lurid. Saturated with
paranoid urgency, nihilism and phobophilia, the Basilisk is yet another
socially sanctioned narrative in which (male) aggression accrues cultural
capital, and by extension, economic value.*?
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Proud Boys attack passerby in Manhattan, shortly after a speech by Gavin Mclnnes, on 12
October 2018

But the digital economy also changes the processes through which tech-
nology is accumulated as capital, and the resulting class relation is at odds
with the social reproduction of the American way of life. To let the private
sector — Amazon, Google (which just bought Deep Mind), Facebook, IBM,
and Microsoft — function as the sole provider of essential public services
implies a fundamental division between the tech-savvy gentry (who
devote their lives to the Basilisk) and a vast underclass of underemployed
or precariously employed (who are further degraded by the Basilisk). Wield-
ing the authority of the inscrutable, the alliance between finance and digital
tech leads to a dramatic restoration of corporate profit and elite power.>*

Though this trend towards oligarchy is not a novelty — the golden
decades of freedom and democracy in the West were coterminous with
gender and racial oppression at home and colonial violence abroad - it
has found a renewed intensity as the capital accumulated in industrially
advanced countries ‘scours the globe for lower wages’, preventing the devel-
opment of so-called peripheral formations and reappearing ‘as the racial
threat of cheap labour from the Global South’.** As social rights wither
in Europe and the US, a massive security apparatus is in the process of
being consolidated to ‘manage the supposed civilisational threats to the
nation’.>® Under the banner of the ‘war on terror’ the policing of racialised
lives in the West converges with the renewed intensity of imperial violence,
instituting a structure of affect hinging on ‘whiteness’, the aspirational glue
that leads those who are hurt economically to invest themselves nonetheless
- libidinally and symbolically. Millennials, in particular, are nudged to align
their identities with startups and social media platforms (much as earlier
generations did with the American Dream or with upward mobility) and
to misrecognise the entrepreneurial modes of subjectivity they engender as
evidence of freedom and autonomy. Against this geopolitical background,
tech culture adopts the attitude of the hacker counterculture while aligning
itself with the dominant class, and thus ‘opens up a poisonous conduit

between the two’.>”
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Kekistan flag in the Piazza Duomo in Milan, during a Matteo Salvini campaign rally on 24 February 2018
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historian Larne Abse
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Grotesque Naturalism and ‘Aspirational Nihilism’*®

Not all social tensions find political expression. They do, however, take up
a form: they align themselves with, or attach themselves to, objects,
idioms, or tropes. As media theorist Florian Cramer maintains, the alt-
right could be described as a tangle of semi-compatible ideological for-
mations clustered around a meme-producing machine, arguably its real
centre of power.>” These formations might not cohere politically, but
they do cohere aesthetically, merging into an emotional structure whose
content ceases to be subjective once it begins to constitute the ground of
subject formation.

Cramer coined the term ‘weaponisation of carnival’ to describe the
phenomenon that the alt-right calls meme-magick, referring to Mikhail
Bakhtin’s theory of the carnival as the interface between a stasis
imposed from above and a desire for change from below, between official
and unofficial.*> Cramer describes meme culture as carnival in an almost
literal sense, with all the actors involved — from the Anonymous move-
ment, to Andrew ‘Weev’ Auernheimer, Milo Yiannopoulos, Sam Hyde,
InfoWars or Donald Trump — adopting the carnivalesque as a register,
the essential principle of which is degradation, or — to directly quote
Bakhtin — the lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract to the
material level, to the sphere of the bodily lower stratum. Carnival, as
Terry Eagleton argues, involves a ‘vulgar shameless materialism of the
body - belly, buttocks, anus, genitals — (which) rides rampant over
ruling class civilities’.*" This is why the infamous statement ‘grab her by
the pussy’, according to Cramer, rather than repulse potential voters, ener-
gised the Trump campaign, becoming one of its central memes. But the
character of this process of degradation is not purely negative, lowering
the symbolic status of its targets via a debasement-through-rape. Conver-
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Sam Hyde in blackface, in Million Dollar Extreme Presents: World Peace episode 3. Wikipedia describes Hyde’s style as
post-ironic, a term used to ‘connote a state in which earnest and ironic intents become muddled’

42 For a detailed survey of the

4

(5

culturalisation of politics,
see Antonia Majaca’s
‘Odysseus of the Nimble
Wits’, in Parapolitics,
Sternberg Press,
forthcoming.

Olivier Jutel, “The Alt-right
and the Death of
Counterculture’, Overland
Literary Journal, July 2017,
https://overland.org.au/
2017/07/the-alt-right-and-
the-death-of-
counterculture/, accessed
17 February 2019

44 Ibid

sely, it raises the status of those doing it: alt-right satire is not simply about
opposing oneself to the object of mockery but also about placing oneself
above it. This aspirational element is as crucial as the libidinal aspect to
what could be described as the relation of law and liberation in the alt-
right carnival.

Though this relation is wholly undialectical, the alt-right’s transgres-
sive ethos and anti-establishment sentiment allowed it easy passage into
social spheres not traditionally aligned with, or sympathetic to, the far-
right. Alt-right idioms, tropes and jargon crept into contemporary art
venues with extraordinary ease because, as many argued at the time,
this visual vocabulary is ‘in flux’, hence has a generative potential
whose emancipatory credentials are self-evident.

There is a lot to unpack in what might be seen as a rather formalist
approach, attentive to the mode of representation rather than to its
content. In the anti-political atmosphere of post-1989, a great deal of intel-
lectual effort was devoted to conceptualising political emancipation in a
manner that would involve freedom from the masses rather than freedom
for the masses.** In the resulting retreat from collective organisation, con-
nectivity and the digital platforms, which afford it, were fetishised as a
form of grassroots, network-enabled democracy, because unlike other plat-
forms for political engagement, online forums allowed one to evade ‘the
stubbornly persistent questions of party organisation’, mobilisation and
militancy.*® But this exuberance for new media, buttressed by ‘nominally
left academics, sometimes with chairs paid for by tech companies’,
created a ready-made constituency susceptible to aesthetic creep.**

The nihilistic potential of the network is, as Jodi Dean notes, a product
of its individuating effects. Though often associated with the theme of con-
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45 Historically speaking, the
conflation of the moral and
economic meanings of
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counter-intuitive argument
put forth by Bernard
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Arguing that better people
make the world a worse

place, Mandeville advocated

for greed and selfishness.

Though his cynical rejection
of Christian values gave great

offence to contemporary
readers, Mandeville was

recovered and popularised by
the British Utilitarian School;

Adam Smith’s ‘invisible
hand’ parable is a tamer

version of Mandeville’s fable,
with added scientific veneer.
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flict with the social order which defines the counterculture, the desire to
subvert or transgress moral codes does not necessarily have a politics; it
is, rather, contingent to the current consensus. In the field of contemporary
art, transgression is a genre, which produces mostly cynical attempts to
render aesthetic experience a direct extension of moral outrage. Most
importantly, transgression has an economic dimension correlated to the
doctrine of creative destruction or what in Silicon Valley vernacular is
called disruption — a pivotal theme in the nexus between counterculture
and tech or computer culture.*’

After the left won the culture wars, transgression was swiftly weapo-
nised and deployed against so-called political correctness and ‘social
justice warriors’ by many fringe elements on the conservative right, a
trend that is now known as the alt-light.*® But there is wider cultural con-
vergence between theory, lifestyle and an attitude of scornful or jaded
negativity in the genre known as post-irony, which arches back to what
Mark Greif termed the white hipster. According to Greif, the white
hipster ‘fetishized the violence, instinctiveness, and rebelliousness of
lower-middle-class “white trash™.*” Figures like Vice founder Gavin
Mclnnes — who told a Times journalist in 2003 ‘I love being white, and
I think it’s something to be proud of’, then went on to found The Proud
Boys, a neofascist organisation that only admits men and openly promotes
violence — or hoaxer Sam Hyde — whose show Million Dollar Extreme
Presents: World Peace opened on Cartoon Network’s Adult Swim with
Hyde sporting blackface — stand at the intersection between edgelord,
nerd and white supremacist, creating a cultural milieu in which a
growing number of university-educated urban professionals who hold
positions in historically liberal institutions seem to be breaking right.

Not outright fascist, this sensibility — widespread among liberal
pundits, para-academic circles and vast segments of the contemporary
art milieu — is what I would call fascist-curious, insofar as it does not
imply a coherent political design, but rather a pre-subjective investment.
The standard fascist-curious shtick is to flirt with far-right tropes and
racist idioms ironically, in order to maintain plausible deniability or be
able to ‘dodge responsibility for his or her choices, aesthetic and other-
wise’.*® As mainstream audiences have been trained to (mis)recognise
affirmational gestures as critique ever since Pop Art was marketed as a sig-
nificant conceptual turn, fascist-curious works can play two dissonant reg-
isters at once. Irony implies heteroglossia.*” From this perspective, coarse
racism and boorish trolling are read as anti-normative or anti-conformist;
as having an edgy or defiant sheen, oppositional to mainstream taste; or as
a form of culture jamming endowed with subversive potential. Owing to a
vulgar Deleuzianism, everything that seems polysemic or rhizomatic (for
example, hybridity, ambivalence or the performative) is by definition
anti-authoritarian, while social media expression — and virtually every-
thing that can be described as disruptive — is fetishised as a shift in the
Overton window. This position is coextensive with the anti-politics of
the professional-managerial class and its ambivalence vis-a-vis the rise
of fascism. Willing to surrender political power to populists and demago-
gues of the far right in order to protect its economic interests, the affluent
or relatively affluent Western middle classes also have an ambivalent
relation to capitalism, typically theorised as an aleatory and chaotic
force — by those for whom labour is something to be commanded with a
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Taylor Swift with A J English at Katy Perry 25th birthday party. The initials ] H often stand for ‘Jew Hater’ in far-right
forums. Swift’s publicist claimed the initials refer to Swift’s friend Juliana Huxtable
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The Vaporwave style combines images of Greco-Roman marbles with Tron like grids, pastel colours and palm trees, tying the
mythical origin of Western civilization to the American dream and the tech industry

50 See Ana Teixeira Pinto,
‘Artwashing NRx and the
Alt-Right’, Text zur Kunst
106, June 2017,
pp 152-171

click of the keyboard, not something to be suffered - able to
unleash ‘powerful utopian energies’, the alienating effects of which can
be experienced as liberating.

The intensity, intoxicating vitality, and almost ecstatic mode of
experience that the left is said to lack is what the alt-right has to offer.
For fields like contemporary art, whose narrative identity is predicated
on doing something that is #ot of the norm, this offer proved enticing.
The most glaring example was LD50 Gallery in London directly organ-
ising white supremacist events, but their far-right materials — which
included the video Eliot Rodger shot before his murderous rampage,
and the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging’s emblem — do not stand out
as an anomaly.’® On the contrary, they cohere with the broader ethos
of post-internet art and with the restorative impulse, which undergirds
accelerationism.

Together with irony and transgression, a further element, as of yet unex-
amined, in the formal vocabulary of the alt-right is an excessive sentimental
yearning for the 1980s and 1990s. Vaporwave, for instance, a genre brim-
ming with selective nostalgia, spawned two white ethno-nationalist sub-
genres: fashwave and Trumpwave. Fashwave combines images of Greco-
Roman marbles with Tron-like grids, pastel colours and palm trees, tying
the mythical origin of white civilisation to the American Dream and the
joyful promises of the early internet years. Most of these elements are
already present in the retro-futuristic imaginary of Vaporwave — ‘the
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Riffing on nostalgia, Vaporwave could be described as a pastiche, which incorporates new-age elements into a retro-tech style,
mixing the aspirational, the spiritual and technological

Whitest music ever’ according to Andrew Anglin, the founder of the Daily
Stormer. The particularity about fashwave lies in the ominous aura the
images acquire, conjuring a sense of palpable threat or imminent danger,
as though Armageddon is upon us, and the end is nigh.

Capital Strike

In the 1960s, two distinct anti-establishment movements emerged in
America: the New Left and the New Communalists. Whilst the New
Left sought to effect political change — mostly by organising against the
Vietnam War — the New Communalists felt that any engagement with
politics, the state or government as such, was itself the problem.
Between 1965 and 1972, a great many young, mostly white, Americans
headed out of the cities and into the rural parts of northern California
and built communes. The Whole Earth Catalogue and the WELL
emerged from this communalist spirit, though, as Fred Turner argues,
few have rigorously explored its roots in the American counterculture of
the 1960s. Another offshoot of the New Communalists, Biosphere 2,
attracted a flurry of interest recently, due to the project’s fortuitous con-
nection to Steve Bannon, the former White House strategist whose
short-lived tenure in the Trump administration was the subject of a
great deal of scrutiny. But Bannon’s involvement was not the only
dubious question ever to afflict the ill-fated experiment. Biosphere 2 was
the brainchild of John Allen, a New Age Visionary who led a commune
south of Santa Fe called ‘Synergy Ranch’. Synergy Ranch had an apoca-
lyptic ethos: worried about impending environmental collapse, Allen
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the west is burning

The Vaporwave genre was appropriated by the white ethno nationalist movement, spawning the visual subgenre Fashwave.
In this image the sun is replaced by a Lamdba, the symbol of the Identitarian movement. The Lambda is a reference to the
battle of Thermopylea, in which the Greek city sate of Sparta fought off the invading Persian Empire

51 Fred Turner, ‘Where the
Counterculture Met the
New Economy: The WELL
and the Origins of Virtual
Community’, Technology
and Culture 46, 2005, pp
485-512

wanted to escape the Earth by building new colonies in space. Whereas the
Whole Earth Catalogue or the WELL defined a virtual community (that is,
a ‘new form of technologically enabled social life’),”' Biosphere 2 was a
real miniature world, meant to sustain a crew of eight human inhabitants
(four men and four women) for a period of two years inside its hermetic
dome. But — and here I am returning to Jackson’s argument — Allen’s
appeals to venture beyond the Earth, to build the ultimate version of
The Good Life in outer space, leave unexamined the racial and ideological
dimensions which connote this beyond, as well as the peculiar
combination of settler colonialism and white flight that characterises the
Biosphere project.

The Biosphere 2 case remains relevant to my argument because the
ideological pillars of both the neoreactionary movement and, to a great
extent, of the alt-light arc back to the opposition between the New Left
and the New Communalists. Nick Land, for instance, describes their rela-
tive positions as a choice between ‘voice’ and ‘exit’. Whereas the demo-
cratic right to having a ‘voice’ leads to chaos and cacophony, you are
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always free to leave: for Land, the right to exit is ‘the only meaningful
right’.> Neoreaction, the brainchild of Land and Urbit owner Curtis
Yarvin (also known has Mencius Moldbug) typically champions opt-in
societies or ‘gov-corps’, ideally run by a CEO-king. Though they do not
identify as neoreactionaries, Balaji Srinivasan, Peter Thiel and Patri Fried-
man also advocate opt-ins that restrict citizenship rights to investors
(stockholders), barring stakeholders from representation. Under the gov-
corp model, the state will no longer regulate capital but will become capi-
tal’s unfettered expression.’> Neoreactionaries are, in a way, classic liber-
tarians: they do not want to limit the power of the state, they want to
privatise it.”* In a similar fashion, almost all the prominent figures in
the alt-right define themselves as libertarians politically and white supre-
macists ideologically.>”

The question is not so much, in my view, whether neofascists are
crypto-libertarians or, obversely, whether libertarians are crypto-fascists.
Rather, it is important to note that democratic self-governance is not a
necessary part of a liberal social order. On the contrary, classical liberal-
ism does not support the idea of inalienable rights — Hayek famously said
he favoured a ‘liberal dictatorship’ when professing his support for Pino-
chet’s coup in Chile — but this ideological affinity between fascism and lib-
ertarianism, however substantial, was obscured by geopolitical alignments
and revisionist history.>®

In the aftermath of WWII, the analogy between the ‘two Totalitarian-
isms’ played a huge role in distorting the relation between libertarian and
fascist doctrine, by positing a political (and moral) equivalence between
Stalinism and National Socialism/Fascism, in contradistinction to the
anti-state politics of libertarian-inspired individualism. Furthering this
confusion, the Cold War trope of ‘the free world’ vs ‘totalitarian states’
assimilated the question of democratic governance to an epic battle
between the forces of freedom — lionised by the likes of Ayn Rand, Frie-
drich Hayek or Ludvig von Mises — and unfreedom, ultimately conflating
democracy with liberalism. But unlike representative democracy, classical
liberalism, as David Ellerman argues, ‘leaves open the possibility of a
voluntary constitutional form of non-democratic government in which
the people have voluntarily agreed to alienate and transfer the rights of
self-government to some sovereign’.’” From Hobbes to Rawls — and
here I am paraphrasing Ellerman — one finds multiple arguments for
consent-based alienation of basic self-governing rights. In the context of
the US, this debate is often tied to the issue of ‘voluntary slavery contracts’,
for, as Robert Nozick contends, ‘the comparable question about an indi-
vidual is whether a free system will allow him to sell himself into slavery. I
believe that it would’.”® Or, in the words of Paul Samuelson: ‘Since slavery
was abolished, human earning power is forbidden by law to be capita-
lized. A man is not even free to sell himself.””” As Ellerman maintains,
the key question here is the one concerning alienation versus delegation
of rights, not the one of consent versus coercion. Most contemporary lib-
ertarians defend the alienation of power to a sovereign rather than the citi-
zens’ delegation of power to representatives, and neo-Austrian economists
typically champion non-democratic sovereign city-states (like start-up
cities or charter cities). Libertarian models of consent-based, non-demo-
cratic municipal or state governments include the notion of ‘free cities’
or ‘start-up cities’, proprietary cities, Patri Friedman’s floating seastead
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Fashwave meme with Black Sun or Sonnenrad, used by Heinrich Himmler and popular with esoteric white supremacist
circles. Fashwave makes explicit the white supremacist content Vaporwave vaguely gestures towards
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cities, Paul Romer’s charter cities, or ‘shareholder states’, all of which see
‘the resident-subjects as having agreed to a pactum subjectionis as evi-
denced by their voluntary decision to move to and remain in the city or
state. All of these cases preclude any possibility of democratic partici-
pation in government. When, or if, consent is withdrawn, the only avail-
able option is to exit.”® Instead of democratic rights, people have the right
to leave.

Exiting, however, implies segregation: the whole concept hinges on
leaving others behind. Comparable to ‘capital strike’ (the withholding of
new investment in an economy, a concept popularised by Ayn Rand’s
novel Atlas Shrugged, the plot of which involves a socialist United
States in which the most creative industrialists, scientists, and artists
respond to the demands of the welfare state by going on strike, retreating
to a mountainous hideaway where they build an independent free
economy), ‘Exit’ is a formal version of what is informally known as
‘white flight’: the migration of middle-class white populations to more
racially homogenous areas. NRx does not disavow this racial dimension
but reworks it in its incentive-based techno-monarchy: ‘if a person
doesn’t produce quantifiable value, they are, objectively, not valuable.
Everything else is sentimentality’.®" If social apartheid is the hallmark of
fascism, the stack is the new fasces.

The Valley is heavily invested in Bitcoin as well, a technology the social
and political functions of which, as David Golumbia argues, far outstrip
its technical ones. Economically speaking, Bitcoin is the answer to the
wrong question: the problems with value fluctuations are not formal but
political, they cannot be solved by software engineering: “Without direct
regulatory structures’ any financial instrument can be ‘used as an
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investment’.®> Ideologically, however, Bitcoin reflects deep-seated
anxieties about ‘foreign’ control of the Federal Reserve and, more
broadly, an anti-Semitic creep marked by the putative illegitimacy or
unnaturalness of financial capital.

The new far right also forces us to rethink the articulation of fascism
and collectivism. Fascism does not necessitate mass movements; it is a cor-
poratism doctrine, not a collectivist one. Although the historical iterations
of fascism which came to power in the early twentieth century enjoyed a
considerable amount of popular support, the alt-right — ongoing attempts
to mobilise the traditional far-right notwithstanding — remains intensely
supra-structural. Corporatism is an organicist doctrine. Society is rep-
resented as an organism, the social body, comprising industrial organs
(corporations), which exercise control over persons and activities within
their jurisdiction. Unlike Marxism, corporatism does not narrate the
structure of social antagonisms along class lines. Instead, it insists on
the harmonious relation between brain and limbs, that is, between
employers and employees, and pits both, together, against an external
or parasitical element, which feeds on the social body. For classical
fascism this parasitical element is typically depicted as the financial
sector (and codified as the Jew). Under neoliberalism however, the pos-
ition of the parasite has often been imputed to the state — a place-holder
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for the unworthy, racialised welfare beneficiaries — whose taxes unduly
sap corporate productivity. In Europe and the US, the question of taxation
is increasingly tied to the racist refusal to pay taxes, which are largely seen
as supporting racialised minorities. The trajectory from LessWrong to
MoreRight is, I would argue, not simply a trajectory from ‘overcoming
bias in decision making’ to paranoid urgency; it is a trajectory from
cyber-libertarianism to overt bigotry.

That said, there is clearly some tension between the political pos-
itions represented by neoreactionists (who see whiteness as a proxy
for capital) and those of the alt-right (who see capital as a proxy for
whiteness). Asking himself whether whiteness necessitates white
people, Land answers in the negative: no, whiteness can be better per-
formed by nerdy Asians, or by Al Whereas most of the alt-right
argues for planetary apartheid — ethno-nationalism in the alt-right’s
jargon — NRx would gladly shed the red states, a drag on the
economy; declare California an independent state; or welcome ‘compet-
ing gov-corps on the same land mass’.®®> Rather than embracing the tra-
ditional far-right racial doctrine, neoreaction believes that a ‘genetically
self-filtering elite’ is already in the process of divorcing itself from those
of average and below-average intelligence,’* in a process that will ulti-
mately lead to a transhuman super-race and to ‘a powerful leader
making use of intelligence enhancement technology to put himself in
an unassailable position’.®> Though a transhuman hyper-race might
seem thus far unlikely, existing technology is already immersing us in
the radical disruption proffered by the cyber-libertarian doctrine.®
Think how the gig economy skirts the social contract. Though appar-
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ently non-racist, or even anti-racist, neoreaction’s virulent rejection of
egalitarianism bleeds easily into discrimination: after 500 years of colo-
nial plunder, any form of economic segregation will result in racial
apartheid. FEither way, to argue for the removal of democratic rights
and protections is to sanction a persecuting or discriminating society
of one form or another.

The Neoreactionary Bestiary

In a recent article for Salvage, Harrison Fluss and Landon Frim addressed
the friction between these diverging pulls as a struggle between the com-
peting ‘animal spirits’ Behemoth and Leviathan. Whereas Behemoth rep-
resents the territorial integrity of the ethno-nations, Leviathan represents
what Carl Schmitt called ‘corsair capitalism’: the fluid dynamism of
trade and finance. Better known now as the towering figure that
appears in the copper-plate engraving of Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) as
an emblem for the state or the ‘rector’ (ruler), the Leviathan was originally
a dangerous or malevolent force, at times the sea itself, at times a dragon
or devil, represented as a sea monster, or serpentine whale-fish. According
to Schmitt, Hobbes chose his title due to the image it evokes of a huge,
gigantic, body — the body politic, which Hobbes opposed to the Behemoth,
a cipher for social unrest or revolution: the anarchic energies of the state of
nature. Schmitt, on the other hand, returns to a cabbalist interpretation to
posit the Leviathan as a symbol of the ‘sea powers, fighting the Behemoth,
representing land powers’.®” For Schmitt, the Leviathan stood for the tha-
lassocratic power of the British Empire, which he contrasted to the earth-
bound German Reich. But rather than antagonistic forces, Behemoth and
Leviathan could be construed as the different facets of the same political
body (for instance, Saudi Arabia: at once a racial autocracy and a
global financial power) or as its successive states: as the high seas have
given way to cyberspace as the dynamic site of accumulation, the
Leviathan, to paraphrase Fluss and Frim, could be said to represent an
accelerated form of capitalism in the process of abolishing the historical
factors (that is the Behemoth) which, originally allowed it to flourish.
Hence the frogs. Hence the obsession with viscous creatures and Lovecraf-
tian themes. Liminal animals stand at the threshold between two different
identities, or at the intersection of different worlds. They are protean,
boundary beings, whose morphology is metaphor incarnate. Deviancy,
reversal of hierarchies or dissolution of order are hypostatised onto the
jelly-like amphibian body — a stand-in for the liminal experience the
whole planet is undergoing.

In his famous essay ‘Discourse on Colonialism’, poet Aimé Césaire argued
that what in Europe is called ‘fascism’ is just colonial violence finding its
way back home, but the missing link between settler colonialism and
national socialism is still vastly under-theorised.®® The carceral state,
ethno-nationalisms and imperial warfare are, arguably, different facets of
what Nikhil Pal Singh termed ‘the afterlife of fascism’, pointing to the imbri-
cations of settler colonialism and national socialism via the ‘proto-totalitar-
ian’ scene of colonial expansion and its racialised concept of personhood.®”
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Fascism is the dirty secret of capital: it always prefers to approach
those it subjects through terror than through wage relations, contracts
or markets — to return to Césaire in the guise of a conclusion — before
becoming its victims, white Europeans always work as ‘its accomplices;
they tolerate it, absolve it, shut their eyes to it, legitimize it’.”® While
Silicon Valley billionaires build doomsday bunkers in New Zealand
(the country better equipped to withstand the coming environmental
apocalypse), social democracy is increasingly able to accommodate a
fascist dimension, addressing certain groups bio-politically, managing
(and gendering) their lives, whereas other groups are submitted to a
necropolitical regime - suppressed, deported, criminalised, and ulti-
mately killed or left to die.

Trump, as Dean argues, illustrates the ‘truth of economic inequality:
civility is for the middle class’.”! The wealthy no longer need to pretend
they care. The underpaid are not able to enjoy the privilege of immense
wealth but they can still enjoy the resulting global income imparity.
Though by no means privileged at home, a stag party from Manchester
can afford to pay a homeless Polish man to get his forehead tattooed
with the groom’s name.”” This is the joy afforded by capital, even to
those it exploits. Ultimately, as Frank Wilderson, argues, ‘if workers can
buy a loaf of bread, they can also buy a slave’,”? for the position of the
slave is not structured by wage relations but by racial hierarchy. From
this perspective, welfare chauvinism and the libidinal investment in white-
ness as a proxy for capital are perfectly rational: politically speaking, they
point to the path of least resistance (if not the only open avenue) to pre-
serve a modicum of social status.

In 2003, Fredric Jameson famously said that it is easier to imagine the
end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism.”* By ontologising
social form, the organicist metaphor corporatism is based on, implies that
a crisis of said form is a crisis of society and civilisation itself. Lifestyle and
the antipolitical models and modes of ideation that the digital turn
engendered are, here, equated with survival. As a result, for a vast part
of the (mostly white and relatively affluent) population, unburdened by
centuries of persecution, the end of the world is — unconsciously or
semi-consciously — preferable to the end of the privilege afforded by
racial capitalism.

Some of the ideas concerning Roko’s wager were first discussed in my article ‘The Psy-
chology of Paranoid Irony’, published by the Transmediale Journal/Face Value Edition,
February 2018, pp 18-22.
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