Fascism: that way madness lies —Dr Saulat Nagi


Fascism depicts the profound decomposition of a society, which invariably accompanies the profound decomposition of state


The Praetorian Guards have nudged another caricature of a Roman king into the dustbin of history in order to maintain the status quo. Another lame duck symbolic figure has been donned with a crown. Mediocrity continues to haunt the plebeians of Pakistan. The patricians and political eunuchs with their privileges are as usual on song. Rome burns in an inferno. Nero is fiddling once again. When nations are facing dilemmas and challenges that are daunting and unprecedented, they often fall easy prey to perversity. Shallow analyses and fallacious remedies tend to dizzy the thought process and overwhelm it. Instead of finding fault with the system, a scapegoat is searched for in convenient places. An individual is projected as the sole sinner, the only culprit in causing all the plights and ills that mar the nation. Crucifixion is considered to be the answer and the altar their eternal resting place, an approach imbued with emotions and ebbing towards shallowness! Certainly, an individual apparently leading an institution, or a state for that matter, cannot be absolved from the crimes perpetrated against the people undergoing constant oppression and expropriation by the system. One should remain aware of the fact that history for its own ends treats an individual as merely its tool. Once a certain goal, an objective development, is achieved, individuals outlive their utility and are sent packing to the place where they belong, i.e. to the dustbin of history.
In countries having a capitalist mode of production (where civil society has fully developed), such rulers have proved more vulnerable than the ones who rule the roost in countries having primitive models, or the ones subjugated to the might of peripheral capitalism. As parties are the representatives of classes, the rulers are simply the manifestations of the specific relations of immediate political, organisational and military forces that they do not create themselves and have failed to correct despite their efforts (if at all they attempted to do so). While analysing the personality of someone like the incumbent Pakistani president, one has to be mindful of two facts: first, no person or political regime can rule against the will of a class which holds economic power; and second, the conglomeration of forces unleashed around the politicians exists beyond their control. In fact, politicians are a fitting manifestation of these forces. Gramsci nearly a century ago analysed the helplessness of Kerensky (from whom the Bolsheviks assumed power) in the following words: “Just as one does not become Kerensky voluntarily so also one does not escape being a Kerensky by wilfully refusing to be a Kerensky. [The forces, which created him] made him look like a clown. People have taken seriously his moral and intellectual portrait drawn by his enemies as a tool to use against him, to isolate and to liquidate him; out of his portrait they created a straw man who exists outside of time and space, a kind of ‘helot’ to parade before the Spartans in order to educate them.”
Coalition governments invariably are an expression of the balance of forces between two belligerent classes that depends upon the nature of the conflict and the dominant mode of production. In such situations, neither side can bring about a decisive victory though both have the potential to destroy each other. Hence, circumstances turn ideal for the triumph of ‘a man of destiny’. A Caesar, “a lion of cardboard, as most observers see only the lion” (AJP Taylor), a bolt from the blue, ready to launch his panacea to redeem a crisis-ridden nation. Since a messiah is eagerly awaited, such an individual is greeted with open arms by the frustrated, a culturally sclerotic middle class and the weak capitalist force, which is sick and tired of the subtleties of democracy that, against the unleashing of its blatant class repression, has until that point tied its hands. This paves the way for fascism. Countries where the relations between the state and civil society are weak are particularly at risk of such a phenomenon. This stands true for most of the third world wherein capitalist relations of production are yet to take hold. Fascism depicts the profound decomposition of a society, which invariably accompanies the profound decomposition of state. Hence, it can only be explained with reference to the low level of civilisation fettering a nation. Hitler, Mussolini and others of their ilk can only thrive in situations that are inhospitable to culture and hopeless for the development of productive forces.
Fascism is more than a response to the failure of individual political leaders or to the accumulation of their mistakes. It is a frenetic surge of the ‘forgotten’ classes led by a coterie of nationalists that are fearful of the radicalisation of the working class and are keen to guard big private capital. One of the main sources of fascism is detachment in a moment of intense ‘hegemonic crisis’ — the lack of consensual basis of the existing political system within a civil society (Gramsci) — of all the important classes from the political parties with which they were previously associated. According to Gramsci, “In general such a crisis takes place when a ruling class has failed to fulfil its major undertaking, forcibly extracts the consent to rule or the masses have suddenly passed from a state of political passivity to a certain activity putting forward the demands, which though not organically formulated, add up to a revolution.” Fascism cannot solve the crisis. A static equilibrium never involves a true hegemony, yet through its ruthless dominance and partial, albeit unstable, consensual basis in civil society, it manages to contain temporarily the crisis.
To thrive, fascism needs a cult. If it does not have a cult, it readily creates one. How else could it give its followers the stoicism and courage to sacrifice their lives for the sake of a system that in its very essence is anti-people? It is a system that is at the service of big business and is a product of a mystical upheaval of a pauperised, discontented middle class. Hitler frequently talked about the ‘faith’ that people had in his ‘iconic’ personality. The ‘inner voices’ and the ‘soul and hunger of spirit’ — to which the Fuehrer alluded — were the immediate substitutes for the ‘Holy Ghost’.
The capitalist class reacts to fascism less due to street unrest but more in response to the disturbances in their own economic system. The sickness they aim to banish is within, objective, not metaphysical. Despite being a monstrous form of capitalism-in-decline, fascism is not a homogeneous phenomenon. It is incapable of domesticating the bourgeoisie. The attempt of the German army on Hitler’s life in July 1944 and the ultimate sacking and arrest of Mussolini were clear indications of the capitalists’ mistrust of fascism. The middle class having a blurry outlook does not acquire sufficient class consciousness to blame capitalism for its wretchedness. Therefore, it ends up piling the load of accusation at the door of the international plutocracy. The concept of national liberation and social liberation becomes hazy for it. Hence, it readily gets ensnared by the deceitful aura of fascism being anti-capitalist and revolutionary.
Pakistan is passing through the same historical process. The primitive system has lost its potential to develop the productive forces. The frustrated urban middle class is yearning for a change without any alteration in the property relations. The weak bourgeoisie is scenting blood. Imran Khan — a populist leader with a religious cult — has his following advancing to Wuthering Heights, in ‘unpathed waters’ where the balance of class forces will retain the last laugh. His party is floating the idea of ‘corporatism’, a class collaboration historically promised by the fascists. The journey from religious fascism to a corporate one will be chaotic, if not absolutely cirrhotic.
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