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Editor’s Note

As we enter an era of political
violence in all regions of the world,
it has become more important
than ever to encourage discus-
sion, debate, and the sharing of
perspectives.

This seemed an essen-
tial task when we published our
first edition of The Free Forum in
mid-2024. Since then, we have
published articles on politics and
economics from current students
and alumni of a variety of institu-
tions across Europe, the UK, and
the US. Now, in its fourth iteration,
The Free Forum has the financial
backing of the LSE Student Union’s
Fund and individual donors. This
backing has allowed for a vastly in-
creased circulation and guarantees
support for at least the next three
editions.

As we look forward to
the future of this project, | must first
look backwards to the putting to-
gether of what you now hold in your
hands. In doing so, | must express
my immense gratitude to the small
but impressively effective team of
editors, without whom this would
not have been possible.

They are Theo Allen
Baptista, our copy editor; Conor
Hatfield, our communications and
outreach officer; Henry Hughes,
our associate editor-in-chief; and
Luca La Cava, our creative director.
While all had individual roles, this
really was a collaborative team
effort, and | cannot thank them
enough.

To the authors: thank you
for volunteering your time, often
during busy periods, to this project.
| am always taken aback by the
support that you all give to The Free
Forum.

The depolarisation of
society is an essential component
of rebuilding the integrity and the
strength of our democracies. This
requires an active effort to carve
out spaces for constructive debate.
Complacency is the enemy of
democracy.

For details on how to join
this effort and contribute to future
editions, please see the final page.
| hope you all enjoy it.

Hugo Jamison
Editor-in-Chief
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Foreword

At this year’s Féile an Phobail in Bel-
fast, | had the pleasure of attending
a discussion between Avi Shlaim,
Chris Agee (editor of Irish Pages),
and Francesca Albanese (UN Spe-
cial Rapporteur for the Palestinian
Occupied Territories). The crowd
gathered for a launch of Shlaim’s
latest book, Genocide in Gaza:
Israel's Long War on Palestine.
Shlaim’s book makes the claim that
“Netanyahu’s government does not
display all the features of classical
fascism but arguably

enough of them, especially milita-
rism, to merit the label fascist’.”

“Fascist”, for many, has
become merely a pejorative term.
One devoid of real weight, thrown
around without consideration for the
significance it carries. So unserious
now is it as an accusation, so far has
the Overton Window on the term’s
taboo shifted, that this summer we
have seen it gleefully embraced
rather than shamefully denied (see
Huang's article on the Mehdi Hasan
debate).

‘The term fascism needs
to be rescued from sloppy usage,
not thrown out because of it. It re-
mains indispensable. We need a
generic term for what is a general
phenomenon’. This is what Robert
Paxton wrote in his book Anatomy of
Fascism in 2004. It is a notion which
| have obsessed over for some time
now and believe is more urgent than
ever.
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Many times, | have felt my standing
in the eyes of comrades and op-
ponents slip merely by employing
the term, and | have therefore been
endlessly frustrated by the malaise
toward the fascist turn which this
nominative negligence has borne
us.

Paxton suggests that the
most important factor in identifying
the roots of fascism lies in a some-
what abstract register of society.
What he describes as “subterranean
passions and emotions.” He argues,
‘the establishment of a “mood” is
more important than “the search
for some individual precursors™. |
encourage you to seek out this text,
which is easily accessible, as his
list of the nine ‘mobilising passions’
which constitute the foundation of
fascist movements are required
reading in this most crucial fight.
They are infinitely useful in identify-
ing instances of what is ostensibly
a “general phenomenon”, whilst
nonetheless habitually inconsistent
in its iterations. | will cite others, but
a simple proof here is in using one of
the passions to think about relations
of the populace to power; ‘the supe-
riority of the leader’s instincts
over abstract and universal rea-
son’ (see Olson’s article on Donald
Trump and nostalgia).

As familiar readers of The
Free Forum will recognise, focusing
on an overarching theme in this way
is a break in tradition.
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Rather than the thematic eclecti-
cism which characterised previous
issues, you will find amongst the ar-
ticles a thread which pulls on mod-
ern fascism and its various forms.
The sheer urgency with which this
dangerous phenomenon must be
addressed has been the driving
factor in our thematic shift. Our mis-
sion has only been compounded
by the fact we are going to print the
week after Israel's strike on Doha
and Charlie Kirk’'s assassination.
The significance of these events,
and the subsequent acceleration of
the political ‘mood’ throughout the
Trans-Atlantic West, are cause for
alarm and for action.

Isaac Herzog, the lIsraeli
President, rationalised the unilateral
Doha strike by stating, ‘If you want
to move on, you have to remove
some of the people if they are not
willing to get that deal’. Perhaps Avi
Shlaim would agree this confirms his
assessment of Netanyahu's govern-
ment as fascist, and indeed it is one
of many Israeli actions which consti-
tutes Paxton’s final passion, namely
‘the right of the chosen people to
dominate others without restraint
from any kind of human or divine
law, right being decided by the sole
criterion of the group’s prowess
within a Darwinian struggle.’

In assessing the life and
death of Charlie Kirk, we can cite
with irony another one of Paxton’s
passions, ‘the primacy of the group,
toward which one has duties superi-
or to every right, whether individual
or universal, and the subordination
of the individual to it for he abhor-
rently reconciled gun deaths resul-
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tant from the “net good” of an armed
citizenry via comparison with the
road deaths resultant from motor
transport. As we all know, he joined
one of these statistics himself, with
the ripple effects bound to be both
intense and nefarious.

The tragedy of our times
must not paralyse us into inaction,
and thus | will leave you with Pax-
ton’s tentative definition of fascism.
Something to consider as you leaf
through this edition, and for you
to carry with you into the turbulent
world we find ourselves navigating:

‘Fascism may be defined as a form
of political behaviour marked by ob-
sessive preoccupation with commu-
nity decline, humiliation, or victim-
hood and by compensatory cults of
unity, energy, and purity, in which a
mass-based party of committed na-
tionalist militants, working in uneasy
but effective collaboration with tradi-
tional elites, abandons democratic
liberties and pursues with redemp-
tive violence and without ethical
or legal restraints goals of internal
cleansing and external expansion.’
Robert Paxton, 2004.

Henry Hughes

Associate Editor-in-Chief
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Alternative

far

Deutschland

(AfD) - A Threat to Democracy

On the 2nd of May 2025,
the Alternative fur Deutschland Par-
ty (AfD) - Alternative for Germany -
was officially deemed as a far-right
extremist group by the German Do-
mestic Intelligence Service (BfV).
Occupying 24% of seats in the
Bundestag (the national parliament)
and 15% of seats in the Landtag (the
regional parliament), the AfD poses
a certain threat amidst the growing
far-right nationalist and populist
movements proliferating through-
out the globe. For the time being,
German voter support for right-wing
extremist parties remains low, with
electoral successes being isolated.
However, this support is on the rise
and should not be underestimated.
A society in which extreme far-right
politics reign supreme, one which is
nationalist, antisemitic, racist, and
xenophobic, is, above all, undesir-
able. It is with this mindset that one
must fight against the rising tide of
populist politics.

As it is a central theme
throughout this year's newspaper,
it is important to define and distin-
guish between far-right extremism
and fascism. The ‘far-right’ is an um-
brella term. It encompasses the po-
litical leanings of groups, regardless
of the Nation-State, which centre
around sovereignty, strict immigra-
tion policies, and a strong connec-
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tion to the social contract wherein
the State acts on behalf of the Peo-
ple in order to protect them. All far-
right parties anchor themselves with
nationalism. Sheltered underneath
the ‘far-right’ umbrella, fascism re-
fers to the populist political philoso-
phy, movement, or regime that glo-
rifies race and nation, placing the
individual below the State. A fascist
government is characterised by ex-
treme social and economic control
and the severe suppression and op-
pression of opponents.
Unfortunately, the popu-
larity of these far-right groups is not
novel to us. The case of Germany,
or rather the Third Reich, as it was
known at the time, is the biggest
example of all. Targeting a disillu-
sioned population following the First
World War, after the signing of the
Versailles Treaty in 1919, far-right
rhetoric manipulated the discontent
stemming from costly war repara-
tions, which wrecked the economy
and Article 231 of the Versailles
Treaty, which affirmed that the sole
responsibility concerning World War
| and the aggression that ensued
lay on Germany. It is in using this
rhetoric that the fascist National So-
cialist Workers’ Party (NSDAP), led
by Adolf Hitler, rose to power. Their
ascension to power directly led to
the Second World War and the Ho-

The Free Forum



locaust, which, together, reaped
70-85 million lives, representing the
death of approximately 3% of the
global population at the time.

As aresult, we have come
to use the phrase ‘Never Again’.
Never again should genocide be
repeated. Never again should vi-
olence on this scale recur. Never
again should the foundations of
fascism be rebuilt. Nevertheless,
the rise of the far-right in Germa-
ny, as well as in Europe, begs the
question: Should we be concerned?
In the context of the AfD, yes, we
should.

Founded in 2013 after
splitting from the Christian Demo-
cratic Union, and currently being
co-led by Timo Chrupella and Alice
Weidel, the AfD shot to popularity,
becoming the second biggest par-
ty in Germany, and thus the largest
opposition party, in the span of 12
years. The party consists of far-
right, extremist, populist, and na-
tional-conservative individuals, aim-
ing to ‘reclaim’ German sovereignty
and pride, reportedly lost due to a
‘laughable’ culture of collective guilt,
resulting from its Nazi past. In fact,
according to a 2019 Forsa Institute
study concerning Holocaust denial
amongst the German population,
approximately 2% argued that the
Holocaust was propaganda of the
Allied Powers. Even more concern-
ingly, 15% of AfD supporters profess
profound scepticism regarding the
verity of the Holocaust. This trend is
indicative of a growing trend of re-
visionist history, characteristic of ul-
tra-nationalist, extremist, and fascist
ideology. It is crucial to remember
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that history that is left unheeded is
history that is left repeated.

Looking more clearly
into their manifesto, the AfD rejects
dual citizenship, Islam, and refu-
gees. Instead of the promotion of
multiculturalism, the AfD wishes to
replace it with the German ‘guiding
culture’, more specifically, Christian-
ity, Antiquity, and German traditions,
stating that multiculturalism is actu-
ally ‘non-culture’. As a result, the
AfD advocates for Germany’s exit
from the Eurozone, simultaneously
condemning Schengen borders,
stating concerns for economic and
national security. Despite proclaim-
ing that education is not a place for
indoctrination, the AfD’s manifesto
strongly disapproves of Islam being
taught in Religious Studies due to
their ‘non-churchlike structure’. They
push for the re-establishment of the
traditional nuclear family, adding
that the ‘Gender-ideology’ is both
unnatural and ‘hostile to the ‘Consti-
tution’. What is particularly interest-
ing is that the AfD wishes to change
the German constitution in order to
allow the German Bundeskanzler
to be voted in via direct democra-
cy rather than the current system,
whereby leaders are voted indirect-
ly.

The German Grundge-
setz, literally translated as the Ger-
man ‘Basic Law’, refers to the 51-
page constitution, written in 1949
in the wake of the Third Reich. This
document embodies the definitive
legal framework of the German
democratic system, stating the 146
fundamental rights and obligations
of all people in the Federal German
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Republic. It may be amended but
never contradicted. Its sanctity is
such that in the past 70 years, no
serious modifications to the Consti-
tution have been made. This consti-
tution protects people from far-right
extremism by enshrining fundamen-
tal rights such as the right to dignity,
freedom, privacy, free assembly,
freedom of the press, and the right
to political asylum.

The three most important articles
are as follows:

Article 1a: Everybody is
equal under the law.

Article 1c: Nobody is al-
lowed to be discriminated against
or favoured due to their gender,
ancestry, race, language, homeland
and origin, faith, religious beliefs,
and/or political views.

Article  21b:  Parties
which, by their aims or the conduct
of their supporters, aim to impair or
eliminate the free democratic basic
order or to endanger the existence
of the Federal Republic of Germany
are unconstitutional.

Beginning  with  these
three articles, the AfD proves al-
ready to be unconstitutional. Due to
their populist and extremist nature,
the AfD poses a threat to the ‘free
democratic basic order’ and, as
such, provides sufficient grounds
for banning the party from public
politics. Changing the electoral sys-
tem for the Bundeskanzler from in-
direct democracy to direct democ-
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racy opens the door for a far-right
extremist leader to take charge.
With the Islamophobic, homopho-
bic, and frankly, fascist rhetoric
promoted through the AfD’s man-
ifesto, such a reality would lead to
a society characterised by extreme
social and economic control and the
severe suppression and oppression
of opponents. By deeming the AfD
as a ‘right-wing extremist’ party, the
BfV claimed that the AfD opposed
central principles such as human
dignity, the rule of law, equality be-
fore the law and democracy. They
highlighted that the AfD acts in a
nationalist, racist or xenophobic
manner, showing blanket rejection
of ethnic or cultural minorities. They
hinted that the party advocated for
or at least supported violence as a
means of achieving political goals.
Lastly, the BfV called attention to the
fact that the AfD represents antise-
mitic, revisionist, and/or anti-demo-
cratic ideologies. All of this provides
ample ground on which to constitu-
tionally ban the AfD.

Nevertheless, this far-right
extremist party continues to operate
on the democratic stage, and there
are solid reasons why. For one, actu-
ally banning a party is difficult. It has
only happened twice before - once
in 1952 (for the neofascist Socialist
Reich Party) and in 1956 (for the
Communist Party of Germany). At-
tempts to ban the neo-Nazi National
Democratic Party were unsuccess-
ful. Secondly, any campaign to ban
the party, along with the ban itself,
provides the platform for the AfD to
present itself as a victim, as an op-
pressed political group. Manipulat-
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ing motions for a ban, the AfD could
pick up the microphone and echo
fascist rhetoric, and proclaim that
they operate within an unjust sys-
tem, within which they take up arms
to fight. The ban also poses a moral
dilemma as banning a political party
with a different mindset undermines
the pillars of democracy - freedom
of choice, freedom of speech, polit-
ical tolerance, and the acceptance
of election results.

Nonetheless, leaving
Germany vulnerable to the threat of
extremism, such as the AfD, could
mean that maybe sooner rather than
later, there is no more democracy
left to defend. Thus, if the German
Constitution provides a barrier to
sweeping the rug underneath the
legs of the AfD, how do we fight
against the rising tide of neo-fascist
extremism?

| stand in with pulling the
rug underneath the legs of the AfD.
The ban procedure may be risky,
both legally and politically, but it
would take away the party’s legiti-
macy on the political forum. Due to
this risk, however, this cannot be the
sole move in the fight against far-
right extremism, both in Germany
and elsewhere.

As it currently stands, the
most important action is to defeat
the AfD at the ballot box. In placing
the party in an unelectable political
suspension, too unpopular to be
elected, yet unable to play the vic-
tim, the pillars of democracy would
continue to stand strong, whilst also
providing the opportunity to monitor
and document their actions. In sur-
veilling their actions, preventative
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measures for future far-right ex-
tremist movements are put in place.
However, for this to be effective, one
must vote.

Voting is the utmost im-
portant cornerstone of democracy.
Without it, populist movements gain
momentum, allowing the political mi-
nority to rule the majority. The Con-
stitution is there to set the ground-
work for the society that one lives in.
Nonetheless, democracy stands for
the demos. The people.

To conclude, the case of
the AfD reflects a concerning global
political tendency towards far-right
politics. Written in black and white,
the policies of the AfD represent a
fascist and extremist desire to cre-
ate a society that is racist, Islam-
ophobic, antisemitic, homophobic,
masculinist, and most importantly,
a society that is undesirable. Par-
ticipating politically is key to using
political diversity to our advantage.
To monitor threats to democracy. To
prevent history from repeating.

Jennifer Wendorff
MA Global European Studies,
Universitat Konstanz
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The Duality of (wo)Man: Exam-
ining the Position of Female
Fascists in Europe

A patriarch, a white su-
premacist, and a capitalist walk
into a bar. What is one thing they all
have in common? Their roots in fas-
cism. Merriam-Webster's definition
of fascism outlines it as a ‘populist
political philosophy, movement, or
regime that exalts nation and often
race above the individual, that is
associated with a centralised au-
tocratic government headed by a
dictatorial leader, and that is char-
acterised by severe economic and
social regimentation and by forcible
suppression of opposition.’

Fascism is a political
ideology devoid of humanity, com-
passion, empathy, and respect. As
could be predicted, political move-
ments rooted in fascism are often
headed by men- Mussolini, Hitler,
Franco. Contemporary examples
include Netanyahu and Trump.How-
ever, it's not all men. Women dabble
in fascism too.

Marine Le Pen (National
Rally), Riikka Purra (Finns Party),
Alice Weidel (Alternative for Ger-
many), Giorgia Meloni (Brothers of
Italy), Pia Kjeersgaard (Danish Peo-
ple’s Party), Siv Jensen (Progress
Party), and Beata Szydto (Law and
Justice) are only a few of the lat-
est examples of influential far-right
women leaders. (Pietilainen, 2024).
These women all have something
in common; all are from European
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countries. In fact, when researching
contemporary fascist figures, it was
hard to find prominent examples of
female fascists from North America.

Elizabeth Dilling is a nota-
ble historical example; however, she
died in 1966 and can hardly be said
to be directly relevant to fascism
in the 21st century. We could con-
sider female members of Trump's
Republican Party to be fascists, as
undoubtedly, they are propping up
his regime. However, none of these
lovely ladies seem to have the same
twisted spark as their European
equivalents. Their role is predomi-
nantly demonstrative, in that, within
the gender relations framework of
today’s fascists, they serve as the
superlative exemplar of the modern
American woman. | am left only with
internet sensation Hannah Pearl Da-
vis, who, despite exerting cultural
influence, has yet to make a name
for herself on the political stage.

On reflection, it almost
seems as though the glass ceil-
ing for female fascists in Europe is
slightly more malleable than for their
American counterparts. How could
that be?

It is important to note that,
percentage-wise, there are more
female politicians in the European
Parliament than in the US Congress.
In 2025, the percentage of women in
the European Parliament was 38.7%
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compared to the US Congress'’s
28.2%. That is to say that if there
are more elected female politicians
in Europe, it is more likely that there
will be a higher number of female
fascist politicians in Europe. Howev-
er, despite these basic arithmetical
facts, there is a clear disparity be-
tween the popularity of EU female
fascist politicians when compared
to their US colleagues. We should
consider several different theories
to explain why female fascists are
more successful in Europe than in
the United States.

Perhaps the fragment-
ed nature of the US’s political sys-
tem means that women’s rights
are more protected in some states
than in others. There are no federal
constitutional guarantees of gender
equality (the Equal Rights Amend-
ment having never been ratified).
Women'’s access to third-level ed-
ucation, employment and adequate
healthcare is compromised, making
it more difficult for them to climb the
career ladder and ‘make it’ as pol-
iticians. In Europe, women’s rights
are protected, if not constitutionally
by domestic law, by EU Treaties and
Directives; the EU Charter of Funda-
mental Rights explicitly guarantees
gender equality. This ultimately
makes it easier for them to progress
in their careers as politicians.

Another theory as to
why there are fewer influential fe-
male fascist politicians in the US
relates to the hegemonic nature of
the two-party system. This system
means there is little opportunity for
women to make their mark political-
ly. Both parties are long-established
and generally headed by men who
don’t want to, or think to, give a
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woman a seat at the table.

Hillary Clinton and Kama-
la Harris stand out as exceptions
that prove the rule. Despite their
prominence within the Democratic
Party, their gender was consistently
treated as a legitimate political con-
cern during their presidential cam-
paigns, both of which ended in de-
feat. Although of course, there are
other elements which complicated
both their candidacies. Clinton was
reviled by portions of the electorate
as a representative of the ‘deep
state’ for her role in previous ad-
ministrations. For Harris, it was her
status as a racialised individual. The
impact of these factors, among oth-
ers, compounded with the gender
of both these women, holding them
back from office.

This suggests that in the
US, even when a woman comes
close to attaining the highest polit-
ical office, her gender continues to
be perceived as a valid obstacle in
the eyes of many voters. Because of
the political system’s reluctance to
welcome a possible third-party can-
didate, the woman is left with little
ability to make a seat for herself.

Due to the international
nature of the EU and the design of
the European Parliament, a two-par-
ty system would be logistically im-
possible. A multi-party system as
wide as the EU allows greater scope
for grassroots political candidates to
meaningfully contest elections, and
they therefore stand a better chance
of reaching the political stage than
comparably grassroots actors in the

What | conclude from

both hypotheticals, however, is that
the political power held by female
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fascists in the 21st century only
exists because of progress made
by feminist organisations and hu-
man rights groups who extended
political agency to non-male actors
during the course of the 20th cen-
tury. Crucially, these are the same
groups the aforementioned poli-
ticians attempt to undermine and
even destroy.

It is deeply contradicto-
ry for a woman to advance fascist
ideals as a political leader, given
that her position is only possible be-
cause feminists fought for the rights
and opportunities fascism seeks to
deny.

Clare McCorry

Masters’ Human Rights & Humanitarian
Action, Sciences Po
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Rotten Thoughts

‘Silence is not always
good. Silence born of fear is not
good silence. Even children can
express their thoughts. Sometimes
their thoughts are surprisingly orig-
inal. Woe betide anyone who stifles
thoughts. A blocked thought be-
comes rotten.’

While on holiday, | tuned
into a talk show about politics. The
listeners spoke vehemently yet in
a strangely monotonous tone, as
if all passion had been flattened
into a single frequency. Instead of
tempering excesses, the present-
er prodded them toward sharper
edges, provoking and radicalising
the exchange until the atmosphere
grew tense — and still monotonous.
It felt like a storm trapped in a jar:
lightning without illumination, noise
without movement. This, to me, is
what Aharon Appelfeld’s phrase
‘rotten thought’ in A Story of a Life
warns against: thinking sealed off
from air and light, pressurised by
fear or conformity until it festers.

Silence, in this sense, is
rarely neutral. There is the attentive
quiet of listening, the humility that
makes room for another voice, and
then the quiet born of fear, self-in-
terest, or the craving for a ‘quiet life’
the kind that tacitly endorses injus-
tice by refusing to name it. We know
this silence from history and from
daily life: the neighbour who ‘doesn’t
want trouble’, the official who ‘just
follows orders’, the colleague who
bites their tongue to protect a po-
sition. Such silence is not empty; it
exerts pressure. It compresses the
moral space in which thought might
breathe and act.
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Yet the opposite mis-
take — constant speech that blocks
thought — was on display at the
talk show. When outrage becomes
routine, it hardens into a ritual, and
rituals, especially media rituals, can
operate like insulation. Calls came
in, opinions flared, but nothing was
truly at risk; the presenter guided
callers along grooves already cut,
ensuring no deviation from the famil-
iar storyline. The energy was high,
the variation low. Paradoxically, the
louder the show grew, the less alive
the thinking felt. A thought can rot
not only in secrecy, but also in the
embalming fluid of repetition.

Appelfeld’s line about
children matters in this sense. Chil-
dren can voice ideas that are star-
tlingly original precisely because
they’re not yet disciplined by cliché.
They ask the unapproved question,
point to the unnoticed contradic-
tion, and name the elephant with-
out euphemism. Their originality
is not cleverness; it is freshness.
They have not learned the adult art
of rehearsed assent. The blocked
thought he warns against is the
adult counterpart: ideas that no lon-
ger risk surprise because they no
longer meet reality on its own terms.
Our age congratulates itself on can-
dour; yet much of what we call frank-
ness is scripted performance.

‘Let the air flow and let
the light in’. Air stands for plurality
— other voices, counterarguments,
inconvenient facts. Light stands for
disclosure — naming what is actually
there, not what our faction requires
to be there. Without air, thought
suffocates in the heat of its own
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certainty. Without light, it decays in
the dark. Either way, the result is
predictable: minds ossify, thoughts
stagnate, and hearts harden. If we
want to resist that hardening, we
have to cultivate conditions where
genuine thinking can circulate.

The media dynamics that
encourage rot are well known. Al-
gorithms prefer engagement, and
engagement is smoother when sur-
prise is limited to indignation. The
combustible mix of familiarity and
fury keeps us tuned in while narrow-
ing our field of vision. Communities
form not around a shared search
for truth but around shared cues for
applause and boos. The result is an
echo chamber that feels like conver-
sation but functions as insulation.
We ‘talk’ constantly and say very
little. Silence would be preferable to
this, if it were the silence of attention.
Too often, though, the quiet that fol-
lows such performances is only the
quiet of fatigue.

What counters  rotten
thought? Courage, certainly, the
courage to break fear’s silence. But
also, tenderness: the gentleness
that lets a tentative idea be heard
before it is judged. The figure of the
nun in Appelfeld’s pages, close to
another’s torment, suggests a third
ingredient: presence that refuses
both the complicity of fearful quiet
and the brutality of rhetorical com-
bat. Such presence ventilates the
mind. Practical habits help too: read
across your allergies; keep a note-
book of questions that embarrass
your own side; restate an oppo-
nent’s view so they would recognise
it, then critique it; invite correction;
switch mediums when you need
depth; practise ‘slow opinion’ by
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waiting before broadcasting a take.

Most of all, unblock
thought at its source. Fear breeds
blockage - fear of ostracism, of los-
ing face, or being wrong. We can
normalise small failures as the cost
of real inquiry. A conversation where
it is safe to say ‘| don’t know’ is one
where learning is possible. Rot sets
in when status matters more than
truth; freshness returns when truth
is allowed to rearrange our status.
That requires families, classrooms,
and workplaces where candour is
paired with mercy.

The call-in show could
have been different. A single gen-
uine — ‘Can you tell me more? —
can punch a hole in the jar and let
a cross-breeze in. Over time, the
atmosphere changes: vehemence
gives way to variety, monotony to
nuance. The programme might be-
come less ‘entertaining’, in the nar-
row sense, and more alive.

Thought is a living sys-
tem. Block its inlets and outlets, and
decay begins; open them, and cir-
culation resumes. Notice where fear
is quieting you, where habit is script-
ing you, where noise is numbing
you. Then choose the small cour-
age that names, the small humility
that listens, the small patience that
waits. Air. Light. Keep them flowing,
and minds need not ossify, thoughts
need not stagnate, and hearts need
not harden.

Matteo Salvemini

Graduate of MSc History of
International Relations, LSE
Managing Director of Liberi Oltre le lllusioni
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Mehdi Hasan and the fascist
debate: An outsider’s view

I: The fascist debate and its dis-
content

A few weeks ago, re-
nowned progressive journalist Meh-
di Hasan appeared on an American
political debate show to debate 20
far-right individuals. As of writing,
the original 2-hour video has gar-
nered over 11 million views, along-
side countless derivative clips,
reactions, analyses, reporting, etc.
The platform, Jubilee, markets it-
self as hosting civil debates but is
known for creating clickbait spec-
tacles. This particular series, Sur-
rounded, features a single (often
well-known) media figure sitting in
the middle of 20 participants, run-
ning for a chance to debate them.
Hitherto, the spotlight character has
mostly been conservative figure-
heads, such as Charlie Kirk, Ben
Shapiro, and Candice Owens. From
this perspective, Mehdi is surely a
welcome presence.

The results were predict-
ably one-sided: Mehdi destroyed
them by common verdict. One ex-
pects nothing less from the best
public debater in the English-speak-
ing world, but any analysis of this
debate must begin by applauding
Mehdi’s incredible performance.
His dominating intellectual superior-
ity is captured by a viral comment:
‘Mehdi are not surrounded by them;
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they are surrounded by Mehdi’. His
famed rhetorical abilities were again
on full display. He later made a de-
servedly self-congratulating video
called ‘How'd Mehdi do it? 7 Debate
Lessons from Jubilee’, recycling
some of his advice in How to Win
Every Argument (2023).

Starting with the 20 far-
right, this debate confirms Noam
Chomsky’s prophetic observation
in 2015 that there’s no longer an or-
ganised Republican ‘party’, but only
a ‘radical insurgency’ whose sole
objective is to dismantle institutions.
White nationalism has increasingly
overtaken the traditional ‘conser-
vatives’ as the pillar of the Repub-
lican Party. One is only shocked by
how shamelessly public they are
with their bigotries and racism, with
one ‘Connor’ openly proclaiming
himself to be ‘fascist’” while receiv-
ing applause. That being said, it's
also wrong to treat the 20 far-right
as undifferentiated. There were dif-
fering degrees of support for open
violence or blatant authoritarianism,
suggesting not all was unredeem-
able. For example, one challenger
confessed to Mehdi that he was a
Deferred Action for Childhood Ar-
rival (DACA) beneficiary. He had
an epiphany of self-reflection before
quickly being voted out by other
participants. Partly, one presumes,
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due to his realisation that fellow
far-righters are sure to purge him
should they get to power. The last
ten minutes on birthright citizenship
also provided the only semblance of
civil debate.

Mehdi Hasan put forward
four claims:1) Trump is pro-crime; 2)
Trump is defying the Constitution; 3)
Immigrants are good for America;
4) Trump’s plan for Gaza is ethnic
cleansing. Obviously, | support all
these propositions, yet this is pre-
cisely where my discontent begins
as an ‘outsider’. Conceding my ig-
norance of American political nu-
ances, | might in turn detect certain
shared prejudices and missing ele-
ments beyond the rhetorical frenzy.

The most glaring omission
is that, except for the Gaza segment
(more on that later), the majority of
the debate was framed by Mehdi
as essentially institutional or ‘cul-
tural war’ issues. Everything was
on ‘superstructure’, never anything
material or socio-economic. This
was a marked contrast with Meh-
di’s friend Sam Seder, who on the
same platform debated the claim
‘Trump policies make the rich rich-
er and the working class poorer’.
Hence, his debate was noticeably
more effective in communicating a
material case against Trump. It also
contrasted with a more recent guest
on this series, Cenk Uyghur, a brash
class reductionist who nevertheless
touches people’s material concerns.
For all of Mehdi’s rhetorical skill, he
remained within the establishment’s
familiar  anti-Trump  framework,
which, as we know, stopped work-
ing a long time ago. Trump being
‘pro-crime’ and ‘defying the Con-
stitution’ was institutional defence
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par excellence, which collided with
the populist right's anti-establish-
ment hysteria that forecloses an
exchange based on mutual interest.
All that was left were rhetorical beat-
ings that generated a sea of content
but led nowhere.

The most explosive part
of the whole episode was predict-
ably the immigration debate. At
some point during that segment,
Mehdi did mention something about
the ambiguous ‘top 1%’, but it was
quickly dropped and never became
the focus. Instead, he hammers the
point about elite immigrants’ inge-
nuity and entrepreneurship, as if
they weren't based on millions of
workers, immigrants or otherwise.
Devoid of any class perspectives,
there was nothing on the exploited
immigrant labourers that sustained
America’s cheap consumer goods
or the penniless immigrant peasants
forced to cross the border because
their lands were droughted by
American corporations. Which im-
migrants is Mehdi speaking for? Are
we to ignore that ICE’s victims, for
example, are so disproportionately
class-based?

In fact, as far as econom-
ics goes, Mehdi even made the
shockingly out-of-touch claim that
the American economy is doing
‘pretty well’. This is a typical elite bias
of statistics over perception, some-
thing that cost the 2024 election for
Democrats. The point is, Trump lost
the 2020 election not because his
supporters were persuaded of his
criminal or unconstitutional nature,
but because his COVID handling
was sociologically disastrous. Simi-
larly, despite the glaringly unconsti-
tutional January 6th riot, he still won
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the 2024 election, not because he
defended himself constitutionally,
but because he offered a coherent
vision (no matter how ‘wrong’) in a
chaotic material condition.

In an interview after the
show, Mehdi complained that the far
right only cared about his immigra-
tion claim. But from this perspective,
this is partly Mehdi’s fault and the
liberal elites he's speaking for. The
institutional jargon never touched
them, so it is far more likely that
the mobs turn to the at least slight-
ly more tangible immigration issue.
Sitting across from them, Mehdi
himself was an immigrant of Indian
descent, which subjected him to
some appallingly racist and aggres-
sive comments.

Mehdi’'s participation,
however, was a controversy in and
of itself. One side suggests it's cru-
cial to expose and publicly humiliate
the fascists and to alarm people
about what we are confronting. Re-
sponses to the debate are filled with
unsurprising revulsion towards the
far-right participants. Meanwhile,
the other side opposes platforming
the far-right at all. They argue that
they legitimise the far-right rhetoric
and launder their views. This oppo-
sition is articulated by analysts like
Alice Cappelle, who have long cri-
tiqued the entire Jubilee platform.
She supported an online petition
pressuring YouTube to demonetise
Jubilee for profiting off platforming
harmful views and rage baits. Both
sides seem to have legitimate ar-
guments, and Mehdi confessed to
being ‘torn’ himself on whether to
regret this participation. This dilem-
ma is continued in one of Mehdi's
post-event interviews on what'’s the
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best way to ‘deradicalise’ these far-
right. There’s no doubt of their good
intention, but this diction is symp-
tomatic. Radicalisation itself is not
the problem, only in which direc-
tion. To condemn anything ‘radical’
is a common establishment bias.
Climate issues, for example, could
surely use a lot more radicalisation
to break the general apathy. Overall,
however, this controversy logical-
ly boils down to the core problem:
How should we fight them?

[I: Decentring America

At this point, acute read-
ers might feel a certain uneasiness.
In all the analyses above, | have
been speaking in an entirely Amer-
ican context. How should ‘we’ fight
‘them’? ‘We’ as American citizens,
‘them’ as people challenging ‘our’
values. There’s an unspoken as-
sumption that America’s problem is
the political problem. The point of
this article, however, is to step out-
side. Alice Capelle, for example, is a
French analyst, therefore more able
to problematise the entire event.
Hence, one must be a double ‘out-
sider’ to properly situate this debate:
outside of the establishment’s ‘cul-
ture war’ discourse to see socio-pol-
itics, and outside of America to see
what kind of discursive space they
were debating in.

Despite its freedom of
expression, mainstream American
political discourse is incredibly nar-
row. Noam Chomsky captured the
paradox perfectly: ‘The smart way
to keep people passive and obedi-
ent is to strictly limit the spectrum of
acceptable opinion but allow very
lively debate within that spectrum’.
The contrast between Corbyn and
Sultana’s new left-wing party in the
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UK and the stale American duopoly
cannot be more acute. This paralys-
ing spectrum’s other expression is to
monopolise the concept of ‘left’ and
‘right’, when in reality they both have
a much richer tradition than the two
faces of the same corporate party.
This is symptomatically expressed
in the debate. As Mehdi criticised
Trump on crime, for example, the in-
stant reaction of his defenders is to
accuse ‘your side’ (e.g., Democrats)
of being no better.

Here, one is reminded of
Dipesh Chakrabarty’s concept of
‘asymmetric knowledge’. Western
people can afford to be ignorant
of the outside world without incon-
venience, but non-Westerners must
know about the West. Nowadays,
with America’s undisputed cultural
hegemony, the rest of the world is
always trapped within this asymme-
try in regard to America. Headlines
upon headlines of Trump’s latest lu-
nacy are shoved against the will of
everyone, while Americans are not
required to know anything beyond
the stereotypical cliches of other
countries. The case of China offers
a further ironic twist. With the dis-
cussion of domestic affairs heavily
repressed, political energies were
diverted to issues abroad. An aver-
age politically minded Chinese per-
son knows much more about global
geopolitics than China’s domestic
situation, the exact reverse of aver-
age Americans. American domes-
tic politics, meanwhile, occupies a
dangerous amount of attention for
the Chinese; thus, many internalise
the Fox-style cultural war framings. |
am as speechless as | am alarmed
every time | hear/read a Chinese
call the American Democrats the
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‘far left’, and take the ‘risk’ of their
supposedly ‘108 genders’ seriously.
This does nothing less than global-
ise the American paralysis of politi-
cal imagination. There are far more
pressing problems domestically!
We should move beyond
that and refocus on what'’s really in
front of us. To fight something that
does not exist is to facilitate its ex-
istence. For foreigners, to even
entertain the American far-right's
idea is to let a highly idiosyncratic
framework, rooted in America’s con-
text, needlessly seep into our con-
sciousness. Sure, fascists need to
be publicly exposed, but the ironic
distance of ‘ridicule’ and ‘shaming’
might dangerously turn into internal-
ising their framing and agenda. This
would risk cataphoric misjudgment
of one’s own political environment,
treating one’s opponents as ideo-
logically aligned with a faraway
fascist variant. There are certainly
overlaps, but every right-wing senti-
ment is rooted in a specific context,
often material or cultural predica-
ments specific to a society’s own
history. To misjudge this fact is to
fight against an intangible spectre
that materialises through one’s insis-
tence on fighting it, through fascina-
tion and identification with America
and its rhetorical bigotries. There-
fore, the non-American audience
ought to treat this jubilee debate as
a mere spectacle and never lose
the distance of astonishment. They
might then have enough energy to
analyse and connect with their own
communities to start changes.
Despite its spectacular
nature, | am not suggesting this de-
bate is worthless, if only because
it's a symptomatic exposition of the
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dilemma | outlined above. Nor were
the topics completely out of touch.
Raising the fourth claim on Gaza
was courageous, though Mehdi's
insistence that he’s only debating
‘ethnic cleansing’ instead of ‘geno-
cide’ came through as incredibly
nerdy and unnecessarily meek. This
claim was scarcely challenged due
to conservatives’ ignorance, barring
some egregious claims on Palestin-
ian children deserving death for be-
ing ‘potential terrorists’. Many of the
far-right were ‘anti-Israel’, but not for
the right reason. | simply propose
viewing it from an entirely different
angle: outside vertically of ‘estab-
lishment elites’ and outside horizon-
tally of ‘America’. The reaction to this
debate should not be a new height-
ened combativeness on behalf of
Americans, but rather to reinforce
the forgotten fact that America is but
one context among many.

Above all, we must reck-
on with American peculiarities. It is
time, fellow non-American, that we
stop taking America as the arche-
typal ‘politics’ model for an open so-
ciety and recognise its reactionary
idiosyncrasy for exactly what it is.
This point is of utmost importance.
For every engagement of disputes
within the American political con-
text, we are following their agenda,
thus gradually internalising their
impoverished political imagination.
To put it provocatively, we ought to
provincialise America, not only its
fascist fringes but the entire estab-
lishment spectrum and its artificial
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binary of ‘Republicans’ vs. ‘Dem-
ocrats’. We, the rest of the world,
whether Europe, East Asia, or the
third world, ought to and deserve to
aspire much, much broader.

Hongjing Huang

Student of History at LSE
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Economic Individualism and
Income Inequality: A Historical

Perspective

Economic individualism
could be defined as a belief system
that interprets economic outcomes
as primarily the result of individual
effort and choice: it treats market
pay as a fair signal and therefore
prefers private over collective insur-
ance, justifying a smaller role for the
state in compressing incomes. Why
is this belief system more present
in some societies than in others?
Such empirical regularity can po-
tentially explain different attitudes
that people have toward income
inequality, defined as different lev-
els of income enjoyed by society’s
members. A key aspect mediating
the relationship between individu-
alism and inequality are institutions
— the formal rules, expressed by
legislation and alike, that impose
constraints on human behaviour.

In what follows, using ex-
amples from the UK from the year
1945 until today, | first propose that
more individualistic economies,
where the belief system of econom-
ic individualism prevails, are more
likely to legitimise higher inequality
than less individualist ones. Sec-
ond, | claim that more individualist
economies today are more likely
to have higher levels of inequality
in the future than less individual-
ist ones, as the legitimisation of
inequality follows a simple ‘abide-
by-the-market’ rule: since inequality
creates a divergence between the
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ones at the top and at the bottom,
inequality can characterise itself by
high persistence and potential fur-
ther growth, as the legitimisation of
the economic individualism belief
system manifests itself in those with
high incomes securing their best
interests.

One: More Individualism Means
More Inequality

More individualism
tends to raise inequality because
it changes how individuals portray
market outcomes, giving rise to in-
stitutions which effectively support
higher inequality levels. When in-
comes are seen as the product of
personal effort rather than state-fa-
cilitated risk-sharing, there is less
appetite for insurance through
taxes, transfers, and collective
bargaining. Compare the post-war
settlement with the liberalising turn
after 1979, with the first government
led by Margaret Thatcher. First, the
Attlee-era architecture — National
Insurance (1946), the NHS (1948),
steeply progressive taxation and
widespread wage-setting institu-
tions that supported union strength
— compressed the distribution both
pre- and after-tax, embedding a sol-
idaristic norm that relatively high-in-
come dispersion was undesirable.
Then, from 1979, governments
explicitly re-centred responsibility
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on the individual: the top margin-
al income-tax rate fell from 83% in
1979 to 40% by 1988; union power
was curtailed via the Employment
Acts (1980, 1982, 1988, 1990) and
the Trade Union Act of 1984, while
union density dropped from about
one-half of employees in the early
1980s to roughly one- fifth today.
By the same token, when bargain-
ing shifts from coordinated to indi-
vidual contracts, scarce skills and
positions capture larger premium.
Financial deregulation in the 1986
‘Big Bang’ and the broader wave of
privatisations increased the finance
wage premium and expanded top
incomes, especially via bonuses.
These shifts map closely onto the
surge in top- 1% income shares
from the late 1980s onward.

In short, an institution-
al regime that asks individuals to
bargain alone and bear more risk
in the marketplace, justifying a
smaller than larger intervention of
the government in the economy,
predictably vyields higher pre-tax
dispersion and less post-tax com-
pression, meaning higher income
inequality. In other words, both At-
tlee and Thatcher saw varied justi-
fication
for either low or high inequality
levels — those implied different in-
stitutions, making the portrayed in-
equality levels the reality.

Two: More Inequality Today May
Mean More Inequality in the Fu-
ture

More inequality today is
likely to become more inequality
tomorrow in individualist settings
because market outcomes are
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treated as fair signals that should
be ‘left alone’, weakening both
demand for and the political feasi-
bility of income-equalising policy.
In other words, once the portrayal
of a given inequality level is con-
sidered legitimate, an individualist
inequality regime makes it unlikely
to delegitimise it. In the UK since
1979, this feedback is visible first
in labour-market law: the Employ-
ment Acts of 1980, 1982, 1988 and
1990 (and later the 2016 Trade
Union Act) that restricted collec-
tive industrial action supported a
downward push of union density.
That, in turn, reduced wage com-
pression and entrenched higher
income dispersion in subsequent
decades, where, for the workers,
who became increasingly less
unionised, it was increasingly diffi-
cult to protect their interests. More-
over, the earnings structure tied to
finance after the 1986 Big Bang
meant that deregulation boosted
the finance wage and bonus pre-
mium, increasing top-end labour in-
come. As these gains were framed
as deserved market rewards in an
individualist narrative, coalitions
formed to protect their best inter-
ests. They kept top tax rates rela-
tively low and resisted measures,
like stronger bonus constraints or
more progressive income taxation,
that would materially compress the
distribution. In both domains — col-
lective bargaining and high-income
pay - the ‘abide-by-the-market’
logic ensures that today’s wider
income gaps reduce the incentive
and political will to redistribute from
top to bottom, allowing dispersion
to persist and amplify into the fu-
ture. In a high inequality regime, it
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is easier for those at the top not to
give away than for those at the bot-
tom to fight for it.

In short, institutional re-
gimes that support higher rather
than lower inequality imply that,
once the given inequality level be-
comes legitimised and socially ac-
cepted, it is difficult to reverse it. It
should not come as a surprise that
major downward inequality rever-
sals have historically been associ-
ated with unexpected shocks such
as wars or pandemics. Entrenched
portrayals are difficult to reconfig-
ure institutionally, yielding inequal-
ity regimes where the ones at the
top do their best to protect their
interests.

What remains to be an-
swered is: how does one economy
go from one institutional regime that
justifies a given level of inequali-
ty to another? While the answer is
likely to be complex, it clearly has
to do with a change in inequality
portrayal. Thus, while inequality is
ultimately a market outcome — as it
is a product of many decisions of
multiple economic agents within
the economy - it is also clearly a
social one. It is the outcome reflect-
ing what the society perceives as
legitimate and just. An interesting
dynamic, however, is that reversing
high inequality may be substantially
harder than making it happen.

Maks tudzinski

Graduate of MSc Economic History, LSE
MPhil, Cambridge

Research Assistant at University of Warsaw
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How do you predict the future?

My tarot lady speaks with
a thick Eastern European accent.
She has hair that looks like straw, a
rough face, and stubby fingers ac-
cented by colourful, painted nails.
She performs her rituals — spells
and predictions — in Russian, lend-
ing an air of mystery and authentici-
ty to what might otherwise be called
acon.

| first came across her on
TikTok, where she had amassed
around 50 thousand followers, a
following built upon short videos
of candlelit card readings. She
calls herself a ‘Tarot Guru’, despite
a slightly creaky website and a
WhatsApp business account, listing
prices from £60 to £250 per read-
ing.

‘If you come across this
reading, this message meant for
you’ — is the phrase banded around
on ‘Tarot-Tok’, the corner of TikTok
filled with online fortune tellers offer-
ing just what you want to hear. ‘You
are about to make a million dollars,
your dream job is just around the
corner, and the ex you miss will be
back tomorrow.’

The trend conjures up im-
ages of the opening scene of famed
Nouvelle Vague director Agnes Var-
da’s Cléo de 5 a 7 (1962) in which
the protagonist’s fate appears to be
sealed from the get-go when she
visits a fortune teller, whose words
set the course for the remainder of
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the film. Psychologists might call
this the Barnum effect, a tendency
to believe vague, general state-
ments as personal and prescriptive.

This ‘new industry’ of on-
line tarot readers seems to have
replaced the astrologers, political
prophets, and agony aunts of days
of old — Madame Arcati in a modern
incarnation — with an emphasis on
fate and divine timing, powered by
algorithms.

Like many others, | was
intrigued by this exotic world of
fortune-telling and spells, seeking
answers to complicated questions
in the personal and professional
spheres. Soon, | noticed friends
also starting to follow this type of
content, joking in messages: ‘I wish
TikTok would stop feeding my de-
lusions’. Yet behind the humour lies
a very real desire to know what the
future holds.

After months of following
this type of content, | noticed that a
dark cloud could be cast over my
day if the tarot lady pulled cards
that didn’t resonate with me — her
prophecies didn't come true as
promised, and her spells didn't
have the desired effect.

The temporary comfort pro-
vided by a positive reading could
easily be overshadowed by the anx-
iety and disappointment of unmet
expectations. A dependence on
such content can lead to a vicious
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cycle of disillusionment: when the
predictions fail to manifest, viewers
are left feeling more lost and con-
fused than ever.

This recent proliferation of
‘witchy’ social media content got
me wondering: what exactly are we
seeking with this kind of prophetic
material?

In fact, the allure of on-
line tarot is easy to understand. In
an increasingly uncertain world of
precarious markets and unresolved
conflicts, prediction has become
essential currency. While institu-
tions and experts fall short on fore-
casting elections, tariffs, or cease-
fires, alternative oracles fill the void,
offering at least an illusion of clarity.

The mystical and arcane
have always prompted a fascina-
tion, but the birth of the internet has
turbocharged this interest. The ad-
dition of the instant gratification de-
livered by social media makes for a
potent mix that is hard to resist.

In today’s economy of at-
tention, algorithms play upon an
inherent human desire for securi-
ty and certainty. Whether through
trivial questions about daily luck,
or bigger ones about geopolitics
or climate, advice, projections, and
outlooks often appear exactly when
we are most receptive.

The often-theatrical pre-
sentations of age-old rituals like tar-
ot readings, packaged into 60-sec-
ond videos on platforms like TikTok
and Instagram, create a sense of
personalised insight, tailored to
our inquiries, big or small. It feels
intimate, personal, like fate. It feels
real.

Not dissimilar to the new
wave of Al chatbots, fast-becoming
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Gen-Z's Mystic Meg. As of August
2025, Meta and startup Character.
ai are under investigation by Texas
attorney-general, Ken Paxton, over
misleadingly marketing their chat-
bot as a therapy tool.

There’s no denying the
power of prophecy. Just as a horo-
scope or tarot reading can lead to
changing behaviours, an economic
forecast can influence investment.
Be it from tarot gurus or Wall Street’s
models and metrics, we seek the
same: the promise of accurate pre-
diction. Yet both mystics and ma-
chines often stumble, and the future
remains persistently unpredictable.

Whether it's the lifespan of
today’s Al summer or the possibili-
ty of lasting peace between Russia
and Ukraine, uncertainty is the only
constant. In the end, prophecy -
like imagination — offers us a way
to navigate the uncertainty that de-
fines our lives.

Edie Twells-Eastwood

Journalism & International Affairs, Sciences Po
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Nostalgia, Mythmaking, and
the Politics of Work

Over the past fifty years,
Americans have witnessed the rapid
disappearance of blue-collar work.
The decline of these jobs, which
once offered economic stability and
prosperity, coincided with massive
growth in service jobs and gig work,
like call centres, healthcare admin-
istration, and Uber driving. This
breakdown has been key to the rise
of far-right populist leaders blaming
free trade, increased migration, and
‘wokeism’ for the collapse of the
great world order. Donald Trump’s
slogan, ‘Make America Great Again,’
specifically relies on idealising past
cultural homogeneity and utopian
prosperity. Yet, despite Trump and
his allies’ narrative, American manu-
facturing jobs still exist. Recent data
from the Bureau of Labour Statistics
shows nearly 400,000 manufactur-
ing jobs remain unfilled. This mis-
alignment between nostalgia-driven
populism and real labour market
indicators echoes a nefarious histor-
ical pattern: when economic decline
among working-class individuals
reimagines itself with a national re-
birth, policy drifts closer to an eco-
nomics of fascism. As Trump and
other populist figures profit from
nostalgia, their policies leave no
relief for the working class. Without
supporting affected workers, both
culturally and economically, pro-
longed disillusionment could rapidly
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dissolve our ability to curtail rising
authoritarianism.

There is no denying that
Trump and his ilk are authoritari-
an strongmen, often using threats
of state violence against dissi-
dents, deploying the national guard
against peaceful protestors, and
denying free and fair election re-
sults. Applying the title of ‘fascist’ to
Trump has proven stickier, partially
due to the difficulties in defining the
economics of fascism itself. Clearly,
the fascism donned by Mussolini
or Hitler hinged on authoritarian-
ism and centralisation, where the
state expropriated power from pri-
vate individuals and corporations
to consolidate its power. From this
definition alone, it is clear Trump
shares some qualities in common
with the fascists—scapegoating, a
cult of personality, and distrust of
the elites—but fails in other essential
respects. Most notably, Trump does
not openly advocate for the expro-
priation of private corporations, but
advances policies that weaken the
government’s ability to regulate, tax,
and monitor companies.

However, reducing the
economics of fascism to centralisa-
tion alone would also deny its basic
premise. As Carl Schmitt argued,
‘the specific political distinction to
which political actions and motives
can be reduced is that between
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friend and enemy.” The politics of
fascism are those of disruption—as
Polanyi notes, ‘irrationalistic philos-
ophies, racialist aesthetics, anticap-
italistic demagogy, heterodox cur-
rency views, criticism of the party
system, widespread disparagement
of the ‘regime,” or whatever was the
name given to the existing demo-
cratic set-up.” While Trump ensures
large corporations announce their
fealty to his regime, typified in the
sycophantic pleas by tech compa-
nies to reduce their tariff burden,
he has gutted the system of checks
and balances: spreading ‘birther’
myths, dismantling the Consumer
Finance Protection Bureau, threat-
ening Jerome Powell, and pursuing
a personal vendetta against the
Biden family. These actions consol-
idate Trump’s authority by criticis-
ing the ‘elite regime’ he is actively
dismantling. Such grandstanding
only works to deepen his followers’
loyalty.

While Trump lacks some
of the core policies put forth by
fascist leaders of the mid-twenti-
eth century, fascism is centred not
on specific political aims. Instead,
it defines itself in relationship to its
charismatic leader and his follow-
ers. Whereas the old regime ignored
these followers, the leader gives
them a home. Policy is defined by
a ‘'might is right' approach, culmi-
nating in what Roger Giriffin terms
‘palingenetic ultranationalism’, the
use of violent social revolution to
cement control in the hands of one
mythical hero rather than an (often
portrayed as geriatric) set of elites.
Under such a definition, Trump is
not far off.

In the days after the 2016 US
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election, the New York Times re-
leased a list of the ‘6 Books to Help
Understand Trump’s Win’ (num-
ber two was, unsurprisingly, J.D.
Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy). This list
reflected an effort among the col-
lege-educated to understand how
half the country could support a
reality TV star turned populist lead-
er. Contemporary analysis had only
begun to realise that deindustriali-
sation left workers behind, and des-
perate for a leader who they felt saw
them. Indeed, economic analyses
of midterm elections support that
Trump’s tariffs during his first term
increased middle-American support
for the Republican Party, while pro-
viding no boost to actual employ-
ment measures. What the Left had
only begun processing, however,
was that workers were not centred
on economic policy, but a broader
culture war borne of their perceived
economic isolation. Whereas liberal
and leftist politicians offered a bind-
er of policies, Trump offered them a
home, a movement, and a national
rebirth.

This national rebirth is
epitomised in Trump’s iconic slo-
gan, ‘Make America Great Again.’
This phrase, itself a quote from Ron-
ald Regan, is meant to harken to a
bygone era of American life, a post-
war golden age where men could
support a nuclear family on a single
income without a college degree.
As opposed to today’s America, this
era gave men purpose. They found
purpose in their work, even if diffi-
cult, and community amongst their
colleagues and fellow Christian pa-
rishioners. Their wives appreciated
their labour, felt joy in raising a fam-
ily and gratitude towards their hus-
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bands for making that lifestyle pos-
sible. They owned their homes and
retired in their sixties. Whether or not
this era ever existed (or for whom it
existed) does not matter to Trump.

Although men were prom-
ised this dream, it is unachievable
for most people today. Companies
moved abroad, leaving industry
towns to shrivel and disappear com-
pletely. Old, reliable jobs moved
abroad while new jobs required a
completely different skillset. For the
workers who had planned their lives
around the dream they were prom-
ised, there was no opportunity.

One of these trends, the
loss of middle-skill jobs, like manu-
facturing and trade work, has been
extensively studied by economists.
Since the 1980s, workers in high-in-
come countries have seen rising
returns to higher education, a term
economists call ‘skill-biased tech-
nological change,” or SBTC. SBTC
basically means that technology is
used to make us all work better, but
now it's only making work better for
people with certain skills or levels of
education. Surely, the technology in-
troduced in the first half of the twen-
tieth century rewarded the skills of
secondary education—electricians
need to know physics, salespeople
need to know algebra—whereas
technology today is geared toward
college-educated workers. Most
notably, computers are nearly es-
sential and massively beneficial for
workers in finance, tech, and other
white-collar fields today, but they'd
have little effect on the productivity
of healthcare workers, plumbers, or
service workers. As a result, workers
in fields that require a college de-
gree became more productive (i.e.,
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lucrative) more quickly than those
in jobs that required a high school
degree. SBTC is often credited with
rising income inequality since the
1980s, an issue only aggravated by
the rising cost of undergraduate ed-
ucation in both the US and UK.
While white-collar work-
ers were gaining from rising re-
turns to technological progress,
middle-skilled workers were simul-
taneously seeing the dissolution of
worker protections, such as trade
unions. Though manufacturing was
already declining in Britain by the
1960s, Thatcherite and anti-union
policies accelerated deindustrialisa-
tion dramatically, further disenfran-
chising the working class. The U.S.
mirrored this trajectory under Rea-
gan, whose assault on organised
labour—from the breaking of the
Professional Air Traffic Controllers
Organisation in 1981 to targeted at-
tacks to weaken collective bargain-
ing rights—left workers with fewer
tools to defend themselves against
large macroeconomic shifts. In the
past decade, the rise of the ‘conve-
nience economy'—things like Uber,
food delivery, and other occasional
work—has made gig jobs the norm.
These jobs, while offering flexibility,
provide no stability, unemployment
pay, disability pay, sick leave, or
any other employee protection. As
union-protected jobs declined, they
were replaced by increasingly un-
stable, lower-paid ‘gigs.’
Meanwhile, foreign com-
petition intensified these pressures.
After Deng Xiaoping’s reforms and
China’s WTO accession, U.S. man-
ufacturing was no longer compet-
itive on the global stage. Produc-
tion shifted to factories in China,
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Vietnam, and India, where labour
costs were lower. This would have
been impossible without advances
in computing and decreased costs
in global supply chains, which made
it possible to split production across
facilities, countries, and continents.
Globalisation allowed producers to
have factories anywhere, cutting
down on expensive labour in coun-
tries like the US, the UK, and Ger-
many.

Over the course of thirty
years, the jobs that one genera-
tion of men thought would be their
economic destiny were gone, and
workers paid the price. Rising Chi-
nese import penetration significantly
decreased manufacturing employ-
ment throughout the US. And, as
is probably intuitive to everyone
except economists, workers can't
easily find new work after their jobs
disappear. Displaced workers per-
sistently sort into lower-paid work,
face lower rates of marriage and fer-
tility, and experience higher mortali-
ty from drug and alcohol poisoning.
As a result, vast swaths of the work-
force are left to fend for themselves.

Trump is no friend to the
working class. His policies do not
advance any meaningful pro-work-
er reforms, such as reskilling initia-
tives, increased worker protections,
or environmental policy. In fact,
many of his policies explicitly harm
low-income individuals. His tariffs
will raise consumer prices with-
out reviving manufacturing towns.
His tax cuts overwhelmingly favour
corporations and the very wealthy,
while DOGE effectively gutted sev-
eral agencies that help Americans
find justice against financial fraud
and abusive employers. His promis-
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es of ‘bringing jobs back’ deny the
reality that technological change
and trade competition aren’t going
anywhere, while dismantling the few
protections workers still have.

Trump cannot and will not de-
liver on his promises to recreate a
robust working class. What Trump
can deliver on, however, is the myth
of rebirth—a fairytale about their
future success, prosperity, and
stability. Trump makes these work-
ers feel seen after years of neglect
from Republicans and Democrats
alike. Poverty, to many Americans,
is a personal failing—in the land of
opportunity, you must have done
something wrong to end up like this.
In Trump’s myth of America, it's not
your fault. He can’t provide relief, but
he can provide a scapegoat—the
immigrant ‘rioting’ in the street, the
trans woman making your commu-
nity unsafe, the Palestinian threat-
ening American dominance in the
Middle East. Trump unites through
anger and ridicule. Standing against
a united enemy, these workers be-
come a part of a collective under the
guidance of their hero.

By keeping workers focused
on this myth, Trump distracts them
from the economic reality—Trump
isn’'t going to save them. When eco-
nomic grievances are mobilised
through scapegoating and authori-
tarian appeals, the door opens not
to ordinary conservatism, but to a
twenty-first-century fascism.

Trumpism isn't the only solu-
tion. Candidates advancing poli-
cies that meaningfully support the
working class exist, and their base
is growing. In the recent New York
City mayoral primary, Zohran Mam-
dani defeated both the incumbent,
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Eric Adams, and New York royalty,
Andrew Cuomo. He didn’t secure
his win through his effective use of
social media alone, but also through
a focus on everyday economics.
Mamdani focused on people’s bot-
tom line: the cost of housing, public
transportation, and the price of lamb
over rice at the food truck. Rather
than promising people ‘change,’
Mamdani spoke to New Yorkers as
if they were intelligent enough to
decide for themselves. This political
rhetoric, which centres on salient
everyday economics, unites rather
than separates.

The stories we tell ourselves
matter. In Trump’s narrative, the only
solution to economic decline is a re-
gression. Yet Trump knows it is im-
possible to restore the labour mar-
ket to the one his base imagines. His
obfuscating, hateful political rhetoric
only serves to further disenfranchise
workers while consolidating his own
power. As his base slips closer to
fascism, it is time to advance poli-
cies that meaningfully benefit work-
ers, rather than leaving them in the
past.

Mary Olson,

2024 Marshall Scholar

Graduate of MSc Economic History, LSE
MSc Economics, LSE

Research Assistant, CEP LSE

29

The Free Forum



Money is a Good

Trade deficits and tariffs,
those under-discussed and ignored
topics, are again on my mind. This
time, however, my attention is fo-
cused on pedagogy rather than
contemporary news, because there
is a vital component | once missed,
which causes the entire topic to be-
come confused.

Trade, more specifically,
gains of trade, was the first model
| learned as part of my undergrad-
uate economic education. The twin
theories of comparative and abso-
lute advantage were elegant and in-
tuitive, leading to the conclusion that
trade could make countries richer.
Yet in the years that followed, con-
necting these theories to real-world
discussions around trade raised an
insecurity. | could not draw the line
from the theories of trade | had in-
ternalised to contemporary discus-
sions around trade deficits—a con-
versation which in the US centred
on China. Now, you, the reader,
may well at this point have conclud-
ed that this misunderstanding was
based on my own failings as a stu-
dent, a perfectly reasonable conclu-
sion and one which | reached. How-
ever, | think | failed in a predictable
way, and | believe my failure can
help others.

| failed to grasp the role of
currency in international trade, and
that misunderstanding rested on
a flawed premise. Because we in-
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stinctively frame international events
in terms of everyday life, the outflow
of dollars is often seen as a drain
of wealth. The key insight is that, in
international trade and economic
transactions more broadly, currency
is a good, just as cars, grain, and
clothes are goods. When currency
was bullion, this was easier to see.
Today, fiat money and the ease of
electronic banking have obscured
the fact that money is itself a traded
good.

One of the foundational
teachings regarding money is that
its utility arises because it allows
us to trade it for other goods (stuff)
without the constraint of a double
coincidence of wants. Nonetheless,
this should not be taken to mean
that money is not itself a good. In
the context of international trade,
American consumers buying goods
from China represents a trade,
rather than a mere transaction—a
trade of US dollars for ‘stuff’. Chi-
nese firms then hold those dollars,
but since they cannot use them do-
mestically, they face a choice. Firms
(and banks) can either use them to
buy American goods, or they can
buy American financial assets. If
Chinese firms choose to purchase
American manufacturing goods,
such as steel or oil, the trade bal-
ance will theoretically balance. If
instead, these firms decide to invest
in American financial assets, a trade

The Free Forum



deficit will occur, thematically repre-
senting the American purchase of a
foreign good with no corresponding
sale.

Due to a variety of factors,
US dollars are uniquely desired by
foreigners. Critics of free trade often
point to this foreign demand for US
dollars as a culprit behind various
American malaises, including the
hollowing out of its manufacturing
sector, which is forced to compete
internationally with a home currency
that is expensive to the rest of the
world. These critics see the dollar’s
position as a form of ‘Dutch Dis-
ease’, an economic curse endowed
by a plentiful natural resource. While
there may exist more than a grain of
truth to this explanation—although
significant debate exists as to the
extent of trade-induced employment
effects—it neglects the variety of
factors which drive the United States
to absorb capital, as opposed to ex-
porting raw manufacturing goods.

While the rest of the world
significantly influences this equa-
tion, American choices are equally
consequential. Over the past centu-
ry, as we have grown wealthier, we
shifted toward advanced sectors
such as finance and software, lean-
ing into new comparative advantag-
es. The desire to invest in the United
States is driven by a desire to reap
the benefits of exposure to these
technologies and gather yields that
cannot be gained elsewhere. Dol-
lars are valuable to foreign firms
and banks because they allow them
to collect these yields. At the same
time, this influx is also the result of
American domestic decisions to in-
crease our borrowing and run larger
budget deficits. Such shifts require
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someone to lend to us (buy US trea-
suries), and this includes foreign
entities. This increased demand for
dollars pushes up the dollar and
widens the trade deficit. Thus, the
size of the trade deficit is at least
partially determined by our own do-
mestic budgeting decisions.

The purpose of this brief
dispatch has not been to litigate
normative arguments regarding the
virtue of tariff policy but rather to
provide a model framework that will
better allow us each to investigate
these questions. In my experience,
trade is an area where ideological
baggage often blends with analysis,
and intuition falls short of capturing
the dynamics at play. There are fun-
damental tradeoffs to global trade
that deserve discussion, but the
perception that imports represent
a drain of wealth is the foundation
for a great deal of mistaken analy-
sis. Seeing money as a traded good
rather than a vanishing asset lets us
approach these debates with clear-
er eyes. If my early misunderstand-
ing was predictable, perhaps it can
also prove useful.

Lucas Mirani

Graduate of MSc Economic History, LSE
BA Economics, UC Berkeley
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You Should Not Have an
Opinion on San Francisco

My mother read the pa-
per for local events, while my fa-
ther watched CNN in the evenings
for national news, which at the time
usually concerned the wars in Irag
and Afghanistan. Both my parents
were politically engaged and held
strong opinions about the state of
the world. But perhaps, counterin-
tuitively by today’s standards, their
views on these two different spheres
often did not cross paths. Despite
their ideological leanings, their
opinions on the war in Irag did not
confirm their biases regarding the
goings-on in the Bay Area. The local
and the national remained distinct.

A primary reason for this
fissure was how news was con-
sumed; CNN focused on national
and global politics, within the com-
fort zone of mainstream centrism,
while local news focused exclusive-
ly on California and regional events.
This model of news consumption
has disappeared. Over the past
two decades, social media and
short-form video content, such as
YouTube, have become the prima-
ry method of news consumption for
younger generations. At the same
time, we revealed our preferences,
and local news has withered be-
cause we refused to pay for it.

The consequence has
been a news ecosystem where locall
stories are neglected. In the mo-

32

ments when local news stories re-
ceive attention, it is usually through
national news outlets and by stories
that are likely to drive clicks—i.e.,
stories that can be mapped onto
existing national fault lines. At the
same time, barriers to accessing
‘news’ have disappeared as the
world has digitised and globalised.
Stories that, by definition, would
have been local events in the past,
as they were only available in local
newspapers, are now broadcast
across the world on TikTok and In-
stagram.

| have been fortunate
enough to travel many parts of Eu-
rope, and when | reveal that | grew
up near San Francisco, | am often
met by polite curiosity, but also by
judgment; not of me, but of San
Francisco’'s perceived governmen-
tal incompetence. Frequently, this
opinion is held by those who have
visited San Francisco, but just
as often, it isn’t. | do not think this
scenario is unique to me or to San
Francisco. Our method of news con-
sumption has become a giant game
of confirmation bias, in which every
event, no matter how local or how
many miles away, is perceived to
build upon and fit within existing be-
liefs. Easy access to information has
made us more tribal and less willing
to accept local nuances. Part of this
change is that our opinions form
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earlier and more rigidly than ever
before. By the time American col-
lege students arrive at their dorms,
they have likely had access to the
internet for more than a decade and
social media throughout their teen-
age years. This exposure to mass
media means that, for many, their
views have already ossified during
a period in which self-interrogation
and uncertainty were once held as
virtues.

Mass migration, one of
the great stressors upon today’s
politics, has revealed how this shift
reshaped our discourse. While the
issues faced by the UK and US vary
greatly in context and scope, the
underlying populist diagnoses and
the political response have been
consistent.  Americans often see
the UK’s migration challenges not
as distinct, but as a parallel to their
own—and vice versa. There are no
local stories anymore, only national
ones, and global populist move-
ments and grievance politics rely on
the perception that the roots of our
malaise are similar across oceans.

Migration is also far from
the only area in which this change
has amplified existing attitudes.
American culture wars surrounding
crime and social issues, such as
‘wokeism’, have become globalised.
One striking moment is realising that
much of the tribal Twitter content
about U.S. domestic politics comes
from people outside the country and
from people who have likely never
lived there. Bump into a global citi-
zen outside of the United States and
they will likely hold strong opinions
on American politics, but not, as
was once common, about foreign
policy, but about domestic affairs.
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| hesitate to end on a
lament alone, rather than on a call to
arms, buffered by a solution. How-
ever, pessimistically, | do not see
easy answers to reverse the shift |
have described. | believe the de-
velopment of this change has been
intensely damaging to our politics,
but the forces of digitisation and our
addictive need for confirmation bias
seem insatiable. So, as a half mea-
sure, I'm going to forgo a broad poli-
cy solution and share the framework
| have arrived at, which | try to in-
dividually operate under. We should
all attempt to know less; uncertainty
is a virtue.

Lucas Mirani

Graduate of MSc Economic History, LSE
BA Economics, UC Berkeley
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How to Fight Fascism

The word ‘fascism’ has
been thrown around thoughtlessly
for decades, seemingly at the det-
riment of both intellectual rigour
and the fight against it. All seem to
agree that fascists are bad, but few
have taken the time to explain who
these baddies are and why they are
so considered. This piece seeks
to remedy this tendency and, in so
doing, venture a counter to fascist
tendencies.

What is Fascism?

The original fascist re-
gimes and movements broadly
seem to be united but feature two
interlinked factors: the worship of a
nation’s fantastic(al) past and a pro-
nounced utopianism.

The Worship of the Na-
tion’s ‘past’ requires an apt and ro-
mantic use of narrative to contrast
a lost ‘Jerusalem’ with a decadent
present. This isn’t exactly the nostal-
gic feeling that some express at the
loss of the character of their neigh-
bourhood or town as time went on
and changes occurred. Instead, it
is something more akin to mythical
storytelling, the likes of which exist
in religious discourse. Fascist rhet-
oric harks back to a long-lost utopia
for the nation where the grass was
greener, the buildings were beau-
tiful, and all lived a perfectly moral
life in harmony with each other. This
perfect, picturesque postcard of the
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pre-modern era is then contrasted
with the dirty, violent and decadent
present. Such a juxtaposition is eas-
ier achieved when the lost utopia
harks back to a past so distant that
not only does nobody living remem-
bers it but also takes rigorous aca-
demic work to take the myth apart
piece by piece. Hence, the ltalian
fascists of the 1930s appealed to
the Empire of Rome as their utopia,
adopting a salute falsely attributed
to that society and ignoring all the
privations non-citizens (who for a
long time were the majority of the
population) had to endure in com-
parison to contemporary ltaly.

This imaginary utopian
past then allows for the narrative
of national rejuvenation to devel-
op, whereby the present decadent
society is to restore its supposed
lost Jerusalem. Not unlike the Bib-
lical Second Coming, whose plot
is set out in the Book of Revelation,
the narrative of this rejuvenation is
one that involves temporary strug-
gle on a national scale in order to
reach utopia. As such, the wars for
lebensraum and the persecution of
political opponents, sexual minori-
ties, artists and anyone who was not
‘racially pure’ were justified by the
German National Socialists. Their
imagined utopia, though reliant on
an idealised past, was also charac-
terised by a pronounced futurism.
Indeed, from the lustre of atomic
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energy and ‘wonder weapons’ to
the dehumanising pseudo-scienc-
es of race, a cult of ‘science’ was
more than present in their ideology.
The symbol of the National Socialist
utopia, Welthauptstadt (world capi-
tal) Germania, was to be the perfect
embodiment of fascism’s ideal of
a Frankenstein’s monster between
an idealised past and a futuristic
society by ostentatiously flaunting
the technical triumph of the German
Nation through the grandeur of Neo-
classical architecture.

What is interesting to note
here is the underlying presupposi-
tion made when utopia is set out to
be the goal. Chiefly, that the infinite
good of an ideal society is worth a
limitless price. Legal precedent and
custom can be undone on com-
mand, institutions and historical
rights can be overturned on a whim.
In short, the process by which soci-
ety is governed must submit itself to
the utopian goal or be dismantled.
The conjecture towards the goal,
often led by some prophetic figure,
thus trumps all other moral, legal
and customary considerations. The
ends are everything; the means are
necessary. Historically, this has led
to circumstances resembling Mon-
tesquieu’s definition of despotism:
the concentration of power within
one ruler whose whims solely dic-
tate government policy. There thus
seems to be something quite revo-
lutionary in this aspect of fascism.
Customs and processes in demo-
cratic life, which serve to allow for
pluralistic discussion, are seen by
revolutionaries as either brakes to
progress or enablers of the enemy.
They are thus to be dismantled. That
is not to say that all revolutionary
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ideologies are fascist, but that fas-
cism is revolutionary in its desire to
overthrow an established order. In
this way, Italian Black Shirts and the
German SA started by intimidating
opponents on the street. Interesting-
ly, in the current political climate, it
is not uncommon for groups of stu-
dents with covered faces to censor
speech which they deem ‘Fascist’,
or facho as the French say, through
interruption or physical violence. In-
deed, some groups, like the recent-
ly dissolved ‘Jeune Garde’, actively
intimidate and threaten political op-
ponents.

In How to Be a Conser-
vative, Sir Roger Scruton pointed
out that all ideologies are danger-
ous in the sense that they promise
what religion promises, a path to
redemption for a society of true be-
lievers. It should thus come as no
surprise that we have been able to
link fascism with religious notions.
It may, however, be surprising that
we have been able to find its char-
acteristics in movements that call
themselves ‘anti-fascist’ (or ‘antifa’
for short), so actively defying what
they see as fascism that opposi-
tion to it is their name’s sake. That
is, until we consider that individuals
of these groups (usually derived
from the political far-left) likewise
seek the ‘ideal’ in ideology, only a
different one based on ‘equality’,
‘inclusiveness’ and ‘human dignity’.
Of course, there is no consensus on
what exactly constitutes ‘human dig-
nity’, and the all-or-nothing nature of
ideals makes their demands impos-
sible to realistically satisfy. As such,
they and other utopians can justify
the transgressions of the rules and
customs of a society’s political pro-
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cess in the name of ‘the Revolution’
to bring Heaven on Earth, like the
fascists.

It should be noted here
that we are not encompassing all
movements opposed to fascism
under the ‘antifa’ label. Though the
history of the appellation ‘Anti-Fas-
cist’ is one of a broad church formed
in the final years of the Weimar Re-
public in order to oppose the rise of
national socialism, current ‘antifa’
groups (like the recently disbanded
Jeune Garde) are explicitly revolu-
tionary movements that aim to su-
press the rights of their ever-grow-
ing list of enemies in order to further
their own idea of utopia. Anyone who
stands in the way of their definition-
ally unreachable goals, from hard-
right sympathisers to moderate so-
cial democrats, is labelled fascist’.
Hence, the violent harassment of the
centre-left French Socialist Party’s
stand during Labour Day protests
this year by antifa flag-waving thugs
in black shirts. As such, the question
seems to be: What should be our
answer in the face of utopian move-
ments such as fascism? Is there a
way of being anti-fascist without fall-
ing into the hands of ‘antifa’™?

What isn’t Fascist?

This brings us to what
fascism isn't. Indeed, now that we
have established elements which
characterise fascism, we may move
into tendencies that might oppose it.

The defence of a state of
being, rooted in historical precedent,
is a tendency adjacent to fascism
and all other revolutionary, utopian
ideologies. Indeed, fascism’s call
on a fictitious past in order to create
a perfect future is a far cry from the
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defence of very real norms of living
life in a manner established over
generations. There is an inherent
wisdom in the way things are done,
assuming they result from centuries
of evolution, in that they have inte-
grated solutions to problems dis-
covered through practice. We have
already seen how utopians such as
fascists justify the usurpation of the
institutions of government; however,
a word needs to be said about the
customary institutions of day-to-day
life. Like the political process itself,
day-to-day customs can be seen as
a threat to the progression towards
the ideal society by a central state,
for they represent the fact that the
reality of a workable, organically
constructed society does not con-
form to ideological considerations.
The pub, which has long been seen
as the meeting point of a whole so-
ciety and where ‘races’, sexes and
political orientations intermingle, is
but an illustration of this fact.

If we accept that the
defence of organic customs by
definition opposes fascist tenden-
cies, then we must accept that the
defence of home can be so char-
acterised. Home is a constructed
place, not so dissimilar to Martin
Heidegger's notion of ‘dwelling’,
on which he elaborated in Build-
ing, Dwelling, Thinking. A home is a
place whose present aesthetic and
sensory experience is the result of
it being passed down from genera-
tion to generation, each adding on
their own piece while attempting
to preserve something that is not
only theirs but also their parents’
and their children’s. This is a place
whose sensory experience exudes
familiarity and that creates a sense
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of belonging known to all those who
know the scent of a family recipe or
the tune of a childhood song. Most
importantly, the place is not a work
of fiction, an artifice of what should
be. The place is real. The customs
and traditions that characterise life
in it are the sum of the day-to-day
experiments run by successive gen-
erations of dwellers on the ways in
which to reconcile their different
needs, the advantages of com-
munity organisation and the land’s
particular challenges. This makes
them part of the whole that is home.
As such, there is emotional weight
behind the preservation of the cus-
toms of a land, both overtly political
and day-to-day, against the utopian
tendencies of transgression and up-
rooting in the name of ideology. One
doesn’t wish to compare the ends of
the following policy to those of fas-
cism. Nevertheless, continued re-
sistance to Sir Anthony C.H. Blair's
fox hunting ban by British country
dwellers, as well as their attempts
to keep up the tradition of the hunt
alive without killing the fox, in order
to appease animal welfare activists,
is proof of this homely attachment to
customs

What Opposes Fascism?

Through all that we have
said, it seems that the best way to
counter fascism and its characteris-
tics is to search for a doctrine that
mobilises the attachment to home.
That is where conservatism comes
in. Sometimes described as the ‘pol-
itics of attachment’, conservatism in
the Burkean sense has little to do
with the theocratic interpretations
of some. Instead, it is the acknowl-
edgement of the aforementioned
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wisdom of tradition as the sum of
the experiments that have worked
as of yet that Edmund Burke first
theorised in Reflections on the Rev-
olution in France.

A perspective adjacent
to utopian ideologies like fascism,
conservatism does not seek change
to conjecture towards a goal or an
ideal society. Conservatives are by
nature sceptical of change. Being
what Sir Roger called in The Uses
of Pessimism ‘scrupulous optimists’,
they first require individual changes
to justify their necessity and then
only accept them on the basis of
the time’s needs rather than in re-
lation to an abstract goal. Through
such a process, they temper the
‘unscrupulous optimism’ of utopi-
ans and allow for the transmission
of what is rightfully preserved. This
methodology is driven by a type of
love that acknowledges that home
is fragile. It has the humility to say
that, as we owe what we have to our
forefathers and as our descendants
will inherit what we transmit to them,
home is not ours to destroy in the
pursuit of some chimerical utopia.
As such, true conservatives observe
and defend the customs and con-
straints of long-established institu-
tions as they do the rites and rituals
of everyday life. They denounce
the transgression of those customs
and constraints as they denounce
non-overtly political, culturally divi-
sive transgressions. They acknowl-
edge that the system that allows
for multi-party discussion is more
important than one’s political ends
and that that system has its history
with particularities that should not
be overthrown by those who claim
to have a perfect packaged demo-
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cratic system.

As home is deeply senti-
mental in its nature, it is sometimes
sublimed in art, such as in Robert
Browning’s yearnful poem Home
Thoughts, from Abroad. Some may
thus contend that the ‘home’ is itself
an ideal similar to those we have ar-
gued against in this article. | would,
on the contrary, contend there is a
difference between the two. The
use of artwork to convey feelings
of love and longing, which can be
resolved through the contentment of
home-dwelling, familiar to all those
for whom ‘home’ is a known place,
has little to do with the unresolv-
able revolt of utopians whose ideal
can never be reached. Indeed, the
difference is evident in the seman-
tic distinction we just employed.
‘Love’, being the attachment to a
known object, differs from ‘revolt’,
which rejects the known in favour of
a dream. Conservative love seeks to
preserve what is, or in some cases,
restore a known state of being as
one restores a rustic tweed jacket, a
delicate Victorian clock or an elabo-
rate French Second Empire couch.
Utopian revolt, on the other hand,
seeks to destroy what it sees as a
wretched state of being for the sake
of what isn'’t.

Fighting Fascism

There is a fundamental
question one should ask oneself
when accepting the presumption
that fascism is bad: Are its char-
acteristics bad because they are
linked to the name, or is the name
bad because it is linked to certain
characteristics?
In this piece, we have contended for
the latter. Naturally, these character-
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istics include the ideology’s ends,
which seek a type of undemocratic
and exclusive society based on a
fantastical past unique to the fascist
imaginary. That said, the method by
which the ideology establishes itself,
that is to say, the quest for utopia,
is one shared with other ideologies
and is in and of itself a dangerous
tendency as it justifies any means
employed in search of Jerusalem.
Against this, the rampart of conser-
vatism seems to be the answer.

Tinahy
Ramamonjiarisoa

BSc International Politics, ULIP
Founder of ULIP Thought Forum
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Can Scouts End Fascism?

In 2024, 21% of young
men (ages 18-29) in Europe ex-
pressed support for far-right parties,
relative to 14% of young women. In
2024, 56% of young men in the US
voted for Donald Trump, relative to
40% of young women. In 2024, 45%
of men in Brazil held a favourable
view of Jair Bolsonaro, relative to
35% of women. What's going on,
guys? Why the fascist vibes?

Theories abound - eco-
nomic insecurity and inequality,
cultural status loss, continued incul-
cation of sexist values, misogynistic
online communities, and (dis)infor-
mation ecosystems. Each of these
explanations holds some truth, and
collectively they point to a simple
overarching trend: many men feel
displaced. Their once clear man-
date - win the bread! Make the de-
cisions! Dominate the society! - is
much murkier now.

And granted, it is dis-
combobulating to have the rug that
underpins your identity yanked out
from under you, even if that rug was
woven with the fibres of women’s
suppression and toxic masculinity.
But some men have a solid floor
beneath their rug, and the rug was
simply an unsightly distraction; for
others, the rug was their entire mag-
ic flying carpet. This metaphor is
getting too elaborate - what | mean
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to say is some men have been more
resilient to the long-overdue equalis-
ing of gender power dynamics than
others. Some men (the solid floor
variety) embrace feminist ideals,
openly seek therapy, are willing to
explore their own gender and sexual
identity, use their privilege to chal-
lenge inequality on behalf of others,
etc. Others (the flying carpet variety)
turn to far-right clubs.

These far right clubs
promise a return of the glory days
(often oddly evocative of days be-
fore women and minorities were
enfranchised), the idea of the nation
as a pure and unified community
(where pure seems to be opportu-
nistically defined as: straight male of
the relevant dominant racial catego-
ry), the valorisation of violence (see:
January 6th), the pedestalizing of a
strong (almost always male) leader.
These clubs peddle belonging and
status and a promise that the rug
will be rapidly restored to its former
position of fabricating a sense of se-
curity for you.

But what if there was a
better club? A club that, for one,
could actually deliver on its vision,
and two, didn’t have immense dele-
terious impacts on its own members
and society at large?

Happily, such a club ex-
ists, and this club is Scouts. It exists
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in many forms and goes by many
names - The Scout Association in
the UK, Scouting America in the
US, Bund der Pfadfinderinnen und
Pfadfinder in Germany - but the
underlying purpose is the same:
to empower young people to be-
come responsible and contributing
members of society. This club also
peddles belonging and status (as
anyone who has ascended from the
ranks of a Tenderfoot to an Eagle
Scout can attest to). But crucially,
it helps young people - especially
young men - build a genuine and
resilient foundation of positive iden-
tity and values. Evidence shows that
Scout participation is positively as-
sociated with democratic attitudes,
higher social capital, greater com-
munity involvement, better mental
health, and stronger empathy and
acceptance towards a diversity of
people.

(Sadly, no one seems
to have done a randomised con-
trolled trial or large-sample longitu-
dinal study focused directly on the
relationship between participation
in Scouts and fascist vibes among
men. Perhaps an enterprising read-
er can take that forward.)

Of course, Scouts is not
the only good civic club out there,
nor is it perfect - one of the values
espoused on the World Scouting
website is ‘a Scout obeys orders
of his parents, Patrol Leader or
Scoutmaster  without  question.’
Obedience without question starts
to sound suspiciously like the other
club. Nor are ‘good clubs’ a pana-
cea - they don't solve elite capture
of political systems that then leads
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to extreme economic and social in-
equality, which provides kindling for
fascism, for example. But they DO
provide individuals with belonging
and purpose, two things that are in
crucial flux for young men right now.

It has often been said
that the left, especially in the United
States, fails to provide compelling
alternative visions to the promises of
the far right. So let us take inspiration
from Scouts and offer the better club
- a club ‘rooted in the transformative
ideals of equality, inclusivity, mutu-
al respect, sustainability, harmony,
and optimism for the future.” A club
focused on building friendships, life
skills, and positive self-regard. A
club where your rank reflects how
much you've helped others. With a
club like this, we can end fascism
before it begins.

Minahil Amin

MBA, Oxford University
Founder and Director of Wellspring Impact
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Cheers, Santé, Prost, Kanpai

Its hard to argue that
alcohol is good for you. Recent re-
ports by the US’s surgeon general
(Because at least some of the US
health care policy is led by sci-
ence... for now) argued alcohol is
the third leading preventable cause
of cancer in the US, contributing
to over 100,000 cases each year.
And not only is it bad for you, it's
bad for those around you. In 2023,
the US saw 12,429 fatalities from
drunk-driving instances, while the
UK saw 250. And if hurting random
strangers is not enough, the WHO
estimates alcohol to be involved in
55% of all domestic abuse cases
worldwide. Given such, why do we
still do it?

Beer consumption per person, 1980 to 2020

The good news for us and
those around us is that we've been
doing it less, at least, within highly
developed economies.

However, this has not
been the overnight reduction one
would expect after seeing its can-
cerous role — it's taken 40 years to
not even cut our consumption habits
in half. What's behind this sluggish
reduction in intake? For one, path
dependency certainly helps. For
example, wine has been a cultural
staple of both French and Italian cui-
sine for hundreds of years. As crazy
as it sounds, French troops were ra-
tioned up to half a litre of wine each
day during WWI. Furthermore, the
British population would often drink

Our World
inData

Average annual per capita beer consumption, measured in liters of pure alcohol.
Beer contains around 5% of pure alcohol per volume so that one liter of beer contains 0.05 liters of pure
alcohol. This means that 5 liters of pure alcohol equals 100 liters of beer.
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Data source: World Health Organization - Global Health Observatory (2025) OurWorldinData.org/alcohol-consumption | CC BY

Note: the trend exhibited by Japan peaking circa 1995 was
seen by most of the other countries on the chart around 1960.
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beer due to a lack of clean water
sources. These sorts of things of-
ten don’'t vanish overnight (that is,
unless the US president was known
to visit your private island). And not
only is it part of cuisine, but also our
social lives. In much of the world, al-
cohol is used as a social excuse, a
reason to meet up with old friends,
to take a break from work, or simply
to meet new people. For millennia,
at least in the European world, alco-
hol has brought people together.

Are all the ramifications
of reduced alcohol consumption
good? I've seen a couple of sources
out there that argue for a connection
between the rising levels of loneli-
ness in high-income countries, cou-
pled with people having less sex,
and decreases in alcohol consump-
tion. To which | say — maybe. Giv-
en the aforementioned statistics on
domestic abuse though, | urge cau-
tion on the alcohol-sex relationship.
Further, while the loneliness-alcohol
relationship may seem like a reason-
able argument we must not jump to
conclusions (Like the president of
the US) and remind ourselves of the
complexities of rising loneliness. Is
it really the result of a reduction in
alcohol consumption, is the internet
to blame, or are both involved? So,
before we make a hasty judgment,
it would prove beneficial to use a
more rigorous approach (Unlike the
president of the US). However, if
we want to get ahead of ourselves
and assume a causal relationship
between alcohol consumption and
loneliness, the resulting implication,
that alcohol is the only way we can
socialise, is insane. To quote David
Mitchell:

‘Talking to my mom makes
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me wonder, are we in denial about
how much the way we’ve construct-
ed our society relies on us spending
our evening very lightly pissed?’

Our cultures, at least
those of many who will be reading
this, are structured around alcohol
as our predominant way to socialise,
to date, and to make friends. Surely
there is a better way. Other cultures
in this world have gotten along just
fine without alcohol.

We've been granted every
tool necessary to live without human
interaction — this is terrible. We need
one another. Isolationist behaviour
helps no one (Regardless of what
the orange dipshit in charge of the
world’s largest economy might say).
Over history alcohol has brought us
together. | see the appeal of blam-
ing the loneliness epidemic on the
reduction of its consumption. How-
ever, there must be a less destruc-
tive way of addressing this.

Now forgive me for cutting
this short. but | must buy beer for a
friends’ going away party. Because
God forbid, why would | want to re-
member that?

Cooper Lawrenz

Graduate of MSc Economic History, LSE
Alcohol Enthusiast
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End Note

This fourth edition of The Free Forum
encompasses a unified thread. The
essays here contained demonstrate
how fascistic narratives resurface in
different guises. From the streets of
Berlin to the feeds of TikTok, from
nostalgia for a lost industrial age
to the weaponisation of ‘common
sense’, they offer a warning that
the arrival of fascism is creeping
and slow burning. It is not an easily
defined, nor an easily recognisable
phenomenon. It subconsciously
persuades ordinary people that their
very existence is dependent surren-
dering truth to power, where equal-
ity in itself is perceived as a threat.

Our present struggle for
promoting truth over lies is beset
by those who wish to tarnish and si-
lence it. The result of lying over and
over again is that sooner or later, we
will not recognise the truth as what
we once knew. But however many
lies infect our world, the truth will al-
ways remain — buried under pretend
stories. It exists whether it is wanted
or not; whether it is seen or not. To
surrender ourselves to fascistic rhet-
oric is to bury democracy until such
a time comes for her to flower again.
It is upon all of us to create a new
story: one of equality without hierar-
chy, of belonging without exclusion,
of futures not confined to mythic
pasts.

Whatever the theme of
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our next edition, your contributions
remain our lifeblood. It remains im-
perative for us all to speak truth to
lies, to continue writing, talking,
and promoting empathy over hate.
Whether you do this inside or out-
side The Free Forum, your voice will
always be welcome here. Your work
is no mere indulgence, it is the very
thing that keeps free thought alive.
Get involved; contact us at:

contactthefreeforum@gmail.com

We hope to see faces both new and
old next time we meet.

Conor Hatfield

Communications and Outreach Officer
Graduate of MSc Economic History, LSE
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