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PREFACE 
 
 
 
In his 1945 essay Notes on Nationalism, George Orwell distinguishes 
between two types of nationalists. First, he talks about the classic nationalist 
along with his particular features. But he also invents an opposing concept. 
He refers to this political creature as a "negative nationalist". This type of 
nationalist is constantly trying to compare his own country—not favourably—
but unfavourably to other countries. Monotonous self-haughtiness has been 
replaced by irrepressible self-loathing. While his entire identity revolves 
around a disdainful attitude towards a nationalist, he is actually saying 
exactly the opposite, and therefore something very similar. They are merely 
two branches on the nationalist tree. 

Would Orwell's negative nationalist feel at home today, eighty years 
later? Very much so. In fact, you would find him all over—in party politics, 
academia, and the media, and Orwell's incessant quarrel between the 
nationalist and the negative nationalist is, you could argue, the defining 
political discussion today.  

While a nationalist sees the virtues in anything Western no matter how 
ruthless, a negative nationalist marvels at anything anti-Western, Islamist or 
not. Their sentimental approach is practically identical. If migrants cause 
trouble with touchy nationalists, some say the migrants "had it coming". 
Regardless of the scope of the vindication, they "should have known better". 
If Westerners upset groups protected by negative nationalists, such as 
Islamists, we "had it coming". The cartoonists at Charlie Hebdo who were 
gunned down in 2015 were "calling out their own execution". One self-
mysticism, a lack of choice and personal responsibility, is mirrored by the 
other. Both camps are eager to equate words and murder. You insult us, we 
kill you. Tit for tat. The heroic, a nationalist maintains, stands out compared 
to mediocre contentment. Nothing is as nerve-wrecking in the eyes of a 
fascist than a Tuesday morning with a city drenched in peace and the most 
awe-inspiring thing there being a school restaurant roof leaking. Any left-
winger not long ago would find all of this terrifying. Now, however, after 
40 years of postmodernism and rampant relativism, the Left has started 
embracing similar proto-fascist sentiments with no sense of inner 
contradiction. Reason, caution, and plenty of tactics in response to right-
wing provocations has left the stage for the benefit of activism, political 
hysteria, apocalyptic thinking, and a self-eulogising attitude indistinguishable 
from those of their adversaries. Both the nationalist and the negative 
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nationalist are caught in a black-and-white conception of politics. We are 
witnessing two manifestations of the romantic and enthusiast, moving about 
in a pre-political terrain where debate and cool disagreement between left 
and right is replaced by the acute polarities of friend-and-foe and the 
prospects of instant aggression.  

While these views are to be expected among classic nationalists, a 
similar descent into murky political terrain among current day left-wingers, 
as shown with such great lucidity by Torben Bech Dyrberg, is both 
sensational and shocking. What about "intra-cultural homogeneity", as we 
like to put it? Isn't that just old-school nationalist/racist sectarianism in 
Sunday clothing? But Bech Dyrberg digs deeper than that. While 
yesterday's left-wingers cared little about internal critics of communism, 
such as Alexander Solsjenitsyn, today's identity politicians care little about 
internal critics in ethnic minorities. Sexist? Honour killings? FGM? Oh, 
anti-Western! Then you're fine! The entire multicultural agenda is revealed 
as a dark play between centres of power, and not much is left of those down-
trodden minorities.  

And what about that unassuming, sexually uneventful basis for 
democracy that goes under the name of the majority? Right-wingers never 
quite liked it because of its left-wing tendencies. Identity advocates, on their 
part, disliked it because of its right-wing inclination of late. The best 
illustration of this is perhaps when Hillary Clinton and her team of spin 
doctors came up with the term "basket of deplorables", where you, she 
suggested, could deposit every second Trump voter. A true liberal approach 
concerned with the voters and the benefits of a sharp but respectful political 
discussion is apparently nowhere to be seen.  

So where does all this foul political discussion come from? From a 
fatal shift of dichotomy, Bech Dyrberg maintains. Ever since Paris after the 
French Revolution in 1789, where the supporters of the King sat on the right 
and backers of the revolution on the left, this conflict has allowed for endless 
fruitful political discussion on equal par, surrounded by an overarching 
sense of political reason and self-criticism. Now, Bech Dyrberg continues, 
this polarity has been shuffled aside by other, more troublesome political 
frequencies. Either you are with us, or you are against us. No middle-men 
allowed. It is all clear-cut, black-and-white, oscillating between lapses of 
fury and sleazy intimacy. Either you are open and forward-looking, or you 
are closed, and caught in pathetic nostalgia. The gravity of the whole thing 
can be illustrated by the fact that a statement as void as being "open-minded" 
(about what?) has now acquired status as political argument. Either you are 
good, or you are bad. Mussolini was good, too, at least according to his own 
judgment. Politics, Bech Dyrberg warns us, is about to collapse into 
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morality, where political disagreements are becoming obsolete. If you don't 
agree with Hillary Clinton, for example, you are not, merely, in disagreement 
with us (which we regret and might hope to change!), but are some kind of 
human garbage. It is a short-term joke but a long-term disaster. You are 
abandoned by us, never to return. What we plan to replace the political game 
with has not yet been decided. Political opponents are no longer described 
in political terms as opposed to our own program, but as "dirty", "filthy", 
"voting cattle", "white trash" and so on. In the olden days, old-school 
nationalists thought "Jungle Bunny" was a neat description of a black 
homeless person. Nowadays, the identity Left has a habit of describing a 
white person without a proper home as "Trailer park trash", without any 
sense of historical complexity. Whatever happened to that tolerance of 
yours? Whatever happened to your warm embrace with those down-trodden 
workers? The number of penetrating questions raised by Bech Dyrberg to 
those who claim to be on "the Left" is more than I can handle, but I seek 
refuge behind the fact that I am not on the receiving end of them. 

All of those issues, then, circulate one way or another around 
"democracy" and "the majority". How do these come into play in Bech 
Dyrberg's analysis? When multiculturalists or identity advocates—they go 
under many different names—praise cultures overseas without knowing 
much about them, they always seek to contextualise "democracy"—and use 
citation marks whenever possible. Chantal Mouffe, for example, says she 
does not believe in one single form of democracy, forcing various cultures 
into only one legitimate, universal straitjacket. This all sounds tolerant and 
fine, and, as Bech Dyrberg admits, it is rather obvious and even a bit of a 
platitude. Still, the reason why they engage in this kind of multicultural 
hesitation is, it seems, invariably to let all sorts of crude regimes overseas 
off the hook. Any kind of political monstrosity is alright, as long as you 
show hostility towards the West. China, for instance, is not totalitarian, but 
"just different", with another "democratic tradition". Thailand is not anti-
democratic and led by a thuggish playboy king residing in the Bavarian alps, 
but fascinating, and with a "different democratic set-up". It gets even more 
disquieting, though, if you instead choose to apply this politically correct 
flexibility to Western countries, which stock-in-trade nationalists would 
always be happy to do. If you allow for all kinds of cultural adjustments 
overseas, why, then, mustn't we, by the same token, allow for cultural 
adjustments in relation to the notion of democracy in, say, Viktor Orbán's 
Hungary? If we decry the lack of democracy in Hungary, how come we turn 
away from human rights violations in other cultures just because we happen 
to find them "exotic"? Again, we are witnessing an ominous mirror image. 
While nationalists are happy to contextualise democracy in the West— 
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meaning we don't have to bother about democracy—Orwell's negative 
nationalists are eager to allow for cultural adjustments regarding democracy 
elsewhere so they don't have to bother about democracy.  

Another way to frame the same perplexity is, of course, to observe 
how the current Left in the West has abandoned its historical raison d'être: 
equality, rationality, and universalism. When exotic cultures are seen as 
fragile and homogeneous—which is vital because otherwise these leftists 
might have their reputation tainted at home in Europe—they no longer have 
to be forced into the confines of Western equality and universalism. Hence, 
elitism overseas is fine, while elitism in the West must be attacked around 
the clock. One thing Bech Dyrberg touches upon but I sense he could 
perhaps have brought up more systematically, is precisely this: the absolute 
lack of political principles on the part of those contemporary, identity left-
wingers. 

Speaking about tolerance, you don't have to be a cynic to suggest a 
less distant application of it. What is the reason behind all this lofty rhetoric 
about tolerance, understanding, and diversity? Are all of those Western 
patrons really guided by a true sense of justice overseas? If this is the case, 
they would at once, one would assume, start campaigning for the rights of 
oppressed women, for instance, in Muslim minorities. And they don't. 
Instead, they are busy fighting for the rights of their upper-class female 
colleagues in the West, while lashing out venomously against their 
feminised partners. So here we have it. Those other cultures so superficially 
endorsed are just a pre-text in the service of the only thing that counts: their 
reputation as good and decent anti-Western academics at home. They come 
forth as anti-Western as a result of caring about nothing but the West, save 
for a handful of thugs and dictators on distant shores. 

Still, one thing remains. What is the underlying reason behind all this 
remarkable inconsistency on the part of the identity Left? How come it can 
endorse a politicisation of external borders of exotic cultures while 
embracing a corresponding depoliticisation internally? What about class 
tensions in Zimbabwe? The reason, I would suggest, is that this method 
offers left-wing political romantics a second line of defence. As they know 
they cannot disclose their deeply felt political sentimentality on behalf of 
their own cultures because their friends and colleagues would not allow it, 
they have made a tactical retreat, and may now expose any kind of 
nationalism overseas no matter how preposterous, naive, one-sided, or 
aggressive, because they know it will never be seen as such. Political 
consistency, then, is traded for political romanticism. This, it is worth 
adding, is also part of the foundation of multiculturalism. 
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Bech Dyrberg never raises his voice. He relies patiently on his 
knowledge, his sharp eye for parallels and inconsistencies, and above all, 
his fine intellectual independence—a truly rare thing in these late days of 
connectivity and group think. In reading his book, you sense no "school", 
no "tradition", and no "method". You only sense a rigorous mind, and when 
you finally put the book down, you're still confused, but on a higher level. 

 
Göran Adamson 

Associate Professor in Sociology 
West University 

Sweden 
 



 



INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
The objective of this book is to outline significant traits of radical leftist 
identity politics. In this type of discourse, arguments are organised around 
global friend/enemy schemes in ways that are at odds with the right/left 
matrix of democracy. This is shown by combining discourse analysis of how 
leftist critics argue in public debates centred on their reactions to the Charlie 
Hebdo massacre in 2015 and theoretical discussions on leftist identity 
politics orbiting around Schmitt, Marcuse, and Mouffe. It will be my 
argument that the hardboiled and antagonistic friend/enemy approach 
makes a virtue of sacrificing the egalitarian and libertarian core values 
leftists used to identify with; and that it condones repression, violence, and 
terror so long as it is carried out by the enemies of the enemy. Leftist identity 
politics abounds with double standards, a victimisation ideology, middle-
class sectarianism, and elitism, the last of which goes hand in hand with 
loathing the majority. In addition, it rejoices in moralising enmity, 
stigmatising dissent, and enforcing conformism, all of which undermines 
democracy. 

With this as its background, the book looks at the nature of the 
right/left distinction and its political functions in modern democracy. This 
is further elaborated in relation to the works of Foucault and Rawls’s 
analyses of parrhesia (free speech) and public reason, which provide a more 
fruitful approach to right/left and democracy than those based on enmity. 
For Foucault and Rawls, a vibrant pluralist democracy relies on the 
autonomy of politics, which secures a space in which citizens are free and 
equal, which is crucial for individual freedom, notably the freedoms of 
speech and assembly. They focus on issues related to the autonomy of 
politics and the freestanding nature of public reason; right/left lateral 
political orientation coupled with fairness as political justification and the 
links between regime form and political community are seen as decisive for 
democracy.  

The first introductory chapter sets the stage for the subsequent 
discussions. I point out a number of changes in what the Left means, all of 
which are bound up with the rise of multiculturalist identity politics from 
the late 1980s. It is no exaggeration to speak of epochal changes, even if it 
might be a little pompous to do so. Yet, it is significant that the Left after 
two centuries (1789-1989) has increasingly adopted a type of orientation 
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which had hitherto characterised not only the Right, but starkly reactionary 
branches of right-wing thinking. These changes count, among other things, 
the disgust of universalism and individualism and the embrace of cultural 
relativism, the assumption that culture and even race define identity and 
belonging, and the redefinition of equality as recognition of differences and 
the celebration of otherness.  

The key ingredient in these changes revolves around multiculturalist 
identity politics with its antipathy if not hatred of everything associated with 
the West. Then follows three parts in which I look at how leftists steeped in 
the sentiments of multiculturalist identity politics stage enmity in public 
debates. I then move on to more theoretical approaches to enmity within this 
type of discourse, and finally, I deal with how right/left orientation, 
parrhesia, and public reason form the backbone of democracy, which is 
antithetical to discourses organised around friend/enemy groupings. 

Part I looks primarily at how leftists reacted to the killings of the 
Charlie Hebdo staff in Paris in January 2015, but also touches upon how 
they have reacted to other incidents of terror or conflicts involving Islamists. 
The argumentative logics put forward by leftist pundits and academics are 
governed by the spectre of enmity, which is spelled out in their critique of 
Charlie Hebdo as the ideological spearhead of right-wing racism, sexism, 
imperialism, and so forth. What we see in this and related cases is that leftist 
reactions to Islamist terror typically (1) exonerate the murderers by seeing 
them either as victims who are provoked or produced by the West or as an 
expression of resistance against the West; (2) change the topic by blaming 
the repressive state, the manipulating media, the aggressive Right and the 
genocidal West as the real causes triggering terrorism and radicalism and 
(3) pursue “Islamophobia” charges against anyone linking Islam or 
Islamism to terror or other bad things such as sexism. What we find here is 
a rhetoric of total critique and absolute enmity, which is antithetical to 
right/left orientation. With this rhetoric or argumentative logic in mind, I 
will move on to the second part, which turns to more theoretical arguments 
organised around enmity. 

Part II is a more theoretical discussion of how leftist writers 
conceptualise political enmity. Schmitt’s definition of the political in terms 
of friend/enemy antagonisms has been important for how some radical 
leftists conceive the nature of politics (“the political”). The revival and 
attraction of Schmitt is that he, in contrast to Marxist traditions, foregrounds 
political contestation or assigns it a constitutive role by making the intensity 
of life and death struggles the very substance of what politics is about. In 
addition, his criticism of liberalism for being unable to grasp political 
enmity comes in handy for radical leftists. Mouffe has been one of those 
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leftists who has taken a keen interest in Schmitt, and in her recent writings 
she has given that interest a multiculturalist twist. The result of this dual 
influence on leftist thinking is a combination of elitism and relativism, 
which is at odds with what used to describe a leftist inclination where 
universality played a key role. Marcuse is also important to look at in this 
context of enmity although he does not play a significant role today. In the 
early days of middle-class identity politics—that is, in the heydays of 
student radicalisation in the 1960s and 1970s—his allegedly antiauthoritarian 
and liberating Cultural Revolution was coined in starkly antagonistic terms 
against the establishment and the hopeless majority. Here we find an 
insurrectional programme of total control led by the revolutionary vanguard 
ditching free speech and assembly. It is guided by a logic of retribution and 
has several resemblances with present-day double-speak and campaigns 
against hate-speech.  

Part III is the democratic antidote to the political orientation 
characterising the arguments presented in the two previous parts. The point 
being that leftist identity politics is organised in such a manner as to defy 
the key functions of right/left orientation in which political agents are 
positioned as symmetrical opposites. The up/down orientations of 
strong/weak, abuser/victim, and majority/minority, together with the in/out 
orientations of friend/enemy, white/non-white, and West/Rest, are unable to 
get along with lateral orientation and hence with the libertarian and 
egalitarian core values of democracy. Whilst the content of right/left 
thought varies over time and place, the function of this orientational 
metaphor is essential for democracy. 

In this context, I move on to discuss Foucault’s parrhesia and Rawls’s 
public reason, both of which implicitly rely on lateral orientation, which is 
an antidote to elitism and a must for democratic governance. Despite their 
differences, and the fact that they appeal to widely different people, they do 
nonetheless supplement one another, as both of them stress that pluralist 
democracy relies on the autonomy of politics as the precondition for 
governing interactions among free and equal citizens. According to 
Foucault, this demands bracketing the power of social stratification, 
religious imperatives, and scientific truth, whilst Rawls’s argument for 
public reason as freestanding calls for bracketing comprehensive doctrines, 
for example, religious and moral ones. Neither parrhesia nor public reason 
can be constitutionally guaranteed, but both are facilitated by a political 
culture marked by an egalitarian and critical ethos as opposed to one that is 
hierarchical and conformist. As in the case of right/left and parrhesia, 
democratic public reason (and hence justice as fairness) is not a principle of 
neutrality, but an interactive principle and a political capital that clears a 
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space for pursuing interests, conducting arguments, and negotiating. Hence, 
it is a battleground framing agonistic encounters on the condition that the 
parties mutually accept each other politically.  

In the light of these discussions, I return, in the last chapter, to the 
leftist arguments I dealt with in Part I. The point is to problematize and put 
into perspective the democratic and leftist credentials of radical leftist 
identity politics by showing how this type of discourse, or rather this logic 
of argumentation, is incompatible with free speech, right/left orientation, 
and public justification, in a word, with democracy. 
 
 



1 

NEW LEFT TURNS OLD RIGHT 
 
 
 

The epochal breakdown of the Left 

To be a radical leftist back in the 1970s typically meant to support 
secularism and rationality, progress and emancipation, and socialism and 
universalism. Those of Middle Eastern or North African descent who today 
label themselves and are labelled “Muslims”, were no exception to this rule. 
A radical was “someone who was militantly secular, self-consciously 
Western and avowedly left-wing” (Malik 2009: xii). Today, by contrast, in 
the wake of the New Left in the 1960s and '70s, the postmodern trends from 
the late 1970s to the early '90s, and notably the rise of multiculturalism from 
the late 1980s onwards, have contributed to produce marked changes in 
what ‘Left’ means. Historical factors obviously also play an important role 
in the rise of leftist identity politics. These count among other things the 
new educated middle-class constituency of the Left, which cut off the ties 
with the working classes; the unprecedented inflow of millions of people 
into Europe from third world countries, which has created vast immigrant 
communities; the Iranian revolution and the rise of Islamic radicalism not 
only in the Middle East, but globally; and the collapse of the Soviet empire, 
the rise of nationalisms, and the intensification of globalisation.  

In speaking of leftist identity politics today, the rise of aggressive and 
violent Islamist radicalism is particularly important. Its hostility to the West 
has an affinity with the Left’s anti-imperialism and anti-modernity. Its 
resentment against modern Western lifeforms has an affinity with the New 
Left’s criticism of materialism, inauthenticity and what Marcuse called 
“representational politics” (democracy), notably freedom of speech and 
assembly. I will take up these and related issues in the first part of the book 
where I look at how radical leftists react to Islamist terror, in particular the 
Charlie Hebdo massacre in Paris in January 2015. Speaking more generally, 
it is significant that Islamism gets an air of respectability among leftists, 
because it is anti-Western, which equips it with an aura of being critical and 
progressive, irrespective of the fact that it goes against everything leftists 
have ever preached. As we will see, the substance of arguments and 
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practices matters less for leftists today as everything depends upon one’s 
position in the global friend/enemy matrix. 

It is not, of course, all leftists or even radical leftists who sympathise 
with the Islamist revival; in fact, I guess, most do not take a liking to this 
phenomenon. But the fact remains that only very few leftists speak out 
against it, just as it is common not to air scepticism or opposition to the 
massive inflow of refugees and immigrants to Europe from mainly Muslim 
countries and the massive problems it presents for integration and in general 
for democratic political culture. The major reason for this silence is that the 
nightmare scenario for leftists is that they are seen as lining up with the so-
called far Right for whom strict immigration control is the most pressing 
issue on the political agenda. This is telling of the state the Left is in—that 
it has not been able to pursue an agenda of its own, but is caught up in a 
friend/enemy logic according to which there is nothing more important than 
to show one’s dislike of the Right and the system even if that means to side 
with those who leftists would not hesitate to call fascists if they were not 
‘Muslims’. They might not be friends, but they are enemies of the enemy 
and hence political friends.  

There are also radical leftists who see Islamism as an ally of sorts. 
Hardt and Negri see Islamic fundamentalism as a postmodern way of 
confronting empire. This has an affinity with Foucault’s writings on the 
Iranian revolution in 1978/79 in which he saw the workers as the frontline 
against empire and for whom the mullahs were speaking the spirit of the 
revolution.1 Buck-Mors takes a positive view of Islamic fundamentalism by 
aligning it with critical trends in social theory and the humanities, which 
took form in the aftermath of World War Two. She refers to the Frankfurt 
School with its critique of modernity, instrumental consciousness, 
materialism, and so forth (Buck-Mors 2003: vii, 49, 52). For Judith Butler 
(2003) it is crucial to point out that Islamist terrorist organisations such as 
Hamas and Hezbollah are part of the global Left and she praises the burka 
as a demonstration of cultural authenticity against Western cultural 
imperialism. Noam Chomsky also openly supports Hezbollah and its 
partisan warfare against Israel, which makes them obvious partners for the 

 
1 “The postmodernity of fundamentalism”, say Hardt and Negri (2000: 149), “has to 
be recognised primarily in its refusal of modernity as a weapon of Euro-American 
hegemony—and in this case Islamic fundamentalism is indeed the paradigmatic 
case. In the context of Islamic traditions, fundamentalism is postmodern insofar as 
it rejects the tradition of Islamic modernism for which modernity was always 
overcoded as assimilation or submission to Euro-American hegemony.” See also 
Foucault 2005a. 
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global anti-Semitic Left.2 Hostility to the West, notably racism, globalisation 
and imperialism, depraved modernity and bogus democracy, together with 
explicit or apologetic support for Islamism, have become trademarks of the 
leftist triangle: Third World authenticity, anti-racism, and anti-imperialism.  

It is no exaggeration to speak of an epochal dislocation of the Left 200 
years after its political inauguration in 1789; leftist values have for the last 
quarter of a century metamorphosed into something that used to characterise 
the reactionary Right (Bronner 2004: 17; Furedi 2005: 66). We see a 
fundamental inversion of political orientation; or, what might be more to the 
point, a disorientation of what it means to identify as left wing. Two points 
are especially important, both of which indicate that the culturalist turn of 
the Left is a move beyond right/left. The first concerns the nature of enmity, 
the second that other types of orientation replace that of right/left. 

First, the reactions to the Charlie Hebdo massacre and numerous other 
incidents of Islamist terror show a mentality of enmity, which cannot be 
contained by the right/left matrix. This is so because the bottom-line is that 
Right and Left presuppose each other; they are, as Laponce mentions (1981: 
27-8), “symmetrical opposites”, that is, agents who enjoy equal political 
status and who respect each other in this capacity. However, this is not how 
the radical leftists I will look at orientate themselves. In their total critique, 
the Right, the state, the media, and the West make up something more akin 
to an absolute enemy, which is contrasted to conventional enmity in which 
the enemy is respected politically and warfare is regulated by international 
conventions, which among other things differentiate between soldiers and 
civilians. But for absolute enmity no containment of political contestation 
is acceptable. War is envisioned, fought, and intensified in the name of 
ideological abstractions of universal emancipation, a consequence of which 
is the enemy being demonised and treated as a criminal. What we see here 
is the revolutionary legacy of what Laclau and Mouffe (1985) called “the 
Jacobin imaginary”, which they saw as the totalitarian root of Marxism. 
Compromise and peace with this enemy is impossible, which means that the 
only alternative is either to annihilate the enemy or to be annihilated. At the 
end of the day, the only way to deal with enemies—and in fact everybody 
who dissents—is repression. This is a license to revolutionary violence and 
terror as means in the class war—the only true war according to Lenin—a 
war that aims at the total negation of the enemy: bourgeois class rule and 
capitalist society. For Lenin (1972: 220) no means in the class struggle 
should be excluded a priori: “Any moral condemnation of civil war would 

 
2 Hughes 2006; Chomsky went to Lebanon to meet up with leaders of Hezbollah to 
air his support for the organisation, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8-jh2R-
_eQY  
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be absolutely impermissible”. Following this line of thinking, Marcuse 
(1970: 90) differentiates institutionalised and liberating violence and holds 
that “preaching nonviolence on principle reproduces the existing 
institutionalised violence” (see also Schmitt 1963: 35). 

To move beyond the parameters of right/left changes the meaning of 
what it means to be Left. This is the second point, which is related to 
culturalist and religious agendas. Here we see the confluence of three trends. 
Postmodernism from the late 1970s had the effect of dismantling the 
tradition and ethos of the Enlightenment with its emphasis on reason, 
freedom, universalism, and progress. Multiculturalism from the 1980s had 
the same effect by essentialising both Western and non-Western cultures. 
The former is uniformly repressive with its white-male-hetero sexist norm-
set, whereas the latter make up sites of authentic commonalty and resistance 
to Western culture, globalisation, and imperialism. This forms part of the 
critique of modernity and its disintegration of traditional patterns of social 
cohesion. Finally, the spread of Islamism, especially from the late 1980s 
onwards, tapped into two of the most prolific images of the Left: Third 
World anti-imperialism and anti-racism.  

Taken together these changes signal a major change in modes of 
political orientation. The former leftist leaning towards the future, hope, 
progress, emancipation, and so forth, have largely been replaced with a 
backward looking, sceptical and pessimistic, risk averse, and alarmist 
attitude. The former universalistic inclination, which sparked off struggles 
for inclusion and equal rights has been replaced by a politics of difference 
according to which universalism is a foil for Eurocentrism with its racist 
and imperial repression, hypocrisy and manipulation, and so forth. The 
former emphasis on upward mobility and meritocracy, which revolved 
around struggles against socio-economic inequality, prejudice, political 
repression, and lack of freedom has been reformulated as demands for 
differential criteria of evaluation and recognition, which aims to protect so-
called vulnerable identities from outside interference. 

This pronounced change of orientation illustrates that the 
revolutionary Left and the reactionary Right have three common themes: 
culturalism, anti-modernity, and victimisation. Culturalism speaks from 
within an identity politics discourse, which, in contrast to a nationalist based 
culturalism, idolises otherness, because it speaks resentment and opposition 
to the establishment. The other, or subaltern—who is by definition 
vulnerable, marginalised, and oppressed—becomes a figure of resistance 
and hence an ally for the Left. Anti-modernity used to characterise old-
fashioned conservatives, but today identity leftists are ahead (Furedi 2005: 
Ch. 3). It signals a sceptic sentiment to modernity, progress, rationality, 
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universalism, and individualism, and it bemoans the decay of social 
cohesion and commonalty. These two aspects form part of critique and 
resistance. Victimisation implies to speak on behalf of those who cannot 
themselves speak as they suffer discrimination and repression. Whereas 
right-wing populists speak for the silent majority, leftists want to represent 
the silent minorities. Hence, the stress on the codes of strong/weak and 
us/them in which leftists equate weakness with exclusion and authenticity, 
which again relies on the premise of intra-cultural homogeneity and 
rejection of pluralism. 

The New Left’s re-orientation of leftist values has been a stepping 
stone for culturalism, anti-modernity, and victimisation ideology, which 
were already present before its emergence. The anti-authoritarianism of the 
1960s New Left with its new sensibility and diffuse sense of freedom also 
fostered Leninist types of revolutionary vanguardism. Marcuse is 
interesting in this respect as someone encouraging “liberating practices” and 
eventually “the liberation of humanity”, whilst also laying out an 
insurrectional strategy against the system on Leninist lines, which is all-
encompassing and ruthless. His work shows the continuity of the 
revolutionary Left’s totalitarianism even in the heydays of anti-authoritarian 
sentiments. This is not a paradox, but illustrates a ‘mental thing’ that thrives 
particularly well in leftist ideology. It is a sublimation of the good, the true, 
and the right framed by hostility: unlimited goodness ranging from altruism 
to global equality; categorical certainty as to speaking truth to power and 
being morally right; and absolute hostility against everything that smacks 
of the Right, which finds an outlet in, for instance, character assassination 
and censorship. This sublimation and framing are more indicative of leftist 
orientation and practices than particular political objectives and arguments.  
 The common themes between not only the revolutionary Left but also 
broader segments of the Left and what used to exemplify the reactionary 
Right illustrate that political values and arguments matter less than being 
oppositional. Nowhere is this more visible than in leftists’ attitudes to 
Muslim minorities in the West in general and Islamist terror in particular. 
This does not mean, however, that ideological factors are irrelevant for 
contouring the identity of the Left. Over a period of a quarter of a century—
from the early 1960s to the end of the 1980s—the New Left metamorphosed 
into something that looks more familiar from today’s point of view. Eight 
preliminary characteristics suggest: 
 

1. The critique of capitalism has been supplemented by a critique of 
modernity, which is perceived as fragmenting communities and 
eroding social cohesion thereby producing rootlessness and 
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misery. This goes hand in hand with a critique of individualism, 
which is for all practical purposes boiled down to egoism. 

2. The critique of imperialism has mutated into a critique of not only 
Western hegemony and globalisation but also of so-called Western 
values, which, because they are conceived in the West, are only 
applicable to the West. To trespass this limit is ethnocentric and 
racist. This is blatantly at odds with the former ideational luggage 
of the Left. 

3. Differences between human beings are approached as differences 
between cultures, meaning that culture defines identity. This used 
to be a conservative stronghold. It still is, but this time it is 
defended by the Left. Hence, the emphasis on community and 
religion as opposed to the individual and even social class. The 
oppressed ‘other’ has community in contrast to ‘us’ in the West. 

4. Cultural relativism implies accepting hierarchy and domination 
insofar as they are construed as genuine expressions of non-
Western culture, tradition, and religion. This means that intra-
cultural dissent is a non-issue and that passing judgements on 
‘internal affairs’ is intolerant and racist. The criterion for passing 
as authentic is cultural homogeneity and opposition to the West.  

5. Cultural relativism also tends to depoliticise politics by turning 
certain things into non-issues and by morally vilifying dissenting 
opinions by way of character assassination, exclusion, and 
censorship. When strong/weak, good/bad, and right/wrong replace 
right/left, pluralism, and public debate are undermined and 
replaced by uncontained enmity and conformism. 

6. Equality is less about equality before the law and redistributing 
income and wealth, as it is about an identity politics in which sub-
groups claim special rights and privileges because they are weak, 
stigmatised, and oppressed. Equality is a matter of seeking 
inclusion and recognition as ‘other’. It is redefined as homogeneity 
thereby excluding intra-cultural differences. 

7. Conservative sub-cultural elites and radicalised Muslims in the 
West are often praised as the real representatives of their culture 
and religion. The intention is to position agents along the 
friend/enemy lines, to enforce subcultural homogeneity and to 
silence intra-cultural dissent and pluralism in general. All of this 
is a vehicle of leftist victimisation ideology. 
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8. The Left does not condemn Non-Western autocratic regimes and 
Islamist terror as long as they are against the West in general and 
the United States and Israel in particular. Nor are leftists eager to 
criticise let alone take action against, say, immigrants from 
Muslim parts of the world when they commit sexist crimes against 
women. Moral outrage is dictated by friend/enemy constellations. 

 Broad segments of the Left see non-Western cultures—the Third 
World and ethnic minorities in the West—as in need of protection to 
safeguard them from Western culture and globalisation. This is a marked 
change compared to the former critique of and resistance to capitalism and 
imperialism, which leftists conducted in the name of universal values of 
emancipation. Since the culturalist turn in the 1980s, these values have 
themselves become targets of condemnation. For the heirs of the New Left’s 
lifestyle politics, culture has largely replaced social class as an overarching 
and politicising concept, which can function as a means of resistance against 
globalisation and racism. The emphasis on cultural lines of division has 
gained political momentum due to the collapse of communism in the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe and the massive immigration to Europe and 
North America of people from mainly the Middle East and North Africa. 
Yet, the social class aspect has not disappeared as it resurfaces as a means 
to underpin the authenticity of resistance. The point is that the social and 
political position of agents matters more than what kind of agency we are 
dealing with. This indicates that right/left orientation is partly dissociated 
from and matters less than the combination of, first, the vertical orientation 
of up/down where agents are placed in the societal hierarchy, and second, 
the container metaphor of in/out, which among other things refers to 
inclusion/exclusion and us/them polarisation, both of which are crucial for 
identity politics in general and leftist identity politics in particular. 

We witness a drive towards cultural relativism, which finds expression 
in critiques of Western ethnocentrism in all kinds of contexts. Postmodernist 
trends have undermined core leftist beliefs such as universalism, rationality, 
and truth, and they have excelled in scepticism and risk adverse attitudes 
towards economic growth, progress, and change in general (Bronner 2004: 
19, 23, 28; Lukes 2003: 611; Malik 2008a: 5). Multicultural trends have 
legitimised indifference towards repression in Third World regimes and 
civil societies. Their reactions to Islamist terrorism are not ones of outrage 
and solidarity with the victims as they are far more interested in pinpointing 
the dangers of retaliations against Muslims, and for looking after for the root 
causes that could explain the incident in question. They are, in other words, 
interested in blaming the West for being the real perpetrators. A clear 
example is the liberal and leftist outrage over US president Trump’s views 
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on women. Whatever there is to substantiate this outrage, it is noticeable 
that these people do not feel any urge to demonstrate against the atrocities 
against women committed by ISIS and Islamic regimes, which include 
murder, rape, torture, and enslavement, as well as meticulous and 
unembellished social control. In addition, we see that leftists tend to prefer 
to ignore sexism and racism in minority cultures, and they appease and even 
cooperate with reactionary Muslims and Islamists whom they often prefer 
to see as representative of their communities. By contrast, leftists do not 
show much solidarity with dissidents in Islamic regimes, just as they did not 
show solidarity with dissidents in communist regimes then and now. 

The postmodern buzzwords among academic leftists in the 1980s and 
into the 1990s—the emphasis on difference and that everything is context—
have played into the multiculturalist agenda, which is a much broader trend 
often populated with people with an agenda leftists used to abhor. The 
outcome of these two trends has been a mutation of the twin values of 
freedom and equality. I will come back to this. Here it will suffice to say 
that the earlier emancipatory visions ingrained in these values have boiled 
down to a conservative defence of freedom from Western influence and 
values, and an insistence upon the equality of cultures irrespective of what 
goes on in these cultures. In arguing for her “multipolar perspective”, 
Mouffe speaks in favour of “an international system of law based on the 
idea of regional poles and cultural identities federated among themselves in 
the recognition of their full autonomy” (Mouffe 2005: 117; see also 2008; 
2013: Ch. 2). Something on those lines would be a global institutionalisation 
and legitimisation of cultural relativism. For the same reason it would be a 
definitive abandonment of leftist rhetoric of international solidarity. I will 
go into more detail with Mouffe’s argument in Chapter 6.  

Left has turned Right as the roles have been reversed to the point 
where, seemingly, it does not make much sense to uphold the distinction. 
This is above all because the Left has turned against the Enlightenment 
ethos and has de facto confirmed conservative anti-Enlightenment axioms 
that individuals are bound by their culture and cannot and ought not to 
attempt to transcend it. The strategical set-up is to articulate third world 
authenticity with resistance against every conceivable aspect of Western 
influence. This results in conformity with class, clan, ethnicity, and gender 
based traditions and a silencing of dissent, which would undercut the 
multiculturalist strategy of enforcing intra-cultural homogeneity; it also 
goes hand in hand with character assassination by insinuating that those who 
dissent are under the spell of Western influence or might even be Western 
agents. According to this culturalist agenda, indifference to repression is 
now conducted in the name of respect and international solidarity. Critique, 
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dissent, resistance, and so on, are fine in the West where the target is white 
male hegemony, but not in the Rest. What is left of the Left is, above all, its 
desire to boost its status of being opposed to the establishment, and if this 
means to line up with reactionary and sexist religious zealots, it is apparently 
a price worth paying. As Cohen aptly remarks, “[a]ll that the left has 
opposed since the Enlightenment has become acceptable, as long as the 
obscurantists, theocrats and fascists are anti-Americans and as long as their 
victims aren’t Western liberals” (Cohen 2005).  
 

Table 1: The Enlightenment tradition of the Left vs. the classical Right and the 
multicultural Left 
The Enlightenment Left The multicultural Left The classical Right 
Universalism: Freedom 
and equality as the idea 
that individuals are not 
defined by culture or 
class but are able to 
transcend them. 

Cultural relativism: 
Multiculturalism has 
replaced universalism 
and the individual is 
defined by its cultural 
belonging: authenticity 
as anti-West. 

Cultural relativism: 
Individuals are bound 
by their culture, which 
define their pre-political 
conditions of existence: 
authenticity as tradition. 

Civil and political 
liberties: Freedom and 
equality for all 
regardless of social 
status, gender, race, etc. 
irrespective of who is 
the oppressor. 

Freedom is biased: Free 
speech is a means to 
oppress minorities and it 
is part of Western socio-
economic, racist/sexist, 
imperialist repression. 

Roots: Tradition and 
culture safeguard social 
order and defend 
societal hierarchies and 
values in relation to 
class, religion, and 
gender. 

Progress: Common 
humanity across 
cultures, overcoming 
subordination, 
improving living 
conditions, hope and 
optimism. 

Recognition: Context 
and difference, 
commonalty, equal 
status of cultures, 
critique of 
individualism, Western 
racism and imperialism.  

Reactionary: Essential 
differences between 
classes, cultures, races 
and gender is a bulwark 
against ideologically 
induced change. 

Emancipation: Practices 
that challenge repressive 
social arrangements and 
aim for liberation from 
subordination and 
exclusion in the name of 
inclusion, liberty, and 
equality. 

Critique of progress: 
Resentment against 
modernity implies a 
reactive and risk 
adverse attitude towards 
change, development, 
economic growth, and 
new technologies. 

The establishment: 
Inequality is acceptable 
if it is based on pre-
political distinctions and 
privileges related to 
nationality, social status, 
gender, and race. 
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Reason and truth: 
Public reason among 
free and equal 
individuals is the best 
guarantor for progress 
and for a vibrant 
political culture.  

Rationality and reason 
as domination: Power 
and knowledge are two 
sides of the same thing, 
which are determined 
by contexts and 
strategies. 

Experience and 
tradition: Culture and 
common sense as social 
cohesion outdo 
ideological discourses 
of rationality, reason, 
truth, and rights. 

Opposition: Critique of 
natural hierarchies and 
their defenders, 
defending those who are 
down and out by way of 
social mobility and 
inclusion. 

Defeatism: Critique of 
oppression depends on 
who is the oppressor. 
The legitimate targets 
are the system, the 
media, the Right and the 
West (the enemy bloc). 

Establishment: Defence 
of power elites, 
inequality, and status 
quo provided they do 
not undermine the 
cultural and national 
frame. 

Leftist identity politics after the fatwa against Rushdie 

Leftist identity politics took off in the first post-wave in the 1960s. For the 
present purpose, a more recent event stands out as significant. I will look at 
the reactions to the fatwa against Salman Rushdie in February 1989. One 
might have thought the Left would have supported Rushdie. He was himself 
a leftist and had on several occasions voiced his anti-racism; the segment he 
was part of (the art institution) was by far more liberal and left-leaning than 
it was authoritarian and right-wing and leftists identified with struggles for 
free speech and of speaking truth to power. In addition, there were 
conservative journalists, writers, and politicians in the UK and the USA who 
were highly critical of Rushdie (Cohen 2012: 33-42; Malik 2009: 32-35). 
Yet, all this had no impact. The Left did not have much to offer and 
remained silent. This might well be the consequence of the abstract forms 
of critique nurtured in universities typically detached from political reality, 
combined with an irresistible urge to be oppositional and endorse those who 
are the “other”, the “heterogeneous”, the “subaltern”, or the “multitude”.3 
The latter taps into the friend/enemy schematics, which structures leftist 
political orientation, meaning that the enemy of the establishment is a 
political friend. 

University Marxism and its offspring had for over four decades 
indulged in highly abstract forms of critique, which had very little if any 

 
3 On the desire to cultivate oppositional identities, see Anthony 2007: 116-17; Cohen 
2007: 302, 307; Furedi 2005: 156-7; and Green 2006: 14, 22-3. For Marcuse (1969), 
as I will deal with in Ch. 5, the global revolutionary subject is made up of those in 
the Third World fighting the imperialist West and revolutionary students and 
repressed minorities in the West. 
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impact on realpolitik. All kinds of critique associated with the New Left 
from the 1960s onwards had focused on issues such as alienation in late 
capitalist societies marked by materialism and consumerism, instrumental 
reason and false consciousness, racism, and imperialism. They had 
attempted to explain the survival of capitalism against all odds by means of 
endogenously generated ideological manipulation generated by the culture 
industry and major media corporations, all of which blurred exploitation and 
kept the masses in a state of apathy. Moreover, the apocalyptic nature of this 
type of critique had led to an Orwellian impasse where many of those 
distinctions that matter in the real world imploded. According to the leftist 
canon, one could deduce totalitarianism and manipulation from liberalism 
and Enlightenment traditions, and what was progressive and modern could 
generate the regressive and barbaric, just as democracy could lead to 
fascism (Bronner 2004: 109-110; Malik 2008a: 156). It is hardly surprising 
that leftists raised in this tradition were ill equipped to deal with a situation 
where the freedom of expression of artists, writers, journalists, and others 
was under threat from the outside, as it were, in this case, by the theocratic 
regime of Iran. In the wake of the Rushdie event, this manifest hostility 
towards the West set a new agenda and boosted self-confidence and radical 
resentment among Muslims living in the West against the West (Malik 
2009: Ch. 1). In addition, leftists as well as anybody else, were accustomed 
to a political culture in Western Europe and North America where free 
speech by and large was taken for granted and where criticism of 
governments and Christianity presented no costs to one’s life, reputation, or 
career opportunities. This was and still is the comfort zone of critique, which 
is, as we will see in relation to Charlie Hebdo, legitimised by the claim that 
there is no equal opportunity humour in the West. According to leftist moral 
accounting, then, it is only morally sound to criticise the power of the 
establishment. If criticism does not comply with this hegemonic logic, 
leftists are quick to resort to uncovering the heinous motives of those who 
dissent, and to engage in character assassination and accusations of 
Islamophobia and racism. 

The New Left’s isolation from the working class and its frustration 
with its lack of revolutionary spirit turned its attention and political goodwill 
to anti-colonial and anti-imperialist movements and regimes in the Third 
World in the attempt to find revolutionary agents fighting imperialism 
(Markovits 2005). The fact that these new agencies quickly degenerated into 
autocratic and corrupt regimes did not arouse criticism, at least not as long 
as they were hostile to the West. With the cultural turn, the Left further 
immunised these regimes from critique, as universal standards did no longer 
hold sway, but were themselves part of the problem. The Left’s desire of 
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otherness and insurrection combined with its anti-Western guilt and self-
loathing furthered this trend (Bruckner 2010: Ch. 1-2). Leftist Third 
Worldism illustrates that cultural authenticity and commonalty are the 
prerogatives of the repressed non-Western other. This is an outlandish kind 
of elitism and conservatism: as soon as culture crops up in the West, it is 
demonised as anti-democratic, populist, racist, nationalist, ignorant, etc., 
whereas even repressive cultural traits in the non-West are authentic signs 
of social cohesion. It is a leftist task to protect the authenticity of vulnerable 
cultures against “compulsory Westernisation” (Butler 2003) and the 
objective is “liberation from Western hegemony” (Buck-Morss 2003: 46) 
even though this implies supporting social arrangements leftists would 
otherwise be the first to attack. Leftists, says Cohen (2012: 51), “treated 
Muslims as a homogeneous bloc, and allowed the reactionaries to set the 
cultural agenda”. This friend/enemy logic immunises the other’s culture 
from critique as long as this other is the enemy of the enemy (the West). 
The consequence is that it is problematic to draw attention to human rights 
violations, political repression, and all sorts of intra-cultural conflicts. The 
reason is that it is at odds with the sentiments of cultural relativism and the 
multiculturalist insistence upon cultural homogeneity. But what matters 
above all is that the Left thereby would run the risk of siding with the West 
against the oppressed other. Leftists’ have, for instance, not shown much 
interest in reaching out for liberal, leftist, and democratic activists in Islamic 
countries. Instead, they seem more inclined to line up with the most 
pronounced enemies of everything associated with the West. This is a means 
to cultivate a leftist oppositional identity, but it has alienated dissidents in 
the Muslim world and turned against values it once held. 

Culture as repressed otherness calls for empathy and protection, and 
this implies that critique is insensitive and aggressive. It also implies a 
patronising attitude of infantilising those minorities leftists claim to speak 
on behalf of (Bruckner 2010: 42-3). In addition, the strong/weak framing of 
politics partakes in emotionalising and privatising public debate. Gone is 
the logic of right/left, which thrives on contestation among political equals. 
As I will argue in the following chapters, radical leftists actually move 
beyond right/left, partly by seeing the Right as a murderous and hypocritical 
enemy as opposed to an adversary on equal footing, and partly by 
emotionalising and moralising the terms of political discourse. In its place, 
we get victimisation ideology and character assassination where the right to 
criticise is determined by who says what and where one is located in the 
global hierarchy of power. Seen in this light, it is not surprising that leftists 
are not at ease with free speech as it might be used to assault what they see 
as the victims of Western values and hegemony in general. The Danish 


