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Prelude: The Preoccupations of Postmodern Fascism

How do we recognize a fascism when we see one? The last twenty years have
been characterized by the rise of far-right movements and parties that were
thought to be long overcome—a phenomenon which has been painful and
shocking for many people, but evidently emboldening and gratifying for others.
Globally and locally, we are no longer living “after fascism,” but—all of a sudden
—in the midst of it again. Yet once more, we are seeing how racisms of various
kinds give some people a heightened sense of self-worth, how sexual minorities
are ridiculed and denigrated, how the hard-won right to self-determination in
matters of reproduction is again being contested, and how shrill campaigns of
indignation are stirring up emotions. At the same time, a delight in violating
taboos is spreading. Without ignoring the immense differences between then
and now—including the increasing opacity of global financial market capitalism,
and the polarization and fragmentation in the perception of reality reinforced by
social media filter bubbles—it's also the case, regrettably, that current
developments in many places make the events of the 1930s to 1940s in Central
Europe much more emotionally comprehensible and understandable. How can it
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be that citizens of various countries are so misguided and vote “against their
own interests”? And why are ostensibly more progressive or moderate-minded
spokespeople suddenly so willing to pander to more right-wing positions? It has
dawned on many observers that the success of new right-wing movements must
have something to do not just with fear or rage, but—quite unambiguously—with
the pleasures of aggression, meanness, and violence.

One such example of these new far-right movements is the German political
party Alternative fir Deutschland (Alternative for Germany, AfD), which entered
the German Bundestag in 2017 and has been doing scarily well—coming in
second place in Germany’s recent national elections, with 20.8 percent of the
vote. Its politics might best be described as a kind of postmodern fascism.
“Postmodern” in the sense that it is cleverly self-reflexive and plays, gleefully,
with the inevitable contestedness and instability of truth. “Fascist” because it is
vehemently hostile to the ideals of human equality and solidarity and vicious
towards those it identifies as vulnerable; because it proliferates racialized
explanations for what are actually more complicated economic and social
dynamics; and, not least, because it appeals to narcissistic longings for
greatness. As the party’s primary unifying ethos is racism against migrants, it is
also brazen in pushing against legal norms and limits, deploying novel concepts
and promoting them until they become normalized. The most recent instance of
this is “Remigration,” the plan to engage in mass deportations of migrants and
asylum seekers. The term quickly lost its shock value precisely as it became
ubiquitously discussed—also jumping across the ocean to be deployed by
Donald Trump. Indeed, a main effect of introducing the concept is that other
German political parties are now debating which migrants are so dutifully
hardworking and sufficiently culturally integrated to deserve to be allowed to
stay.

Taking up the example of the striking success of the AfD, | will, in the following
pages, inquire into the emotional work of both long-past and present-day
fascisms, focusing on two interrelated areas in particular: a phenomenon | have
come to describe as “sexy racism,” and an obsessive hostility to disability,
manifest in multiple ways in the present and, in the case of the AfD, especially in
a preoccupation with rejecting inclusion of children with intellectual or
emotional-behavioral impairments in mainstream classrooms.

Sexy racism—Ilibidinally charged messaging to mobilize fear, outrage, and
aversion or, alternatively, to convey the thrill of dominance vis-a-vis various forms
of racialized vulnerability—has, as | will show, strong visual echoes with anti-
Semitic and “Aryan”-perfection-celebrating images from the Third Reich. With
regard to the AfD’s hostility to disability, this too has complex roots, as
pernicious propaganda to promote the dream of a disability-free nation reaches
back to before the Nazis but was certainly greatly exacerbated by them. Tracing
the intellectual prehistory of Nazism’s coercive sterilization and murderous
“euthanasia” politics, and stressing the rise of an erotically charged “eugenic”
paradigm as a key enabling and intensifying factor for Nazism'’s overall popular
success, | hope to establish a deepened understanding for how it became
socially acceptable, already before 1933—and seemed, to many, simply
emotionally right—to express contempt for or to wish to invisibilize people with
intellectual impairments or psychiatric illnesses.

No less important, however, is to place the above-described reinvigorated
animus towards individuals designated as having cognitive or psychological
impairments in the context of a far wider recent upsurge of cultural concern in
Germany with “smartness” and |Q and an at once arrogant and anxious rejection
of vulnerability of any kind reaching across significant portions of the ideological
spectrum. Throughout, the aim here is to understand the multifunctional efficacy
of both the eroticization of presumed superiority and the repetitive insistence on
re-hierarchizing human value. Notably, moreover, all of the dynamics | discuss
show up these days in variants on both sides of the Atlantic. Nonetheless, this
essay seeks to consider what aspects of the transhistorically recurrent
phenomenon of fascism we can understand better—based on what is evident in
the strategies of the contemporary political movement AfD and on what we by
now know about the historical experience of Nazism—when we look more



closely at the politics of sexuality and disability in conjunction.’

Sexy Racism

One significant part of AfD’s success involves its “family values” posturing—
even as it also, in only seeming contradiction, luxuriates provocatively in
deliberate sexiness. As noted, there are huge echoes here with Nazism'’s very
similar mix of racism and titillating incitements. The deliberate contradictoriness,
moreover, is itself highly functional, as it expands potential audiences, keeps
opponents guessing, entertains with shrewd humor, and provides ready
deniability in case of critical rebuke. Depending on the context, for example, the
party styles itself as anti-gay and pro-gay. On the one hand, AfD politicians have
embraced a nationalistic “pride month” (Stolzmonat)—replete with the slogan
“against rainbow shit and gender madness”—in overt antagonism to LGBT pride
advocacy. On the other hand, gay voters are appealed to via blunt racism with
such slogans as “My partner and | don't value the acquaintance of Muslim
immigrants, for whom our love is a deadly sin.”?

The heterosexual messaging is similarly mixed. The party celebrates “traditional”
families and jokingly advocates teen sex. It celebrates both sensually pregnant
bodies and virtuously proper white motherhood and it portrays girls in skimpy
bikinis as well as buxom barmaids. And it invokes the threat of rape by men of
color as it simultaneously takes the opportunity to display female nudity in public
spaces—for instance in a large outdoor billboard repurposing the Clark Art
Museum painting The Slave Market (by Léon Géréme, the same artist as on the
cover of Said's Orientalism), together with the tagline “So that Europe does not
become Eurabia.” As feminist art historian Linda Nochlin pointed out decades
ago about this category of painting: white men got to look at lovely naked flesh
and feel indignantly morally superior to men of color at the same time.? Again:
this AfD poster is, after all, also nudity displayed in public space. Notably, the
image was not so different from the many in the Nazi Der Stiirmer, which
attracted gaggles of teens and other “voyeurs” as it was always displayed in
showcases in town squares and which repeatedly featured a naked blonde being
violated by Jewish men—or by snakes with Jewish names.
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More generally, then, and although other scholars seem not to notice this as
much, the strategically successful use of sexiness is actually one of the
strongest resonances between the AfD and the Nazis, who had their own
portrayals of sexy-wholesome breastfeeding and plenty of lissome nudes.* In an
AfD billboard from 2019 the strategy is campy horror-film obvious. More recently,
in 2024 the images were creepier and more cruel, as—speaking of “Remigration’
—in the racism-sexiness mash-up video for a “Remigration Hit” AfD dance party
song. The music video is deliberately audacious in creating with Al a visual echo
of the infamous May 2024 dance party on the island of Sylt at which elite young
Germans were captured on film singing “Deutschland den Deutschen,
Auslander raus.”® This is a different kind of arousal or rush, a flagrant display of a
felt sense of virile superiority to brown and Black men. | think we can read here a



shift over the five years between 2019 and 2024: from sexualized danger-
mongering (though that hasn’t gone away—in fact the other parties, from the
Christian Democrats to the Greens, are now jumping on that bandwagon)® to a
mode of full-on braggadocio, where Schadenfreude reigns and—as Adam
Serwer put it about Trumpism—"the cruelty is the point.”” There is, apparently,
delicious pleasure in being able to cause hurt. The secret memo of fascism to its
followers is not repression. On the contrary, it's a message of permission, of
license and impunity. Or as political theorist Robyn Marasco notes, it’s all about
participation in power.? Indeed, similar forms of sexy racism are embodied by
Trump's secretary of Homeland Security, Kristi Noem.®

Obsessive Hostility to Disability

However, there is another distinctive element in AfD politics: overt and persistent
anti-disability messaging. No other far-right party in the world is obsessed with
disability the way the AfD is, borrowing from the anti-disability playbook—well
developed already before the Nazis, but elaborated by them with massive
propagandistic investment and special ferocity—time-honored strategies of
stirring emotions, above all disgust, and economic worries. This combination
was especially evident in a formal “inquiry” to the government in 2018 with
regard to the (fabricated) issue of migrant families supposedly producing
disproportionately more children with cognitive impairments because of the—
again, imaginary—prevalence of “incestuous” marriage between blood relatives
among refugees.'® As it turns out, this anti-Muslim claim was actually grafted
onto an older anti-Semitic trope from the 1920s, in which it was contended that
Jews produced proportionately more cognitively disabled offspring than gentiles
due to their prevalence of marriages between blood relatives.” And while this
stunt did meet with outraged response from disability rights organizations and
the churches, the AfD was undeterred, with one member insisting that posing
questions was merely a “form of research."?

Yet the AfD’s most consistent animus is directed against inclusion of children
with disabilities in mainstream schools. Apparently, this has turned into the
single most objectionable aspect of the only so recently won rights for people
with disabilities, secured when Germany ratified the UN Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2009. The Convention has
brought great improvements to Germany; it's been, as one legal expert put it, “an
unprecedented success story.”® For example, the federal “Law for the
Strengthening of Participation and Self-Determination of Persons with
Disabilities” (“Bundesteilhabegesetz” for short), going into effect between 2017
and 2023, treats people with disabilities as the authorities on their own lives;
they—not bureaucrats or social workers—can determine with whom they will
live, and hire the assistants they prefer. There's also been an important
“paradigm shift in guardianship law,” newly guaranteeing respect for the will and
the preferences of the person with impairments. In the realm of schooling,
however, there has been public and political conflict. The UNCRPD, in its Article
24, mandates that the segregated special schools for children with various
disabilities must be scaled down and that all children should be included in their
neighborhood-near regular schools from the very start. Expectations were high



that the Convention would force the German school system to welcome children
in all their diversity of abilities. Indeed, the UN's own handbook for politicians—
translated into German as early as 2007—was cheerful about how
unproblematic, easy and not-at-all-expensive it would be to train teachers in
inclusive strategies from the get-go.[footnote Von Ausgrenzung zu
Gleichberechtigung: Verwirklichung der Rechte von Menschen mit
Behinderungen (United Nations, 2007), 82-85 —.] Yet that is not what happened.
The reluctance to embrace inclusion in Germany goes beyond the AfD, as there
remains strong attachment to the hierarchical competitive-selectionist three-tier
school system in which children at age ten are distributed by anticipated
achievement into Gymnasium (to go on to university), Realschule (white-collar
jobs), and Hauptschule (blue-collar working class), supplemented by the
segregated special schools.” But the AfD took an early lead in mobilizing
resistance—and the blatant malice in the language is noteworthy.

What deep-seated insecurities about the citizenry's intelligence might cause the
expectation of sustained proximity—of children with and without disabilities
spending time together—to become such a bone of contention? Already the AfD
party platform of 2016 objected not just that inclusion would incur “significant
expenses” but also that it would “hamper other children in their ‘learning
successes.”" In 2018, AfD politicians campaigned avidly on a reinstatement of
the “achievement-principle” and an end to what was derisively described a
“cuddle-curriculum.” One politician went so far as to assert that if children with
Down syndrome spent time together in class with “normal, healthy” pupils, it
was akin to placing people with “severe contagious diseases” in a hospital ward
together with noninfected patients.’® And the obsession has persisted through
the years since, evident over and over also in regional party platforms."” Most
notoriously, in a televised interview in summer 2023, prominent AfD member
Bjorn Hécke—who led the campaign in Thuringia that just won 32 percent of the
vote—again attacked inclusion of disabled children in schools on grounds that it
harms the ability of the nondisabled to become the “skilled workers of the
future.” “Healthy societies have healthy schools,” he declared, but presently
German children were falling behind in the “most basic” German and math skills.
The cause of this dismaying deterioration? The schools, he said, needed urgently
to be “liberated” from “ideological projects such as inclusion."®

There's a lot to say about this angst around somehow not being a smart-enough
nation. As Kirsten Ehrhardt, a pro-inclusion activist and mother of a son
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endowed with Down syndrome, asked already a decade ago with scathing
sarcasm: “Will 1,000 pupils become stupider just because Henri is sitting there?”
9 But an even more crucial point that requires emphasis is that in fact inclusion
in German schools has not actually happened. It isn't true; it simply cannot be
the cause of German pupils’ purportedly poor abilities.?° Signatory countries’
compliance with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is
recurrently monitored, and Germany is consistently found seriously deficient,
with the failure to provide inclusion in schools as one main reason for that
assessment.?' So the AfD’s attack on inclusion is not what it pretends to be. It s,
we might say, a preemptive counterrevolution. Not a “backlash,” but rather what
could better be called a frontlash—more like anticipatory hostility to something
that has barely yet been tried on a broad scale.

For now, however, a question to hold onto is: What could possibly be the
relationship between the titillating sexiness and the nastiness towards children
with learning challenges? Another riddle is: What is going on in the culture of the
nation that makes obsession with Germans' (supposed) levels of intelligence
suddenly such an imperative matter? And a final question could be: Why should
those who perceive themselves to be nondisabled even care—what do various
fascisms’ anti-disability provocations have to do with all of us?

Not incidentally, as with the sexy racism, so as well with nastiness towards those
with (either purported or real) disabilities, whether cognitive or physical, Trump
too has been, both publicly and privately, vituperative in his mockery and
animus.?2 This was evident in his aggressive and scornful imitation in 2015 of
journalist Serge Kovaleski, who happens to have joint contractures due to
arthrogryposis.?® It was manifest in his remarks to his nephew Fred Trump I,
whose much-loved adult son William has significant impairments and who had
brought other disability rights activist parents to the White House during Trump’s



first term—after which the president opined to Fred that “those people,” i.e.,
adults with multiple and severe impairments, “the shape they're in, all the
expenses, maybe those kinds of people should just die.” (He later told Fred that
perhaps this should be William's fate as well.)?* It has resonated in his absurd
assertion that Kamala Harris was “retarded” in contrast to his endless self-
description as “smart” and having “good genes"?®*—and, just as ludicrously, in
his proposition, shortly after he took office again, that the blame for a tragic

plane crash could possibly be placed on federal aviation workers with “severe
intellectual’ disabilities” supposedly hired by his predecessor Joseph Biden,
whereas what was needed among air traffic controllers were only “our smartest
people ... talented, naturally talented. Geniuses."?®
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2025 —. The White House memo remains online —.
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