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‘End Less’ London Bridge, 2017.

Do we live under totalitarianism?

We only need to press a button to find out.

The term ‘totalitarianism’ is similar to ‘fascism’ insofar as it has been so overused in general conversation as to become meaningless. Indeed, George Orwell protested that the term ‘fascist’ had become meaningless in the 1930s.

The charge of meaninglessness is not quite true, since in specialised and clearly delineated areas the terms ‘totalitarianism’ and ‘fascism’ are meaningful.

But, for the most part, we live in a world of fascist dogs, fascist policemen, fascist traffic lights, fascist waiters, Islamic fascism, fascist neighbours, and so on. Similarly, we have a totalitarian NSA, a totalitarian Tory government, a totalitarian Trump, totalitarian DPRK, and on…

Totalitarianism does mean something quite specific and relevant. And it is my belief that we in the West are quite close to totalitarianism, although it has not arrived yet.

What makes totalitarianism distinct from other forms of government?

Totalitarianism is not merely about having soldiers in jackboots, non-stop propaganda, or a charismatic authoritarian leader. Totalitarianism may have all of these, but the system’s essence – what makes it distinct from tyranny or dictatorship – is that it collapses the world of the public and private.

This observation, made by Hannah Arendt, originates in the notion of the full citizen in the Ancient Greek polis. The citizen emerged, like an actor onto the stage, from the wings of privacy. The wings of his social life consisted of his house, family, and property. These inviolable institutions gave him the necessary depth to be a person.

The word ‘person’ is derived from the Ancient Greek and Etruscan for mask, and it is the private world that gives a man substance behind the mask. This includes the right to private property. Indeed, our word ‘economy’ derives from the Ancient Greek for household management. The citizen who manages his household affairs privately is a free man with a genuine private life.

We must have depth, concealment, and secrets to be fully human and free citizens.

The totalitarian system is a world with a non-existent private realm for the citizen and maximum privacy for the government. It works to achieve this under a coordinated and unified belief system that makes no compromises, and construes itself as being destined by history to scientifically change mankind for the better. Every person under totalitarianism is naked, even their spouse might be a spy for the secret police, and their bowel movements are recorded for future reference. But the government is a mystery to everybody, nobody knows what it is doing. The private economy is destroyed, the family is broken up, and there is no home where one can retreat for privacy – even your mind is not safe.

Orwell’s 1984 (1947) captured this perfectly. Screens, microphones, lack of private economy, and blaring propaganda destroy the private realm in the novel. The novel hinges on a romantic love affair, sometimes carried on in the countryside away from the total technology of the state,  that is an act of private affection in defiance of the state.

By contrast, the dictator or tyrant doesn’t care what you think. He doesn’t mind if you make your children wear ironic ‘He-Man’ t-shirts, argue with your wife, or build a concrete dinosaur in your back garden.

He just cares that you keep your nose out of politics. Don’t march in the streets and don’t talk to foreign journalists. You’ll be fine. “Don’t go getting mixed up in politics,” as your grandmother probably warned you before going to university. Sensible advice, grandma.

The dictatorship can be a relatively pleasant environment for the politically uninterested citizen. Just keep your nose clean.

Totalitarianism does not allow the citizen to be indifferent. There is no personal life for the total state. Arguing with your wife is a political matter: “Lowers productivity at the factory, comrade. Could you submit a report on the steps you are taking to get the relationship back on track?”. The t-shirt your child wears is certainly a political matter. “He-Man? I believe that’s a quasi-fascist hero of the imperialist West, comrade. I’ll have to file a report…”

Worse, because the totalitarian government is secretive, the demands it makes on its citizens are arbitrary and contradictory. Everybody is terrified to conform, but nobody is sure what the latest edict demands.

And asking for clarification is highly suspicious.

The totalitarian government is schizophrenic. And this partly explains why totalitarian leaders are fascinating. Hitler, Stalin, and Kim Jong-un are fascinating because they do not seem to have any weight. We cannot get to the ‘person’ behind them. We feel we can never get to the secret of them, no matter how many books and documentaries we make. They are a perpetual mystery to us. They seem unhuman and so dominate our imaginations.

This is because, like ‘Big Brother’ in 1984, they do not really exist. You cannot be a person in the totalitarian state. Nobody, even the supposedly absolute leader, has a true private realm that allows personhood to emerge. The absolute leader is probably spied upon by his own secret service. This makes his image merely a cypher for the system. Stalin, Hitler, and Kim were everywhere in their societies. Their eyes watched from a hundred thousand posters. But they were also nowhere.

The schizophrenic has a mind exposed to the world. They are unable to filter anything out. They have no interior to retreat to in their mind and so live as a man without a mask. This is why they are so interesting to talk with.

The schizophrenics who told me at length in accidental encounters about how, “White science has been used to conceal the fact that the world is flat,” and that, “I’m not having babies because white people shouldn’t have babies,” were interesting because they had so fully absorbed particular messages prevalent in the mass and social media.

These messages bounce around your sub-conscious at some level, but it is the schizophrenic who identities and obsesses over particular patterns that otherwise sink into the background. But acute pattern recognition and total exposure to the world is a terrifying experience. The schizophrenic is unable to filter these messages appropriately and with critical distance (i.e. it’s just an advert or an opinion that I do not have to believe).

The mind completely exposed to the world is vulnerable. Complete exposure brings about the state that the layman frequently associates with schizophrenia: paranoia. The paranoid schizophrenic is a sub-type, and his disorder matches the condition of the totalitarian state.

The totalitarian state has abolished the personal, internal world that allows a persona to form. Consequently, it has no personal life of its own. It is obsessed that its secrets may be found out. The state demands better security to combat the spies that are everywhere, and it is terrified that secrets are being concealed from it through codes. It sees patterns everywhere, but it cannot see that some patterns are harmless or not direct threats.

“Agents are advised to watch for an unusual prevalence in men (age group 18–25) wearing white shirts in the Brent area. We suspect dissident signalling against the latest targets…”

This is also the condition of the schizophrenic, with his bizarre personal codes and languages. These attempts at encryption are a means to recover the lost private world of the mind.



Reading and writing are anti-totalitarian. And not everybody reads and writes, even if they scan page after page of the Internet or write messages on WhatsApp. That is information absorption and ‘content creation’, but it is not quite reading and writing. We live in a post-literate society. We live in a time where the spoken word is master. The spoken word on YouTube. The spoken word in an outrageous Trump speech (or rhetorically polished Obama speech).

This partly explains why many people are unwilling to take a firm position on life. We temporise. We say, “It’s your opinion, mate.” “I don’t want to impose my view.” This is partly the result of a change in consciousness due to how our world is mediated. The book or newspaper article constituted a complete world. Paper and printing offered almost no opportunity for revision. The enterprise of writing a book or making a film was a one shot deal. A bit like going to the Moon, you had to get everything right first time.

Television – the Internet more so – is like a river. It is endlessly flowing. It is not bounded. We used to talk about surfing it. You can drown in the Internet. People lose days to it. You can’t drown in a book. You can get lost in it, but this implies a labyrinth that can be mastered and escaped.

The nature of the Internet as a medium is to create disorientation and confusion. We no longer know what is true and find life uncanny because we are being swept along in a great river. There is no need to set out a very defined argument or hold a clear and bounded position. That form of reasoning and argument was synonymous with the book, and so it is almost dead.

People tweet contradictory views from one moment to the next. A long YouTube debate ends with the moderator asking, “Can you sum up your position?” The debater responds, “The last two hours are my position.” He has no position to sum up. He cannot remember a set position. There was only the flow of the argument. And who knows how his positions flowed backwards and forward? We can pin nothing down.

It is no surprise that we are confused about our gender, sexuality, sex, nationality, relationships, ideology, and more.

We move within an ambiguous form. The book form demanded precision and commitment. We had to put ink on a page. We are committed to nothing when we bathe in the digital river. This is quite an abrupt change that has occurred in past thirty years and was set up by television before that. We barely notice now. We only know that we are terribly, terribly confused.

Evidence of the advent of the post-literate society is all around us.

I saw a bus advert in London last year that was composed entirely of emojis to create a message. The use of emojis as pictograms or ideograms reflects a degeneration in our language to more primitive forms. Perhaps, in the long run, our language will be reconstructed on the basis of emojis, or emoji-like grams. This would fit neatly with the rise of China, as her language is partly based upon ideograms and pictograms nested within a wider system of logograms.

There is a sympathy in Western language development with the very language system used in the rising China. I doubt this can be a coincidence. We mirror the dominant power in the world without knowing we do so.

We are becoming more oral and icon orientated. We listen to speech and song almost all the time.

Private reading, the development of an internal monologue, is a fairly recent innovation. The novelist Will Self noted that people were astounded to see St. Jerome (4–5AD) reading the Bible to himself in silence. The idea of speaking the words internally was a novelty, and it was a shift in consciousness.

Reading without speaking allows for a form of contemplation to take place that is deep within the individual. It is the equivalent of creating another layer of protection – another private realm aside from property and the home – from which a person may escape from public life. This is its anti-totalitarian element.

Reading, really reading, gives a man depth. He cultivates a voice within him.

Contrast this approach to, say, the reading of the Qur’an, which is often read out loud. This creates a different psychological realm for the adherent. It is not a private realm, but rather it is a means for connecting him to the collective, the Ummah, a union with believers. The fascination with reading aloud is not unique to Islam, but it is a notable facet of the religion, since memorising the Qur’an is seen as a virtue. The madrasa features much chanting of the Qur’an, which is quite a different realm of consciousness to St. Jerome’s private reading of the Bible.

Similarly, the means to create mass obedience often lies in chanting. The DPRK is keen to encourage mass chanting of slogans. Cults of various kinds usually enjoy a bit of mass chanting. The Nazis and Soviets were always coming up with catchphrases for a person to repeat. Chanting and repetition destroys the ego. It makes a person feel ecstatic. But it also terminates thought and privacy. It does so not only for the person who chants, but also for anyone around him. This is why the deepest thinkers always insisted on quiet. And why public music kills our individuality with every note.

The chant is a piece of social technology that can be used to destroy the silent contemplation that gives rise to the individual. Concealment is the beginning of power. The man who has his own thoughts (his own private realm) can retreat from the repeated slogans. He can contemplate and evaluate. He may, perhaps, carry on a dialogue with the text. He speaks to Aristotle or Plato. And he does not repeat the catchphrases of the Party.

This is why the character Winston Smith’s first act of rebellion against Big Brother in 1984 begins with him writing a diary away from the ubiquitous screens and loudspeaker slogans. The act of reading and writing separates him from the system. It creates an enclave within the system.

The acts of reading and writing are elitist. Totalitarianism is usually democratic. 
· The communists wanted an equality of class. 
· The Nazis wanted an equality of blood (all Aryans united as equals). 
· The contemporary technocratic liberals want equality of outcome for everyone.

The person who reads and writes is not interested in trying to achieve equality. He reads and writes to distinguish himself. The system hates this.

The ability to read silently is like making a walled garden for the person to become an individual. And a literate civilisation will have a different tenor to a mass civilisation not based on literacy. The ability to form this deeper private world is under general assault by technology. Screens, music in public, earphones, the constant chatter of the TV, and so on have destroyed much of our ability to become deep. This is all without much explicit political content, although our screens are syrupy with moralised appeals and meretricious lies that serve power.

In this sense, our technological environment is inherently totalitarian. The very process of technological development has changed human consciousness so that the privacy required for liberty and resistance to totalitarianism is no longer possible. We are, online, becoming unhuman.

Additionally, the practical reality is that our phones, computers, and consumer gadgets provide ample networked cameras and microphones for the enterprising state to utilise, if it so wishes. The infrastructure, far superior to anything the Soviets or Nazis achieved, is available. To completely collapse the private realm, our government only needs to press a button. Then we will be as Winston Smith was in 1984, afraid to speak in case the microphones pick up what we say. We will have to leave our phones behind and walk into the countryside if we wish to really be alone – if the drones don’t sweep over us.

We can become more superficially ‘individual’ through our social media and economic preferences. But, in reality, these preferences are those of an atomised consumer. And the more we try to be different, the more we end up being exactly the same as everyone else. Just look at those hipster coffee shops! You know the ones I mean. These shops are owned as small businesses, but – despite pretension to individuality – the shops all have the same austere furniture, the same milk jugs, the same moustaches and tattoos on the staff, the same ironic posters…

This is the illusion of individuality, a parody of it. There is nothing wrong with these coffee shops, which are all perfectly pleasant. But, ironically enough, they are as identical as a branch of Starbucks while supposedly asserting their individuality against corporate conformity. And they look exactly the same in Tehran (yes, there are hipsters in Tehran) as Brixton or Bangkok.

But this does not mean that individuality does not exist. It is simply that individuality is not reducible to consumer choices or distinctive fashion, though these may play a role.

Only an adolescent would make this mistake.

But our societies are locked in permanent adolescence. I should know, I certainly am an overgrown adolescent. And so we do not know what we have lost, even as we become more individually atomised.



Secrecy was an important innovation in making our civilisations. When we think about crypto currencies, NSA codes, Julian Assange, your PIN number, the Pentagon Papers, locks on doors, and curtains we can see that we put a lot of effort into the creation of privacy. And we feel a sense of offence when we see a person out of place. “That day he came into the office and cried…” That is meant to happen secretly.

We begin to grow up when we can lock our own rooms in our own houses. “Don’t you dare lock that door on me,” says the outraged parent to the teenager. The lack of privacy is a sign of childhood, and the state has made children of us all. We assert our independence by hiding things: sweets, cannabis, pornography, and other contraband.

And there is a sense that a large part of life is about breaking locks and codes. The school examination and job interview are codes of a sort. We all want to know the ‘secret of success’. We want to ‘unlock’ a person’s heart in cheesy romances. The secret, the pattern, and the code. The old iron key is a code – a metal pattern – that depresses the pins in a lock.  [We know what you mean!]
To an extraordinary degree we look upon other humans and institutions as coded patterns to be broken – and we are, in our DNA, a pattern ourselves, carried across time.

And do you like the patterns I am making on your eye now? It’s all encoded, if you don’t read English. Welcome to the secret, friend.

What our technological world has achieved is a break in privacy, even as the Internet itself is based upon codes and code breaking. What were the first electronic computers designed to do? Break codes. German and Japanese codes in wartime. The purpose of the electronic computer has from the first always been to break up privacy (and later recreate it). The Wikileaks project, the anarchy of 4chan, and amateur pornography on RedTube all represent different ways that the Internet has ripped the veil of privacy.

My point is not exactly moral or original. The implications are already obvious to most people. Political changes, such as the Arab Spring, were driven by images that would have previously been prevented from becoming public. Trump, the migrant crisis, and the rise of Islamism have all been demonstrations of the Internet’s power to reveal what would otherwise have been concealed.

Secrecy is essential for religion, since secrecy creates a sense of the sacred. The Jewish Temple in Jerusalem contained the Holy of Holies that housed the Ark and was strictly off limits to almost all people. The shaman in the primitive religions of the worlds has his secrets and rites to pass onwards to his successor. Scientology is a contemporary cult with extraordinary secret rites that are often leaked to the public.

There is a sense that the Internet – often used to reveal information about Scientology and other cults – is breaking down the sacred. Pornography has always been an important component of the Internet, and pornography is essentially a matter of seeing what should not be seen others. And its existence – often outside the realm of the prostitutes hired to make professional films – is an ongoing assault on the sacred.

But the Internet also offers new means of concealment and secrecy. The Dark Web, crypto currency, Tor, VPNs, and other projects designed to hide human activities and extend secrecy into realms where it did not exist before. These forms of secrecy are often put to malign use. And the question is, if these persist, will this secrecy be used to restore a sense of the private self that the development of the Internet has destroyed?

There is depth to be found in darkness and abysses. And we all need depth – a dark space from which we emerge to face others. The trick is, of course, not to be possessed by those dark places.



Totalitarianism is merely a button press away. All we lack is a political regime with a formerly consolidated ideology and the will to act. Our hegemonic ideology is technocratic liberalism, but this has not achieved complete ideological coordination. There are disagreements within the governing technocracy.

And there are a few tiny areas of resistance in business, among the fascists and communists, among the hackers, the religious fanatics, Internet wackos, and the traditionalists who resist the system while being (barely) tolerated.

All that is required for totalitarianism to rise is for complete ideological coordination to be achieved within the technocracy, along with a suitable justification (terror or the rise of the authoritarian right) for the state to activate the pre-existing infrastructure of surveillance without restraint.
And our political polarisation in the West is creating the conditions where a fully consolidated ideology could emerge. The line is roughly drawn between a hegemonic ideology of technocratic liberalism that seeks the dissolution of all people, all religion, all genuine individuality, all borders, and all tradition and an emergent force that is chthonic, residually nationalistic (even though the nation is dead), religious, rooted, traditional, and idiosyncratic.

The question: who can seize the instruments of technological surveillance, sousveillance [the recording of an activity by a participant in the activity, typically by way of small wearable or portable personal technologies.], and command   first?

Trump and Brexit are helping the liberal technocracy consolidate around a common enemy. If they achieve power, the temptation will be to institute a fully totalitarian regime (defending liberal democracy, of course) in order to crush the danger from populism. Alternatively, Trump or another populist government may act first. But it is the technocratic faction, deeply embedded in the education institutions, media, and bureaucracy, that holds most of the cards.

When they act, the private realm will collapse immediately and almost completely. We will live in the most wonderfully adjusted totalitarian system yet seen.

These opposed political forms are, of course, not new. But we are undergoing a reconfiguration in the forces generally described as ‘left’ and ‘right’ at a global scale. The old forms of expression no longer satisfy. Marxism, social democracy, nationalism, and so on are antique. They exist, with some residual potency, but as forms of Live Action Role Playing.

Beneath all this lies the computer. Our computers rely on cybernetics, the discipline of regulating systems. The word derives from the Ancient Greek κυβερνητική, which means ‘governance’ and is derived from the word for ‘helmsman’. Chairman Mao was, of course, known as ‘the Great Helmsman’. There is a close connection between cybernetics and politics. Cybernetics has always been at the forefront of how we are governed, it is only now that we associate it only with computers.

What is a country, nation, and state if not a system of regulation? Thomas Hobbes, that fearsome old political philosopher, wrote in the shadow of the English Civil War and is regarded as being among the first cyberneticians. His regulated system was the strong sovereign, the Leviathan, that would extirpate any religious factionalism with ruthless centralism and unitary sovereignty. Cybernetics was Hobbes’s answer to the religious strife of the English Civil War.

Martin Heidegger, the German philosopher, said about forty years ago that philosophy as it had been understood in the West for the last several centuries was over. “What comes next?” asked the interviewer. “Cybernetics,” replied Heidegger.

Are our political upheavals over the last few years merely a vast cybernetic system sorting us into a pattern of optimal regulation? It is not too far-fetched to believe so, especially if man is reduced to another pattern or algorithm to be recognised, hacked, and adjusted. As noted above, our life is not much more a pattern or code looked at from the right level.

People frequently complain that they feel that they are living within a simulation. This impression could simply be the rational actions of a new system adjusting existing reality into an optimum form of regulation. The feeling would be uncanny, since the system is shifting into a form of optimum regulation quite unlike previous forms of human organisation.

Such a system would not have to be conscious or intelligent as we commonly understand those terms. The system could simply be the function of millions upon millions of slaved computers and algorithms working towards optimisation in their domains. After all, the humans mind (which is presumably the font of consciousness), is the sum of numerous minor operations at the cellular level. You cannot find your mind in any one cell, and you could not find a global cybernetic system in any one computer.

This is all a little wild, but it seems plausible – especially after a few beers.

The notion of collective intelligence and coordination, though found in the West, are more or less anti-Western forms. Even highly collectivist regimes in the West have seemed out of place in the West. The Nazis, for example, used a symbol – the swastika – that they perverted from Hinduism. Their ideology contained an appeal to the Far East, it is no surprise that the Japanese, with their egoless Zen and Shinto, became ‘honourable Aryans’.

Further, the collectivist projects of Nazism and fascism claimed to be emergency measures to protect the individual in the face of communism. This is why fascism has an oddly liberal basis. There is a sense that fascism is liberalism – traditionally an elitist ideology – in a state of emergency. Even Western collectivism had to be couched, in part, as an extraordinary defence of the individual.

The West has always been obsessed with the individual, whether in the form of Socrates or the cowboy. The Far East stressed collective harmony. But our new Internet-mediated life branches abruptly. It allows the possibility of coordination or control (rate your neighbour for their pro-social attitudes using an app, anyone? China has done it) at a level previously unseen in human history. China is, again, well suited to emojis and a cybernetic future. Mao was the great helmsman, but the new China has a greater helmsman still – cybernetics.

But at the same time when we look at the anarchy of 4chan and the ever spunky Julian Assange, we see the individualistic and chaotic element of the Internet.

The Chinese means of state regulation through face recognition and other intrusive technological techniques represents a kind of imposed order, and it has a superficial element of order found in all totalitarian systems.

The goosestepping perfectionism of totalitarianism is an illusion of order, as is the total surveillance state. The totalitarian regime appears to be perfectly in order, but actually the bureaucracy is usually involved in vicious infighting. This was satirised by Woody Allen in a short story about Hitler’s imaginary barber. The barber recounts how each top Nazi official would vie with the other for a different hairstyle. Goering would be growing a great moustache while Himmler would be cultivating sideburns as a hirsute rebuke.

Allen was mocking the way all the different departments in the Nazi state fought with each other and worked at cross purposes. The department chiefs didn’t compete on facial hair, but they argued and sabotaged each other on myriad other matters. There was a similar chaotic reality behind the Soviet facade of order. [And the US Deep State?]
Totalitarianism appears ordered, but it is like the over fussy person who cleans their room all the time while being a neurotic mess on the inside. The wacky professor who sits amid piles of books, unconsumed whiskey in a glass, and overflowing ash trays does so because he has a remarkably ordered mind.

But totalitarianism is, as noted, schizophrenic. It cannot order itself when the whole world is rushing at it. Difficult to prioritise when everything is rushing at you at once, and there is a conspiracy everywhere.

The alternative exemplified by Julian Assange, 4chan, and ruthless Chinese entrepreneurs – though superficially chaotic – offers the possibility of the souk. The souk is a messy and noisy place, but it is fantastic at ordering an economy efficiently. And it is this element of spontaneous order, genuine anarchy, that is hidden in China’s antic capitalism – as it is hidden in the West’s occult Internet.

Freedom is on the frontier, and the frontier is the shady Chinese speculator and the American online drug dealer. These are not virtuous men, but they are free men. And that, in a world of potential global totalitarianism, is something.

We look for the overt disorder that all the while really contains a hidden harmony.

This is the future of freedom: Laozi.
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