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The Insurrection Moment: Intoxication, Conspiracy,
Assault

Nidesh Lawtoo

Abstract The Storming of the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021
took many by surprise, yet mimetic studies had long warned
against the powers of leaders that aspire to fascism to turn a mob
contra democracy. This essay draws from a genealogy of imma-
nent thinkers of mimetic contagion—from Nietzsche to Deleuze,
Foucault to Charlie Brooker —to revisit the attack on the Capitol
from the perspective of simulations that are false, yet generate all-
too-real intoxications in the crowd. It argues that if modernism
witnessed the “decay of the mimetic faculty” (Benjamin 1986) we
are now witnessing its revival in the digital age —if only because
new media disseminate hypermimetic conspiracy theories that go
viral online and can be turned to (new) fascist practices offline.

The storming of the US Capitol on January 6, 2021 was a harrowing
moment in US political history that cast a shadow on western democ-
racy more generally. It confirmed what a minor tradition in political
theory, continental philosophy, history, and the transdisciplinary field
of mimetic studies had been warning against for some time in theory,
and yet left dominant institutions surprisingly unprepared in practice.
In the wake of Donald Trump’s presidential election in 2016, a number
of dissenting theoretical voices have consistently warned that leaders
on the far-right in the US—but also Europe, South America, Asia and
other parts of the world —should not simply be dismissed as popu-
list, conservative, or right-wing, for they promote emerging forms of
“tyranny,” “neo-fascism,” “aspirational fascism,” or “cyber-fascism”
whose threats to democracy are currently manifest on the political
scene.! While not identical to the fascist leaders of the past century,
these figures are currently reloading aggressive anti-democratic tactics
well-known from historical fascism via new media that amplify the
affective, contagious, and in this sense, mimetic powers constitutive of
“(new) fascism.”?

Long relegated to the sphere of aesthetic representation of reality
(or mimetic realism), mimesis, as I have argued, animates a thoroughly
imitative species prone to mimicking others’ opinions, beliefs, and atti-
tudes (or homo mimeticus) with wide-ranging philosophical, aesthetic,
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psychological, and political implications.® Central to the rise of histor-
ical fascism in Europe, this mimetic (will to) power is characterized
by affective contagion, unconscious mimicry, and disconcerting forms
of psychic dispossession that are currently reloaded by anti-demo-
cratic leaders who rely on conspiracy theories that are epistemologi-
cally false in theory in order to trigger insurrections with all-too-real
political effects in practice. It is in fact becoming increasingly clear that
(new) fascist leaders in the digital age increasingly turn to new media
not only to blur the distinction between truth and lies, copies and orig-
inals, facts and alternative facts (mimesis as false representation, or
mimetic lie) —though they do that repeatedly and with growing effi-
cacy. These leaders also rely on the affective, contagious, and infec-
tive powers of mimesis to operate on digital users” embodied actions
and reactions, generating influences that are most manifest in violent
crowds, or mobs, but are equally at play in conspiracy theories that
go viral online before triggering violent insurrections offline (mimesis
as affective contagion, or mimetic power).* The theoretical purchase
of revisiting the ancient concept of mimesis to cast new light on the
growing influence of conspiracy theories with the potential to culmi-
nate in (new) fascist insurrections is thus at least double: first, mimesis
is currently reloaded by new digital media that do not promote realistic
representations of realty but rely on algorithms to generate contagious,
performative, and at times violent effects in the real world constitu-
tive of what I call the “powers of mimesis;”® second, mimesis is central
to the dissolution of the autonomous, rational, volitional subject qua
Homo sapiens that, in the US and around the world more generally,
is increasingly shadowed and perhaps overtaken by a suggestible,
unconscious, and highly influenceable subject qua homo mimeticus that
is easy prey to the conspiratorial beliefs that “nothing happens by acci-
dent; nothing is as its seems; everything is connected” —and is ready
to act on those beliefs.®

At the dawn of the twentieth century, Walter Benjamin influen-
tially argued that the use of language and the mediation it entails
induced a “decay of the mimetic faculty,”” but does this evaluation still
hold true for the digital age? If Benjamin saw that “[c]hildren’s play
is everywhere permeated by mimetic modes of behavior” that leads
them to “become and behave like something [or someone] else,”® new
generations playing with new media are now also everywhere perme-
ated by a mimetic drive whose contagious and performative powers
we still need to fully understand. In this article, I join forces with an
emerging “mimetic turn, or re-turn” of attention to mimesis in political
theory’ to argue that the shift from a linguistic age to a digital age is
currently triggering an explosion of the mimetic faculty I call hypermimesis,
a contagious, rhizomatic, and transnational explosion in urgent need
of new diagnostics for the twenty-first century.
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The storming of the US Capitol is an exemplary case in point that
allows us to reevaluate the powers of (hyper)mimesis in the digital
age from three related perspectives. First, it made palpably visible
the potential of violent, anti-democratic, and intoxicating affects
to spread contagiously from leaders to crowds ready to transform
linguistic suggestions into violent actions —a tendency known from a
longstanding tradition in critical theory that harkens back to crowd
psychology. Second, it showed how (new) fascist leaders rely on (new)
algorithmic media to spread Big Lies which substitute facts for alter-
native facts in ways that render the distinction between truth and lies
blurry at best—a strategy familiar from propaganda tactics that are
now grouped under the rubric of “post-truth.” Last but not least, this
case study reveals the powers of new media like Twitter, Facebook,
YouTube among others to generate conspiracy theories that go viral
online before generating mass contagion offline.’ I shall argue that
conspiracy theories are hypermimetically efficacious not only because of
the false reality they (mis)represent—mimesis as a false image or copy
of reality. Rather, they are efficacious because they turn what Gilles
Deleuze calls “the powers of the false” to contagious, intoxicating, and
insurrectionist (new) fascist use.

Deleuze is a privileged figure in our genealogy of the immanent
powers (hyper)mimesis not only because he foregrounds contempo-
rary (poststructuralist) concerns with the dissolution of the subject, but
also because he roots this dissolution in a much longer genealogy that
harkens back to ancient (Dionysian) forms of will to power I take to be
at the origins of mimetic studies." My genealogical approach shall thus
be Janus-faced: it looks back in order to better see ahead. Drawing on
the ancient, yetalso modern and contemporary, realization that humans
are, for better and worse, imitative creatures, or homo mimeticus, I artic-
ulate a genealogy of the powers of the false that has intoxicating forms
of (hyper)mimetic contagion as a main medium via three different but
related genealogical “moments.” First, I step back, via Deleuze, to what
Nietzsche described in The Birth of Tragedy as the power of Dionysian
contagion to generate “hallucinations shared by entire communities or
assemblies at a cult”*? in view of leaping ahead to contemporary mani-
festations of the intoxicating powers of cults to generate mob behavior
(or Dionysian moment). Second, I revisit the storming of the US Capitol
on January 6, 2021 on the shoulders of both Deleuze and Nietzsche to
argue that the intoxicating power of Donald Trump’s speech relied not
only on the mimetic efficacy of his rhetoric and the suggestibility of the
crowd, but also on the proliferation of hyperreal simulations internal
to conspiracy theories that have nothing to do with reality, yet generate
all too mimetic, or rather, hypermimetic practices that were massively
at play during the storming (or the Trump moment). Lastly, given that
part of Trump’s success in winning the elections stemmed from his
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practice as an actor hosting a TV reality show (and mimesis comes from
mimos, actor), I conclude with a mirroring fictional case study drama-
tized in an episode of the award-winning British TV series Black Mirror
(Charlie Brooker, 2011-2019) titled, The Waldo Moment that anticipates
the powers of hypermimetic simulations online to overturn demo-
cratic governments offline (or the Waldo moment). This mirroring
reflection also suggests that these forms of digitally-induced insurrec-
tions are not exceptional “moments” in the rise of (new) fascist threats,
but are likely to serve as models for insurrections to come. In the end,
Black Mirror provides a dark, yet nonetheless revealing reflection that
urges future-oriented political theorists to reflect critically on the laws
of hypermimesis responsible for turning an online conspiracy theory
into a most harrowing moment in contemporary US history —a (new)
fascist moment that casts a shadow on world democracy tout court.

The Dionysian Moment: False Powers in the Collective Soul

Wherein lies the affective power of conspiracy theories that are obvi-
ously false in their representation of reality, yet induce truly felt intox-
ications that now reach massive proportions in contemporary poli-
tics? And if this (will to) power is both affective and contagious in its
collective nature, introducing transformations of identity that lead a
multiplicity of subjects to become other while feeling the same intoxi-
cation, could there be a genealogical link between the powers of falsi-
ties internal to conspiracy theories and what Gilles Deleuze called, the
“powers of the false [puissance du faux]?”*

At first sight, the genealogical connection appears far-fetched. It
is in fact well-known that in his philosophical reflection on the time-
image in Cinema 2, Deleuze influentially argues that “the false,” and
the cinematic simulations it entails, is not at all a power that should
be condemned for its false or illusory representation of reality. Such
a critical move would be in line with the dominant metaphysical
(Platonic) tradition Deleuze is up against, for it reduces artistic images
to mere shadows, copies, or phantoms at two removes from reality.
On the contrary, Deleuze steps back to a minor (Nietzschean) cele-
bration of aesthetic forms of Dionysian “will to power” in order to
overturn dominant metaphysical binaries that oppose truth to falsity.
As Deleuze puts it at the outset of his chapter on “The Powers of the
False”: “it is Nietzsche, who, under the name of “will to power,” substi-
tutes the power of the false for the form of the true, and resolves the
crisis of truth, wanting to settle it once and for all,...in favour of the
false and its artistic, creative powers.”** This philosophical affirma-
tion of the power of cinematic simulacra has been immensely produc-
tive. It promoted an immanent aesthetics of becoming that Deleuze,
drawing on a minor tradition that goes from Nietzsche to Bergson,
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Spinoza to Whitehead, brought to the foreground at the twilight of
the twentieth century for a number of philosophical reasons. First, it
completed Nietzsche’s overturning of Platonic metaphysics by cele-
brating the immanent powers of artistic simulations that should not
be dismissed as illusory shadows or phantoms for they are not simply
“copies” or “images with resemblances,” but rather “simulacra” or
“images without resemblance.””® Second, these simulacra manifest
what Deleuze also calls “the power of a phantom” (puissance du phan-
tasme) constitutive of a “Dionysian machine” (machine dionysiaque)
that sets in motion an ontology of becoming influential for political
theory." Third, Deleuze affirmed the (will to) power of moving images
to generate life-affirmative processes of becoming other that destabi-
lize the ontology of the self-identical subject predicated on the logic
of the same —if only because it rests on the realization that the ego, or
I, is “another [Je est un autre].”"” And last but not least, the powers of
the false raised the “metamorphic” potential of cinema beyond narrow
realistic concerns with referential truth in view of generating a world
of metamorphosis Deleuze, once again echoing Nietzsche, identified
as “the power of the false of Dionysus itself.”*® All this is well-known;
the influence of Deleuze’s Cinema books in general and affirmation of
simulacra in particular is well-attested; given the aesthetic-ontological
context where this affirmation of cinema’s Dionysian will to power
takes place, we are far removed indeed from the political shadows cast
by conspiracy theories online chaining a growing number of constitu-
encies to false appearances they collectively mistake for reality offline.

And yet, genealogical lenses tend to avoid unilateral evalu-
ations, especially when what’s at stake are the powers of a protean
god like Dionysus. The very same genealogy of cinematic simula-
tions Deleuze relies on, in fact, calls attention to the untimely reali-
zation that the powers of the false go beyond good and evil in the
sense that the liberating aesthetic power of art can be put to violent
political use. Well before Deleuze, Nietzsche already diagnosed this
duplicity constitutive of Dionysian forms of contagious intoxications.
As a philologist trained in classics, he knew that the god Dionysus, as
dramatized for instance in Euripides’ The Bacchae, was Janus-faced: on
one side, his will to power is affirmative, joyful, even feminine in his
aesthetic, embodied, and immanent manifestations that, for Nietzsche,
once mediated by Apollonian representations, gave birth to tragic
art. On the other side, Dionysus is also genealogically connected to
chthonic mystery cults that spread “epidemically,” generating collec-
tive forms of “intoxication” [Rausch] that, as also staged in The Bacchae,
culminated in violent sacrifices whereby bodies could be “torn to
pieces.”? It is with the second, darker side of Dionysus in mind that
in his “Attempt at Self-Critique,” written in 1886 to supplement his
earlier diagnostic of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche reevaluates what
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he now critically calls a “rhapsodic book” for the youthful celebration
of Dionysian intoxication it entails.”® Acknowledging that “the name
Dionysus was added as one more question mark” in his celebration of
life as an aesthetic phenomenon, Nietzsche now changes perspective
from aesthetics to psychology as he defines the Dionysian as a “diffi-
cult psychological question,” which he had previously failed to fully
answer.”! Writing from a clinical perspective constitutive of a self-pro-
claimed philosophical physician, he now convokes the pathological
language of “neurosis” to account for a type of “degeneration” that
is not only aesthetic but cultural, not only past-oriented but present-
and future-oriented. Thus Nietzsche asks, in a diagnostic arrow that
reaches into the present: “Is [Dionysian] madness perhaps not neces-
sarily the symptom of degeneration, decline, and the final stage of
culture?”*

What is certain is that Nietzsche’s re-evaluation of Dionysian
will to power shifts the focus from the aesthetics and metaphysics of
his early period to the psychological and political preoccupations of
his later period. His critique of the Dionysian cult as a symptom of
“degeneration” or “decadence,” cannot in fact be dissociated from his
ambivalent relation to Wagner’s romantic aesthetics in general, and
the latter’s will to power over the modern phenomenon of the crowd
in particular. Schematically put, if in his early period Nietzsche sides
with Wagner contra Plato in order to celebrate the contagious powers
of Dionysian mimesis and the intoxication it entails, in his later period
Nietzsche overturns this perspective to side with Plato contra Wagner,
critiquing the contagious powers of mimesis internal to the collec-
tive “herd” or “crowd.” In The Case of Wagner, for instance, Nietzsche
relies again on the pathological language of “neurosis” to critique his
former model while also supplementing the diagnostic language of
“hypnosis” and “suggestion” to account for how Wagner “persuaded
the masses” [Massen].” The latter operates by way of a tyrannical and
theatrical will to power characteristic of an actor, or mime. As Nietzsche
puts it: “The actor Wagner is a tyrant, his pathos topples every taste,
every resistance”; speaking of his former model as a “an incomparable
histrio, the greatest mime,” he specifies that the efficacy of “Wagner’s
pathos” stems from a “theatrical rhetoric, a means of expression, of
underscoring gestures, of suggestion.”* In sum, Wagner, the former
avatar of Dionysus, is now characterized by a mimetic power, or
“pathos,” which, via the medium of a theatrical rhetoric characterized
by gestures and expressions, has the will to power to generate what
Nietzsche calls “suggestion” — that is, what a pre-Freudian tradition of
the unconscious defines as “a peculiar aptitude for transforming the
idea received into an act.”? That for Nietzsche these suggestions are
not only aesthetic but have political implications is indicated between
the lines. In fact, he claims that the crowd under the suggestive spell
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of Wagner —whose ideology, he critically specifies, included German
nationalism and anti-Semitism — capitulates to the will to power of
what Nietzsche now calls, drawing on a political register, a “leader.”
The German term Nietzsche uses is ominous: he calls this leader a
“Fiihrer.”* There is, indeed, an embryonic critique of fascism internal to
Nietzsche’s psychological diagnostic of the crowd’s tendencies to fall
under the spell of an authoritarian leader endowed with will to power
that Nietzsche scholars have identified.” What we must add is that
when Nietzsche returns to re-evaluate the false powers of Dionysus
in “Attempt at Self-Critique” to generate what he calls “visions and
hallucinations shared by entire communities [Gemeinden] or assem-
blies at a cult [Kultversammlung],”*® he is speaking of the powers of
Dionysus in classical antiquity. Yet if we consider the philological fact
that Gemeinden in German implies a political assembly that, Nietzsche
warns us, can turn into a religious cult, the intended echoes with his
larger critique of modern crowd behavior and the psychic subjugation
to tyrannical leaders it entails are clear. At one remove, equally clear is
the untimely value of a diagnostic of hallucinatory intoxications that
originate in violent cults in the classical and modern age yet, under
the influence of new tyrannical leaders qua actors, continue to animate
contemporary cults that spread contagiously in the digital age. I shall
return to them.

For the moment, it suffices to say that Deleuze, as a careful reader
of Nietzsche, was not oblivious to the dangerous powers internal to
collective, life-negating, and power-driven forms of will to power that
generate flows of collective sameness rather than individual differ-
ence. The political danger of fascist sameness is a case in point already
addressed by conspiracy theorists. Timothy Melley, for instance, notes
that “for many postwar and postmodern writers, the prospect of an
‘egoless,” or ‘anti-oedipal,” mode of being has hardly seemed a prom-
ising form of resistance to fascism.”? Still, these anti-oedipal theorists
themselves did not indiscriminately celebrate the dissolution of the
ego. On the contrary, a genealogy of ego-loss can call attention to the
spell of fascism. As Michel Foucault was quick to note in his preface
to Anti-Oedipus, the “strategic adversary” of this book is “fascism,” by
which Foucault does not mean “historical fascism,” but rather what he
calls, in a genealogical mood, “the fascism in us all, in our heads, and
in our everyday behavior, the fascism that causes us to love power, to
desire the very thing that dominates and exploits us.”** Thus reframed
fascism is not simply a danger of the past; it is above all a power that
continues to exploit us in the present; mimetic dissolutions of the
autonomous subject are not only cause of deterritorializing possibil-
ities; they also call for new diagnostics of fascist contagion and the
territorial phantoms it generates.
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Now, this Deleuzian preoccupation with fascism, or micro-fas-
cism, is not usually mentioned in the context of his aesthetic celebra-
tion of the powers of the false qua Dionysian becoming; nor is it center-
stage in postmodern critiques of the subject. Still, Foucault is right to
see that it informs Deleuze’s micropolitics of mimetic forms of will
to power internal to modernist prophets of Dionysus. Thus, in Essays
Critical and Clinical, in the context of a discussion of another imma-
nent thinker Deleuze considers “very close to Nietzsche,”*! —namely,
D.H. Lawrence — Deleuze echoes Nietzsche’s suspicion of the crowd
via a diagnostic of what he calls the “collective soul” [dme collective].
Deleuze, in fact, specifies that both Nietzsche and Lawrence share
an antagonism for a type of collective sameness that cannot easily be
peeled away from political power. On the contrary, it wants to take
hold of Power —and more:

What the collective soul wants is Power [Pouvoir]... The collective
soul does not simply want to seize power or to replace the despot.
On the one hand, it wants to destroy power, it hates power and
strength [le pouvoir et la puissance]... On the other hand, howev-
er, it also wants to penetrate [glisser] into every pore of power, to
swarm in its centers [essaimer les foyers], to multiply them through-
out the universe. It wants a cosmopolitan power, not in full view
like the Empire, but rather in every nook and cranny, in every dark
corner, in every fold of the collective soul.*?

Political power should not be confused with that Deleuze calls “puis-
sance” and Nietzsche calls “will to power” (volonté de puissance in French
translation): the former is life-negating and animated by sad passions,
whereas the latter is affirmative and animated by gay passions. Or, to
put it in Deleuze’s Spinozist language, the former is a manifestation
of potestas, generating “malice,” whereas the latter is a manifestation
of potential, generating “joy.”* Yet the power which Nietzsche consid-
ered both constitutive of Wagner’s theatrical-hypnotic-mimetic pathos
in particular and of the will to power in general —“the will to power
not as a Being not as a becoming but a pathos,” he writes in a fragment
of The Will to Power** —has the disconcerting ability to turn potentia into
potestas, joy and affirmation into malice and resentment, will to power
into political will power. A Janus-faced political leader can in fact
channel the dark powers of Dionysus into the collective soul, leading
a pathological contagion to slide into egos that are already predis-
posed to becoming other (remember Rimbaud’s Je est un autre) and to
spread rhizomatically via movements that do not affirm revolutionary
becoming but are internal to becoming fascist instead.

Deleuze’s dual warning against the crowd aiming to both “destroy
power” and infiltrate it in order to swarm the nooks and crannies of
the collective soul is a diagnostic that looks back to the fascism of



Lawtoo | The Insurrection Moment: Intoxication, Conspiracy, Assault 13

the past century to warn us against emerging forms of cosmopolitan
fascism in the present century. In fact, what Deleuze says of Lawrence’s
take on the collective soul via his minor literature, applies equally to
Nietzsche and the Dionysian soul internal to the powers of the false in
cinema — stretching to inform what Foucault called the “fascism in us
all.” Deleuze confirms the diagnostic as follows:

there is always the risk that a diseased state will interrupt the pro-
cess of becoming; health and athleticism both confront the same
ambiguity, the constant risk that a delirium of domination will be
mixed with a bastard delirium, pushing literature toward a lar-
val fascism [fascisme larvé], the disease against which it fights even
if this means diagnosing the fascism within itself and fighting
against itself.*®

Potestas contra potentia, Dionysian will to power contra fascist will-
power, the powers of the false contra false powers —in a nutshell, power
contra power. Our Janus-faced genealogy of Dionysian moments of
intoxication confirms that the opposition between these competitive
powers is far from stable. It is true that figures like Nietzsche and
Lawrence in their celebration of masters over slaves, the sovereign
individual over the collective herd, were partially complicit with tyran-
nical forms of will to power they denounce in their later writings.* But
it is equally true that their diagnostic of collective intoxications at play
in modern cults sets up a diagnostic mirror to the powers of the false
to infiltrate contemporary politics. On the shoulders of both Nietzsche
and Deleuze we shall thus go beyond the mimetic powers of both
literature and cinema to account for the false hypermimetic powers
internal to social media. To be sure, collective hallucinations infected
entire communities via intoxicating cults in the past century. We have
sufficient evidence that such cults can also spread contagiously via
new media that reload the violent powers of Dionysus online gener-
ating (new) fascist hallucinations in the present century.

The Trump Moment: Storming the Capitol

The Storming of the US Capitol in Washington D.C. on January 6, 2021
provides a dark and harrowing, yet no less exemplary case study to
account for anti-democratic tendencies constitutive of US politics and
history.*” My focus here is on the infectious side of Dionysian powers
in the digital age reloaded via conspiracy cults that spread online,
yet also generate violent political intoxications offline. The context
is different but the genealogical connection with the false powers of
mimesis is direct. The conspiracy theory of “election fraud” that went
viral through new media asserting that Joseph R. Biden “stole the
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election” was not based on the simple logic of mimesis understood
as realistic “representation” or mirror of reality, as considered by a
tradition that goes from Plato to Erich Auerbach.* Yet this conspiracy
should not be dismissed as a “hyperreal simulation” having nothing to
do with the logic of “imitation,” as Jean Baudrillard diagnosed for the
postmodern period.* Rather, a Nietzschean diagnostic of the powers
of the false internal to conspiracy theories suggests that these powers
retroact performatively on the immanent materiality political life,
generating contagious, mimetic, or better, hypermimetic actions and
intoxicating reactions that emerge from the interplay between hyper-
real simulations online and all-too-mimetic behavior offline.

Following Donald Trump’s electoral defeat and refusal to concede
to Joseph Biden as the 46™ president-elect of the United States, the
mob assault on the U. S. Capitol concluded four years of Trump’s cata-
strophic presidency amplified by a global pandemic with a theoret-
ically all-too-foreseeable, yet practically unforeseen insurrection qua
domestic terrorist attack that led to at least seven casualties. In terms
of the number of casualties, this insurrection cannot be compared to
other anti-democratic actions such as the invasion of Iraq for instance
(with estimates of causalities ranging from a hundred and fifty thou-
sand to over a million deaths). Still, the insurrection was a domestic
symptom that made all-too-visible (new) fascist forces emerging from
within US politics itself. The assault was consciously triggered by a
chameleon figure, or histrio, endowed with the theatrical ability to
generate hypnotizing mass-identifications via a reality TV show (The
Apprentice, 2004-2017) in the sphere of aesthetic fiction, before changing
scene and playing the role of an “apprentice president” who effectively
turned politics itself into a fiction. A narcissistic authoritarian leader
unable to face the reality of a democratic political defeat, the case of
Trump confirms Nietzsche’s untimely insight that one day, “’actors,” all
kinds of actors will be the real masters.”* In the process, this “master of
hypnotic tricks” (Nietzsche’s phrase) also provided a striking example
of the powers of hyperreal simulations online having nothing to do
with faithful (Apollonian) representation of reality, yet having the
ability to induce truly felt, contagious, and violent (Dionysian) hallu-
cinations offline, triggering the hypermimetic intoxications Trump put
to political use and abuse on January 6, 2021.*!

Unexpected by politicians and police alike who left the Capitol
disarmingly open to the assault, the insurrection should not have
surprised political theorists attentive to the powers of mimesis. As a
dark moment in the history of US politics, it brings together the main
features of emerging diagnostics of the “first Twitter President” that
take seriously his use of rhetoric as a “contagious force.”** Genealogical
lenses also call for a theoretical supplement attentive to the intoxicating
powers of collective intoxications that can be channeled into anti-
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democratic insurrections constitutive of (new) fascist cults. The conta-
gious efficacy of these false powers at play in a collective (Dionysian)
soul that, as Deleuze puts it, “does not simply want to seize power
(pouvoir)” but, rather, “wants to destroy power and strength (puis-
sance),”* can be schematically diagnosed via a Janus-faced genealogy
of Dionysian intoxications that looks back to the past to look ahead to
the present —warning the future as well.

The affective and infective contagion internal to the insurrec-
tion that marked the culmination of the Trump moment could be
summarized as follows. First, it required the organized assemblage
of a crowd of supporters at a rally composed primarily of white
supremacists and right-wing extremists whose unconditional adher-
ence to the outgoing president and refusal to accept the nominated
president-elect provided a shared consensus (con-sensus, feeling with)
injected with violent anti-democratic potential. It was in fact condu-
cive to spreading an intoxicating mass-contagion characteristic of a
collective soul that not only wants power but wants to destroy demo-
cratic power fout court. Promoted under the hypernationalist banner of
a “Save America March” with the explicit intent of assembling a highly
mimetic, suggestible, and potentially violent crowd that could be put
to (new) fascist use contra the Capitol and the democratic process it
symbolizes at least in theory, if not always in practice, the organizers
of the rally demonstrated good insight into the contagious dynamic of
what Deleuze called “collective soul,” Nietzsche called “Masse,” and
a marginalized tradition in critical theory called “crowd psychology”
(Massenpsychologie or Psychologie des foules to quote two famous titles).*
Despite their differences, figures like Sigmund Freud, Gustave Le Bon,
Gabriel Tarde, and Elias Canetti agreed that people behave radically
differently in a crowd than individually. In particular, they are prone to
fall under the irrational spell or suggestive authority of a charismatic
leader (meneur is Le Bon’s term, which Freud translates as Fiilirer) who
can use a theatrical rhetoric to trigger contagious and violent emotions
that spread unconsciously from self to others, turning the I or ego
into another, more powerful and collective phantom ego. Echoing
Nietzsche and paving the way for Freud, Le Bon diagnoses the man
of the crowd in unflattering terms that received little attention at the
twilight of the twentieth century and should be denounced for their
racism and sexism. Still Le Bon's diagnostic can also be revisited for its
clinical and critical potential at the dawn of the twenty-first century:

He [the man of the crowd] possesses the spontaneity, the violence,
the ferocity, and also the enthusiasm and heroism of primitive
beings, whom he further tends to resemble by the facility with
which he allows himself to be impressed by words and images —
which would be entirely without action on each of the isolated
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individuals composing the crowd —and to be induced to commit
acts contrary to his most obvious interests and his best-known
habits.*

Crowds under the spell of fascist leaders have indeed been known to
commit violent acts contrary to their interests in the past century; there
is no reason to believe that such spells are not effective for (new) fascist
leaders in the present century. Trump’s insurrection speech made clear
that such an irrational violence characteristic of mob behavior can
indeed be directed against innocent victims, or scapegoats, such as
ethnic minorities, immigrants, and other nations; it can also be turned
against one’s own political party (“weak Republicans”) and, last but
actually mentioned first in his speech, against official news (“the Fake
News”). And yet, mob violence in the tradition of crowd psychology is
not itself the product of a rivalry over a contested object generated by
“mimetic desire,” as René Girard’s mimetic theory indicated — though
contested objects of desire are certainly at play, too.* Violent affects
are first and foremost suggested directly by the leader’s inflammatory
rhetoric itself that operates vertically, from the top down, and whose
mimetic efficacy is amplified horizontally, from within the crowd as
the violent, intoxicating pathos becomes a shared pathos. Tied both
horizontally and vertically by this suggestive double bind, the man of
the crowd no longer feels lonely and isolated but heroic and empow-
ered, delegates responsibility to the leader, and is ready to commit irre-
sponsible actions against his/her own “obvious interests.” This also
means that such a “collective soul” is vulnerable to “suggestion,” that
is, to turning an idea into an action. Historical examples of successful
political suggestions are not lacking. Le Bon’s manual to induce crowd
behavior was not left unused. It found in fascist leaders like Mussolini
and Hitler careful readers who put crowd theory to horrifying, conta-
gious practices that, to this day, remain constitutive of (new) fascist
rhetoric.

Second, the insurrection was catalyzed by the presence of a presi-
dential leader who relied on what Nietzsche called theatrical strategies
characteristic of the “actor” or “mime” in order to cast a suggestive
spell on the crowd. The crowd’s affective identification — or hypnotic
rapport—with the meneur was already secured by Trump’s double
role as media personality and political leader who, throughout his
presidency, consistently relied on a violent rhetoric to continuously
generate mass contagion in the collective soul of his base. This rhetoric
should not be derided for its linguistic simplicity, but rather studied
for its contagious efficacy. Its distinctive characteristics are well-known
to crowd psychology, including aggressive affirmations rather than
rational explanations, repetitions rather than arguments, use of images
rather than thought, and a general awareness that violent emotions
(anger, fear, resentment, etc.) work best to galvanize a crowd.
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In the speech that incited the crowd to storm the Capitol, Trump’s
implementation of the strategies of crowd psychology were obvious
and manifold. In particular, he relied on the repetition of the Big Lie
constitutive of his conspiracy theory (“rigged election”), an unproven
and hyperbolic affirmation of victory (“we won by a landslide”), an
emotional appeal to patriotism and love (“American patriots”), the
direction of violence against scapegoats (the “China Virus,” “the weak
Republicans,” the “fake media”), and a stubborn refusal of facts (“we
will never concede”), among other strategies. Strong with this affec-
tive support, Trump and his closest associates whipped up the crowd'’s
resentment to the culminating point of suggesting a violent (new)
fascist action contra the US Capitol. They did so explicitly by inciting
the mob not to be “zeros but heroes” (Donald Trump Jr.), promising
“trial by combat” (Rudolph Giuliani), and suggesting a violent insur-
rection that had performative effects: “We fight like hell, and if you
don’t fight like hell you're not going to have a country anymore”
(Donald Trump).*

The crowd of white supremacists driven by real material depriva-
tions, grievances, and resentment amplified by an ongoing pandemic
crisis was at this point galvanized and ready to turn the suggestion
into an action. It not only paradoxically voiced support for the very
figure who actively promoted the anti-democratic policies responsible
for their grievances, responding enthusiastically to Trump’s rhetoric by
chanting in a collective chorus worthy of a cult: “stop the steal,” “we
love Trump,” “fight for Trump” etc. But it also made members of the
mob —which included far-right extremists (Proud Boys), followers of
online cults (QAnon), and last but not least, armed veterans including
former federal agents (FBI)—ready to put themselves on the line by
physically fighting for Trump, against themselves.

Third, as the familiar image of the intoxicated crowd suggests,*
this paradoxical turn of events cannot be dissociated from the hand-
held recording devices that redoubled the event online, where
the galvanization had initially started in the first place. Trump’s
speech, rally, and subsequent insurrection was in fact planned and
announced well in advance via social media like Twitter, Facebook,
and Instagram, which effectively disseminated the conspiracy theory
about “election fraud” by relying on what “conspiracism” does best:
namely, promoting the idea that especially when it comes to big
but not only historical events (say, an election), official explanations
inevitably hide a more occult, false, yet truly-believed plot positing
the conspiracy believer as a victim of an evil plan. In their informed
overview of this growing heterogeneous phenomenon, Michael Butter
and Peter Knight confirm historically what we all saw on January 6,
2021: namely, that “the leaders of populist parties and movements
frequently draw on conspiracy tropes, and their followers appear to be
particularly receptive to them,” specifying that “extremist violence”
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often ensues.”’ Equally well-known is that “conspiracy theories can
serve as a way to ‘save-face’ for those on the losing end of a situation,
such as elections.”® Gaining new momentum via the proliferation of
new platforms of dissemination online, conspiracy theories can no
longer be considered a marginal phenomenon confined to few patho-
logical cases. Disseminated by algorithms that amplify the hypermi-
metic faculty in the digital age by tapping into online users” pre-ex-
isting believes and ideologies, conspiracy theories play an increasingly
important role in influencing public opinion in the digital age and
call for new investigations.* To put it in our Nietzschean language,
conspiracy theories turn the powers of the false to patho-logical use
by generating a plurality of accounts that rest on the logic of affect, or
pathos, which is crucial to dissolving not only the distinction between
the real world and the illusory world, but also life-affirmative power
(volonté de puissance) and life-negating power (volonté de pouwvoir) —or to
put it in Spinozist language, potentia and potestas.

The powers of conspiracy theories to erode the epistemic foun-
dations of longstanding democratic practices are complex and
manifold, but the assault on the Capitol could not have succeeded
without a simpler, yet not less violent, racist supplement. While the
US police force is traditionally overprepared to violently counter
peaceful protests by ethnic minorities (from Civil Rights to Black Lives
Matter), in a mirroring inversion of perspectives it underestimated
an announced violent insurrection by white majorities (from white
supremacists to far-right extremists). For reasons that are still emerging
and are currently revealing Republican officials’ complicity with the
assault,” although the Capitol police force was warned of the danger
of insurrection in advance, it remained understaffed, unprepared, and
left the door practically open to an intoxicated mob, allowing them to
invade the Capitol, loot parts of the building, and take possession of
the Senate chamber. In an eerie confirmation of the Dionysian gene-
alogy we have been tracing, a figure dressed as a shaman and member
of the far-right white supremacist conspiracy cult QAnon® made the
underlying link between ancient cults and contemporary conspiracy
cults visible for all too see. In sum, the enthusiastic readiness to turn
a violent linguistic suggestion (“fight like hell”) into violent physical
aggression was already generated online via the conspiracy theory
of “election fraud” before spilling —via the amplification of Trump’s
incendiary speech to the crowd —offline, generating violent insurrec-
tionist practices contra democracy.

Importantly, the feedback loop between online and offline violence
continued during the storming of the Capitol itself as the insurrection-
ists not only filmed Trump’s speech but also their own terrorist attack,
re-doubling the event in the digital world. This digitized recording of a
(new) fascist suggestion turned into terrorist action generated a parallel
reality which, once again, did not simply represent reality according
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to the traditional laws of imitation, but also generated performative
hypermimetic effects that cut both ways, both with and contra democ-
racy. On the democratic side, the online recordings were instrumental
in helping the police identify insurrectionists, track them down, and
inflict severe penalties; on the insurrectionist side, these videos went
viral and contributed to disseminating violent anti-democratic feelings
that are not limited to the US but are operative transnationally via a
growing cosmopolitan network connecting (new) fascist movements
across the world. To be sure, the insurrection eventually failed, and
a lawful democratic election ensued. And yet, the example of how
conspiracy theories can easily lead to violent insurrections reveals the
fragility of democratic institutions. Conspiracy theories also reveal
anti-democratic tendencies that have been haunting and continue to
haunt US politics in general and the Republican party in particular,
leaving lasting traces in the history of democracy. Last but not least,
the hypermimetic efficacy of conspiracy theories also left lasting traces
online that can serve as possible models for future insurrections offline
to imitate, in an hypermimetic spiral of endless regress. >

In the end, the assault on the Capitol left many politicians shocked,
caught security forces unprepared, and was considered unprece-
dented within the sphere of US politics. And yet, a minor tradition
in mimetic theory consistently showed that its contagious dynamic
has a long genealogy warning against the violent powers of mimesis.
Interestingly, even the hypermimetic dynamic linking digital simula-
tions online to bodily intoxications offline was anticipated —if not by
political science, at least by science fiction. Critics already addressed
how Trump’s success during his presidential election benefited from
the hypermimetic strategies of identification he mastered in his reality
TV show, before putting them to violent political ends.”® What we
must add is a third, future-oriented step or moment in our genealogy:
namely, that one of the clearest mirroring diagnostics of the contagious
powers of hypermimesis stems from an original sci-fi TV show, or
rather TV series. Having traced the genealogical sources of mimetic
contagion intoxications back to its Dionysian origins, let me now
look ahead to a future-oriented reflection on the Dionysian powers of
digital simulations that set up an hypermimetic anticipatory mirror to
political insurrections.

The Waldo Moment: A Black Mirror for Political Theory

The award-winning British TV series, Black Mirror (created by Charlie
Brooker) offers a warning against the hypermimetic powers of TV
personalities to generate political insurrections in political life. A sci-fi,
dystopic, and future-oriented series on the performative powers of
new digital technologies to affect human behavior, Black Mirror already
received a number of philosophical commentaries that recognized its
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relevance for the present moment.* Initially aired on Channel 4 in 2011,
running for five seasons until 2019, and now available on Netflix, Black
Mirror not only perceptively represents the contagious effects of new
digital technologies—from smart-phone addiction to cyberattacks,
videogames addiction to digital totalitarianism —but also anticipates
historical events yet to come. The series thus has philosophical poten-
tial, at least if we follow Michel Serres’s view that the primary voca-
tion of philosophy is to anticipate, for as he puts it, “philosopher c’est
anticiper.”>” With respect to political contagion and the hypermimetic
violence it generates, Black’s Mirrotr’s philosophical /anticipatory value
is strikingly apparent in an episode titled The Waldo Moment, which
received poor reviews when it was first aired in 2013, yet should be
re-viewed in 2021 — if only because it anticipates in the sphere of fiction
what few could imagine in the sphere of theory, let alone politics.

In a mirroring inversion of the original/copy opposition that
would have pleased a deconstructive critic, The Waldo Moment
provides what Deleuze would call “clinical and critical” insights into
the dynamic of hypermimesis that are most valuable for future-ori-
ented political/mimetic theorists. It tells the story of Jamie (Daniel
Rigby), a frustrated comedian who impersonates a digital cartoon of
an animated blue bear named, “Waldo.” Originally modelled on Boris
Johnson before he was elected Prime Minister of the UK, Waldo relies
on new media strategies that will be successfully used by Donald
Trump to win the US presidency in 2016. Thanks to Jamie’s effective
impersonation, which relies on tonality of voice, facial expressions and
gestures rendered via remote-controlled performance caption, as well
as other simulated effects, Waldo moves beyond the fictional sphere of
his comedy TV show to become an unpredictably competitive political
candidate, getting support from voters disillusioned with politics and
in search for “comic relief.”

Comic Politics in The Waldo Moment. Video still, Black Mirror, Charlie Brooker, 2013.
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That this relief has contagious, performative, and violent proper-
ties is soon made clear. Waldo draws on a Dionysian rhetoric of accu-
sations, vulgar sexualized gestures (erections), obscene sounds (farts),
and above all, a general aggressive attitude toward traditional polit-
ical candidates who represent the status quo. Waldo operates in the
hyperreal sphere of animation characteristic of a cartoon simulation;
yet from the opening of the episode, it is clear that he has the hypermi-
metic power to affect the immanent world of politics as well —if only
because the latter is increasingly modeled on the sphere of entertain-
ment that operates on the sensations of physical crowds, television
publics, and internet users.

The Waldo Moment calls attention to the role of linguistic disre-
spect and abuse that is at play in contemporary politics. As critics
have recognized, in the wake of Trump’s 2016 presidential election,
Waldo’s strategies have become a staple of political rhetoric, gener-
ating a contagious, reciprocal dynamic of violent “discursive abuse”
that is constitutive —but not limited to —alt-right populism.”® Waldo’s
blend of comedy and politics animates in fact both sides of the polit-
ical spectrum: it equally informs satirical TV shows on the left that are
critical of fascist policies, yet profits from the comic potential of (new)
fascism via a structural ambivalence constitutive of what I also call,
“comic fascism.”* What still needs to be recognized is that Waldo’s
rhetoric is not limited to linguistic accusations that can be critiqued,
or unmasked, from a safe hermeneutical distance; it also generates
an affective and infective register that slides, hypermimetically, into
the collective soul of digital users and physical crowds, leading from
a rhetoric of linguistic violence online to actions of physical violence
offline.®”. What Waldo’s “crowd-pleasing” performance revealed,
well before the storming of the Capitol, is how thin and porous the
boundary dividing fiction and reality, entertainment and politics —but
also, conspiracy theories and violent practices, verbal abuse and phys-
ical abuse —can be in the digital age.

The powers of hypermimesis require future-oriented diagnostics
but in order to look ahead to violent insurrections to come, it is wise
not to forget the ancient and modern lessons we learned from our gene-
alogy of the powers of the false. Both illusory (Apollonian) images and
embodied (Dionysian) affects are, in fact, at play in the logic of hyper-
mimetic contagion The Waldo Moment foresaw in fiction and the Trump
moment actualized in politics. On the Apollonian side, the figure of
the animated bear points to the irrelevance of a real referent for the
simulation to operate affectively, grab public attention, and take hold
in the sphere of a mass-mediatized politics already modelled on enter-
tainment. In fact, what gives momentum to the Waldo moment is not a
political program, or idea. Jamie readily admits that he is “not a politi-
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cian,” “can’t answer serious questions,” and that Waldo “doesn’t stand
for anything.” Rather, what matters is what a producer says early on:
“Twitter can’t get enough of Waldo, loves him.”

Needless to say, this diagnostic perfectly applies to the Trump
moment as well, and so does what follows. The Waldo Moment suggests
thatliking, retweeting, posting short comic/hateful messages via social
media whose format privileges comic/vulgar characters online, can
induce an emotional contagion that takes root offline. In fact, Waldo’s
popularity grows further as a YouTube video of an aggressive debate
on a talk show in which the blue bear attacks his political opponents
goes viral, providing the necessary supporters that allow Waldo to
become a “serious” political contender.

Waldo stealing the show in The Waldo Moment. Video still, Black Mirror, Charlie
Brooker, 2013.

There is an ancient and modern lesson reloaded here for present times:
in the digital age, the efficacy of any message, including a political
message, does not stem primarily from its content, idea, or logos. As an
American agent is quick to realize, there is a power (potestas) internal to
this comic figure that can destroy political power (potentia) altogether,
for Waldo, he says, “could deliver any brand of political content.” The
efficacy of the message stems from the medium in general and from
the number of views it attracts online, generating a shared pathos of
aggression with the hypermimetic power to infect the body politic, cast
a spell on public opinion, and erode political power. As a TV journalist
puts it, “Cartoons don’t play by the rules and Waldo’s open disdain
for his opponents has clearly struck a chord.” Conversely —and for us,
revealingly —on the related Dionysian side of power, the presence of
a physical crowd or public responsive to a rhetoric based on vulgarity
and accusations punctuates the episode beginning-middle-and-end,
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staging an escalation that progressively turns from linguistic abuse
to physical abuse, rhetorical violence to embodied violence. Thus, if
Waldo initially relies on the crowd of spectators to mediate and amplify
his insults directed against his main rival, the Conservative MP Liam
Monroe (Tobias Menzies), the episode turns physically violent as Jamie
quits his position as operator only to be replaced by his producer who
manipulates the Waldo simulation to turn the crowd against the orig-
inal voice of Waldo by shouting: “Five hundred quid to the first man
to hit him” —triggering a real beating.

The Waldo Moment teaches us that in an in increasingly digitized
and polarized world the boundary dividing virtual actions and phys-
ical reactions no longer holds; the step between verbal violence online
from physical violence in reality is but a very short one. This is espe-
cially true if the crowd has already been attuned to following the
suggestions of virtual simulations, which it can then turn into physical
actions. This hypermimetic performative principle is confirmed one
last time at the end of the episode. After losing the election to Monroe
and coming in second —I told you this was a future-oriented mirror of
reality — Waldo gives the following order to the crowd of his frustrated
followers assembled to hear the results of the election: “Hey, hey!
Everyone! Five hundred quid to anyone who can lob a shoe!” And the
hyperreal simulation produces the expected hypermimetic result as the
insurrectionist crowd starts throwing shoes at the democratically-elected
prime minister.
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(New) fascist insurrection in The Waldo Moment. Video still, Black Mirror, Char-
lie Brooker, 2013.

To be sure, the blue bear may be a false image, but its political powers
are real—all too real. As the American agent who had foreseen the
disruptive political potential of this comic figure puts it—sensing
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what Deleuze had called the power of the “collective soul” not only to
“want Power [Pouvoir]” but “destroy politics” —Waldo is the “perfect
assassin.”

This is, indeed, what happens in the end. While Waldo lost that
particular election at the local level, he wins in the long-term by over-
turning democratic politics at the global level. As Deleuze had also
warned, the “larval fascism” internal to the “collective soul” “wants
to penetrate [glisser] into every pore of power, to swarming its centers
[essaimer les foyers], to multiply them throughout the universe. It wants
a cosmopolitan power.”® The episode ends with a cinematic dramati-
zation of the (new) fascist powers of hypermimesis swarming trans-
nationally. Ominously set in a not-distant, dystopian, totalitarian
and digitally-connected future based in an Asian country, the Waldo
moment is no longer simply a “moment.” On the contrary, it has
infiltrated every nook and cranny of cosmopolitan power: it is now
adopted transnationally, across the globe, as a totalitarian figure used
to manipulate, influence, and control the world population. How was
such a totalitarian regime implemented? As the American agent had
prophetically anticipated: by channeling into the Waldo simulation a
“targeted hopeful message, energizing the disenfranchised without
spooking the middle via a new platform” that relies on Twitter, among
other new media constitutive of (new) fascist power. As the concluding
shot suggests, the result is indeed a transnational, cosmopolitan, and
totalitarian regime that promises empty rhetorical slogans like “hope,”
“change,” and “belief.” Mediated by simulations projected on ubiqui-
tous screens that have nothing to do with referential facts, the rami-
fied network of power animating Waldo has the hypermimetic (will
to) power to generate subjugations fully operative in violent policing
practices.

Hypermimetic totalitarian power in The Waldo Moment. Video still, Black Mir-
ror, Charlie Brooker, 2013.
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The Waldo Moment aired in 2013. Compared to other episodes, it
received little initial attention —until the Trump moment, which lasted
from 2016 to 2021, at least for the moment. Revisited in the wake of
the theoretically predictable, yet practically unexpected storming of
the US Capitol and the increasing spread of (new) fascist sentiments
across the world, it both anticipates and confirms, via a science fiction,
what we saw happening in political reality: a last chain in a series of
insurrectionist “moments” that new generations of political theorists
are called to anticipate in the future.

The mirroring interplay between the Trump moment and the
Waldo moment is, indeed, striking; it is theoretically revealing of the
hypermimetic laws of contagion in the digital age. Not concerned with
the referential laws of representation but animated by the powers of
the false reloaded via new media, we are indeed witnessing an explo-
sion of the mimetic faculty in the digital age. Whether new genera-
tions of theorists (from theorein, to see) furthering the transdisciplinary
field of mimetic studies will continue to be in a position to look back
to a minor genealogy of thinkers of (hyper)mimesis in order foresee
(new) fascist insurrections that loom large on the horizon, remains to
be virtually seen.
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