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Since the 2016 British exit from the European Union and
the 2016 presidential election in the United States, it has
become fashionable on the Left to invoke authoritarian-
ism, and sometimes even fascism (Kinsley 2016). Works
by Arendt and Orwell are apparently flying off the shelves
(Gilbert 2017). Anxious readers comb through books about
pre–World War II Germany and examine the histories of
nations that have given up their democracies more recently
(Giroux 2008; Hedges 2006; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018;
Linz and Stepan 1978; Wolin 2008). While those of us
on the Left can find plenty to celebrate about all this be-
cause it enjoins appropriate caution about governance in
neoliberal times, I believe that this interest in authoritar-
ianism needs to be extended beyond what we often nar-
rowly construe as politics. In addition, authoritarianism
needs to be attended to on the Left as well as on the
Right. Finally, we should worry about much more than
Brexit, Trump’s presidency, and even the drumbeat of au-
thoritarian discourse in places like the Philippines, Turkey,
or Egypt.

Put somewhat differently, authoritarianism has been
with us for some time in places such as corporate governance
and public culture; it thrives on the Left as well as on the
Right, and Trump’s impeachment (or Britain sticking with
the EU) will not end it. I will explain these opinions by
answering the question “What is authoritarian discourse?”
from the perspective of linguistic anthropology.

ENCLOSURE(S)
Authoritarian discourse’s most important feature is that it
seeks to limit productive and interpretive flexibility. Au-
thoritarian discourse successfully imposes strict and univocal
frames on speech—defined broadly to include a wide vari-
ety of inscribing practices.1 As a “speech genre” (Bauman
2001; Briggs and Bauman 1992; Hanks 1987) authoritarian-
ism’s hallmark is therefore its monovocality (Bakhtin 1981;
Tomlinson and Millie 2017). It is worth carrying out some
etymological archaeology here, beginning with the notion
of an author. One take on the “author function” suggests
that it was developed so that the subject responsible for a
text could be found in case the Catholic Church needed
someone to punish for that text’s heresy (Foucault 1977).
Another approach stretches back to Romantic beliefs about
textual production arising from solitary authors whose in-
tellectual property could then be protected (and, of course,
so books would not be pirated! See Johns 2010). In a third
approach, medieval scholar Bonaventure distinguished be-
tween a “scriptor,” who copied the words of others, and
an “auctor,” who gave primacy of place to his own words,
using those of others only to support his own argument (Bur-
row 2008); in this case, we can notice a certain similarity
with Erving Goffman’s (1981) author (she who writes the
words), animator (she who speaks or otherwise reproduces
the words), and principal (she who takes responsibility for
the words). In the Goffmanian scheme, the roles may or may
not map onto each other.

Across all of these ways of framing inscription, we should
notice that a particular mode of subjectivity known as an
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author is made to be responsible for the production and
circulation of a text by pertinent agents and institutions.
Along these lines, authoritative discourse might be under-
stood as discourse in which a speaker/producer/writer (in
some cases, plural) explicitly grounds the sources animating
her own act of production. This leaves the epistemology of
her argument open to view and, hence, to inquiry—though
it may not always invite challenge.

All this is processual in nature (Kuipers 2013). Instead
of viewing authorship and its incumbent authority as some-
thing that inheres in speakers or texts, it makes more sense to
attend to “acts of authorization.” In this sense, authoritative
discourse frequently grounds itself in tradition, charisma, or
bureaucratic rationality (following Weber 1978) but also in
a process (such as an experiment or peer review; see Johns
2001), a prescribed linguistic form (as in standard languages;
see Silverstein 1996), a form of mediation (print or the In-
ternet; see Dent 2017), or an institution (like the law or the
church; see Rosaldo 1982). Simply, authoritative discourse
explicitly indexes its evidentiary sites (once again, Kuipers
2013).

Authoritarianism, by contrast, seeks to efface exter-
nalized sites of authorization while grounding itself in
the speaker, though not simply in that speaker’s identity
or “personality.” Rather, authoritarian discourse enacts a
self-referential process of discourse production where the
speaker points to the process of enacting the discourse itself
(the speaking speaker, to indulge in a Bourdieuism): auto-
authorization. It is not precisely about the speaker himself
(and it is customarily a “him”) but rather about his emergent
act of speaking. In this sense, authoritarian discourse can be
conceived of as autotelic in that it seeks to obscure its in-
dexes, suggesting a kind feedback loop (see Eliot’s [1950]
engagement with the function of criticism). To further ex-
plain: in “Discourse in the Novel” (1981), Bakhtin elevates
dialogic discourse as that which modulates a series of voices
together in mutually co-constitutive ways. For Bakhtin, the dia-
logic is not only stipulated by way of a multiplicity of voices,
but, significantly, by the way in which that multiplicity leads
to their co-transformation. Dialogue happens when speak-
ers change their minds. Bakhtin largely argued for this in
productive terms, but it is crucial for a full comprehension
of dialogism to understand that it requires a broad array of
interpretive practices, too.

The Bakhtinian monologic, by contrast, not only seeks
to obscure the number of voices present in the production
of the discourse but also seeks to curtail the possible in-
terpretations that discourse might subsequently have as it
circulates.2 This point is crucial for understanding the lin-
guistic practice of authoritarianism. Though I hesitate to
employ such an obvious example, Mussolini is useful (for
once): “I have the right to demand that no Italian—I say
no Italian—have the slightest doubt that what our com-
muniqués say is the absolute truth,” he is reported to have
said in a speech on December 2, 1942. Surrounding the
listener with threatening forces is another way to isolate

the interpretive options, making the continual articulation
of “enemies of the people” important for authoritarian pro-
duction and reception. Contemporary examples are sadly
common.

PLAYING THE MONOLOGUE GAME
This is how authoritarian discourse works. Believe me.

But there is a little more to say, because all of this is
configured in a quite particular way in the contemporary
United States. What I call ludic authoritarianism seeks to por-
tray itself as Rabelaisian (Bakhtin 1984)—which is to say
uproariously critical of contemporary social life and lan-
guage. Current authoritarian discourse in the United States
proclaims “I don’t care for the received wisdom” by di-
rectly contradicting expert opinion on issues such as voter
fraud, climate change, affirmative action, health care, and
manufacturing jobs lost to mechanization. However, ludic
authoritarianism seeks to invoke the carnivalesque precisely
as it dismantles it as a tool of critique (see Adorno [1938]
on the castration moment in popular music); it does so by
using the carnivalesque to support the status quo, buoyed by
affect. Ludic authoritarianism uses ribald humor as well as
grotesque realism in order to undercut the capacity of both
humor and realism to bring about social change. Along the
way, it seeks to belittle opposing points of view, once again
creating “enemies.” Donald Trump’s use of a water bottle to
simulate Marco Rubio’s sweating is a mild example, but it
explains why his “pussy-grabbing” comment failed to upset
his supporters; instead, it amused them. Another example
comes from his frequent free-associating speech. At a rally in
July of 2016, a mosquito buzzed around him. “I don’t want
mosquitos around me . . . . I don’t like those mosquitoes. I
never did. Speaking of mosquitoes—hello, Hillary” (Cooper
2018). Stephen Colbert’s “truthiness” captured the spirit of
ludic authoritarian politics during the George W. Bush pres-
idency, a spirit that has only intensified; within the ambit
of this ethos, established facts are to be ignored in favor of
affect—like and dislike. You don’t weigh a fact for its ties
to modes of authorization. Instead, you “feel it in your gut”
(Colbert 2006).

Contemporary American authoritarianism is ludic in
two further ways. First, it partakes of an American “national
experience” that stresses the importance of taking risks—of
continually upending the apple cart (Roth 2017) and speak-
ing bluntly in doing so. In 1985, threatening a veto, Ronald
Reagan quoted film character Harry Callahan—a risk-taking
cop who said “Go ahead, make my day” as he pointed an
absurdly long revolver (a .44 magnum) at a robber in the
film Dirty Harry (Church 1985). Reagan’s vice president,
George H. W. Bush, continued the trend of devil-may-care
bluntness in his years as president; his speechwriters laced
his discourse with phrases meant to approximate him to
Dirty Harry, and he even contemplated Clint Eastwood (who
played Callahan) as his vice presidential running mate before
settling on Dan Quayle (Darman 1996).3
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The second major way in which contemporary American
authoritarianism is ludic lies in the sense that it propounds
“the game” above all else (Balkin 2008; Ching 2009); we
don’t necessarily need to believe the positions that we ar-
gue, but we need to believe that society reaches equilib-
rium when each side plays as hard as it can (Anker 2014).
In this approach to Adam Smith’s argument for harmony
through self-interest, dual organizations most emphatically
do exist—Democrat/Republican, plaintiff/defendant, Cav-
aliers/Warriors, or what have you (Lévi-Strauss 1963). In
this way, we can see how contemporary norms about how
politics ought to be conducted belie efforts to establish,
and then make use of, reliable facts; the truth value of the
argument becomes subservient to the necessity of making
it. In this respect, consider the practices of the George W.
Bush–era attorney general arguing against the right of habeas
corpus and the Geneva Conventions in an attempt to capture
Al Quaeda and Taliban operatives in the early aughts (Hitt
2007). These lawyers were aware of the unprecedented
nature of their argument but nonetheless believed in the
necessity of arguing it as hard as possible.

OMNIPRESENCE
My final point concerns the distributed nature of authoritari-
anism: it appears not only in politics but also in the corporate
governance of increasingly monopolistic and intellectual-
property-protecting brands. For instance, Steve Jobs was
once asked to autograph an Apple keyboard that had been
made during the years that he had been away from Apple;
in those years, Apple had experimented with putting “func-
tion keys” onto the Apple Keyboard—what PC-users most
often know as F-keys associated with specific subroutines.
Jobs apparently reacted with fury when asked to autograph
such a keyboard, using his car keys to pry off all the of-
fending keys before he would sign it, stating, as he did,
“I’m changing the world, one keyboard at a time” (Jurvetson
2011).

Though there may be a variety of authoritarian
modalities—and the corporate and political varieties are
mediated toward slightly different publics—my point is
that authoritarian discourse resides in a variety of places
in our quotidian affairs. For this reason, simply invoking
the concept at a moment when a particular party or
politician is in power does little good. Instead, we need
to ethnographically investigate the kinds of places where
monologic discourse resides, examining the ways in which
it crosses registers of social life, from commerce to politics
and social media, and perhaps even parenting. This kind of
investigation will help us to dismantle essentialism at various
levels of society, unearthing it in a variety of linguistic
forms.

NOTES
1. Numerous political scientists, beginning with Juan Linz in 1964,

have examined authoritarianism, citing its limited pluralism, its af-
fectively grounded legitimacy, its constrained social mobility, and

its vaguely defined executive power (Casper 1995; Linz 2000).
I wish to focus on a narrow aspect of authoritarianism here—its
discursive forms.

2. This, incidentally, is a Lévi-Straussian argument for the impor-
tance of the arts—which is that they are about the rigorous pursuit
of the multi-voiced nature of textual production and interpreta-
tion (Lévi-Strauss 1966). See also the work of James A. Boon
(Boon 1999).

3. For more on politics as farce, consider the classic account by Marx
of Louis Bonaparte’s rise to power (Marx 1963).
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