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I shall start with some belated and limited conclusions.1 In elections in
the United Kingdom and the United States in 2016, an unstable bloc of
militant liberals and neo-fascists fashioned new media and data
practices to smash existing political norms and institutions in order to
restructure reality, ‘deconstruct the administrative state’, and further
hollow out democracy and de-regulate capital.2 Ongoing press, parlia-
mentary, congressional, and legal investigations on both sides of the At-
lantic broadly reveal that political actors re-worked the recently
established practices of ‘surveillance capitalism’ to marry the data pro-
duced by people in their interactions with social media and the Internet
to ‘psychographic messaging’ designed to influence their thoughts and
actions.3 Commercial procedures of data surveillance such as those inte-
gral to the business model of entities like credit-rating agency Experian
(1996) and multinational search and social media corporations like Goo-
gle (1999) and Facebook (2004) were supplemented by governmental
practices of mass data surveillance such as the PRISM programme
from 2007 as part of the expansion of ‘exceptional’ state practices in
the ongoing ‘War on Terror’.4 In the early 2000s, hybrid governmental/
commercial consulting institutions began meshing data surveillance
with what one of the British entities close to the centre of this
history – Strategic Communication Laboratories (SCL) – called ‘influ-
ence operations’.5 SCL deployed this data/media complex in elections
and referendum campaigns across the world, including Australia,
Brazil, Gambia, Ghana, Indonesia, Kenya, Nigeria, Philippines,
Thailand, and elsewhere.6 Cambridge Analytica, much in the news
across 2018, grew out of SCL and built on data harvested from the data
Facebook sells access to (and public data sets such as censuses, credit re-
ports, insurance data, and so on) to construct psychological profiles of
populations for political campaigns in the United States and the
United Kingdom to develop a near-personalized propaganda system
using digital screen media to influence political attitudes and conduct.7
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Both of the campaigns in Britain to leave the European Union (EU)
broke electoral laws about spending and collusion to amass this data
and use it to deploy media to shape the attitudes of voting populations.8

Vote Leave – now effectively the British government – received the larg-
est ever fine in the United Kingdom for breaking laws designed to safe-
guard democracy in order to spend money on dark Facebook ads.9

Many of these ads targeted directly to people’s newsfeeds using behav-
ioural data warned of illegal migration to the United Kingdom, and a
number of them straightforwardly lied in asserting that Turkey (and
its large Islamic populations) were joining the European Union. Ongo-
ing revelations show, too, that the Russian state fostered digital prac-
tices beginning from around 2013 to try to influence people or simply
to virally spread confusion via strategies of propagating ‘disinformation’
that have long been significant to KGB strategies for controlling popula-
tions and that are now integral to secret service and military practices to
use the digital and cyber sphere as a component of ‘information warfare’
to foster state interests.10 (Here broadly the weakening of NATO and
EU alliances and the rolling back of liberal globalization, a project that
has frequently found common cause with fascism.)11 Currently, the Brit-
ish government, which is formed from the Vote Leave campaign, is re-
fusing to release a report into Russian funding of the Conservative
Party and election interference.12 Broadly, then, these sobering conclu-
sions demonstrate that the ‘influence operations’ enabled by the
meshing of the collection of data about people integral to the digital
sphere with media as a form of psychographic messaging or viral distor-
tion were operationalized to transform political reality.

Any genealogy of the intersecting threads that produced the political
revolution of 2016, and our present, must excavate the history of the
radicalization of liberalism and the sprawling and well-capitalized ef-
forts to shape the political and the public sphere beginning systemati-
cally in the 1970s. Key to this radical libertarian praxis was the
reduction of the authority of the state (or supra state entity) to regulate
capital, to sustain the architecture of liberal social democracy, and to ex-
ceed its rightfully limited role as protector of property rights.13 Over
time, a disparate group of billionaire libertarians in the United States
formed a network to use capital to re-shape the political and public
sphere by funding a network of ‘think tanks,’ front groups, academic po-
sitions and departments (notably in Law and Economics), fellowships,
foundations, policy support for radical-right-leaning politicians, and me-
dia institutions and practices.14 It was a concerted effort to deploy capi-
tal to shape the political and public sphere. The libertarian Cato
Institute described it as ‘protecting capitalism from government’.15

102 | CRITICAL QUARTERLY, VOL. 63, NO. 2



Obviously, media was integral to this project, and libertarian agendas
were expedited when the ideological workers from those think tanks,
foundations, and educational institutions spread out to populate the
new cable shows and networks that began in the 1980s and expanded
particularly after the 1984 Cable Act and further again after the 1996
Telecommunications Act stripped away regulations about cross medial
ownership and corporate conglomeration at the dawn of the commercial
digital age.16 (Fox, for example, began in 1996, one component of the
sprawling global media empire of NewsCorp and a key step in the frag-
mentation of the mediascape that ultimately broke down the idea of
‘news’ into differing epistemological communities.) Overall, the militant
liberalism of the libertarians was subsumed within the broad rubric of
neo-liberalism and its logic of deregulation, of government as ‘problem’

and not ‘solution,’ but the two positions diverged notably after the struc-
tural crisis of the neo-liberal order in the financial crash of 2008–9 and
the subsequent state bailout to banks.17 Billionaire libertarian petro-
chemical oligarch Charles Koch, for example, declared that this ‘over-
reach’ of the state to protect finance capital and its global architectures,
combined with Barack Obama’s policy efforts from early 2009 in partic-
ular to introduce new practices of health insurance, meant that America
now ‘faced the greatest loss of liberty and prosperity’ since the 1930s.18

Koch’s libertarian opposition to liberal globalisation and attenuated
forms of social democracy shaped the formation of the ‘Tea Party’ in
early 2010, funded largely (though mostly secretly) by radical libertar-
ians and broadly espousing opposition to government and the adminis-
trative and welfare state that expanded from the state bailout of
finance capital to matters of health care and taxation.19 It was a practice
of ‘astroturfing,’ whereby sponsorship of messages are hidden to make
them appear organic.20 Here in order to sustain the radical expansion
of free-market ideology and the relentless assault on the idea and prac-
tice of government. Astroturfing is one component of a broader praxis to
manufacture and control reality. It frequently sustains the political and
economic interests of particular blocs of capital.

In that same year, 2010, the legal decision in the US Supreme
Court about media, money, corporate speech, and democracy rendered
in Citizens United vs. Federal Elections Commission effectively defined
capital as equivalent to speech, and so as integral to democracy, and
triggered the decision to void limitations on the spending of money to
influence elections.21 It is the most significant recent legal decision about
the shape and definition of democracy in the highest court of the
land in the United States, and I will describe the outcome further
momentarily – but it is often forgotten that this extraordinarily
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significant decision was made about a film called Hillary: the Movie,
produced to derail Clinton’s bid to become Democratic presidential
nominee in 2008 by a radical right-wing/libertarian pressure group
called Citizens United funded by libertarian oligarchs. Much of this
capital rematerialized as media. Citizens United planned to show the
film on cable television, but this contravened the long history of campaign
finance law in the United States that had sought to create a level playing
field for candidates by limiting the amount of money corporations could
spend to influence democratic elections in the 30 days leading up to the
election. It was a limited effort to limit the distortions of wealth in democ-
racy. In 2010, though, the Justices voided these restrictions on corporate
spending to produce persuasive media because it violated the First
Amendment rights of corporations. Regulating the capital of corpora-
tions was equivalent to regulating speech, the decision proposed, and
regulation must thus be stopped to allow speech and democracy to flour-
ish. It was an extraordinary decision, an activist form of ‘neoliberal
jurisprudence’, that was predicated on long-standing liberal ideas about
the ‘free’ market and governmental action that were radicalized across
the libertarian-financed network from the 1970s when ‘freedom’ was
re-imagined as the pursuit of private ends stripped from the political
valences that attach it to popular sovereignty and democracy.22 By this
logic democracy became a constraint on freedom, and the ‘rights’ integral
to liberalism – like the right to free speech –were re-deployed by powerful
individuals and organisations to sustain the unregulated right to accu-
mulate capital and over-ride mass democracy.23

Citizens United fundamentally transformed the long history of cam-
paign finance law, enabling those with capital to spend it to shape polit-
ical realities. The decision about a minor ‘documentary’ film was key to
the massive expansion of ‘dark’ untraceable money in the political sys-
tem in the United States from 2010 that shaped the turn to a radical lib-
ertarian position that culminated in the 2016 election.24 Cambridge
Analytica, for example, was bankrolled from the enormous sums of
money the militant libertarian finance capitalist Robert Mercer earned
in computerised high-frequency algorithmic trading and was formed in
the interregnum between Citizens United and 2016.25 Capital (which
the Justice’s theorized was equivalent to speech) was put to work to
marry data about people with media in expanded digital forms to influ-
ence people to sustain the frictionless free movement of capital
untrammelled by annoyances like regulation and taxation, reimagined
now as the majoritarian coercion of minority elites and a constraint on
economic liberty. Curiously, this also means that the nearly
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unwatchable Hillary, the Movie is (arguably) probably the most signifi-
cant political film ever made.

Radical liberalism also connected in complex ways with new forms
and practices of nationalism and neo-fascism that began to spread nota-
bly after the break-up of the Soviet Union (and the end to the
anti-communist rhetoric and practice integral to conservatism since
1919), around the turn of the millennium, and further still after the eco-
nomic crash of 2008–9 and the failure (as the neo-fascists and libertar-
ians saw it) of liberal globalization. Overall, new forms of
ethno-nationalist neo-fascist culture opposed immigration, and the for-
mation of multicultural societies and ideals integral to (neo)liberal glob-
alization because of long-standing ideas about civilizational hierarchy
that mixed with newer currents of fascist thinking about the ‘tradition-
alism’ threatened and destroyed by liberalism, egalitarianism, and
democracy.26 As is now well known, the broad and inchoate revolt
against modernity, liberalism, and the destruction of traditions spread
outwards, encompassing opposition to the unresponsive liberal globaliz-
ing elites who were damaging ‘western civilization’ and underpinning
the outpouring of racism and violent misogyny that exploded from the
early years of the commercial Internet and social media.27 Key here
were message boards like 4Chan from 2003 and new forms of algorith-
mic aggregation of people that sparked new ‘irreverent’ and often violent
and obscene practices of communication and media, exemplified by the
meme, that gleefully broke with liberal social conventions and the civil-
ity that regulated the public expression of overt racism and misogyny.28

Opposition to immigration and migrant and refugee movement was,
and is, key to this radical praxis.29 The political, economic, and social
contexts for this resurgence of forms of nationalism and fascism across
the world system are of course heterogenous.30 Even so, traditions of
thinking about the phenomenon of fascism have taught us that it is fre-
quently a praxis born from economic and social disruption, made up of
the ‘declassed of all classes’, and creating a unity of social forces around
ideas of race and nation that functions to deflect attention from inequal-
ity and class conflict.31 Certainly, the extraordinary expansion of in-
equality structural to the neo-liberal project and the ‘universal
alienation’ of the late neo-liberal period have provided fertile ground
for fascism to metastasize.32 Because, simply, the neo-liberal assault
on government has hollowed out democracy, starving political regimes
both of legitimacy and of material resources, at the same time as the re-
lated broad shift to financialized ‘post-industrial’ economies has in-
creased the precariousness of employment and the indebtedness of
ordinary people.33 Over time (and, again, the financial crash of 2008–9
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and the resulting regime of austerity is key in this genealogy), the
neo-fascists and the militant liberals made fragile common cause in op-
position to liberal globalization and the social democratic liberalism em-
bodied particularly in the civil rights and feminism that had expanded
from the 1960s. The two positions began to cross-pollinate as a radical
if incoherent project to strip back state regulations (and those of supra
state entities like the EU) at the very same time as erecting the borders,
walls, and regulations necessary to foster fictional and mythical ideals of
ethno-nationalist sovereignty.34 By this logic, the state could enforce or-
der, and the protection of property, but not act as an egalitarian distrib-
utor of wealth or sustenance to the people damaged by the legacies of
imperialism, civil war, accelerating climate change, and structural in-
equality that are theorised by the neo-fascists (and the libertarian lean-
ing ethno-nationalists) as a consequence of biological/intellectual
difference.

Obviously, both the militant liberal and neo-fascist project to reshape
political, economic, and social reality relied, necessarily, on media and
flourished in particular in the digital revolution of information, commu-
nication, and media systems that gathered pace after the privatization
of the Internet in the early 1990s. Broadly speaking, new digital spaces
and networks emerged outside of the existing corporate-controlled me-
dia system, and these became important to groups bent on challenging
the liberal consensus, be those fascist, or militantly liberal, or some
amalgam of the two. Clearly, this shift from a controlled corporate lib-
eral model of broadcasting and print journalism – with muted invest-
ments in ideals of ‘expertise’ and objectivity – to a new digital media
sphere of participation, opinion, and algorithmically driven content
brought with it a radical disruption of reigning epistemological norms.
The clearest and simplest example of this is in the phenomenon of what
started to be called ‘fake news’ or ‘alternative facts’ to generate clicks
and capital principally for the new digital media entities that profit from
data, or by interested actors like campaign political operatives or the
Russian security services simply to spread distortion and disinformation
and disable effective action. Overly sensational news reporting has of
course long been a phenomenon of liberal and commercial media sys-
tems reliant on advertising.35 Even so, these tendencies accelerated ex-
ponentially in the digital era because of the profits generated from data
and advertising – from new forms of surveillance capitalism – and sen-
sational fictions about reality were generated at a bewildering pace
and widely circulated. Robotic networks were formed to trick algo-
rithms, often designed not to be persuasive per se but either to generate
capital as ‘click bait,’ by being entertaining and shocking, or simply to be
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confusing and disabling to the possibility of discerning truth. Evidence
suggests these practices expanded around elections, including those in
Nigeria in 2007 and 2015, Mexico in 2012, the United States and the
United Kingdom in 2016, and Kenya in 2013 and 2017.36 For its political
clients in Nigeria, for example, Cambridge Analytica produced fake
videos of political opponents – media masquerading as reality – as well
as graphically violent videos warning of what was to come if the Muslim
candidate for office won.37 And they then widely disseminated and
targeted these videos to populations in Nigeria alongside other persua-
sive media using behavioural data gathered about people from their so-
cial media use. During the Brexit referendum the same company used
bot networks located in eastern Ukraine and Russia, hired from Israel,
to flood social media and key global moving-image repositories like
YouTube.38 (Israel has become adept at this form of mediatized psycho-
logical operations and other forms of cyberwar and astroturfing to sus-
tain the violent and illegal occupation of Palestinian land.)39 Russian
hackers participated in similar practices in the ‘Brexit’ referendum
and in the US election in 2016, obviously mandated to do so by a state
with a long history in generating disinformation to govern populations
that was re-tooled and expanded for the cyber/digital era.40 Much of this
took place under the direction of the (now extraordinarily wealthy) for-
mer KGB officer, Vladimir Putin, who is the long-serving President of
Russia and boss of the oligarchic and criminal (and indeed fascist) net-
works that mushroomed after the chaotic imposition of liberal capital-
ism and asset stripping of state resources in Russia in the final years
of the twentieth century.41

Practices of disinformation to transform political realities enabled by
the broad transformation of media systems were operationalized by
other actors too for varying goals. One of the key threads has been the
denial of anthropogenic climate change essential to the continuity of ex-
tractive fossil fuel industries. Radical petrochemical libertarian
oligarchs Charles and David Koch, for example, have long used extraor-
dinary amounts of capital to fund ‘research’ that doubts the overwhelm-
ing conclusions of climate science, as well as to buy the politicians happy
to disable effective regulation.42 (Defeating Clean Air legislation,
pulling out of international climate accords, gutting effective environ-
mental regulations by state or supra-state entities, etc.). The process
speeded up in the digital era and specifically from 2008 onwards, when
the Koch oligarchs formed a newly militant group of billionaire libertar-
ians (including Mercer) to use their capital to re-shape the political and
public sphere that expanded further after the Citizens United decision
of 2010.43 (I shall call it The Koch Ring.) Climate scientists in contrast
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assert that delaying responding to climate change will usher in the end
of organised human society.44 The truth of climate change gets in the
way of the profits of carbon capital, indeed of the continuity of the glob-
ally expansive extractive capitalist system, as Naomi Klein among
others has recently observed.45 For the ever-more radical expansion of
capital and free-market ideology, it must, therefore, be doubted.

Meanwhile, dark money from The Koch Ring and beyond sluices
through British and European political systems, too, helping fund the
Atlas network of libertarian think tanks calling for de-regulation, for a
‘hard Brexit’ in Britain that will strip out trade and environmental reg-
ulations, and supporting a pan-European ‘movement’ of radical-right
groups opposed to the political structures of Europe.46 Capital formed
in particular from the energy industries and financial trading is used
to create data analysis and digital media to try to influence people to
support the final bonfire of capital regulations. Much of this capital is
untraceable, like that pooled together in Super PACs in the United
States after the Citizens United decision.47 Some of it coagulated as
Brexit, the Movie, widely shared on YouTube, produced with dark
money, and advocating for the stripping out of EU regulations on prod-
ucts and capital.48 Most of the money though was spent on dark ads
targeted via behavioural data to people’s Facebook newsfeeds but
disappearing thereafter, many of which present straightforwardly inac-
curate information and stoke structures of enmity. Ongoing campaigns
on social media use the practises of data analytics developed by organi-
sations like Strategic Communication Laboratories for military and im-
perial purposes – for ‘psychological operations’ – to micro-target
propaganda at civilian populations through social media to push for
the dissolution of EU regulations on capital.49 Groups in Britain (like
the Taxpayers Alliance and climate-change-denying Global Warming
Policy Foundation) collaborated, secretly, to push free-market ideology
and a ‘hard’Brexit.50 Close ties were forged by trans-Atlantic oligarch do-
nor networks, think tanks, and political operatives (like former bankers,
and friends, Stephen Bannon and Nigel Farage), using capital to mine
data on both sides of the Atlantic to create persuasive media to smash
existing political norms and restructure political and economic reality.51

Britain, the former imperial centre of the world, is paralysed by the inco-
herence of the radical libertarian right, of its irreconcilable dreams of
de-regulation and the utopia of white sovereignty, and its cosmological
thinking. Right now, it seems that the illegality of the electoral practices
of this libertarian ethno-nationalist bloc scarcely matter. The rule of
law has become but a sideshow to the desperate efforts to maintain
‘party unity’ and political order in the face of the ‘revolt of the public’
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from the abject failures of neo-liberalism and financialization that were
made particularly visible after the taxpayer-funded bailout to banks in
2008 to sustain the fictions of finance capital – securing
securities – and the cruel and violent austerity for the general public that
followed.52

Obviously, the ‘strategic destruction of reason’ and the disabling of
the ‘distinction between facts and fiction’ long significant to fascism
was boosted by the epistemological shift of the digital and marshalled
by militant liberals and neo-fascists alike on both sides of the Atlantic
to further deconstruct the ability of the state to regulate capital.53

And by others to weaken the idea and practice of democracy, even
in its attenuated and degraded liberal iteration, in the midst of a turn
to authoritarian governance in a number of states in the late neolib-
eral period as the global imperial capitalist system fractures amid ac-
celerating planetary emergencies.54 Conspiracy is the reigning mode
of the digital, as anyone who has spent time giving their data freely
to Google to monetize in order to watch YouTube can readily attest.
Broadly then, and to reiterate, a bloc of militant liberals and
neo-fascists used key aspects of the new communicative, informa-
tional, and media system that converged together around the turn of
the millennium to smash existing regulations, practices, and civilities.
Media has been essential, integral, to this project in the varied ways I
have sought to describe. It makes sense that it would be for, as
Manuel Castells reminds us, power as ‘the relational capacity that en-
ables a social actor to influence asymmetrically the decisions of other
social actor(s)’ fundamentally requires the deployment of communica-
tion and media.55

One final example of this. One of the key architects of this new, unsta-
ble, reality was the filmmaker Stephen K. Bannon, who began to pro-
duce a series of ‘documentaries’ in the early 2000s to foster the mix of
libertarian ethno-nationalism that moved from the fringes of the politi-
cal order in the 1970s to the centre in 2016.56 The 2006 film Border
Walls (produced in collaboration with Citizens United) is a key text in
this for its articulation of the core principles of ethno-nationalism as ad-
vanced through the Trump campaign and presidency. One might say the
reality emerged from the screen. Bannon became Donald Trump’s cam-
paign manager and then Chief Strategist in the White House, meaning
that for a period of time across 2016–17 two of the most powerful people
in the world were a maker of neo-fascist online conspiracy films and a
regularly bankrupt reality television and game-show host. If nothing
else, perhaps this will make it at least a touch harder to argue that
studying the media is a trivial subject – because, simply, controlling
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media is essential to controlling reality. Propagandists and imperialists
learned this valuable lesson back when mass media began, coeval with
the ‘mass’ democracy it over-rode.

Recent history rather suggests that the neo-fascists and militant lib-
erals have learned this lesson about the import of media better, over
time, than intellectuals in an academy that largely eschews the serious
study of media and power. (How many History departments seriously
explore the history of media? How many Politics departments house
scholars thinking about media? Even broader: how many universities
have Critical Media Studies programs?) This bloc has leavened this
knowledge with the remarkable surpluses of capital produced by struc-
tural inequality to use media in its new digital iterations as a battering
ram to reshape and control political and economic reality. Remember,
too, of course that the efforts to degrade and bypass democracy to
lock in policies beneficial to capital is ongoing. It does not end in 2016.
Currently, for example, members of the radical, illegal, criminal
Vote Leave organization who purposively built a psychographic media
machine are currently the government of the failed state now
mis-named the United Kingdom. And clearly the deconstruction of gov-
ernment, the breakdown of liberal social democratic norms and the in-
stitutions built from them (like public health services), and the
mendacious use of data and propaganda marked the perfect storm for
the ongoing failure to adequately respond to the current global health
emergency. In this crisis, it turns out government, and truth, is still a
useful thing.

I could end there, on the extraordinary implosion of the country of my
birth amid the fracturing of the neo-liberal order and the resurgence of
the fascism and racism integral to imperialism, but I want to briefly
sketch out the lineaments of another key dynamic in the significance
of media to the degradation of the possibility of democracy by returning
to the question of data. Cambridge Analytica functioned by gathering
Facebook data on people to discern and predict personality. Research
in the social sciences, on data and personality in particular, had begun
to suggest that social media data could be used to predict personality.57

Cutting a longer story short: Cambridge Analytica gathered data from
the Facebook friends of people taking an online personality test
exploiting the way in which Facebook functioned from the moment it be-
came a platform in 2007 by sharing data among App developers. Data
became integral to the political economy of online media in the early
2000s, after the innovations of Google and Facebook. Those are two of
the largest corporations in the world, and they make money the same
way Cambridge Analytica did: using data to make predictions about
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people to sell to people who want to influence them. As is now well-
known, this form of surveillance capitalism is integral to the current
configuration of the digital.58 Google and Facebook (who also own
YouTube and Instagram) are now the largest media corporations in
the world. They make money by hoovering up information about people
to make predictions about them to sell to people/institutions/political
operatives and so on who want to influence them. The point I want to
make though is that a genealogy of this would properly show that
the roots of computation and the digital lie in the efforts to organise
prediction – broadly, to use information to predict what will happen next.
Much of the roots of this lie with the military, and the USmilitary in par-
ticular played key roles in developing computation as a form of prediction
in the 1940s and the networking of computers together in the 1960s as a
form of counterinsurgency predicated on the rapid sharing of
information.59 The Internet emerged as amilitary technology of informa-
tion circulation and prediction (and one closely tied to counter-
insurgency) before it was spun out as a private for-profit network in the
early 1990s –after which it becomes essential to the generation of predic-
tion as an economic logic, integral to consumer capitalism: what will
people want to buy? Once again, media’s key significance is as a
supplement to a consumer economy. Recently, these forms of prediction
have been orchestrated as political projects to degrade democracy and
entrench a deeply destructive and unequal political economy. It has
seemed to me that the explication of that history is a necessary contribu-
tion to the project of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory that this lec-
ture series continues and to which I have been honoured to contribute.
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