
Corey Robin The Reactionary Mind

Corey Robin The Reactionary Mind is a thought-provoking work that delves into the
motivations and philosophies of reactionary thinkers throughout history. In this book, Corey
Robin argues that reactionary movements are not merely defensive responses to
progressive change but are instead rooted in a distinct worldview that seeks to preserve
power and social hierarchies. This article explores the central themes of Robin's book, the
historical context of reactionary thought, and its implications for contemporary politics.



Understanding the Reactionary Mind

Corey Robin defines the reactionary mind as a way of thinking that fundamentally opposes
progressive change. This mindset is characterized by a longing for the past and a desire to
restore what is perceived as a lost order. Robin's analysis reveals several key traits that
define reactionary thought:

Defense of Tradition: Reactionaries often romanticize the past, viewing it as a time
of stability and moral clarity.

Fear of Change: A core characteristic of the reactionary mindset is an apprehension
toward social, political, and economic changes that threaten established power
structures.

Restoration of Hierarchy: Reactionaries advocate for the re-establishment of social
hierarchies that they believe are essential for societal order.

Use of Violence: Robin highlights that reactionaries are often willing to employ
violence to achieve their goals and restore their vision of order.

The Historical Context of Reactionary Thought

To fully grasp Corey Robin's analysis, it is essential to understand the historical context in
which reactionary thought has developed. Throughout history, there have been various
moments of upheaval that have provoked reactionary responses.

The Enlightenment and Its Aftermath

The Enlightenment was a period marked by the rise of reason, individualism, and
democratic ideals. While these developments laid the foundation for modern democracy,
they also prompted a backlash from those who felt threatened by the erosion of traditional
power structures.

- Edmund Burke: Often considered the father of modern conservatism, Burke was a
reactionary thinker who opposed the French Revolution. His writings emphasized the
importance of tradition and social cohesion as bulwarks against chaos.

The 19th Century and the Rise of Nationalism

The 19th century saw the emergence of nationalist movements across Europe, which often
carried reactionary elements. As nations forged their identities, reactionaries sought to



assert their vision of a unified, homogeneous society.

- Joseph de Maistre: A prominent figure in the counter-Enlightenment, de Maistre advocated
for authoritarianism and the divine right of kings as a means to maintain social order.

The 20th Century and Fascism

The atrocities of World War I and the interwar period gave rise to fascist movements that
embodied the reactionary mind. These movements rejected liberal democracy and
promoted a vision of national rebirth based on racial purity and authoritarian rule.

- Mussolini and Hitler: Both leaders exemplified the reactionary impulse to restore a
perceived lost greatness, employing propaganda and violence to consolidate their power.

The Core Arguments of Corey Robin

Corey Robin's work is significant not only for its historical analysis but also for its theoretical
contributions to our understanding of reactionary thought. Here are some of his core
arguments:

1. Reactionaries as Innovators

Contrary to the common perception of reactionaries as merely opposing progress, Robin
argues that they are innovators in their own right. They create new narratives and
ideologies that respond to the challenges posed by progressive movements. This dynamic
interplay between progressivism and reactionism is essential for understanding the
evolution of political thought.

2. The Role of Power and Hierarchy

Robin emphasizes that the reactionary mind is fundamentally about power. Reactionaries
seek to defend and restore hierarchies that they perceive as threatened. This focus on
power dynamics highlights the need to examine the motivations behind reactionary
movements rather than dismissing them as mere nostalgia.

3. The Emotional Appeal of Reactionary Ideas

One of the most compelling aspects of Robin's analysis is his exploration of the emotional
resonance of reactionary ideas. He argues that reactionary movements often tap into deep-
seated fears and anxieties about change, which can be more persuasive than rational
arguments for progress. This emotional appeal explains why reactionary movements can



gain traction even in the face of evidence to the contrary.

The Implications for Contemporary Politics

Corey Robin's insights into the reactionary mind have significant implications for
contemporary politics. As we witness the rise of populist movements and the resurgence of
authoritarianism in various parts of the world, understanding the underlying motivations of
these movements becomes crucial.

1. Navigating Political Polarization

In an increasingly polarized political landscape, recognizing the reactionary elements within
various movements can help foster more constructive dialogue. By understanding the fears
and concerns driving reactionary sentiments, progressives may find ways to address these
issues without resorting to further polarization.

2. The Need for a New Progressive Narrative

Robin's work suggests that progressives need to articulate a more compelling narrative that
addresses the anxieties of those drawn to reactionary ideas. This involves not only
promoting progressive values but also engaging with the emotional dimensions of political
belief.

3. The Resilience of Reactionary Movements

Lastly, Robin's analysis serves as a reminder of the resilience of reactionary movements in
times of crisis. Understanding their historical context and underlying motivations can help
scholars, activists, and policymakers develop strategies to counteract their influence
effectively.

Conclusion

Corey Robin The Reactionary Mind offers a rich and nuanced exploration of reactionary
thought that challenges conventional understandings of conservatism and progressivism.
By examining the historical roots and psychological underpinnings of reactionary
movements, Robin provides valuable insights into the dynamics of contemporary politics.
As society grapples with the complexities of change and resistance, his work serves as a
crucial resource for anyone seeking to navigate the increasingly turbulent political
landscape. Whether one agrees with Robin's conclusions or not, his analysis invites deeper
reflection on the nature of power, tradition, and the human experience in the face of
change.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Corey Robin's 'The
Reactionary Mind'?
Corey Robin argues that reactionary politics is not merely a defense of the status quo, but a
proactive response to progressive movements, rooted in the desire to preserve and protect
established hierarchies.

How does Robin define a 'reactionary' in his book?
Robin defines a reactionary as someone who seeks to restore a past order or ideology,
often in opposition to progressive changes, and who views social change as a threat to their
values and way of life.

What historical figures does Robin analyze in 'The
Reactionary Mind'?
Robin examines various historical figures, including Edmund Burke, Friedrich Nietzsche, and
Leo Strauss, to illustrate how their ideas contribute to modern reactionary thought.

What role does Robin attribute to emotions in
reactionary politics?
Robin emphasizes that emotions such as nostalgia, fear, and resentment play a crucial role
in reactionary politics, motivating individuals to resist change and seek a return to
perceived former glories.

How does 'The Reactionary Mind' relate to
contemporary political movements?
Robin's analysis provides insight into contemporary political movements, such as populism
and nationalism, showing how they draw on reactionary themes to mobilize support and
push back against progressive agendas.

What critiques have been made about Robin's
interpretation of reactionary thought?
Some critics argue that Robin's definition of reactionary may be too broad, potentially
conflating diverse political ideologies under the reactionary label, which could oversimplify
complex political dynamics.

What impact has 'The Reactionary Mind' had on political
discourse?
The book has sparked significant discussion and debate among scholars, journalists, and
political activists, encouraging a deeper understanding of the motivations behind
reactionary movements and their implications for democracy.
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