
corey robin the reactionary mind

Corey Robin, The Reactionary Mind offers a profound and often unsettling exploration
of what it means to be reactionary, delving into the intellectual history and psychological
underpinnings of this potent political ideology. This comprehensive examination unpacks
Robin's central thesis: that reactionaries are not simply those who oppose change, but
individuals deeply invested in the preservation of existing power structures and the
anxieties that fuel their defense. The article will dissect Robin's analysis of key figures and
movements, revealing the enduring relevance of his work in understanding contemporary
political landscapes and the persistent allure of reactionary thought. We will investigate the
core tenets of this ideology, its historical manifestations, and its psychological drivers,
providing readers with a nuanced perspective on a force that continues to shape global
discourse.
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Understanding Corey Robin's Core Argument
At the heart of Corey Robin's groundbreaking work, particularly as detailed in "The
Reactionary Mind," lies a sophisticated redefinition of what it means to be a reactionary.
Robin challenges the common perception of reactionaries as merely those who resist
progress or yearn for a romanticized past. Instead, he argues that reactionaries are
fundamentally defined by their opposition to emancipation – the ongoing process by which
societies move towards greater freedom and equality for all. This opposition is not passive;
it is an active, often desperate, attempt to preserve existing hierarchies and the
advantages they confer upon dominant groups. Robin posits that reactionaries are acutely
aware of the potential for liberation to erode their privileges and social standing, and their
political actions are driven by a powerful fear of this loss. This fear, he contends, is the
animating principle of reaction, a constant impulse to push back against any force that
promises to expand the scope of freedom and shrink the boundaries of established power.

Robin's central thesis emphasizes that reaction is not simply a backward-looking
phenomenon but a dynamic response to the very idea of social progress. He suggests that
reactionaries are not necessarily seeking to restore a specific historical moment, but rather
to prevent further movements toward equality and the disruption of established social



orders. This nuanced understanding allows for a more accurate analysis of reactionary
movements across different historical periods, demonstrating a consistent underlying logic
even when the specific targets of their opposition change. The reactionary mind, as Robin
elucidates, is perpetually engaged in a struggle against the expansion of liberty, viewing it
as a direct threat to its own existence and perceived rightful place in society.

The Historical Roots of Reactionary Thought
The intellectual lineage of reaction, as traced by Corey Robin, extends deep into the history
of Western political thought, originating as a direct response to the transformative
upheavals of the French Revolution. The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason, individual
rights, and the sovereignty of the people unleashed powerful forces that threatened the
established order of monarchies, aristocracies, and clerical authority. In the wake of these
revolutionary changes, a powerful counter-movement emerged, seeking to defend the old
regimes and the principles upon which they were based.

Counter-Revolutionary Intellectuals
Key figures from this period, such as Edmund Burke, Joseph de Maistre, and Louis de
Bonald, are central to Robin's exploration. Burke, often considered the father of modern
conservatism, critiqued the abstract rationalism of the Revolution, emphasizing the
importance of tradition, inherited institutions, and gradual reform. He viewed society as an
organic entity, built over generations, and believed that radical attempts to reconstruct it
from the ground up were inherently dangerous and likely to lead to chaos. De Maistre and
Bonald, even more emphatically, championed the divine right of kings, the authority of the
Church, and the necessity of a hierarchical social structure, viewing any challenge to these
as an assault on the very foundations of civilization. Their writings articulated a profound
suspicion of popular sovereignty and a deep-seated belief in the inherent disorder of human
nature, which they believed required strong, divinely sanctioned authority to control.

Reaction as a Perpetual Force
Robin argues that this historical moment established a pattern that reaction has followed
ever since. The core impulse remains the same: to resist the forces of emancipation and
the erosion of established hierarchies. Whether the specific context is the defense of
monarchy, the preservation of slavery, the opposition to suffrage, or the resistance to civil
rights, the underlying dynamic is the same. Reactionaries are driven by the perception that
their own position and the social order that sustains it are under threat from the expansion
of freedom for others. This understanding allows Robin to connect seemingly disparate
historical movements under a unified analytical framework, revealing the persistent nature
of reactionary thought across centuries.

Key Figures in Robin's Analysis
Corey Robin's examination of "The Reactionary Mind" is enriched by his deep engagement



with a diverse array of historical figures who, in his view, embody and articulate reactionary
impulses. These individuals, spanning centuries and diverse political contexts, serve as
case studies to illustrate his overarching thesis about the nature of opposition to
emancipation.

Edmund Burke: The Conservative Origins of Reaction
As previously noted, Edmund Burke holds a foundational place in Robin's analysis. Burke's
"Reflections on the Revolution in France" is dissected to reveal not just a critique of radical
change, but a powerful defense of established privilege and social order. Robin highlights
Burke's emphasis on tradition, prejudice, and inherited institutions as essential bulwarks
against the perceived chaos of revolutionary innovation. For Burke, and by extension
Robin's interpretation of the reactionary mindset, liberty is not an abstract ideal but a
cultivated inheritance, best preserved within established hierarchies rather than unleashed
in untamed forms.

Joseph de Maistre and Louis de Bonald: The Theocratic
Defense
Robin also delves into the writings of Joseph de Maistre and Louis de Bonald, figures who
represent a more extreme, theocratic manifestation of reaction. Their arguments for
absolute monarchy, the unquestionable authority of the papacy, and a rigidly hierarchical
society are presented as clear examples of a reactionary worldview deeply rooted in a fear
of secularism and individual autonomy. These thinkers, according to Robin, saw the
Enlightenment and its revolutionary offspring as a descent into atheism and social
disintegration, necessitating a return to divinely ordained authority and the restoration of
traditional power structures.

Later Reactionary Thinkers and Movements
Beyond these foundational figures, Robin extends his analysis to later thinkers and
movements that exhibit the same core reactionary impulses, albeit in different historical
guises. This includes an examination of those who opposed abolition, defended
segregation, and resisted the expansion of voting rights. By drawing connections between
these disparate historical struggles, Robin underscores his argument that reaction is not
tied to a specific historical period but is a recurring phenomenon driven by the consistent
desire to maintain existing power dynamics and resist the perceived threats posed by the
expanding circle of freedom and equality.

The Psychology of Reactionaryism
Beyond the intellectual justifications and historical manifestations of reactionary thought,
Corey Robin's work also delves into the underlying psychological currents that drive this
political orientation. He argues that reactionaryism is not merely an intellectual position but
a deeply ingrained psychological response rooted in fear, anxiety, and a specific perception



of self and society.

Fear of Loss and Status Anxiety
A central psychological driver, as explored by Robin, is the fear of loss – specifically, the
fear of losing status, privilege, and social power. Reactionaries, in his view, often feel
threatened by movements that aim to elevate marginalized groups or dismantle existing
hierarchies. This sense of vulnerability can manifest as status anxiety, a deep-seated
concern that their own social position is precarious and vulnerable to being undermined by
the advancements of others. This anxiety fuels a defensive posture, leading to a strong
resistance against any perceived erosion of their advantages.

The Allure of Order and Hierarchy
Robin suggests that many individuals drawn to reactionary thought find comfort in clear
social hierarchies and established orders. In a complex and rapidly changing world, the
promise of a stable, predictable social structure, where everyone knows their place, can be
profoundly appealing. This desire for order can override a commitment to individual liberty,
especially when that liberty is perceived as disruptive or destabilizing. The psychological
appeal lies in the perceived certainty and control that hierarchical systems offer, even at
the expense of greater freedom and equality.

Defense of the Self and Identity
Furthermore, Robin posits that reactionaryism often serves as a defense mechanism for a
particular conception of the self and group identity. When the social or political order that
confers a particular identity and its associated privileges is challenged, individuals may
experience a profound threat to their very sense of self. This can lead to a visceral reaction,
a powerful urge to defend the existing order as a means of defending their own identity and
belonging. The political becomes deeply personal, as the fate of the social order is
intertwined with the individual's sense of self-worth and place in the world.

Reactionaryism and the Modern Political
Landscape
Corey Robin's analysis of "The Reactionary Mind" provides a crucial lens through which to
understand contemporary political trends and movements that might otherwise appear
disparate or inexplicable. His framework allows for a consistent interpretation of
phenomena that often confound conventional political analysis.

Contemporary Manifestations of Reaction
Robin argues that the core impulses of reaction are vividly on display in many
contemporary political movements. He identifies the resistance to social justice



movements, the backlash against advancements in civil rights, and the anxieties
surrounding demographic shifts as clear indicators of this enduring phenomenon. The
language of "cultural appropriation," the fears about "political correctness," and the appeals
to "traditional values" are all, in his view, expressions of the reactionary impulse to push
back against emancipatory forces that threaten established norms and power dynamics.
This includes resistance to expanded LGBTQ+ rights, critiques of multiculturalism, and the
defense of traditional gender roles, all seen as challenges to existing social hierarchies.

The Role of Populism and Nationalism
Populist and nationalist movements, in particular, often draw upon reactionary sentiments.
Robin suggests that these movements frequently tap into anxieties about economic
insecurity, cultural change, and a perceived loss of national identity, framing these
concerns as a struggle against liberal elites and globalist forces. The appeal to a
romanticized national past, the emphasis on strong leadership, and the "us vs. them"
framing are all consistent with the reactionary playbook. The promise to "make [nation]
great again," for instance, can be interpreted as a call to restore a perceived lost era of
national dominance and cultural homogeneity, directly countering forces of global
integration and social liberalization.

Reactionaryism in the Age of Information
In the digital age, Robin's analysis also offers insights into how reactionary ideas spread
and gain traction. The rapid dissemination of information and misinformation online can
amplify fears and anxieties, creating echo chambers that reinforce reactionary narratives.
Social media platforms, while offering opportunities for connection, can also become
conduits for the propagation of reactionary ideologies, often by presenting them as
common-sense reactions to perceived societal ills. The ability to quickly mobilize and
organize online further empowers reactionary movements, allowing them to exert influence
beyond their traditional organizational structures.

Enduring Relevance and Critiques of Robin's
Work
Corey Robin's "The Reactionary Mind" has been widely praised for its incisive analysis and
its ability to illuminate a persistent, yet often misunderstood, force in political life. Its
enduring relevance lies in its explanatory power for understanding contemporary political
dynamics, though like any significant intellectual work, it also faces its share of critiques.

The Strength of Robin's Analytical Framework
The primary strength of Robin's work lies in its consistent focus on reaction as a direct
opposition to emancipation. This theoretical anchor provides a unified way to understand a
wide range of political phenomena, from historical counter-revolutions to contemporary
conservative movements. By shifting the focus from mere opposition to change to a more



fundamental opposition to freedom itself, Robin offers a compelling framework that
challenges readers to reconsider their understanding of political ideologies. His ability to
connect seemingly disparate historical moments under a single analytical umbrella is a
testament to the robustness of his thesis.

Critiques of Overgeneralization and Determinism
However, some critics argue that Robin's framework can be overly broad, potentially
collapsing diverse political positions under the singular banner of reaction. Concerns are
sometimes raised about whether his definition risks oversimplifying the motivations of
individuals and groups who may oppose certain emancipatory movements for reasons other
than a generalized fear of freedom. Additionally, some scholars suggest that Robin's
emphasis on the inherent nature of reaction might lean towards a form of determinism,
potentially downplaying the agency of individuals and the possibility of genuine ideological
evolution within reactionary movements.

The Nuances of Conservatism and Reaction
Another area of discussion revolves around the precise relationship between conservatism
and reaction. While Robin clearly identifies reactionary tendencies within conservative
thought, some critics argue for a clearer distinction between the more pragmatic, reform-
oriented aspects of conservatism and the more fundamental opposition to emancipation
that characterizes reaction. The debate often centers on whether all forms of conservatism
can be neatly categorized as reactionary or if there exist distinct, non-reactionary strands
of conservative thought. Understanding these nuances is crucial for a complete
appreciation of Robin's contribution and its place within broader political discourse.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Corey Robin's 'The
Reactionary Mind'?
Corey Robin's central thesis is that reactionaries, far from being simply backward-looking,
are actively engaged in a struggle against modernity and its perceived threats to hierarchy,
order, and tradition. He argues that reaction is a dynamic and adaptive political force, often
prefiguring or influencing progressive movements.

How does Robin define 'reaction' in his book, and how
does it differ from simple conservatism?
Robin defines 'reaction' as a specific form of politics that arises in response to perceived
threats to established power structures and hierarchies. Unlike conservatism, which may
seek to preserve existing institutions, reaction is more actively antagonistic towards the
forces of change, often advocating for a restoration of a previous, idealized order.



What historical figures or movements does Robin
analyze to illustrate his concept of reaction?
Robin analyzes a wide range of historical figures and movements, including Edmund Burke,
Joseph de Maistre, Carl Schmitt, and the American conservative movement. He also
examines the intellectual underpinnings of figures like Thomas Carlyle and others who
offered critiques of liberalism and democracy.

How does Robin connect reaction to the concept of
'freedom'?
Robin argues that reactionaries often frame their struggle as a defense of a particular kind
of freedom, typically freedom from the perceived chaos or tyranny of egalitarianism and
mass society. This 'freedom' is often understood as the freedom of elites to maintain their
position and the freedom to impose order.

What is Robin's view on the relationship between
reaction and progress?
Robin provocatively suggests that reaction and progress are deeply intertwined. He
contends that reactionary movements, in their opposition to change, often highlight the
unintended consequences of progressive reforms and, in doing so, can shape the direction
of future political development, sometimes even co-opting or domesticating elements of
the very changes they oppose.

What are some of the key critiques or
misunderstandings that Robin addresses regarding
reactionary thought?
Robin addresses common critiques that reactionaries are merely nostalgic or irrational. He
argues that their positions are often grounded in a coherent, albeit different, understanding
of social order and political philosophy. He also pushes back against the idea that reaction
is simply a fringe phenomenon, highlighting its persistent influence in mainstream politics.

What is the significance of Robin's concept of 'reaction'
for understanding contemporary political dynamics?
Robin's work offers a framework for understanding the enduring appeal and adaptive
strategies of anti-progressive political movements. It helps explain why certain forms of
authoritarianism, nationalism, and traditionalism continue to gain traction, by revealing
their engagement with and reaction against the forces of liberalization and
democratization.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Corey Robin's The Reactionary Mind, with descriptions:

1. The Iron Cage: An Essay Concerning the Limits of Social Change
This book explores the inherent difficulties and resistance encountered when attempting to
fundamentally alter social structures. It delves into the ways established systems and
power dynamics actively work to preserve the status quo, making significant progress a
constant struggle. The author examines the psychological and sociological inertia that often
accompanies attempts at radical transformation, suggesting that attempts at change can
inadvertently reinforce the very structures they seek to dismantle.

2. The Anatomy of Fascism
This seminal work provides a comprehensive analysis of the historical development and
underlying principles of fascism as a political phenomenon. It moves beyond superficial
descriptions to dissect the core ideological components, organizational structures, and
social conditions that give rise to fascist movements. The book offers a framework for
understanding how fascism operates and persists, highlighting its appeal to certain societal
anxieties and grievances.

3. On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century
Drawing lessons from the tumultuous 20th century, this concise guide offers practical
advice on recognizing and resisting authoritarianism. It breaks down complex historical
events into actionable principles for citizens to protect democratic institutions and
individual freedoms. The book serves as a crucial reminder of the fragility of democracy
and the constant vigilance required to maintain it against encroaching power.

4. The Conservative Mind: From Burke to Santayana
This foundational text traces the intellectual lineage of modern conservatism, exploring its
philosophical roots and evolution over centuries. It examines key thinkers who have shaped
conservative thought, highlighting their arguments for tradition, order, and gradual reform.
The book provides essential context for understanding the conservative impulse to resist
rapid or radical societal change.

5. The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy
This critical examination argues that a segment of the modern elite has become detached
from the general populace and the traditional social contract. The author contends that this
elite's pursuit of global interests and cosmopolitan values undermines national identity and
democratic accountability. The book explores how this detachment contributes to social
fragmentation and a sense of grievance, which can be exploited by reactionary forces.

6. Against the Grain: A Chronicle of the Heretics of Our Time
This work profiles individuals and movements who have challenged prevailing orthodoxies
and dominant ideologies throughout history. It explores the often unpopular stances taken
by those who refuse to conform to contemporary norms, examining the intellectual and
social pressures they face. The book implicitly highlights how resistance to established
social or political trends often places individuals in a reactionary position relative to the
prevailing current.

7. The Road to Serfdom
A classic of libertarian thought, this book warns against the dangers of excessive



government intervention in the economy and society. The author argues that centralized
planning and collectivism inevitably lead to a loss of individual liberty and the rise of
totalitarianism. It presents a stark vision of how attempts to control and manage society
can result in a loss of freedom, a concern often central to reactionary critiques.

8. The End of History and the Last Man
This controversial thesis posits that with the collapse of communism and the triumph of
liberal democracy, humanity has reached the ultimate form of government and societal
organization. The author suggests that the universalization of Western liberal democracy
and market capitalism marks the endpoint of mankind's ideological evolution. The book’s
assertion of a final, stable political order can be seen as a point of contention for those who
believe in the continuous struggle against perceived societal decay.

9. Conservatism: An Introduction
This accessible overview provides a broad introduction to the diverse strands and historical
development of conservative political thought. It outlines the core principles, key figures,
and various schools of conservatism, offering a balanced perspective on its enduring
influence. The book helps readers understand the fundamental motivations and arguments
that underpin conservative approaches to governance and social order.
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