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 —Who are you? What’s your name? 

—Give me a name, and I’ll become what you name me 

—I cannot, because I am a wind 

and you’re a stranger like me, and names have hands 

—Then, I am “No one” 

 
from Mahmoud Darwish, “I Don’t Know Your Name” 

 
 

The executive branch continues to strengthen itself relative to the judiciary and Congress, 
and it seems certain that the President will exercise a much stronger control in the 21st century. 
She will wield a more pervasive power over the federal government—in a time of permanent 
exception—than ever in the history of the United States. Through the Department of Homeland 
Security, she will have influence or control over every apparatus of law enforcement and 
surveillance in the country. Under the legal precedents established by Presidents Bush Jr. and 
Obama, she will have the authority to order the extrajudicial killing of U.S. citizens abroad. And, 
as has been the case for decades, she will deploy the armed forces in operations of intervention, 
as well as utilizing the C.I.A. in campaigns of interference in the affairs of foreign states. Her 
finger, like those before it, will have privileged access to the nuclear Red Button. She will likely 
appoint our Executive Director to the I.M.F. and nominate the President of the World Bank—
who will in turn control a commanding share of voting power in both institutions—influencing 
international monetary policy and pulling the strings of world debt. She will post official 
YouTube videos. She will tweet. 

 
 It is plain that these roles and responsibilities matter in an institutional sense. The Oval 
Office is the nexus of a very broad series of power structures. Yet, while the formal position of 
the president matters, we also bear witness to a new kind of confusion. It is an apathy that is not 
so much cynical as disoriented. While “the President” in the abstract may matter, we are familiar 
with the notion that “it doesn’t actually matter who is president”. The increasing similarity 
between the platforms of both parties, and the policies of those they put in the White House, is 
something of which commentators across the political spectrum have taken notice. President 
Obama’s drone policy, for example, is more hawkish, and more contentious among liberals in 
the Democratic Party, than President Bush’s was. It has been widely noted that President 
Obama’s federal healthcare plan—the “socialist” bane of the right—is in fact remarkably similar 



to the state plan Mitt Romney instituted in Massachusetts during his term as governor. Perhaps 
the ultimate signal of convergence is the emergence of the “libertarian” movement under Ron 
Paul, which espouses a combination of total market deregulation and unfettered social liberalism, 
presenting a kind of extreme parody of common American ideals and drawing people from both 
parties’ base demographics. Out of the cosmically slow collision of the two main parties are 
ejected two opposite forces, which fly towards polar absolutes: the Tea Party, which strives to be 
absolutely the same as America, and Occupy, which strives to be absolutely other to America. 
We find elderly men dressed as colonial militia, attempting to submerge themselves in history, 
and young men covered in black cloth, breaking windows to be seen as the manifestation of 
negation. 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vQ1Sg5I_dus 
<iframe width="420" height="315" src="http://www.youtube.com/embed/vQ1Sg5I_dus" 
frameborder="0" allowfullscreen></iframe> 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v7UpfBYb3-s 
<iframe width="420" height="315" src="http://www.youtube.com/embed/v7UpfBYb3-s" 
frameborder="0" allowfullscreen></iframe> 
 

In his essay “The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism”, published in 1991, Fredric Jameson 
writes of the “cultural dominant” of postmodernism’s effect on politics:  
 

“the ideas of a ruling class were once the dominant (or hegemonic) ideology of bourgeois 
society, [but] the advanced capitalist countries today are now a field of stylistic and 
discursive heterogeneity without a norm. Faceless masters continue to inflect the 
economic strategies which constrain our existences, but they no longer need to impose 
their speech (or are henceforth unable to); and the postliteracy of the late capitalist world 
reflects not only the absence of any great collective project but also the unavailability of 
the older national language itself” (II). 

 
This account seems to have accurately described an effect that is only coming into its full 

fruition today. While normativity may linger, we Americans can mostly exist with fluid 
identities. We can be who we want to be, and if we wish, forget who we once were—dissolving 
that communitarian bind of primitive responsibility. This means that in the market, the common 
denominator really does rule. “Taste”, the stuffy imposition of ruling classes long past, has been 
popularized. Recall that Paul Ryan has stated that Rage Against the Machine is one of his 
favorite bands. Rage Against the Machine is a group whose lead guitarist, Tom Morello, is the 
self-appointed musical voice of Occupy and the contemporary American left, and his songs are 
stridently anti-establishment.  

 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_7-yt_JWMMc 
<iframe width="560" height="315" src="http://www.youtube.com/embed/_7-

yt_JWMMc" frameborder="0" allowfullscreen></iframe> 
 
This example demonstrates how fully the phenomenon described by Jameson is in 

effect—to that point that it functions both ways, that the speech (broadly construed) of the 
masses has imposed itself back on the ruling classes; but this to no political effect. Tom Morello 



came out with an article in Rolling Stone stating that Ryan goes against everything his music 
stands for (http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/tom-morello-paul-ryan-is-the-embodiment-
of-the-machine-our-music-rages-against-20120816). Of course, part of the point Jameson makes 
is that the ground on which Morello presumes to stand is no longer solid. The imposition of 
speech no longer determines power, and Ryan can—and does—listen to “political” music and go 
on with his conservative day. 

In this cultural environment, truth in politics becomes a matter of orientation, or 
direction. “Facts” fall behind alignment. We see this most clearly in the “birther” movement, 
those who deny the political legitimacy of President Obama’s personhood itself. Yet it can also 
be seen in the panics raised among the Occupy movement over pieces of legislation like SOPA 
or the NDAA, the former raising a cry of imminent censorship of the internet and the latter 
provoking dire warnings of a military police state in the making. This paranoiac tendency, 
ironically enough, seems to be a byproduct of an aversion to totalitarianism so strong that it 
generates neurosis—where every positive assertion is a step in the wrong direction, and the idea 
of truth itself, or of asserting truth, becomes threatening, as the declaration of truth is taken to be 
a violent act. Hence Occupy takes no positions. The postmodern dominant entails an enforced 
heterogeneity, against even collective action itself. 
 
 We find that the question of how the President might matter in the coming century is at 
once a question of power structure—whose answer is unpleasantly imaginable—and also a 
question about cultural value: what might it mean to be governed by the President of the first 
answer? 

The office of President appears destined by design for a faceless person. So it is that 
Obama’s ethnic and “personal” identity—perhaps not coincidentally, one already treated with 
hostility by so many Americans anyway—has become a critical point against him in 
conservative dialogue, as baffling as that may seem on the surface. The Obama campaign, which 
won the advertising industry’s most prestigious award for its efforts in 2008, did consciously 
package the Obama brand as one of collective striving and leadership behind a real man. 



http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_zMsg9U8UoyM/TU5wpsp-
S0I/AAAAAAAAFCA/pnSUQHzkTUs/s1600/shepard%252Bfairey%252Bobama%252Bportrai

t.jpg 
 
Shepard Fairey’s famous “HOPE” poster self-consciously echoes the aesthetic 

presentation of the face of the Leader in 20th-century totalitarian states. When we look at Mitt 
Romney (or really, the spectacle of Mitt Romney), we find someone being advertised as bland, 
homogenous, and perfectly managerial. He is a businessman above all else, and his pitch boils 
down to a call for recognition as the best tool for the job. The political question of meaning is 
snubbed most conspicuously in Republican dialogue today. In Clint Eastwood’s recent speech at 
the RNC convention in Tampa—infamous already for his rambling argument with an empty 
chair, a farcical echo of the modernist performance piece re-contextualized in a postmodern 
power structure, exemplifying another point made by Jameson in his essay: that the postmodern 
condition can determine the meaning of a work itself—Eastwood asserted that politicians “are 
employees of ours” (9:18). 

 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yoqKdWY692k 
<iframe width="560" height="315" 

src="http://www.youtube.com/embed/yoqKdWY692k" frameborder="0" 
allowfullscreen></iframe> 

 
The GOP vision of the meaning of the president is that the president has no meaning per 

se, nor does the political itself. Meaning, for them, comes directly to the righteous—the “us” of 
Eastwood’s speech—from God, and from carrying out his mission. This is less theological than 
ideological: they praise the form of the mission, only sometimes inventing a particular content. 
This is their way to combat today’s disorientation. It means that the president matters only as a 
means—but ultimately, we find, to no end. 

 



We should say then that the President might matter in the 21st-century if she can be a 
leader of collective action. There must be a real political meaning to her service, beyond 
machination. With this in mind, it was warming to see President Obama’s tweeted response to 
the Eastwood speech: “This seat’s taken”. The statement recalls the political: the boardroom 
buzzes away in the background, but the challenge over the chair—personal, human—remains. 

 
https://twitter.com/#!/BarackObama/media/slideshow?url=pic.twitter.com%2FjgGZTb02 

 


