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"The oppressed are allowed once every few years to decide which particular representatives of the oppressing class shall represent and repress them in parliament." - Karl Marx on Capitalist Parliamentary Democracy
“Fascism should more properly be called corporatism, since it is the merger of state and corporate power." – Benito Mussolini (cited by Lewis Lapham in Harper's, January 2002)

"In the long run, there are no laissez-faire transitions to modern economic growth. The state has always intervened to create a capitalist class, and then it has to regulate the capitalist class, and then the state has to worry about being taken over by the capitalist class, but the state has always been there." [quoted by Noam Chomsky, Year 501, p. 104] From An Anarchist FAQ: F.8.2 What was the social context of the statement "laissez-faire?"

http://www.geocities.com/CapitolHill/1931/secF8.html
Scholars who make their living from analyzing political ideas from every conceivable angle are likely not so much to miss the point as to lose track of it beneath a haystack of qualifiers, asides and footnotes.  But the defining feature of fascism is just as simple as the definition Mussolini provided in a single phrase: the merger of state and corporate power. From country to country fascism may or may not exhibit a series of additional features: an alliance with theocratic elements, imperial expansionism, anti-Semitism, but these are all optional and designed to strengthen the hand of the ruling regime at a particular time and in a particular place.  Remaining focused on Mussolini’s simple formulation when applied to an analysis of power relationships in world politics in general and to contemporary American politics in particular leads to conclusions too obvious to ignore.  

If we are not distracted by the bells and whistles of classical fascism we can clearly see that the defining fascist element is emerging in the United States with pornographic clarity, especially from the neo-conservatives of the Republican right. But this same power configuration is also the driving force behind the neo-liberal foreign policy of both major parties. What is, however, different and noteworthy is that in classical fascism, the dictatorial state apparatus attained supremacy over other power elements within the social and economic order including both organized labor, and the class of economic and corporate elites (http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benito_Mussolini). The fascist state was thereafter able to enforce and maintain its dominance through the exercise of state power and state terror. Hitler in a letter to Herman Rauschning,: 

"Of what importance is all that, if I range men firmly within a discipline they cannot escape? Let them own land or factories as much as they please. The decisive factor is that the State, through the Party, is supreme over them regardless of whether they are owners or workers. All that is unessential; our socialism goes far deeper. It establishes a relationship of the individual to the State, the national community. Why need we trouble to socialize banks and factories? We socialize human beings."   http://www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fascism 

In contrast, in present day America, the state apparatus is under effective control of corporate power. The reason for this is that American fascists must rely on elections to remain in office. Even the theft of the presidential election of 2000 was only possible because of the closeness of the electoral vote in the remainder of the states outside of Florida. Neither party has been able to simply seize power and abolish elections. To do so would risk alienating the population and possibly incite the supporters of constitutional government within the military to intervene. So far, the American military has not shown an inclination to intervene in civilian affairs and it would be dangerous to attempt to enlist the military as part of a plot to overthrow the US constitution for three reasons. Firstly, the failure of such an attempted coup would lead to dire consequences for those who attempted to instigate it. Secondly, If the coup succeeded, the military would be in charge and have no need to share power with civilians. Keeping the military in check requires the unquestioned loyalty of a secret police force. Thirdly, there is little that could induce the American people to take to the streets, but attempting to seize power in a coup d'état just might do it.  Nevertheless, short of a military coup, the two major parties in the United States have to at least perform the prescribed mandatory rituals required in order to maintain the fig leaf of electoral democratic legitimacy.

This necessity forces both Republicans and Democrats to go hat-in-hand to wealthy elites for financing of their campaigns and keeps both parties from declaring independence from plutocratic interests. 

The primary problem with money in politics is that large hard money contributions—which only a small fraction of the public can afford to make—unduly influence who is able to run for office and who wins elections in the United States. Without personal wealth, or the ability to raise large sums of money from wealthy contributors, many aspiring candidates are locked out of the process. Those voters who wish to support views that are rejected by wealthy donors are left without an outlet. Ultimately, successful candidates are more accountable to an elite donor pool than to the majority of their non-wealthy constituents….

U.S. elections are predominantly funded by a small number of large contributors. Just 0.22 percent of the U.S. voting age population contributed at least $200 to a 2002 congressional candidate; this narrow donor pool was responsible for 76 percent of all individual candidate contributions. Only 0.09 percent of the population made contributions of at least $1,000 and accounted for 55.5 percent of individual contributions to 2002 congressional candidates.
http://www.pirg.org/democracy/democracy.asp?id2=10366
Clearly, it is in the best interests of the plutocrats to maintain the economic dependence of both parties. The existence of the two party system allows different coalitions of wealthy elites to strive for supremacy of influence within a particular party and allows for an orderly transition of power from one group to another without either group having to resort to violence.  Once a mass party, including even a crypto-fascist party, is able to maintain control of state power independently of the plutocrats, by instituting a police-state dictatorship, that party is in a position to pursue policies contrary to the wishes of the plutocracy. This is a crucial and defining characteristic of the emerging American fascism; and for that reason, the most descriptive term for what is emerging in the US seems to be "electoral fascism." 
In order to maintain themselves in power, the two wings of fascist power, namely, the Democratic and Republican parties, must attract the support of masses of voters. In order to do this, each party must attempt to enlist support from blocks of voters by campaigning on whatever issues remain after the plutocrats have removed from discussion everything they consider to be within their exclusive domain. This domain includes everything that has to do with obtaining and keeping money. The remaining issues revolve around such non-money concerns as: theocratic versus secular culture, pitting the interests of the economic middle class against the aspirations of the poor, and appealing to racial and ethnic antagonisms.  Key elements of the fascist political and economic agenda are invariably couched in code words like “family values,” “welfare reform” (but not corporate welfare reform), “reducing the size of government” (that helps people, but expanding government that serves corporate interests), “deregulation” (so that the big corporations subsidized by government can consume smaller corporations forced to compete on a decidedly unleveled playing field) and other such euphemisms for disguising the true beneficiaries of policies favoring the fascist corporate elite.
The Republican theft of the 2000 election, efforts at media consolidation by pro-Republican interests, and efforts at establishing a police state in the form of the "Patriot Acts" represent an attempt by the neo-conservatives to move in the direction of effective dictatorship.  If the plutocrats are not foolish, they will see in these developments a bid for independence that would spell the end of plutocratic political dominance. Under a dictatorship, falling out of political favor can have dire personal consequences. For this reason, if the neo-conservatives achieve too much power, and if the leading corporate elites have really figured out that their interests are best served by maintaining the electoral fascist system intact, we can expect to see a backlash driven by the very plutocratic interests that are now supporting them. The key battleground in such a struggle would be the corporate-owned media as various corporate power coalitions decided whether to risk opposing the present administration or to attempt to remain in its good graces through unswerving devotion. It can be seen that once even and electoral fascist administration is allowed to consolidate too powerful a hold on the government, its ability to intimidate the corporate-owned media could prove decisive and its power could transmute into what would be effectively a dictatorship. The ease with which the press allowed the Bush administration to fabricate justification for driving the nation into a war on Iraq shocked the entire world and may signal a decisive phase in the transition from electoral to classical dictatorial fascism. 

Up until this point, the oscillation between the poles of neo-conservative Republican fascism and the more centrist policies of Clinton and the Democrats prevented either the right or left wing of the two major parties from attaining breakaway independence from the plutocrats. Because of the boundary limits imposed by this oscillation, many critical problems within the American social and economic order have been "out of bounds" and could not be addressed. The result has been growing frustration and anger on the part of the poor and other elements of the working class who find themselves suffering hardship or exploitation with no effective means for redress. Ironically, classical fascism was in a position to address these grievances through socialistic policies that are anathema to contemporary American plutocrats. Consequently, one significant source of popular support for the classical fascist state is unavailable to electoral fascists. 
The issue of corruption is emerging as one of the most glaring contradictions of the electoral fascist regime. The noblesse oblige of European conservatives is almost totally lacking among the dominant faction of American plutocrats. If not for reasons of separation of church and state, at least as a matter of truth in advertising, "In God We Trust" should be removed from American money and replaced by the real motto of the plutocrats: "Take The Money And Run." There are now no guardians of the hen house but the foxes. Everything that can be stolen will be stolen. That means as much will be pilfered from the pockets of the economic middle class as the plutocrats can get away with. That is the unannounced message behind the wave of corporate stockholder fleecings and the feckless responses of the Bush government. Under classical fascism, corruption of that magnitude could have been considered a crime against the state and dealt with harshly as an object lesson to the rich not to go to far. The classical fascist state could have also chosen not to respond, but under the terms of electoral fascism, the state is so beholden to the plutocracy that it is prohibited from taking effective action.
This brings us to yet another feature of electoral fascism, namely, that the positions of power within the state apparatus are largely filled by individuals who have held positions of power within top corporations. This results in an extreme imbalance of corporate interests over the interests of the American people. Over the long term, this too is a source of instability for the regime. 
In conclusion, while there are many differences between electoral fascism and classical fascism, the overlap in similarities is sufficient to entitle the ruling American regime to wear the fascist mantle with pride. In its electoral variant, fascism is expressed as the dominance of plutocratic-corporate interests over the state. This total dominance will prove to be its undoing. 
The essential task of pro-democracy elements is to address the problems posed by the pyramid of power in its present form. Unless these problems are confronted directly, we can only expect in the Twenty First Century to repeat, in a merely cosmetically altered form, the mistakes of the Twentieth Century: 

http://political-girl.tripod.com/sitebuildercontent/sitebuilderfiles/phase_2_democracy.doc
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