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Brian Massumi’s The Personality of Power is an ambitious and demanding work that
seeks to rethink how political authority functions in the contemporary moment.
Rather than offering a historical account of fascism or a conventional analysis of recent
American politics, Massumi frames the book as a philosophical intervention aimed at
generating new conceptual tools of examining the self in a political environment. As
he makes clear in the opening pages, the study is ‘not an essay in history’, nor an
empirical sociological investigation, but rather a philosophical project concerned with
diagnosing present political tendencies through conceptual experimentation (3). This
declaration sets the tone for what follows: a densely argued reflection on personhood,
media power, and collective political affect.

The book is organised into five parts, with a postscript following at the end.
From the beginning, Massumi develops two closely related lines of argument. First,
he contends that power today is ‘repersonalized around... [the] media figure’, whose
efficacy lies in the “circulation of images and words’ that exercise ‘performative force’
in the political field (1, 73). Early in the book, he notes that the significance of Trump’s
political presence lies in how his speech and gestures function in practice, since they
‘bear more on their mode of operation than on interpretations of their meaning’ (4).
Massumi later suggests that such figures derive their political effectiveness from the
circulation of images, words, and gestures, whose “performative force’ lies in their
capacity to generate real political outcomes as they spread through media networks
(73). Authority thus emerges not primarily from ideological consistency or policy
coherence, but from the capacity of mediated signs and affects to catalyse collective
responses and shape the political field — for example, as Massumi demonstrates, a poll
from 2018 shows that 60 percent of Trump supporters approved him for his person,
and only 20 percent for his policies (19-20). In this sense, the personalisation of power
concerns not just individual psychology or quasi-religious elements; instead, power
comes from collective reactions to circulating signals and media processes.

Second, and more fundamentally, Massumi advances a philosophical
reconceptualisation of personhood; identifying the question of what constitutes a
‘person’ as the central stake of the book. Drawing on the philosophy of how reality
and subjectivity emerge through relational processes (i.e. patterns of trust and
communication that develop over time between people) with reference to notable
philosophical thinkers such as Peirce, Bergson, Whitehead, Deleuze, Guattari, and in
particular, Simondon and his theory of individuation, Massumi develops the idea that
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personhood emerges from a collective processes. He argues against the common
assumptions of the personal/impersonal dichotomy - that is, that individuals are self-
contained and separate from the systems around them - a task he describes as
requiring a ‘lengthy philosophical detour” which is developed in part two and
extended into part three (74). Instead, his discussions of “collective individuation’
emphasise how persons take shape together through transformative events —
illustrated with references to the January 6th attack on Capitol Hill in Washington DC,
and the circulation of political speeches and images throughout social media — rather
than existing as pre-formed entities (12-13).

This reconceptualization is developed in part two, where Massumi examines
the collective and generalised character of personhood in sections with headings such
as ‘A Person Is a General Idea’, ‘Corporate Persons’, and ‘Multiple Persons in Joint
Possession.” He extends this analysis into part three through discussions of figuration,
affect, and the media figure; which explores how political figures emerge within
perceptual fields rather than as isolated individuals. Here, Massumi focuses on how
affect circulates and intensifies through media environments, and how political
figures gain influence by resonating with shared feelings and perceptions (133-144).
Together, these chapters construct a conceptual vocabulary for understanding
political authority as dynamic, relational formations. This framework is extended into
part four, where Massumi examines how political statements can produce real
consequences, irrespective of their empirical truth. In part five, he focuses on belief
and resentment, showing how shared emotions help sustain political attachment.
While these chapters deepen the analysis, they largely develop themes already
established in earlier parts rather than introducing new conceptual directions.

Readers used to historical or political science definitions of fascism may find
Massumi’s approach unusual. Rather than trying to define fascism as a specific type
of regime with fixed institutional features, he focuses on what he calls ‘fascisizing
tendencies’ — early signs or processes through which political movements begin to
mobilise fear, exclusion, or hostility in ways that could develop into authoritarian
politics (4). Massumi offers a way to think about resisting fascism, but he does not
offer concrete policy solutions. His intervention is conceptual — he implies that
resistance must work at the level of media circulation, by disrupting how political
attachments are produced and sustained (85). His argument is that fascism should not
only be understood as a past historical system, but as a possibility that can take shape
in contemporary democracies when particular emotional, communicative, and social
dynamics come together. Instead of asking is this fascism or not?, Massumi asks are there
processes here that could lead to fascism?

One of the book’s strengths lies in its insistence that modern politics cannot be
understood solely through institutional analysis or ideological critique. Massumi
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draws attention to the role of media environments, emotional intensities, and
performative political gestures in shaping collective attachments. His discussion of
how political figures function as nodes within distributed networks of meaning is
particularly suggestive for scholars interested in populism, digital culture, or
contemporary political communication. Even where the theoretical language becomes
abstract, the underlying claim — that authority today is produced as much through
circulation and participation as it is through formal structures — rings true.

At the same time, the book’s philosophical density presents challenges. The
extended conceptual discussions of personhood, collective individuation, and
affective modulation — understood as the way political discourse and media
circulation shape and amplify collective emotional responses — can feel far removed
from the concrete political events that initially motivate the project. Readers seeking
an empirical analysis of Trump-era politics will not find it here. The political examples
serve primarily as illustrative material, while the core of the argument unfolds at a
theoretical level. For some readers, this imbalance may limit the book’s usefulness in
explaining concrete political developments, despite the originality of its conceptual
framework.

Ultimately, The Personality of Power is best understood not as a definitive
account of fascism or a comprehensive study of recent political events, but as a
theoretical toolkit for thinking about how power is staged and experienced in the
present. Its contribution lies less in providing empirical answers than in reframing the
questions scholars might ask about authority, media, and collective political identity.
For historians and political theorists alike, the book’s value will depend on the reader’s
willingness to engage with its conceptual ambitions. Those looking for archival depth
or institutional analysis may find it frustrating, but readers interested in the
philosophical underpinnings of contemporary political culture will encounter a
challenging and thought-provoking work.
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