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	In my 2010 book Individualism, Decadence and Globalization: on the Relationship of Part to Whole, I returned to a definition of decadence that was formulated by Desiré Nisard first in 1834 and then redeployed by Paul Bourget in 1883, Nietzsche in 1888, and Havelock Ellis at the Fin de siècle (1889): decadence resulted when the individuation of parts led to the disintegration of the whole. In Ellis’s formulation:
The individual is the social cell. In order that the organism should perform its functions with energy it is necessary that the organisms composing it should perform their functions with energy, but with a subordinated energy, and in order that these lesser organisms  should themselves perform their functions with energy, it is necessary that the cells comprising them should perform their functions with energy, but with a subordinated energy.  If the energy of the cells becomes independent, the lesser organisms will likewise cease to subordinate their energy to the total energy and the anarchy which is established constitutes the decadence of the whole. The social organism does not escape this law and enters into decadence as soon as the individual life becomes exaggerated beneath the influence of acquired well-being, and of heredity.  A similar law governs the development and decadence of that other organism which we call language.  A style of decadence is one in which the unity of the book is decomposed to give place to the independence of the page, in which the page is decomposed to give place to the independence of the phrase, and the phrase to give place to the independence of the word.  A decadent style, in short, is an anarchistic style in which everything is sacrificed to the development of the individual parts.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  See Regenia Gagnier, Individualism, Decadence, and  Globalization: On the Relationship of Part to Whole (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). pp. 2,  176n.2.] 

	Joris-Karl Huysmans’s Là-Bas (The Damned, or Down There, 1891) provided the best example I know of this definition of decadence, in which the “unity of the book is decomposed to give place to the independence of the page, in which the page is decomposed to give place to the independence of the phrase, and the phrase to give place to the independence of the word.” It is the protagonist Durtal’s description of the holiest moment in Christendom, the Crucifixion,  as mediated through the painting by Matthaeus Grunewald, in which the synaesthetic phrases—blackberry juice, Moselle wines, spongiform feet, earth as “ferruginous as the purple soil of Thuringia,” and so forth—distract and distance us from the event:
Purulence was setting in; the seeping wound in the side dripped thickly, inundating the thigh with blood that was like congealed blackberry juice; a milky pus tinged with pinkish hue, similar to those grey Moselle wines, oozed down the chest and over the abdomen with its rumpled loin-cloth.  The knees had been forced together, twisting the shins outwards over the feet which, stapled one on top of the other, had begun to putrefy and turn green beneath the seeping blood.  These congealing spongiform feet  were terrible to behold; the flesh swelled over the head of the nail, while the toes, furiously clenched, with their blue, hook-like horns, contradicted the imploring gesture of the hand,  turning benediction into a curse, as they frantically clawed at the ochre-coloured earth, as ferruginous as the purple soil of Thuringia.[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  See Gagnier op cit., pp. 170-171. J. K. Huysmans, Là-Bas; or The Damned, Trans. Terry Hale (London: Penguin, 2001), pp. 13-14.] 

Huysmans is describing the individual who is sacrificing himself for the multitude, the part for the whole. It will be important later for my argument that this Christ has been forsaken by his Father and has only his mother: “This is the Christ of the poor, the Christ who is one and the same with the most wretched of those He has come to save, the beggars and outcasts. . . Abandoned by the father until every torture has been exhausted. . .with no recourse except to His mother who . . . is powerless to help.”[endnoteRef:3]  [3:  Là-Bas, ibid.] 

In subsequent articles on “The Global Literatures of Decadence” (2013, 2015) I argued that “the factors contributing to the rise of the decadent movement in France and England—the decline of economic, social, religious, political, regional, and gendered traditions under the forces of modernization that disrupted numerous relations of part to whole—have had similar effects elsewhere, giving rise to similar literary strategies.”[endnoteRef:4] I argued that “Decadence and modernization were mutually constituting, global, and subject to ongoing renegotiations that have their own varying rhythms when viewed geographically” (11). Examples included societies undergoing significant transformations such as 4th-5th century Rome, the antecedent typically cited for European decadence; but also 6th century China; the Chinese May Fourth and New Culture movements (1920s) in which “Dikadan” reformed tradition and protested injustice, exclusion, and corruption, and in which Wilde, Beardsley, Dowson, Davidson, and Ibsen were much read and discussed; in which Yu Dafu (1935) answered his question “What is fin-de-siècle literature?” with “an individual struggling against the bonds of tradition in an age of rapidly developing material civilization” (17). I also cited Japan under the Meiji restoration, which saw excessive resistance to what was perceived as a collective imposition of identity and in which the literary Group Pan no Kai ((パンの会, Gathering of Pan or Pan Society, 1908-12) appropriated l’art pour l’art for rebellion against feudalism. In Russia, Decadence was associated with isolated, alienated individuals and with extreme individual Will versus a more social Will to change the world in the work of Valery Bryusov,  Fyodor Sologub,  Zinaida Gippius, and Leonid Andreyev. In Latin America, the great theorists and poets José Enriqué  Rodó, Gómez Carrillo, Rubén Darío, and José Martí expressed attraction to the sensuous freedoms of European Decadence but struggled with the gender/sexuality implications of Wilde et al, and they often rejected individualism for communion with Nature as well as community. During the Turkish Tanzimat, the goal of an efficient modern state replaced all social, political, and cultural institutions with western models, which were duly resisted by Arab Romantics drawing on  French Symbolists, American Transcendentalists, and the English Pre-Raphaelites.  [4:  Regenia Gagnier, "The Global Circulation of the Literatures of Decadence,"  Literature Compass (24 Jan 2013), DOI: 10.1111/lic3.12020. "Global Literatures of Decadence," in The Fin-De-Siecle World, ed. Michael Saler (London: Routledge, 2015). Pp. 11-29, p. 14.] 

Surveying these global movements variously called decadent, fin-de-siècle, aestheticist and so forth, I became interested in the polarized reactions to modernization:  the ethical and political activism that I associated with William Morris, and the religious conversion, introspection, apolitical miracles of grace—the so-called decadence--that seemed best exemplified by Huysmans.  Huysmans’s career developed from the  Naturalism of Croquis Parisiens (1880s), in which he was interested in the materialism, senses, and impressionism of Zola’s Médan group; through the decadence of A Rebours (1884) and Là-Bas (1891), with those books’ solipsism, scepticism, and outspoken rejection of positivism; to the conversion, oblation, and later hagiography of En Route (1895), La Cathédrale (1898), and L’Oblat  (1903). In the later trilogy, Huysmans had shifted his concern towards community, transcendence of self, imitative action, ritual and mystical substitution (of the sufferings of one for the sins of the many). This shift had begun with his increasing detachment in A Rebours from what he (or his protagonist Des Esseintes)  perceived as the commercialization of modern society, which had been equally detested by Morris: 
“He hated . . . mercenary minds, money-grubbing. . . the rising generation.”[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  Joris-Karl Huysmans, A Rebours, trans. Robert Baldick, 2003 ed. (London: Penguin, 1884). p. 25.] 

“Idiotic sentimentality combined with ruthless commercialism” (161)
“Aristocracy of wealth, caliphate of the counting-house, tyranny of commerce” (202)
“The vast bagnio  [variously coffee house or brothel] of America transported to the continent of Europe. . . The limitless, unfathomable, immeasurable scurviness of the financier. . . .” (203)
A Rebours was originally entitled Seul (Alone) and the crisis of faith that concludes the novel is well known:  “Lord, take pity on the Christian who doubts, on the unbeliever who would fain believe. . . Who puts out to sea alone at night. . . beneath a firmament no longer lit by the beacon-fires of the ancient hope” (204). Des Esseintes can neither believe nor accept the abstract thought and reasoning that has replaced belief. Huysmans’s associate and sometimes friend Jules-Amédée Barbey d'Aurevilly succinctly judged that, “Undertaken in despair, the book ends with a despair that is greater than that with which it began.”[endnoteRef:6] Barbey concluded that the author had two choices, the muzzle of a pistol or the foot of the cross, suicide or religion. [6:  Ibid. Barbey in e-book loc. 3768, 3861  from the Constitutionnel (28 July 1884). Barbey originally said this to Baudelaire post-Les Fleurs du mal.] 

	En Route went on chronicling Durtal/Huysmans’s crises: “Instead of loving, I reason,”  Durtal says and castigates his  “little love, dryness of spirit, and anaemia of the soul”.[endnoteRef:7]  He disciplines himself in the daily activities of the monastery, physically  performing what cannot be believed. In this process of disciplined imitation of actions (Aristotle’s definition of tragedy), Durtal finds that he escapes from aesthetic preferences, an extraordinary admission from an aesthete. “[The monastery] La Trappe had weaned him from his preferences. . . He had discovered how to lose the amusement of bric-a-brac, to extirpate that last satisfaction in the white nakedness of a cell” (305, 312). This asceticism will eventually lead Durtal and Huysmans himself to the doctrine of  Mystical Substitution, the taking on oneself the sins of the world, imitatio Christi, leaving behind the decadence of commercial modernity.  [7:  J.K. Huysmans, En Route, Trans. W. Fleming, Introduction David Blow (Sawtry: Dedalus,. 2002), pp. 184, 310.] 

I now turn to Huysmans’s latterday avatar in decadence, the novelist in France today who best comprehends the crisis of the Fin de siècle in the face of modernity. Labelled variously “pornographer, Stalinist, racist, sexist, nihilist, reactionary, eugenicist and a homophobe” (New York Times review), Michel Houellebecq nonetheless won the Prix Goncourt in 2010.[endnoteRef:8] His novel Soumission (Submission, 2015) is set in 2022. The socialist government of  François Hollande falls; Marine Le Pen’s National Front is only prevented from winning the election by a coalition of the Socialists, the Muslim Brotherhood and Nativists/Catholics. This results, and the novel’s main thought experiment is, in the Islamization of France. Unluckily, the novel was released in January 2015 just hours before the satirical journal Charlie Hebdo’s twelve staff members were murdered by militant Islamists, and its notoriety was further increased with the Bataclan massacre of November 15, 2015. The protagonist, whose agons with Islam culminate in his conversion, is a dissolute university professor who specializes in the life and work of J. K. Huysmans.  [8:  Cited in Vincent Lloyd, “Michel Houellebecq and the Theological Virtues,” Literature and Theology vol.23 no. 1 (March 2009): 84-98, p. 84. See also Douglas Murray, “A Society Ripe for Submission,” Quadrant (November 2015): 98-101 and John Rosenthal, “Houellebecq’s Submission: Islam and France’s Malaise,” World Affairs Journal http:www.worldaffairsjournal.org. Accessed 28 April 2016. ] 

In the novel the Muslim Brotherhood are presented as reasonable leaders: 
The Muslims are ready to cede more than half the ministries—even. . . Finance and the Interior. .. On the economy and fiscal policy they and the Socialists see eye to eye. . .The sticking point is education. . . The socialists are dealing with people who care about education even more than they do. . . What [the Muslim Brotherhood] care about is birth rate and education. . . Whichever segment of the population has the highest birth rate, and does the best job of transmitting its values, wins. If you control the children, you control the future. . . What the Muslim Brotherhood really want is for most women to study Home Economics. . . Then get married. . . With a small minority studying art or literature first. That’s their vision of an ideal society. Every teacher would have to be Muslim. No exceptions.[endnoteRef:9]  [9:  Michel  Houellebecq, Submission, trans. Lorin Stein (London: William Heinemann, 2015). 62-64.] 

	Muslim women are presented, in line with a long history of Decadent literature from Flaubert through the twentieth century, as modest in public but objects of fantasy at home:
Hidden all day in impenetrable black burkas, rich Saudi women transformed themselves by night into birds of paradise. . . With multi-coloured lace and rhinestones. They were exactly the opposite of Western women, who spent their days dressed up and looking sexy to maintain their social status, then collapsed into exhaustion once they got home, abandoning all hope of seduction in favour of clothes that were loose and shapeless (71-2)
The protagonist understands himself, and men in general, as Pavlovian: “Subject man to erotic stimuli, even in their most standardised form—low necklines and short skirts—and he will feel sexual desire. Remove said stimuli and the desire will go away” (229).
	Houellebecq’s secular critics understand his work as critical and self-critical of  sex within neoliberal consumer society, in which sexual competition and economic competition appear equal and often identical. They note that the soixante-huitards’ (generation of radical activists of 1968) struggle for sexual liberation was coopted  by neoliberal competition and individualism, resulting in ever increasing individuation expressed through insatiable desire for banal objects of consumption.[endnoteRef:10] As mass commodity cultures fetishize youth and beauty, the natural course of ageing causes untold crises of identity. Jack Abecassis summarizes the problem for men:  [10:  See Carole Sweeney, Michel Houellebecq and the Literature of Despair (London: Bloomsbury Academic 2013), ch. 5 “Sex: ‘A second system’.”] 

“If you create a cult of the body. . . time condemns you to self-loathing. . . desire reverts naturally to pedophilia. . . And for us late twentieth-century consumers, sexual and ontological invisibility are one, for to be is to be seen and desired.”[endnoteRef:11] Youth possess soft power, which takes them so far;   it is left to ageing men to assert and exercise power only by hard, aggressive means, which they do savagely. The normal progression, then, of the generation of the idealistic soixante-huitards is one of liberty to resentment. They have a freedom that can only ultimately result in failure, the failure to be attractive, to be desired, to be recognized in a society of spectacle. Neoliberal market society having driven out all sources of value except the value of sex on the market, the ageing soixante-huitards have the freedom to fail.  [11:  See Jack Abecassis, “The Eclipse of Desire: L’Affaire Houellebecq,” MLN vol. 115 no. 4 (Sept. 2000): 801-826, pp. 819-20.] 

	This results in resentment, the characteristically modern emotion that arises when an ideology of freedom is ceaselessly blocked by circumstances outside the subject’s control. In most modern literature, the circumstances are economic, religious, or gender conventions. In Houellebecq, they are inevitable ageing in a youth-fetishized commodity culture.[endnoteRef:12] This state of affairs is what led some of Houellebecq’s best critics, many of whom are theologians, to recognize in Houellebecq a descendant of the tradition of contemptus mundi[endnoteRef:13] in the line of St Paul, Pascal, and the eighteenth-century Moralistes, including, in specific relation to Submission, the Huysmans of the tetralogy following A Rebours.  [12:  In previous novels, Houellebecq turns to science, i.e., biotechnology and transhumanism, to solve the problem of ageing and desire.  See The Elementary Particles [UK title Atomised], Trans. F. Wynne (New York: Knopf, 2000) and The Possibility of an Island (2005), Trans. G. Bowd (NY: Knopf, 2006). ]  [13:  See Jack Abecassis, “The Eclipse of Desire: L’Affaire Houellebecq,” MLN vol. 115 no. 4 (Sept. 2000): 801-826; Vincent Lloyd, op cit.] 

	The political economy of Submission is as bleak as its psychology. The gap between ordinary people and their governors in neoliberal society, in which politicians are perceived as part of a wealthy elite serving their own interests, has grown to catastrophe:  “For a long time France, like all Western Europe, had been drifting towards civil war” (92).  While the protagonist sees the need for an “Ancient hope,” that is, a need for religion, a father figure, God, omniscience, justice, Nanny State (Zizek’s Big O)[endnoteRef:14], he sees no choice within capitalism’s ugly culture except hedonistic participation or ascetic withdrawal. He chooses withdrawal, and imitates Huymans’s withdrawal into the monastery, where he expels his shoddy desires (“La Trappe had weaned him from his preferences. . . He had discovered how to lose the amusement of bric-a-brac. . . in the white nakedness of a cell”).  In an earlier novel, Houellebecq had written about religion as less about individual belief than as “a purely social activity about rites and rituals, ceremonies and rules.” [endnoteRef:15] Like Durtal/Huysmans, the professor reverts to disciplined daily activities, physically  performing what cannot be believed. Houellebecq’s theologically-inclined critics interpret this in line with the much studied social construction of communities of faith.[endnoteRef:16]  [14: See Slavoj Zizek, How to Read Lacan (London: Granta, 2006).  ]  [15:  Elementary Particles, p. 100. Cited in Lloyd, p. 95. ]  [16:  See Louis Betty, “Classical Secularisation Theory in Contemporary Literature—the Curious Case of Michel Houellebecq,” Literature and Theology vol. 27 no. 1 (March 2013), pp.  98-115.] 

	In my work on Huysmans in Individualism, Decadence, and Globalization I discussed the way that the fin-de-siècle socialists like Morris fortified themselves against the alienating effects of disembodied ideas by immersing themselves  in the daily activities of slums, working-class colleges, socialist and craft workshops and political parties.  And I concluded that over time Huysmans himself came to see “faith [as] a function, a way of life, not a doctrine, ideas, or belief. Its community of actions, including suffering, united the parts to the whole.”[endnoteRef:17] Huysmans’s Durtal had had an epiphany at the Cathedral at Chartres, in which his own self-obsession and self-disgust had finally withered when contrasted with the self-abnegating worship of the common people, and he “returned” to the care of the Virgin mother. The beautiful passage reads:  [17:  Gagnier (2010), p. 175.] 

They prayed less as complaining than as loving. These people, kneeling on the flags, had come for Her sake rather than for their own. . . and [Durtal]  let himself melt away in the soothing sweetness of the hymns, asking for nothing, silencing his ungratified desires, smothering his secret repining, thinking only of bidding an affectionate good-morning to the Mother to whom he had returned after such . . .  a long absence.[endnoteRef:18] [18:  Joris-Karl Huysmans,  La Cathédrale Trans. Clara Bell (Sawtry: Dedalus, 1997): 21-2] 

Imitating Huysmans/Durtal’s pilgrimage to the Virgin at Chartres, Houellebecq’s professor “felt my own individuality dissolving the longer I sat in my reverie before the Virgin of Rocamadour” (134). Peace comes with the dissolution of the individual ego and reintegration with the collective whole.
	In Arabic, “Islam” means “submission” and is from the same root as “peace.” One of the converts in the novel, the President of the University, instructs the protagonist, “It’s submission, the shocking and simple idea. . . that the summit of human happiness resides in the most absolute submission. . . There’s a connection between woman’s submission to man [at which point he scandalously digresses on Pauline Réage’s Sadean novel L’histoire d’O] and the Islamic idea of man’s submission to God. . . . Islam accepts the world, and accepts it whole, the world as such, Nietzsche might say!” (212). 
	The pedagogue protagonist of Submission traces Huysmans’s career--“My thesis was that Huysmans never stopped being a Naturalist, incorporated real speech of ordinary people into his work, and that he remained the same socialist who had attended Médan” (19)—concluding that despite the history of decadence he had ultimately wanted only the homely domestic pleasures:  “He wanted a good little cook who could also turn herself into a whore, and he wanted this on a fixed schedule” (77). This was revealed in the cooking of the wife of the bellringer, Madame Carhaix, in Là-Bas: 
Huysmans’ true subject had been bourgeois happiness, a happiness painfully out of reach for a bachelor, and not the happiness of the haute bourgeoisie but . . . good home cooking. . . . His idea of happiness was to have his artist friends over for a pot-au-feu with horseradish sauce, accompanied by an “honest” wine and followed by plum brandy and tobacco, with everyone sitting by the stove while the winter winds battered the towers of Saint-Sulpice.” (230-1)
Durtal submits to domestic life, Huysmans submits to the daily ritual of the monastery, and the protagonist of Submission follows his university President in wanting no more than wives who can cook well and keep him happy with regular sex. Abandoning the fast-paced glamour of consumer society, he submits gracefully to a disciplined and faithful domestic life.  Life is good under the Muslim Brotherhood.
In his famous interviews with Bernard-Henri Lévy, Houellebecq has spoken about his conviction of “The absolute irreversibility of all processes of decay once they have begun. . . in friendship, family, social group, or a whole society.”[endnoteRef:19]  It appears that decadence is still with us as a distortion between the part/individual and whole/collective.  The question is whether the decadence of the West as a materialist, commodified culture that has lost the kinds of fulfilment that family and religion offered, that was the target of Huysmans and Houellebecq, is permanent?  Houellebecq wrote, “For a long time France, like all Western Europe, had been drifting towards civil war” (92), and we might add “like all Western culture.”  [19:   Michel Houellebecq and Bernard-Henri Lévy, Public Enemies (London: Atlantic Books, 2011) p.11.  ] 

The rise of populisms is being documented throughout the United States, Britain, and Europe. As defined by political theorists, populist movements claim to represent the rightful source of legitimate power—the people, whose interests and wishes have been ignored by self-interested politicians, the media, and/or  and politically correct intellectuals. Populists claim to speak for the forgotten mass of ordinary people and are “invariably critical of professional politicians and the media.”[endnoteRef:20]  Cas Mudde emphasizes the binaristic nature of populism, “a thin-centred ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated in two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt elite’. . . Its essential features are: morality and monism. . . its main opposites are elitism and pluralism. . . it is pro-democracy, but anti-liberal democracy. . . an illiberal democratic answer to problems created by an undemocratic [neo]liberalism.”[endnoteRef:21] In Europe, we note that both Hungary and Turkey’s leaders have now espoused the term “Illiberal Democracy” to describe their preferred ideology.[endnoteRef:22]  [20:  Margaret Canovan “Populism for political theorists,” Journal of Political Ideologies 9:3: 241-252. p. 242.]  [21:  Cas Mudde, “Populism in Europe: a Primer,” openDemocracy (12 May 2015), p. 1. https://www.opendemocracy.net/can-europe-make-it/cas-mudde/populism-in-europe-primer. For a more detailed explanation of the logic or mode of populist articulation, see Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2007) and Populism and the Mirror of Democracy, Ed. F. Panizza (London, New York: Verso, 2005). ]  [22:  (SH)] See “Hongrie : Viktor Orban, architecte de la démocratie non libérale en Europe” (Le Monde, 6 May 2016) at http://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2016/05/06/hongrie-viktor-orban-architecte-de-la-democratie-non-liberale-en-europe_4914994_3210.html.] 

This leads us to ask whether Submission is the Heart of Darkness of French literature, using Islam as a mere background for the breakup  of a petty commercial culture violently and permanently divided between the haves and have nots? Chinua Achebe famously analysed the racism of Joseph Conrad’s novel as consisting in its use of Africa as a mere backdrop for the break-up of one petty European mind. [endnoteRef:23] Does Houellebecq use Islam reductively, as an antidote to the decadence of the West? [23:  See Chinua Achebe, "An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness,"
Massachusetts Review 18 (1977). Rpt. in Heart of Darkness, An Authoritative Text,
Background and Sources Criticism. 1961. 3rd ed. Ed. Robert Kimbrough, London: W. W
Norton and Co., 1988: 251-261.] 

This is surely one possibility and it may foreshadow a kind of permanent Decadence of the West. But there are other possibilities. Michael Lӧwry has seen a detour through the past on the way to a utopian future as a normal aspect of revolutionary Romanticism in which the “return of the religious element” plays a preeminent role.[endnoteRef:24] In in the classic essay on the doubleness of modern culture—its “promesse de bonheur” in conflict with its capacity to be soulessly commodified—Walter Benjamin reflected, “It has always been one of the primary tasks of art to create a demand whose hour of full satisfaction has not yet come.  The history of every art form has critical periods in which the particular form strains after effects which can be easily achieved only with a changed technical standard. . . a new art form. The excesses and crudities of art which thus result, particularly in periods of so-called decadence, actually emerge from the core of its richest historical energies.”[endnoteRef:25] It is also possible that in presenting Islam as a culture of submission to God, family, and fate, against a culture of ego, selfish individualism, and hubristic immortality, Houellebecq is seeking the kind of reintegration of part and whole that Huysmans found in Catholic ritual. In the meantime, the young people in Britain who are called Generation M (Young Muslims) are busy creating demands whose full hour of satisfaction is yet to come.[endnoteRef:26] [24:  Michael Löwry, Redemption and Utopia: Jewish Libertarian Thought in Central Europe: A Study in Elective Affinity, trans. Hope Heaney (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1992), p. 2. Cited in Stephen Shapiro, Pentecostal Modernism (London: Bloomsbury, 2016),  p. 8.  ]  [25:  Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1936), Illuminations: Essays and Reflections, Ed. Hannah Arendt, Trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968): 17-252, p. 237. My italics.]  [26:  “In 2010, there were 1.6 billion Muslims in the world, a figure forecast to grow by 73% in the next four decades—more than double the general rate of growth.  By 2050, according to the Pew Research Center, there will be 2.8 billion Muslims globally, more than a quarter of the world’s population. Of the 22 countries expected to join the world’s largest economies this century, six have overwhelmingly Muslim populations and two have big Muslim minorities.  By 2050, India will have the largest Muslim population in the world, at an estimated 311 million, although they will still be a minority among the country’s numbers.  Muslim minorities in Britain, Europe and North America are young, affluent and growing.  One-third of all Muslims are under the age of 15, and two-thirds under 30. The Muslim middle class is expected to triple to 900 million by 2030, driving consumption as well as social and political change. Their spending power is enormous: the most recent State of the Global Islamic Economy Report forecasts the halal food and lifestyle industry to be worth $2.6tn by the end of this decade, and Islamic finance is on a similar trajectory. Muslim travel could be worth $233bn. In 2014, Muslim fashion was estimated to be worth $230bn, and $54bn was spent on Muslim cosmetics.” See Shelina Janmohamed, Generation M: Young Muslims Changing the World (London: I.B. Taurus, 2016). Citation from Harriet Sherwood, “Meet Generation M: Young, Cool, Affluent and Muslim,” Guardian (3 September 2016), p. 29.] 

In addition to nineteenth-century definitions of decadence as having to do with distorted relations of part to whole, I  have also always appreciated Richard Gilman’s 1979 account of decadence as “an epithet that relies entirely on the norm it implicitly calls up and points to no substantive condition,” an account that has allowed many of us to consider how Decadence has always functioned as a textual and social strategy, one historically and globally used to critique the relation of part to whole,  especially individual/freedoms in relation to the State, or subordinate States in relation to dominant.[endnoteRef:27] Decadence arises or resurfaces  as a marker of a social civic order in despair and disrepair. Not knowing how to adapt or adopt a new way, we try, fail, try again, fail again, fail better, as Samuel Beckett said.[endnoteRef:28]  [27:  Richard Gilman, Decadence: The Strange Life of an Epithet (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1979). See also Regenia Gagnier, Idylls of the Marketplace: Oscar Wilde and the Victorian Public (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1986). And Perennial Decay: on the Aesthetics and Politics of Decadence, Eds. Liz Constable, Dennis Denisoff, Matthew Potolsky (Philadelphia: U Pennsylvania Press, 1999). ]  [28:  Samuel Beckett, “Worstward Ho,” in Nohow On  (1983) at http://genius.com/Samuel-beckett-worstward-ho-annotated. ] 

In the classic “The Decadent Movement in Literature” (1893), Arthur Symons described decadence as coming at the end of great periods; characterized by intense self-consciousness, restless curiosity in research, spiritual and moral perversity; as, in fact, “a new and beautiful and interesting disease.”[endnoteRef:29] In this anniversary of a scholarly journal that has from its inception treated the work of so-called Decadents with the seriousness and clarity that it has deserved, we may ask whether the decadence of current populism—its racism, violence, anti-intellectualism, and crude polarised oppositions—indicates a permanent decline or is rather the last gasp before some future graceful submission to higher social forms than are currently on offer. These forms would be in contrast to the banal and tedious repetitions of commodity culture and the reduction of value solely to the market driven by profit, material productivity, and international competition.  In the meantime, in contrast to our current condition, Huysmans’s description, as mediated by Houellebecq, of the good life as a good dinner and a good love, has all the comfort and all the escapism of that now generalized and commodified fantasy of the Danish fantasy of home and coziness called hygge.   [29:  Arthur Symons, “The Decadent Movement in Literature,” Harper’s Magazine  (November 1893), 858-867. P. 859. At http://harpers.org/sponsor/balvenie/arthur-symons.1.html. ] 
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