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Chapter 1

Introduction

The radical right is having a moment. A wave of right-wing populist movements predicated on nationalism, xenophobia, racism, and the delegitimization of leftist impulses (both actual and perceived) are making political gains across the globe. In the United States, the emergence of the so-called alt-right and the election of Donald Trump as president in 2016 destabilized what was already a polarized and dysfunctional political culture. In Europe, growing nativism and xenophobia have fueled the rise and increasing normalization of radical right parties, such as Alternative for Germany, Fidesz, Law and Justice, Lega, National Rally, and Sweden Democrats, and was the driving force behind the UK’s vote to exit the European Union. In Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro won the presidency in 2018 on a nationalist agenda built around nostalgia for the era of military dictatorship. And, in India, the Hindu nationalism of Narendra Modi and the Bharatiya Janata Party is working to rewrite Indian history in pursuit of a new national identity that can solidify its political power.

The rise to prominence and growing normalization of a radical right politics has generated countless headlines and think pieces in popular discourse, but the way in which political actors talk about these movements is all too frequently deeply reductive and simplistic. Popular political media across the global North frequently frame the rise to prominence of the radical right as a populist response to the global financial crisis of 2008 or (relatedly) to economic changes associated with neoliberal globalization. The first frame describes the rise of the radical right as an expression of populist rage against the impunity of economic elites who caused the crash of 2008 (Funke et al., 2018). The second frame describes the radical right as a populist political force inhabiting the space abandoned by the center-left in an era of neoliberal consensus around the inevitability of globalization and financialization (Mouffe, 2018). This frame asserts that populists have captured the rage of working classes which should gravitate toward left-leaning politics and have channeled this rage into political power.

The problem with these economic frames, however, is that they fail to capture the complexity of the phenomenon they seek to describe. They cannot explain why these political energies are gravitating toward the radical right nor do they offer insight into the societal processes and mechanisms by which this right-wing populism is socially constructed and propagated. How is it that political rage toward economic elites is so easily channeled toward racism, xenophobia, and sexism? Wouldn’t leftist impulses toward redistribution and democratization speak to the rage of working- and increasingly precarious middle classes? How is it that the anti-elite rage of right-wing populism has found voice in elite political actors?

It is not that these economic frames are necessarily false. In fact, I would argue that there is a kernel of truth to these perspectives. The problem is that these economic frames convey only a partial or one-sided explanation of what is a complex social phenomenon and are, therefore, a distortion; “[n]ot in the sense that [they are] a lie about the system, but in the sense that a ‘half-truth’ cannot be the whole truth about anything” (Hall, 1986, p. 37). The problem is that they tell an incomplete and distorted story about this political moment.

This book is an attempt to tell a better story about right-wing populism. I want to analyze right-wing populism as a social phenomenon bound up with the ensemble of social forces and structures that define this historical moment. Put another way, I want to contextualize right-wing populism within the ensemble of forces that constitute and are constituted by it. My hope is to contribute to the development of analytic tools to understand the resurgence of a radical right politics in the global world system and to help find a better path out of this historical moment than the one we are currently traveling, a task that I want to argue is especially important for education scholars.

Right-wing populism did not emerge overnight as a global political movement, and the challenges it poses will not be easily or quickly resolved. It has a history, and its resolution will be achieved through political struggle. What is clear is that right-wing populism is an emergent political force in the early twenty-first century that should make students of twentieth-century history wary. I will spare the reader trite statements about history repeating or rhyming. What I will say is that the emergence and increasing normalization of a radical right politics reflect dangerous trends in the global world system, and how left-leaning (or even liberal) political actors come to both understand and challenge these trends will ultimately be what defines this historical moment.

In other words, the stories that political actors tell about the emergence of right-wing populism matter. How political actors conceptualize the rise to prominence of right-wing populism will inform the political strategies they employ. This is to say that the making of contemporary history will be defined by both intellectual and political work.

As an education scholar, I also want to tell a better story about right-wing populism that can conceptualize this radical right politics as a pedagogical problem. What educational questions are posed by right-wing populism? How can educational research and pedagogy respond to the questions it poses? Or, more fundamentally, what does it mean to do educational work in this historical moment? The field of education is, by definition, oriented toward both the present concerns facing society and the undiscovered country of an imagined future. This book is my attempt to answer these questions through an analysis of right-wing populism and to think through the implications of this analysis for pedagogical practice and educational inquiry oriented toward a more just and democratic future.

I want to think about this historical moment as being a period of crisis, but I do so with no small amount of trepidation. Crisis discourse is a peculiarly modern phenomenon that has given rise to a crisis industry of journalistic and academic texts seeking to diagnose the various pathologies afflicting human societies (Roitman, 2014; Walby, 2015; Gilbert, 2019). An internet search of popular and scholarly texts will quickly reveal that the United States, for example, faces an ever-expanding array of crises ranging from the timely, such as the economic crisis brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, to the absurd, such as a crisis of masculinity. 

The problem is that the concept of crisis employed in these texts is not so much defined as diagnosed. Crisis is often conceptualized as a singular event of short duration. “The” crisis is a failure or breakdown of a system, an immediate shock in which heretofore unforeseen forces congeal into a sudden break in which the past offers no guide for the future. It is societal pathology in need of a technical fix. This is not how I want to think about crisis.

Crisis is defined here as a rupture or historical break in which the viability of a social formation is brought into question, thereby opening up new potentialities for societal transformation with no guarantee as to the nature of the settlement that follows (Ellison, 2019). A crisis is a historical moment of varying duration in which the relations of force stabilizing a social formation are threatened by the various antagonisms and contradictions they both produce and work to contain. I will, therefore, think about crisis at two levels of analysis. First, I will attempt to map the movement of forces and relations of force at work in specific domains constituting the contemporary social formation, that is, economic, political, and cultural domains. I will attempt to demonstrate that the dominant forces within these individual social fields have set loose forces that now threaten the hegemonic order structuring each domain. That is, I will attempt to marshal evidence that there are emerging economic, political, and cultural crises. Second, I will map the relations of force working across these various domains to demonstrate that these crises are conjoining in this historical moment as a period of emergent crisis. Crisis, then, will be conceptualized as a period of time often lasting years or even decades in duration in which various crises in a social formation conjoin into a period of potential rupture.

I speak here of a crisis of hegemony in which the dominant ideologies of a historical bloc structuring a social formation begin to fracture and fragment across multiple social domains. A crisis of hegemony is, therefore, conjunctural. It marks the conjoining of crises across multiple social fields into a period of crisis. Importantly, while a crisis of hegemony is a period of potentiality that might be welcomed by progressive political actors, it is also, as Gramsci (2000) correctly notes, a period of great danger in which “charismatic men of destiny” can rise to power with catastrophic results (pp. 217–221).

Thus, in contrast to the way crisis is frequently employed in journalistic and academic texts, I am interested in crises in the plural, and I seek to extend the time horizon of analysis beyond the immediate to think about a period of crisis. What follows is a structural analysis that traces the historical development of the contemporary conjuncture. I do not conceptualize crisis as being the product of failure as much as success. I will seek to demonstrate that the means by which the dominant forces within each domain achieved hegemonic dominance constructed the conditions of possibility for the emergent crises threatening both the hegemonic order structuring each domain and, ultimately, the larger social formation in which they are embedded. Further, while I will end the analysis that follows with a discussion on how educators, scholars, and activists can contribute to a liberatory path out of this period of emergent crisis, I do not presume to offer a precise road map to travel nor do I prescribe a treatment for what ails society.

I will argue in this book that right-wing populism is bound up with a series of crises at work in the contemporary social formation that are converging in this historical moment as a potential rupture, a moment of conjunctural crisis. Right-wing populism is, therefore, not a unitary object of analysis to be taken at face value but must be understood as the confluence of an array of social forces at work across the contemporary formation. It must be understood as a social phenomenon. I will argue that a radical, re-contextualizing analysis of this historical moment is one way to answer the questions posed by the emergence of right-wing populism.

In this introductory chapter, I will work to outline a method of inquiry for analyzing the emergence and increasing normalization of right-wing populism as a social phenomenon. I will begin with a discussion on the role of crises in understanding societal change. I will then draw upon the cultural studies tradition to develop a method of inquiry that will be used to rigorously contextualize right-wing populism. I will then work to connect the practice of cultural studies to educational work. And, I will conclude by briefly outlining the inquiry that will unfold in subsequent chapters.

Crises and Conjunctures

The role of crises as the engine of historical change has long been central to the critical tradition in social theory. Karl Marx understood crisis as a progressive and ultimately destructive force within modern capitalist society. For Marx, the capitalist mode of production goes through predictable cycles of competition, innovation, overproduction, and crisis that drive societal progress (Marx, 1973, pp. 745–758).

During periods of economic growth, producers seek out ways to increase productivity and lower the cost of labor which is in high demand. The producers who most effectively introduce new technologies into the production process can lower production costs, under-cut competitors, and drive them from the market, but this movement of innovation and consolidation also puts downward pressure on the cost of labor and fuels growing precarity among the working classes. The continual growth in productive capacity and efficiency coupled with a reduction in the cost of labor inevitably produces an economy in which productive capacity outstrips consumer demand, what Marx called a crisis of overproduction and has since been re-framed in modern economics as a problem of under-consumption.

This contradictory cycle of growth and crisis leads to contradictory outcomes. Each crisis creates an opening for new producers to take up previous technologies or introduce new innovations and, thus, establish the conditions for a new period of economic growth. However, at the same time, the continuous push to increase productivity and lower the cost of labor not only ensures the recurrence of new crises but also fuels growing political antagonisms between the capitalist class and the working classes. These antagonisms become manifest in periods of crisis as political demands for societal transformation.

Therefore, in Marx’s model, crises are paradoxically the realization of the inherent contradictions between the forces of production and the social relations of production, the well-spring of capitalist expansion, and ultimately the force driving modern capitalist society toward collapse and socialist transformation. Modern capitalist society advances by lurching from one crisis to the next toward its historical mission of self-transformation, a process that Joseph Schumpeter (1976) would later term creative destruction (Elliott, 1980). Like Schumpeter and the world-system analysts that would follow, Marx argued that it was this propensity to crisis that would ultimately be the undoing of capitalist relations. The continual advancement of technological and productive forces and the recurrent crises this advancement produces will establish the necessary preconditions for epochal historical crisis and the socialist transformation of capitalist societies, a process that Marx envisioned taking place first in the most economically advanced nations of Western Europe and North America.

Antonio Gramsci came of age in an era in which the epochal crisis of capitalism seemed at hand only to witness the reversal of the revolutionary project into fascism (Hall, 1988c). The eclipse of this “proletarian moment” led Gramsci to ask important questions about crisis, political struggle, and the politics of intellectual work. For Gramsci, crises are moments of potentiality, but the settlements that follow are a product of political strategies and the critical analyses that inform them. Gramsci’s project shifted the focus of critical work away from mechanistic analyses of the iron laws of economics that characterized the classical Marxism of his era toward analyses of the relations of force at work in specific moments of crisis as a means of informing political strategy.

According to Gramsci, the eclipse of the proletarian moment in the economically advanced nations of Western Europe and North America could be explained by the resiliency of the “complex, contradictory and discordant ensemble of the superstructures” to structural (economic) crises (Gramsci, 2000, p. 192), or (put another way) that the highly developed “civil societies” of “advanced nations . . . [were] resistant to the catastrophic ‘incursions’ of the immediate economic element (crises, depressions, etc.)” (Gramsci, 2000, p. 227). Gramsci argued that dominant classes in advanced nations were able to eclipse the proletarian moment by mobilizing political, cultural, and ideological forces during periods of economic crisis to (re)construct a new synthesis, that is, a new social formation. The liberal democratic societies that Gramsci classified as the “West” were, therefore, not simple constructs defined by an economic structure (base) mechanically determining an epiphenomenal superstructure, the vulgar Marxist model, but dynamic systems in which the political, cultural, and ideological possess the “energy” of a “material force” (Gramsci, 2000, p. 200).

Gramsci’s response to the eclipse of the proletarian moment was to develop a dynamic political theory grounded in a Marxian critique of political science (Coutinho, 2012). What Gramsci contributed to Marxian analysis is a robust political theory grounded in the concept of “historical bloc,” conceptualized as the articulation of structure and superstructure, in dialectical relation to the concept of “social bloc,” understood as an alliance of social classes organized around the dominant ideologies, or hegemony, of a leading class. For Gramsci, it was on the ideological, cultural, and political fields that various social classes confront one another over the preservation or potential transformation of a social formation, and it was on these fields that power relations are actively produced, reproduced, and challenged.

Gramsci went to great lengths to make clear that there is a dialectical relationship between structure and superstructure. His goal was to demonstrate the importance of the cultural, ideological, and political fields; not to stand Marx on his head, so to speak, but to identify the political terrain upon which the ongoing processes of constructing and re-constructing a social formation play out. This insight was not a purely academic exercise for Gramsci but had political implications. The realization of capitalism’s “historical mission” would not emerge from the mechanical laws of economics but from political work on the ideological and cultural fields. The thrust of Gramsci’s intervention in Marxian theory is that political actors must attend to the dynamic forces, the relations of force, at work on these fields to inform political strategies oriented toward liberatory goals.

Gramsci argued that an analysis of the relations of force at work in a moment of crisis must make a distinction between what is organic, the “relatively permanent” economic structure, and what is conjunctural, the “immediate” political and ideological concerns of a specific historical moment.

When a historical period comes to be studied, the great importance of this distinction becomes clear. A crisis occurs, sometimes lasting for decades. This exceptional duration means that incurable structural contradictions have revealed themselves (reached maturity), and that, despite this, the political forces which are struggling to conserve and defend the existing structure itself are making every effort to cure them, within certain limits, and to overcome them. These incessant and persistent efforts (since no social formation will ever admit that it has been superseded) form the terrain of the “conjunctural,” and it is upon this terrain that the forces of opposition organize. These forces seek to demonstrate that the necessary and sufficient conditions already exist to make possible, and hence imperative, the accomplishment of certain historical tasks (imperative, because any falling short before a historical duty increases the necessary disorder, and prepares more serious catastrophes). (Gramsci, 2000, p. 201)

Gramsci argued that critical scholars and political actors must attend to the conjunctural as a site of political struggle over the preservation or transformation of a social formation that has entered a period of crisis. In Gramsci’s model, an “organic crisis” is a crisis of a social formation in which an economic crisis has repercussions across the ensemble of superstructures, and the conjunctural forms the political, cultural, and ideological terrain upon which hegemonic struggle over an organic crisis will be resolved in a new historical settlement. Social formations do not emerge from the aether but are constructed. “Political and ideological work is required to disarticulate formations, and to rework their elements into a new configuration” (Hall, 2017a, p. 175).

Gramsci’s intervention in Marxian theory shifted analytic focus toward the political, ideological, and cultural domains. Gramsci developed a conjunctural mode of analysis that would have a significant impact on critical intellectual projects in the second half of the twentieth century, none more so than the cultural studies project that would emerge from the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham in the UK. Early cultural studies scholars, such as Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams, and Richard Hoggart, took up Gramsci’s conjunctural perspective as the condensation of crises at work across multiple social domains, and it is this perspective that will inform my analysis of right-wing populism.

A conjunctural crisis forms the terrain upon which structural and superstructural contradictions condense into a moment of crisis and upon which a hegemonic social bloc and oppositional forces struggle over the historic settlement that will emerge from the crisis. Specifically, a conjunctural crisis is a historical moment in which multiple crises produced by the internal contradictions and accumulated antagonisms at work in a social formation manifest themselves as a site of political struggle. A conjunctural crisis is never simply economic. It is a moment in which crises at work across multiple domains of a social formation (cultural, political, ideological, etc.) conjoin in a moment of crisis and political struggle. Stuart Hall notes:

Gramsci, who struggled all his life against “economism,” was very clear about this. What he says is that no crisis is only economic. It is always “over-determined” from different directions. . . . Different levels of society, the economy, politics, ideology, common sense, etc, come together or “fuse.” Otherwise, you could get an unresolved ideological crisis which doesn’t have immediate political connotations, or which you can’t see as being directly related to a change in the economy. The definition of a conjunctural crisis is when these “relatively autonomous” sites—which have different origins, are driven by different contradictions, and develop according to their own temporalities—are nevertheless “convened” or condensed in the same moment. Then there is crisis, a break, a “ruptural fusion.” (Hall & Massey, 2010, pp. 59–60)

A conjunctural crisis is, therefore, both over-determined and under-determined. It is over-determined in that it is a product of multiple crises condensing in one historical moment. It is under-determined in that it is a historical moment of political potentiality in which political actors struggle over the preservation or transformation of a social formation.

A conjunctural perspective rejects the reductive search for singularity and instead seeks out the multiplicity of social forces, contradictions, and crises converging in one historical moment in a potential break or rupture. Analyses of conjunctural crises seek out antagonisms and contradictions at work in the relatively autonomous economic, political, and cultural domains that “conjoin” in the production of a crisis. “[I]t enables us to ask: how many crises are there? how are they connected/articulated?” (Clarke, 2010, p. 343).

Gramsci reworked the classical Marxist model of societal change and development as a movement from economic crisis to economic crisis, itself a reductive simplification of Marx’s thought, to a movement from conjunctural crisis to conjunctural crisis. Conjunctural analysis speaks to an ontological perspective on the fundamental fragility of a social formation as a “complex, contradictory, and over-determined unity” (Grossberg, 2010a, p. 21). It seeks to understand how social forces congeal into a relatively stable social order of power relations and how the structures that constitute a formation actively produce/contain underlying antagonisms that threaten its stability.

A social formation is neither fixed nor static. It is characterized by the dynamic movement of social forces that can temporarily congeal into a period of relative stability but is always already contested and subject to centrifugal forces that work to destabilize it. “[Conjunctural] analysis . . . focuses on crises and breaks, and the distinctive character of the ‘historic settlements’ that


















































OEBPS/images/Infinity.png





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Title


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		List of Figures


		1 Introduction


		2 Economic Crisis


		3 Political Crisis


		4 Cultural Crisis


		5 The Neoliberal Political Project


		6 A Problem Space


		7 Inquiry and Scholarship


		8 Pedagogical Practice


		9 Concluding Remarks


		References


		Index


		About the Author








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
EDUCATION, CRISIS,
AND THE DISCIPLINE OF
THE CONJUNCTURE

SCHOLARSHIP AND PEDAGOGY IN A TIME OF
EMERGENT CRISIS

SCOTT ELLISON






