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Preface: State of Crisis

In this book, I examine how politics is mediated through a series of contemporary events, all of which became more visible with the emergence of the Covid-19 crisis. These include not only a crisis of education in which people began to rethink the very nature of politics and power but also the long-standing elements of police violence, systemic racism, social and economic inequalities, and the increasing visibility of an updated version of fascist politics. The period under review begins on January 30, 2020 when the Director General of the World Health Organization declared the outbreak of Covid-19 as a public health emergency of international concern. I examine the period between the emergence of the Covid-19 crisis and the rise in state repression across the globe, including the occupation of cities by military troops in the U.S., and a growing global resistance to such oppression. The book ends with the defeat of Donald Trump’s 2020 bid for re-election for the presidency. During this period, institutional racism became evident with murder of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and a number of other people of color by white police officers. The Covid-19 crisis also signaled an economic collapse that revealed degrees of poverty and mass suffering that were previously hidden beneath the rhetoric of liberal capitalism. Education was, once again, under siege as teachers were being asked to risk their lives and the lives of their students in order to keep the economy functioning, in spite of the warnings of health experts. Millions of people lost their jobs and did not receive the economic aid they needed to be able to fulfill even basic needs.

This period marks a distinctive episode in both American history and across the globe. It produced new political formations that shifted the nature of the debate about confronting state violence and the rise of a fascist politics, especially under the Trump regime. It also exposed the workings of a failed state under neoliberal capitalism. I also look at what such an analysis might mean for developing a vision of the future. The chronology used in the book is dialectical and moves interchangeably at times between events that took place in the past, present, and point to the future. The issue here is to make clear why this period in time is important, what we can learn from it, and how it speaks to history as a repository of insights and lessons that need to be interrogated, reclaimed, and relearned in the interest of building a democratic socialist society. The notions of critical and pandemic pedagogy are central to this book. They are articulated as a set of concepts that are crucial to understanding how agency, knowledge, desire, and values are struggled over. They are also crucial to understanding both the nature of the global crisis and what it means to rethink politics in the interest of developing mass movements of resistance, especially in the face of the rise of a fascist politics, both in the United States and in a number of countries across the globe. While the focus of this study is on the United States, it has serious implications for how we understand and challenge capitalism as it becomes transformed globally into an updated version of fascist politics. This points not only to an economic and political struggle but also an educational struggle of the first order, one that is necessary to rethink critically matters of agency, power, politics, and justice.

A darkness has spread across the globe, driven by a pandemic pestilence that exhibits a dystopian presence at odds with any just, prudent, and equitable notion of the future. America is in a state of crisis. This medical, racial, economic, and educational crisis touches every aspect of public life. We are in a new historical period, one that has inherited a neoliberal legacy in which every aspect of society has been transformed and corrupted by the tools of financialization, deregulation, and austerity. This is an era in which the scourge of neoliberalism merged with the ideologies of racial cleansing, militarism, and a politics of disposability—an age in which economic activity was divorced from social costs, all the while enabling policies of racial sorting, white nationalism, and a militarized culture to become defining features of the public sphere. It is also an age in which the Covid-19 pandemic has revealed with laser-beam clarity how incapable the irrationality of a profit-driven capitalism is in dealing with a global public health crisis that has been as catastrophic as it has been deadly. Global capitalism has blood on its hands given its willingness to subordinate human life to profit-making, which is directly related to its failure to check the spread of infections and deaths, especially in the United States.

We are also in a period in which established modes of governance are in the midst of a legitimation crisis and new political formations are trying to be reborn, to paraphrase the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci. Out of this period of uncertainty, new forces for change have appeared evident in the presence of millions across the globe protesting racial injustice and state violence. The Covid-19 plague has produced an age of uncertainty, fragmentation, despair, and a dire foreboding about the future. Certainties have been replaced by shared fears. More troubling is the apprehension that the present crisis has an air of longevity about it, constituting a turning point in history. The stark choice of what the future might look like appears to hang between the forces of despotism and democracy. Yet, as real as this foreboding appears, history is open, but how it unfolds remains in the balance. The pandemic has been a crisis that cannot be allowed to turn into a catastrophe in which all hope is lost. On the contrary, the pandemic that threatens democracy should also offer up the possibility to rethink politics and the habits of critical education, human agency, values, and what life would be like in a democratic socialist society. Amid the devastation produced by neoliberal capitalism and Covid-19, there are also flashes of hope, a chance to move beyond a contemporary resurgence of authoritarianism, especially with the election of Joe Biden as the President of the United States. This suggests rejecting the normalizing ideologies of a poisonous cynicism and a paralyzing conformity endemic to neoliberal capitalism. It also points to the need to reclaim a vision of a radical politics that is more compassionate, equitable, just, and inclusive.

Within a new wave of resistance and rebellion, anti-democratic principles that had been normalized have been questioned with an inspiring sense of collective urgency. This is especially true among people of color and others bearing the burden of economic and political colonialism. The horrors of inequality, compulsory austerity, defunding of public health systems, and the collapse of the economy in 2008 produced by five decades of neoliberalism are finally being acknowledged as the fundamental plague behind the current pandemic. Under capitalism, public health in the United States has been stripped to the bone. As Ed Yong points out in The Atlantic, “Today, the U.S. spends just 2.5% of its gigantic health-care budget on public health … Since the last recession, in 2009, chronically strapped local health departments have lost 55,000 jobs—a quarter of their workforce.” The result is a system that has “the lowest life-expectancy rate of comparable countries, the highest rates of chronic disease, and the fewest doctors per person.”1

Neoliberalism has produced a plague marked by egregious degrees of exploitation, unchecked militarism, and a racialized politics of disposability in which human beings were viewed as expendable, reinforced if not propelled by an ethos of white nationalism and white supremacy. This long residue of unbridled capitalism is inseparable from its deep-rooted institutionalized racism and a pestilence of disposability, updated into a form of neoliberal fascism. The roots of historic fascism have emerged in new forms in the United States as an evolutionary form that “has distinct features specific to the political and culture of each country.”2

Fascist principles now operate at so many levels of everyday society that it is difficult to recognize them, especially as they have the imprimatur of power at the highest levels of government. Fascist pedagogical ideas, practices, and desires work through diverse social media platforms and mainstream and right-wing cultural apparatuses in multiple ways. This is the space of a pandemic pedagogy, a system of knowledge, ideas, values, and desires that constitute particular identities, relationships, and specific versions of the present and future. These pedagogical practices are produced in the workstations and cultural pathways that function ideologically and politically to objectify people, promote spectacles of violence, endorse consumerism as the only viable way of life, and legitimate a murderous nationalism.

The pandemic pedagogy that has emerged in the midst of this plague makes ignorance, as both the absence of knowledge and the willful refusal to know, a fundamental principle of politics, and in doing so tends to function so as “to erase everything that matters.”3 Pandemic pedagogy works subconsciously as an affective mode of self-sabotage. It legitimates the language of hate in everyday exchanges, degrades people of color, promotes thoughtlessness through the ubiquity of celebrity culture, and produces an endless array of authoritarian pedagogical practices that serve to exploit, dominate, and depoliticize us. In the pandemic fog of social and historical amnesia, moral boundaries disappear, people become more accepting of extreme acts of cruelty, and willingly submit to propaganda machines that disdain notions of truth and view any viable critique of power as “fake news,” all the while disconnecting language and policies from their harmful damages. While I speak in the present tense, this is a legacy that will be with us for some time to come regardless of Trumps failure to be re-elected.

This dark plague of neoliberal fascism is just one pestilence among many. This is a pestilence that engulfs U.S. society as memories of caged children disappear into a culture of immediacy, the killing of journalists is forgotten, and the lynching of Black bodies is buried beneath the discourse of a post-racial society. In addition, the terror of a fascist politics evaporates in the affective modalities of pleasure and fear, and a rampant culture of political theater and spectacles. As the driving educative force of fascist politics, pandemic pedagogy has closed down the space of translation, and thrives on a machinery of inscriptions that erases the notion that human beings are not only moral and political agents but also historical subjects capable of both understanding and changing the world. Pandemic pedagogy has made clear that the most important forms of domination are cultural, intellectual, and pedagogical while embracing the tools of belief and persuasion as appropriate weapons in the struggle over meaning, knowledge, values, and identities. This depoliticizing practice is not only a political and ethical issue but also an educational issue that undermines the power of critical understanding to produce the capacity for action, empowerment, and transformation. Pandemic pedagogy functions as a propaganda machine to bury what Foucault once called “the dramaturgy of the real.”

On the other hand, critical pedagogy works to establish a symbolic relationship with the world. It highlights the workings of power and the possibility to use the symbolic and pedagogical tools of resistance as weapons in the struggle over power, knowledge, agency, and social relations. This is a pedagogy in which the political becomes more pedagogical by taking on the challenge of using the power of persuasion to change the way people see things and resist those ideas and institutions that thrive on the energies of the political zombies. Critical pedagogy deepens the role of the political by including and emphasizing the importance of the struggle over cultural meanings and identities as well as over crucial political terrains like the workplace, schools, and the state. If pandemic pedagogy fuels multiple forms of domination that accelerate the deaths of the unwanted and makes social death a self-generated practice, critical pedagogy is the partial political antidote to such practices.

As a counterpoint to existing forms of pandemic pedagogy, the relationship among education, historical consciousness and political action points to new possibilities for change. And while historical consciousness can be both informative and emancipatory, it can lead to “malicious interpretations of the present, as well as elements of history that are difficult to accept.”4 The trajectory of history is not innocent and it needs to be interrogated in order to think through how we can build on it through a process of critique and possibility. At the level of critique, as Angela Davis, has suggested, “we need to figure out context within which people can understand the nature of U.S. history and the role that racism and capitalism and heteropatriarchy have played in forging that history.”5

On the more emancipatory and empowering side, critical pedagogy informed by historical consciousness and moral witnessing can uncover dangerous memories and the narratives of those whose voices have been drowned out by those who have the power to write history to serve their narrow and reactionary interests. The surge of infections and deaths produced by the Covid-19 pandemic were largely the result of a lack of leadership and ignorance by the Trump administration, matched by a surge of violence by paramilitary forces sent to the nations’ cities. The essence of fascism is not only the thirst for violence and the offering to the masses the spectacle of uniformed officers purging the nation of undesirables,” but also the relentless, manufactured spread of lies, hatred and falsehoods.6 One of the greatest dangers facing the U.S was and is a pandemic of willful ignorance and the willingness to surrender power, as individual and social agents, to those who write the past and present in the scripts of domination. Education has never been more imperative as a political tool that can offer the resources to challenge the ideological, educational, and militant practices deployed by emerging right-wing and fascist groups. Education is crucial for understanding how power shapes and is reinvented with respect to questions of culture, sexuality, history and political agency.

As a political project, critical pedagogy makes visible the struggle over those public and private spaces in which people’s everyday lives are aligned with particular narratives, identities, cultural practices, and political values. As such, pedagogy is the essential scaffolding of social interaction and the foundation of the public sphere. It is a crucial political practice because it takes seriously what it means to understand the relationship between how to learn and how to act as individual and social agents; that is, it is concerned not only with how individuals learn to think critically but also how they come to grips with a sense of individual and social responsibility. At issue here is the political question of what it means to be responsible for one’s actions as part of a broader attempt to be an engaged citizen who can expand and deepen the possibilities of democratic public life. Human agency is inseparable from the formative cultures
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