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Day 1: Action From Principle

by Matthew Scott McGarvey
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‘'ve been an adjunct for 25 vyears, across 6
disciplines and 14 schools. I have experienced an ebb
and flow of crisis; the current situation is only the most

destructive crescendo so far.

In week one we observed ICE raids across Los
Angeles, federal attacks on colleges, budget and section
cuts on campus, rigid anti-protest rules, and removal of
activist students and faculty. Students were caught in an
upsurge of despair, looking for hope. I cautioned against
either, and suggested we use our meetings to map a path
to something stronger, namely principles connected with
action.

“Hope” with Obama was a marketing campaign, a
graphic and a feeling. It didn't stop the War on Terror or
his massive deportation operation. It veiled them, letting
us tarry in imagination while the real violence continued,
as Cheney said, on “the dark side,” in the unseen field of
action beyond our focus. I share with students Spinoza’s
assertion that hope and fear are reactive conditions best
moved past. They shadow one another, turning into each
other, their cycle enacting a condition of passivity. Hope
beseeches, and fear recoils from, something without.
Spinoza counsels “directing our actions by the certain
council of reason,” “following necessity,” such that we
become causal, not just caused.? As we read later in
Thoreau: “it is not my job to be petitioning...” It is “action
from principle” which “changes things and relations.”

Students reply: “It would be nice if we could change
things, but we can't. People did civil rights, and now there
are camps. They ended slavery, and now there are prisons.
What good did it do? We are outgunned.” But if we
understand that it is necessary to change things, I
suggest, and if present conditions disallow effective action,
then those conditions must be altered.

What are the conditions of possibility of Trump, ICE,
and fascism domestically, and genocide abroad; and what
are the conditions leading to empowered, active working-
class students resisting these things while improving their
own situation? How are classrooms involved with either?

In the first week of our Education class Freire
recommends, and we try to enact, education that is a
liberatory praxis, occurring through dialogue under
conditions of equality, respect, and love. “Love is at the
same time the foundation of dialogue and dialogue itself.
It... cannot exist in a relation of domination... love is an act
of courage, not of fear. Love is commitment to others.”
Here is Principle #1: In the classroom, we must open to
one another without domination, with love. What should
we lovingly discuss? “The starting point for organizing the
program content of education or political action must be
the present, existential, concrete situation.” Principle #2:
In dialogue, analyze our situation.

Some find criticizing schooling and rejecting its core
rituals disturbing. But before long everybody enjoys sitting
in the circle, talking informally and laughing. Yasmine says
that we have already achieved something “political” by
creating a “safe space” where we can be ourselves. Malika
later shared: “It was harder on day one. We had to get
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used to each other first. We were afraid to talk. Then
everybody started to open up.”

Asked in the first week to discuss in small groups what
influences us most, the Education class returns with the
answer: “It's screens. Screens are our main educators...
but often they lie. It’s hard to tell what’s real now.”

The effectiveness of Trump has to do with the ubiquity
of his image(s), which “flood the zone with shit,” as
Bannon prescribed. What stays out of focus, in the
darkness produced by the flood? On day 1 in our Media
class Angelo asks whether it is possible to “become
unblind.” T answer with a metaphor from hand to hand
fighting. Fighters like other athletes do not rely primarily
on their focal vision. They hold their eyes at the level of
their opponent’s eyes, but adjust their attention to a wider
aperture, responding to what moves peripherally.
Peripheral vision, like peripheral hearing, is closely
connected functionally and anatomically with motor
systems. Principle #3: Don’t attach to what is given
focally. Peripheral attunement to the real context, not
representations, is a part of acting within it. Streams of
alluring and threatening images accost us every second,
urging us towards things desired, away from things feared.
Like the bad fighter whose eyes follow the opponent’s
hands or feet, attachment to the screen and its campaigns
unbalances us. Entranced by pictures from and of
elsewhere, and by the “slogans of the oppressor,”® which
falsify our real conditions, we become unresponsive where
we are. To rebalance, I suggest: attune to the constitutive
conditions.

In the first week our Education class also reads James
Baldwin’s “Talk to Teachers”:

Now the crucial paradox which confronts us here is that
the whole process of education occurs within a social
framework and is designed to perpetuate the aims of
society. Thus, for example, the boys and girls who
were born during the era of the Third Reich, when
educated to the purposes of the Third Reich, became
barbarians. The paradox of education is precisely this:
that as one begins to become conscious one begins to
examine the society in which he is being educated...
The obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as
responsible is to examine society and try to change it
and to fight it.”

We discuss whether those who perceive problems
have a responsibility to correct them. To begin with there
is pessimism. But through discussion we identify contexts
where we can act to improve things. What to do, for
example, if ICE shows up on campus? We determine it
would be best to split into two groups. One group, those
most in danger, would evacuate immediately via pre-
planned routes hard to follow without knowledge of the
campus. (Later, people spend time plotting those routes.)
The other group, those least in danger, would go to
confront and stall the agents.
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Principle #4: Practice discussion,
decision, action.

Through practice, people transform. In the Media
class, students crafted assignments, chose topics, ran
media show and tell days, held informal gatherings outside
of class. Other classes participated in student town halls,
attended organizing meetings and protests. Outside of
school, some students joined community defense
networks.

Neither hope nor fear is conducive to strength and
capacity. It is calm necessity that we need to cultivate.
Action on clear principles can “change... things and
relations.” Principles can be tried, practiced, modified, and
communicated. They can form a basis for alliance or
antagonism and allow us to organize across identity lines.
Education for struggle requires love and respect internally,
circumspection situationally, attention to actions more
than words, habituation of action from choice: we need
imagine not futural outcomes happy or sad, but present
means of inscribing principled practices. Classrooms are
already training grounds; let’s determine and implement
the necessary training.

Notes

1. Dick Cheney interviewed by Tim Russert on Meet the
Press, Sept. 16, 2001: “"We also have to work, though,
sort of the dark side, if you will. We've got to spend
time in the shadows...”

2. Benedict de Spinoza, A Spinoza Reader: The Ethics and
Other Works, EIVP47: “Affects of hope and fear
cannot be good of themselves.” EIVP47S: “We may
add to this that these affects show a defect of
knowledge and a lack of power in the mind. For this
reason also confidence and despair, gladness and
remorse are signs of a mind lacking in power. For
though confidence and gladness are affects of joy,
they still presuppose that a sadness has preceded
them, namely hope and fear. Therefore, the more we
strive to live according to the guidance of reason, the
more we strive to depend less on hope, to free
ourselves from fear, to conquer fortune as much as
we can, and to direct our actions by the certain council
of reason.” (pp. 225-226).

3. Henry David Thoreau, On the Duty of Civil Disobedience,
accessible from Elegant Ebooks, p. 11. The full quote
reads “Action from principle--the perception and the
performance of right--changes things and relations; it
is essentially revolutionary, and does not consist
wholly with any thing which was. It not only divides
states and churches, it divides families; aye, it divides
the individual, separating the diabolical in him from
the divine.”

®
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4, Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, New York:
Bloomsbury, 2000, p. 89.

5. In an interview with Michael Lewis, Bloomberg News,
Feb. 9, 2018, Bannon said: “The Democrats don't
matter. The real opposition is the media. And the way
to deal with them is to flood the zone with shit.”

6. “In their political activity, the dominant elites utilize the
banking concept to encourage passivity in the
oppressed, corresponding  with  the latter’s
‘submerged’ state of consciousness, and take
advantage of that passivity to *fill’ that consciousness
with slogans which create even more fear of freedom.
This practice is incompatible with a truly liberating
course of action, which, by presenting the oppressors’
slogans as a problem, helps the oppressed to ‘eject’
those slogans from within themselves.” Freire, ibid.,
p. 95.

7. James Baldwin, “A Talk to Teachers,” Oct. 16, 1963.
Accessible at ZinnEdProject.org.
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