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Praise for Erasing History



“Erasing History is both sequel and prequel to Jason Stanley’s invaluable How Fascism Works, a sweeping survey of this global fascist moment’s anti-education tide. From India to Turkey, from Russia to Florida—and maybe soon in a classroom near you—gross declarations of supremacist nationalism are becoming awful substitutes for historical inquiry. Erasing History, fast-paced and up-to-the-minute, tells us how it’s happening and why the past is a front line in the struggle for a future free of fascism.”

—Jeff Sharlet, New York Times bestselling author of The Undertow: Scenes from a Slow Civil War

“Jason Stanley has been the essential voice for anyone seeking an unflinching account of the fascist dimensions of the current moment. In his latest contribution, Stanley turns his attention to the fascist attacks on institutions—in this case, schools and universities. Erasing History delivers a vital decoding of the wide-ranging effort of a small but well-organized and well-resourced faction seeking to consolidate power by censoring knowledge and rewriting the past. Their efforts to undermine faith in education weakens the role of institutions that have served as laboratories for democracy. Stanley has provided a clear-eyed account of how the survival of our democracy must be routed through a deepened literacy about our past and the myriad efforts to mystify and deny it.”

—Kimberlé Crenshaw, cofounder and executive director of the African American Policy Forum and coeditor of Critical Race Theory

“I’ve never read a book that is as timely, urgent, and essential as this one. Erasing History is, at this moment, the only source of knowledge I know of that is a sort of battle plan for keeping this nation from falling into fascism. You must read this book.”

—Khalil Gibran Muhammad, author of The Condemnation of Blackness and professor of African American Studies and Public Affairs at Princeton University

“Simply put, Stanley has laid out the blueprint for the worldwide fascist attack on history. A must-read to fight authoritarianism and disinformation.”

—Anthea Butler, author of White Evangelical Racism: The Politics of Morality in America

“Jason Stanley has done it again. This urgent, piercing, and altogether brilliant book exposes how the fight to learn from our past is ultimately a fight about the promise of our future. Erasing History unpacks the imperative story of our time: how authoritarianism aims to collapse history into a single drab, monolithic narrative. And how the fight for freedom is one that requires that we disrupt that telling through continued, collective reflection and reimagination.”

—Jonathan M. Metzl, author of Dying of Whiteness and What We’ve Become: Living and Dying in a Country of Arms

“Why are so many actors on the radical right laying siege to our schools? Hint: it’s far more serious than current reporting conveys. In this powerful book, Jason Stanley deftly interweaves his family’s experience under Nazi rule with a far-reaching, lucid explanation of why authoritarians hate honest history. A must-read to understand how much truth-telling matters for multiracial democracy to withstand the siege.”

—Nancy MacLean, author of Democracy in Chains: The Deep History of the Radical Right’s Stealth Plan for America

“Jason Stanley’s engaging work has taught people in the twenty-first century the anatomy of fascism as a political system. In Erasing History, Stanley dissects the ideological components of the fascist assault on historical teaching, memory, and analysis. He shows how everything from the antisemitic Great Replacement Theory to the vilification of gay people and feminists to the promotion of myths of national purity and historical innocence all work to demolish democratic agency and freedom. But he leaves us with the sense that those who fight for the past can save the future.”

—Congressman Jamie Raskin (D-Md.), author of Unthinkable: Trauma, Truth and the Trials of American Democracy
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To my children, Emile and Alain






PREFACE



The Soviet system never commemorated the Holocaust. One reason for this is that once you define and identify one genocide, you can recognize other genocidal crimes. The Soviet empire didn’t want us to learn our history.

—Victoria Amelina, “Nothing Bad Has Ever Happened”1



One lesson the past century has taught us is that authoritarian regimes often find history profoundly threatening. At every opportunity, these regimes find ways of erasing or concealing history in order to consolidate their power. Why is this? What does history do that is so disruptive of authoritarian goals? Perhaps most importantly, it provides multiple perspectives on the past. Authoritarianism’s great rival, democracy, requires the recognition of a shared reality that consists of multiple perspectives. Through exposure to multiple perspectives, citizens learn to regard one another as equal contributors to a national narrative. And they learn, we learn, to accept that this narrative is open to continued collective reflection and re-imagination, constantly taking into account new ideas, new evidence, new perspectives and theoretical framings. History in a democracy is not static, not mythic, but dynamic and critical.

Erasing history helps authoritarians because doing so allows them to misrepresent it as a single story, a single perspective. But it is impossible to erase a perspective entirely. When authoritarians attempt to erase history, they do so through education, by purging certain narratives from the curricula taught in schools, and perhaps by forbidding their telling at home. However, authoritarians cannot erase people’s lived experiences, and their legacies written into the bones of generations. In this simple fact lies always the possibility of reclaiming lost perspectives.

All of this is true of authoritarianism generally, but it is especially true of one specific kind of authoritarian ideology: fascism, which seeks to divide populations into “us” and “them” by appealing to ethnic, racial, or religious differences. In my previous book How Fascism Works: The Politics of Us and Them, I identified a set of tactics that characterize fascist politics, which include: the creation of a mythic past; the use of propaganda and anti-intellectualism to create a state of unreality; an effort to justify hierarchies of race or religion; the exploitation of feelings of resentment and victimhood; policies that prioritize law and order over freedom; appeals to sexual anxiety; an evocation of the myth of Sodom and Gomorrah, which holds that cities are decadent and crime ridden, and that rural areas are the heartland of a nation; and finally, a value system that ranks groups according to their supposed capacity to work, encapsulated by the slogan the Nazis hypocritically used, Arbeit macht frei, or work shall make you free.2

The rise of contemporary fascism poses a grave threat and makes urgent the task of understanding its workings. Truly understanding fascism’s success, however, requires discerning not just how it operates and seizes power but also how it achieves legitimacy. We must therefore turn the lens from fascist politics to the kind of education and culture that makes such a politics effective. This is where the topic of erasing history looms large.

In recent years, a debate has broken out among scholars and pundits about whether the term “fascism” appropriately describes the ascendant right-wing authoritarian movements we are seeing around the world. We can largely bypass this debate here. Whether we call them fascist or not, there is widespread agreement that the social and political movements we are witnessing today employ many of the same political tactics and rhetorical techniques that past fascist movements have—conjuring violent vigilante mobs to threaten those who oppose them, stacking courts with loyalists to a leader or a party, directing hatred against immigrants and LGBTQ citizens, dismantling reproductive rights, and using education to indoctrinate the young in a narrative of national greatness, rooted in a glorious past. While some may disagree with my decision to call these movements fascist—including some who share my assessment of the danger they pose—I find the label apt, and will continue to use it in these pages when referring to those who engage in clearly fascist politics, with the aim of attacking democracy.

Because these anti-democratic movements are ascendant throughout the world, my scope here is international and will cover, at various points, fascist or authoritarian cultures in countries such as Russia, India, Turkey, Israel, and Hungary. However, with that said, I live in the United States, and my country will serve as a central example. Here, as elsewhere, an ideological war has been taking place in recent years that extends into nearly every aspect of our culture. The fight dips into our neighborhoods, our courts, and our bedrooms but ultimately, as I will show, finds its deepest expression in one of our most egalitarian public institutions: our schools. The sides in this war have largely been shaped by two opposing perspectives: those who wish to preserve hierarchies rooted in arbitrary factors like race, ethnicity, and gender—and those who wish to upend them.



My grandmother Ilse Stanley, born in 1906, was raised in Berlin, in the shadow of the Fasanenstrasse Synagogue, one of the largest congregations in Germany at the time, where her father, Magnus Davidsohn, was the chief Cantor. The Fasanenstrasse Synagogue practiced the German Jewish liberal tradition. Like a church, it had an organ. Its music was proudly in the classical tradition. My grandmother was the archetype of the assimilated German Jew, and as she saw it, German culture—the culture of Goethe and Heine—was her own. It was a beacon of enlightenment and humanism.

Before becoming a Cantor, Magnus Davidsohn was an opera singer. He is mentioned in a biography of the composer and conductor Gustav Mahler, which quotes from a conversation between the two about their shared Jewish heritage and my great-grandfather’s decision to leave the opera for the synagogue.3 At the time of that conversation, he was singing a central part in an 1899 production of Richard Wagner’s Lohengrin that Mahler was conducting. His brother Max would later sing in the same opera, as part of the Bayreuth Festival in 1908.

Ilse, descended from this family of Wagner singers, became an actress and trained with the great Berlin theater director Max Reinhardt. She also acted for director Fritz Lang in his groundbreaking 1927 film, Metropolis.4 She lived in one of the great intellectual and cultural capitals of the world, home to a renowned university, which hosted such luminaries as W. E. B. Du Bois, Albert Einstein, Max Planck, Erwin Schrödinger, and Max Weber.

Yet just a few years later, my German Jewish family in Berlin would be ejected from this cosmopolitan paradise. How could this be? How could it come to pass that my grandmother, whose talents had earned her a place of prominence within the German culture, would be banned from the theater, her artistry deemed dangerous and alien?

When the Nazis came to power in Germany, they placed at the ideological center of their political movement a fictional view of the country and its people: a land inhabited by a pure race of Aryans, which had been infiltrated by Jewish foreigners, who were seeking to undermine German institutions and topple the dominance of the German race.

At the heart of fascist ideology broadly, and Nazi ideology specifically, is this conspiracy about the replacement of a dominant group. The Nazis enacted laws that stripped German Jews of citizenship, casting them as a dangerous internal enemy, and took as their target the very cosmopolitanism that my grandmother exemplified. Her identification with German culture did little to protect her because it contradicted the Nazi narrative in which her role was predetermined and unchangeable. Her assimilation was not what the Nazis wanted, but precisely what they were trying to prevent. As the Nazis saw it, Germany’s greatness was based not on its broad humanism and commitments to experimentation and intellectual innovation, but on its Aryan character.

Germany in the 1920s had some of the best universities in the world, many of the world’s leading intellectuals, and was at the leading edge of modernity. For that reason, a study of the fascist sacking of Germany, and the ideology’s successful mutation of the nation’s self-conception, has much to tell us about the rising threats we face today. That nation’s self-understanding of its history and identity, preserved through its schools and its culture, was proven to be far less protective than many believed. We would be wise to avoid the same misapprehension.



For some, the United States’ ethos of openness and freedom may seem incompatible with fascism’s project of erasing history until it is reduced to a single perspective. But this impulse to eliminate historical narratives can have many different motivations, some of which may be more palatable than others. Consider the era of the Red Scare in the United States during the late 1940s and 1950s, often referred to as the McCarthy era after the red-hunting senator from Wisconsin. This was a time when leftists in higher education, the arts, and other fields were publicly humiliated, denounced by Congress, and fired from their jobs in sensational fashion. This campaign of censorship and intimidation, led by the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), was principally concerned with hunting down communists, socialists, and anyone who might harbor sympathy for the country’s adversary in the Cold War, the Soviet Union.

In this instance, the HUAC’s effort to erase leftist perspectives from the academy and elsewhere was motivated, at least in part, by opposition to the Soviet Union’s authoritarianism—which, of course, in no way excuses its destructive overreaches. The Red Scare of the 1940s and’50s was a betrayal of the very ideals of freedom that the United States purported to represent in the Cold War. However, the episode does at least partly explain how and why the fascist project of erasing history can take root in a distinctly American context.

Today we are unquestionably returning to something like the era of the Red Scare. Right-wing activists and politicians are targeting educators at all levels for their supposedly leftist ideologies, with the goal of suppressing any teaching that challenges racial hierarchy or patriarchy. But this assault on history goes far beyond local school boards, state departments of education, or even national elections. It is, in fact, a transnational movement with deep historical precedent. And it is symptomatic of a larger global attack on liberal democracy.

A liberal democracy is a system that centers the values of freedom and equality, in which all citizens have equal political value—and are thus entitled to equal respect and dignity. With that freedom comes responsibility, including the responsibility to safeguard and improve the institution of democracy. Progressive educational movements within liberal democracies have long served to draw out this sense of responsibility in young people.

Education, however, does not always serve this purpose—it can also be wielded against democracy and in service of hierarchy. And this is precisely where so many of the recent battles over education have been waged. In a liberal democracy, there will always be (and should always be) debates between different visions of how education should work—over questions such as the proper balance between the pursuit of secular ideals and the preservation of shared traditions, or whether to place greater emphasis on liberal or vocational education. But education can also support an anti-democratic agenda. In the cases of Russia and North Korea today, we can see how education systems help to cultivate an unhealthy reverence for leaders, placing them above the rule of law. In other countries, such as India, the education system is used to place Hindu Indians over Muslim Indians. In each case, education functions to undermine the basis of democratic equal citizenship.

To be clear, hierarchies are not inherently oppressive. In a medical school, for example, an attending physician stands in a hierarchy over medical students. This is an example of an epistemological hierarchy, one based on knowledge. Knowledge can certainly be employed to mask subjugation and control—a doctor can be directed to diagnose an anti-colonial rebel or a political protestor as mentally unstable—but ideally, at least, epistemological hierarchies guide rather than dominate. A hierarchy of value is different, serving to place one group of people above another or one individual over all others, and is typically used to justify the domination of certain groups or individuals. Hierarchies of value violate the fundamental ideals of liberal democracy—and, indeed, cannot tolerate the equal moral and political status of all people.



Because this is a book about fascist culture, it is worth saying a bit more about what exactly cultures are and how they work. Taking up a proposition of the Swiss philosopher Rahel Jaeggi, we can think of a culture as a form of life—a coordinated web of practices, orientations, and myths.5 Cultures of hierarchy—such as colonialism, nationalism, or fascism—involve practices that place one group above others. And as is the case with all other cultures, or forms of life, these practices are in large part shaped and reinforced by schools.

Every education system involves erasure—one simply cannot teach everything. There are, however, certain kinds of erasures that are constitutive of authoritarian systems. For example, erasures of social movements for democracy, such as the Chinese government’s erasure of the Tiananmen Square protest and massacre of 1989, or the state of Florida’s erasure of the 2020 Black Lives Matter uprisings from a social studies curriculum.6 By removing the history of uprisings against the current status quo from the curriculum (or never allowing that history to be taught in the first place), authoritarians leave students with the impression that the status quo has never been—and cannot be—challenged.






1 How to Create an Autocracy



Wars are won by teachers.

—Vladimir Putin1



In a prescient 1995 address at Howard University titled “Racism and Fascism,” the Pulitzer Prize–winning author Toni Morrison warned of forces within the United States “interested in fascist solutions to national problems.”2 These fascist solutions, she explained, involve both representations and practices—in other words, what fascists say or believe and what they do. As Morrison pointed out, representations and practices can be mutually reinforcing. Representations can make practices that would otherwise be unacceptable seem normal and justified, while practices can make representations seem retrospectively apt. The representation of immigrants as dangerous criminals justifies the practice of penning them in large prison-like centers; once they are there, the fact that they are imprisoned leads some to conclude that they must be dangerous.

To understand the power that fascism can wield in the realm of education, it is first necessary to understand some of its representations and practices. According to the Nazi political theorist Carl Schmitt, “[t]he specific political distinction to which political actions and motives can be reduced is that between friend and enemy.”3 Which is to say, for fascists, being political means defining oneself against an enemy. As such, fascist regimes selectively disenfranchise certain segments of their population and violently cast them into what the political philosopher Elizabeth F. Cohen calls “semi-citizenship,” in order to emphasize the virtue and worth of the dominant group.4

Fascist regimes are also typically organized around a charismatic leader—and form social and political cultures centered on that leader, who is taken to be the violent and powerful protector of the nation. Russia’s Vladimir Putin is a clear contemporary example. All of Russia is centered around Putin’s rule, and Putin is represented as the powerful male leader upon whose shoulders Russian greatness rests. But fascism can also be leaderless. The southern United States under the Jim Crow system of segregation, for example, was governed by a form of racial fascism premised not on a single powerful leader, but on decentralized groups of vigilantes and terrorists. To fully understand the imminent threat of fascism today, we must pay careful attention to fascist movements that are not necessarily based on reverence for the leader.

Regardless of how it is led, a fascist culture, or form of life, often has certain features that make it an ideal environment for fascist politics. These cultures will, for instance, elevate an already dominant group of people to a mythic status, exalting them as “the people” who constitute the nation, while relegating others to second-class citizenship. From a fascist perspective, egalitarianism is a threat because it promises to upset this hierarchy. The threat is felt so acutely that fascists are led to take joy in cruelty against those outside this group, and others who stand to benefit from greater equality. A fascist form of life is suffused with fear that others will achieve equal status, a possibility cynically exploited in fascist politics.

A fascist form of life also has certain requirements. Perhaps most importantly, it requires an education system that can validate the dominant group’s elevated status as a justified consequence of history rather than the fabricated result of intentional choices. It does this, as we will see, by selectively doctoring the historical record, erasing perspectives and events that are unflattering to the dominant group, and replacing them with a unitary, simplified account that supports its ideological ends.

In recent years, for example, the United States has seen a wave of right-wing political interference in education focused on banning certain concepts, authors, and books from schools’ libraries and curricula. The unstated goal of these bans is to erase the perspectives and histories of marginalized groups, including most prominently the history of Black Americans, whose ancestors were enslaved and brutally subjugated in this country.

These bans target especially concepts and theories used to explain how that subjugation operated, how it has changed over time and persisted to this day, and how it might be challenged—concepts such as structural racism, intersectionality, and critical race theory (CRT). The concept of structural racism, for instance, is targeted because it explains racial subjugation not in terms of individual bigotry, but as a result of underlying systems and practices—whether in housing, schooling, banking, policing, or the criminal legal system. It explains, for example, that the racial wealth gap in America (which is so extreme that Black Americans possess just over 15 percent of white Americans’ wealth) is a product of racist policies such as discriminatory lending and redlining. The concept of intersectionality, introduced by the law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw, reveals the particularly acute harms inflicted on groups that are at the intersection of multiple oppressions.5

Critical race theory is the study of these concepts, and emerged from the work of American legal theorists in the 1980s and 1990s, centrally including Harvard Law professor Derrick Bell, Northeastern professor Patricia J. Williams, and Professor Crenshaw. In the rhetoric of those who seek to ban it, the term “critical race theory” has morphed into something completely unrelated to its true meaning, and is imagined as something like a system for dividing groups into categories of oppressor and oppressed, the purpose of which is to saddle white people with a permanent and debilitating sense of guilt for the wrongdoing of their ancestors.

In erasing these concepts, or transforming them into meaningless slogans, the recent right-wing campaign of educational suppression seeks to eliminate an important means of understanding Black history. But critical race theory and Black history are impossible to separate. History is the study of not just people and events but also the practices, structures, and institutions that shape them. Without accounting for these forces, history is rendered flat and malleable—ideal for manipulation by fascist politics.

When fascists attempt to rewrite history, they sometimes claim that they are erasing only theories and interpretations of history, which they claim to be biased, rather than underlying historical events. But they know well that their interventions result in the erasure of events themselves, as well as the patterns they form. In her celebrated 2021 book, America on Fire, the historian Elizabeth Hinton identifies a recurring pattern in mid-twentieth-century US history that she calls “the cycle,” in which over-policing and police violence elicit rebellions within the communities these practices affect. This pattern, she explains, “helped define urban life in segregated, low-income, Black, Mexican American, and Puerto Rican communities,” and ultimately “put this nation on the path to mass incarceration.”6

Hinton’s thesis is based not in abstract theory, but in an account of the historical forces and events that led the United States to where it is today. Without this history, it is impossible to understand, for example, how and why the United States came to have the largest prison population of any country in the world. Hinton’s work shows how institutions—from urban police to public housing and segregated, underfunded schools—have, through their practices, entrenched a racially unjust status quo. Ultimately, it is not possible to teach the history of what happened to Black Americans without teaching about structural racism. When these concepts are banned, the result is, in practice, to forbid schools from teaching any honest account of US history.

The Anti-Racist Teaching and Learning Collective (ARTLC) is an organization in Connecticut that brings together teachers, organizers, and students in order to, as the group’s website puts it, “address the oppressive effects of the racism that shape public education and society at large.” The website also includes a series of firsthand accounts from teachers of the practices they have employed in the classroom to help build a common understanding of structural racism.

Marco Cenabre, for example, teaches literature at New Haven Academy, a public high school in New Haven. In one of Cenabre’s classroom lessons, the students are asked to study the Civics portion of the US naturalization test, as well as a classic essay from Audre Lorde that discusses “mythical norms” related to age, race, class, and sex.7 What does the information an immigrant must learn about American history to become a naturalized American reveal about mythical norms? Does it elevate one group’s history over others? Does it allow certain misconceptions to be normalized?

Ruth Terry Walden teaches literature at Westhill High School, a public school in Stamford, and focuses her courses on themes of protest, resistance, and direct action. In her classroom, she invites her students to think about why, during the Colonial era, the ordinary people began to see the British as an occupying army, and how that led to the American Revolution. She asks them to consider this in the context of the Black Lives Matter movement, as a way of understanding how Black residents of Ferguson, Missouri, may have come to regard the police as an occupying army.

Other teachers who are part of the ARTLC testify to the immense difficulty of teaching these sorts of lessons without support from school administrators. Samm Leska, a teacher at Staples High School, a public school in Westport, explains that her peers are reluctant to engage in such teaching practices, since they do not feel that the administration will support them if they become a target of political attacks for teaching on supposedly controversial topics. Since even noting the existence of structural racism is considered “critical race theory,” all but the bravest teachers tend to avoid discussing texts that present students with Black perspectives on US history. This means that it takes a measure of bravery to teach the works of the Nobel Prize–winning Black American novelist Toni Morrison, even in states where that is legal.

It should be no surprise that right-wing politicians’ efforts to stifle any discussion of structural racism extend naturally into a program of combating on-the-ground efforts to redress the harms of racism—and thwarting efforts to build a truly multi-racial democracy that is inclusive of all groups. One way that institutions in the United States have sought to address racism is through what are called Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) initiatives. Predictably, these efforts are often targeted by the same right-wing forces that pour so much energy into attacking the history and theory of racism. The arguments are mutually reinforcing: if there is no racism, nothing needs to be done about it.

Broadly speaking, DEI initiatives are any programs at schools, universities, or private companies that seek to ameliorate the effects of structural racism in teaching, hiring, or institutional mission. For example, a DEI program at a medical school might seek to make sure that doctors from affluent white backgrounds are aware of the structural barriers that patients from other backgrounds may face. Such a program may, for instance, provide non-disabled doctors with insight into the barriers facing patients who are disabled.

As they do with CRT, the right-wing critics of DEI intentionally distort these programs to create the impression that those whose perspectives are finally being included—like Black Americans, for instance—are receiving some sort of illicit benefit or an unfair advantage. And so they target Black Americans who have risen to positions of power and influence and seek to delegitimize them as undeserving. The ultimate goal is to justify a takeover of the institutions, transforming them into weapons in the war against the very idea of multi-racial democracy.



In the years since former US president Donald Trump’s defeat in the 2020 election, and especially as he has waged his third campaign for office in 2023 and 2024, his fascist tendencies have only grown more extreme. He has, for instance, suggested suspending the Constitution’s individual protections, called for drug dealers to be executed, mused about plans to prosecute his political rivals and investigate journalists for treason, said that some migrants are “not people,” and promised a “blood bath” if he is not reelected.8 His grip over his supporters takes the form of a classic cult of the leader. The Republican Party that he leads and the broader conservative movement have doubled down on their support for him, largely casting out any remaining “Never Trump” dissidents. For these reasons, and others, the United States, at the time of this writing, is an excellent illustrative example to employ in theorizing contemporary fascist movements.

Project 2025, a blueprint for the potential second Trump administration is authored by a number of right-wing think tanks and other partners, including the Heritage Foundation. The nearly nine-hundred-page document lays out a plan to avoid the chaos and disorder that kept Trump from achieving his most extreme ambitions during his first term. According to a report from The Guardian, the plan calls for “changing federal service rules that would allow Trump to cut tens of thousands of civil service workers and replace them with ones deemed loyal to Trump’s agenda.”9 The mass replacement of bureaucrats and government officials by those loyal to the leader is a prominent feature of fascist takeovers. In 1930s Germany, during the first years of Hitler’s rule, the process of this kind of replacement played so important a role that a special name was coined for it, Gleichschaltung, which is often translated as “coordination.”

Trump himself has been explicit about his plans for K-12 and (if possible) university education, branded as the“war on woke,” some version of which seems almost essential to the fascist moment worldwide (as we shall see in detail in the pages to come). Branded as a strategy to “Save American Education and Give Power Back to Parents,” Trump’s plan will:


	
“Cut federal funding for any school or program pushing critical race theory, gender ideology or other inappropriate racial, sexual or political content on our children”

	“Create a new credentialing body to certify teachers who embrace patriotic values, and understand that their job is not to indoctrinate children, but to educate them”

	“Find and remove the radicals, zealots and Marxists who have infiltrated the federal Department of Education”

	“Keep men out of women’s sports” (By which the plan means banning transgender students who identify as girls from participating in sports.)10




It is no accident that an explicitly authoritarian campaign chose to foreground this plan. Fascist movements center education as a means of erasing concepts and histories that stand in the way of fascist goals.

Many of the strategies and goals of Trump’s education plan are already being tested in states with conservative leadership. Nowhere is this more evident than in Florida, where legislators have enacted sweeping changes within the higher education system. According to a special report by the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) in December 2023, “the political interference in classroom teaching that began in 2021 is unprecedented in its sweep and ambition in both the state and the nation, with a frightening potential impact on the academic freedom of faculty members.”11 The state of Florida is an example, in the United States, of what we might call educational authoritarianism, a strategy in which politicians restrict the knowledge that educators can convey, with the goal of intimidating them into spreading an anti-democratic ideology.



Educational authoritarianism is frequently accompanied by more general restrictions on knowledge, and by attempts to push mythic representations in place of that knowledge. Nazi education, for example, stressed the myth that Jews and communists had betrayed Germany in World War I. Of course, this myth was accompanied by other authoritarian and anti-Semitic practices, including the restriction of Jews from participating in the workplace and the imprisonment of anyone the Nazis deemed “Marxists.”

The Nazis infamously maintained strict control over the publication and dissemination of books. The Nazi propaganda minister, Joseph Goebbels, kept lists of books to be censored on the grounds that they were “alien” or “decadent.”12 Today many activist groups in the United States are also seeking to constrain the free flow of books and ideas, even beyond school walls—by restricting, for instance, the offerings of local public libraries. As Deborah Caldwell-Stone of the American Library Association explained to the New York Times in 2023, “A year, a year and a half ago, we were told that these books didn’t belong in school libraries, and if people wanted to read them, they could go to a public library…. Now, we’re seeing those same groups come to public libraries and come after the same books, essentially depriving everyone of the ability to make the choice to read them.”13

Because educational authoritarianism serves to bolster already dominant groups, in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries it has frequently been used to target LGBTQ people, labeling them as somehow inherently decadent or obscene. Russia under Vladimir Putin provides a clear example. In 2013, Russia passed what became known as the “gay propaganda law,” which banned the distribution of materials containing any positive or even neutral representations of non-heterosexual relationships to anyone under the age of eighteen. In 2022, Putin signed legislation expanding the scope of that law, making it illegal for anyone to publicly suggest that queer relationships are normal, even to adults.14 And considerably less extreme laws that cast LGBTQ identity as problematic are an increasingly common feature of authoritarian regimes in other countries as well.

Throughout the world, fascist propagandists reserve some of their foulest attacks for the trans community, which they claim is advancing a vaguely defined “gender ideology.” Putin, for example, has justified Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, in part, by arguing that it is fighting against such an ideology. In a ceremony in the Kremlin to announce the annexation of four Ukrainian regions, Putin set up the war in Ukraine as an existential conflict of values between a decadent West and Russia’s defense of traditional gender roles:


… do we want to have, here, in our country, in Russia, parent number one, number two, number three instead of mom and dad—have they gone mad out there? Do we really want perversions that lead to degradation and extinction to be imposed on children in our schools from the primary grades? To be drummed into them that there are various supposed genders besides women and men, and to be offered a sex change operation? Do we want all this for our country and our children? For us, all this is unacceptable, we have a different future, our own future.15



In the United States, the attack on trans rights has become unrelenting as the conservative movement has seized upon the issue to galvanize their base. According to a report by attorney and writer Heron Greenesmith, by the end of 2023 nearly half of the US states, a total of twenty-two, had “passed bans on gender-affirming medical or surgical care for transgender and nonbinary minors”—some of which were held up by court challenges, though many had taken effect. In five of these states, to give gender-affirming medical help to a minor is a felony. In my state of Connecticut, a trans student would be acclimated to using the restroom of their choice. It would be difficult for their parents to consider moving to any of the nine states in which that is illegal. In fact, it would be difficult for families living in trans-accepting states to move to any of these twenty-two states.16 If such bans are national, families with trans children who have the means to do so will have to consider leaving the United States.



Fascist attacks on LGBTQ people are part of a broader effort to diminish or eliminate what are regarded as “alien” perspectives. This is true of education systems not just in the United States and Russia but throughout the world.

Let’s illustrate this with an example we will discuss a great deal in this book, the case of Hungary. Under its autocratic prime minister Viktor Orbán, Hungary introduced in early 2020 a new National Core Curriculum. The curriculum presents Hungarian literature as the literature of ethnic Hungarian populations, even those living outside of the borders of the state of Hungary after the Treaty of Trianon created Hungary in 1920. The course includes thematic studies of topics likes “Trianon in Hungarian literature.” It excludes the work of Imre Kertész, Hungary’s only Nobel Prize winner for literature, surrendering a national point of pride in order to erase the contributions of a Jewish survivor of the Holocaust.17 And it adds to the core curriculum Ferenc Herczeg, a minor ring-wing nationalist playwright who was celebrated and praised by Miklós Horthy, the World War II Hungarian leader who brought Hungary into an alliance with Nazi Germany, and elevated to a national hero.18 Previous revisions of the core curriculum in prior Orbán administrations had already elevated similar minor writers into the pantheon on an obvious political basis, such as József Nyírő, a member of Parliament for the fascist Hungarian Arrow Cross Party with a passionate hatred of Jews.19 The new curriculum presents past far-right Hungarian nationalist leaders as heroes, minimizing or entirely omitting their support for anti-Semitic legislation and practices.

In May 2022, Orbán reorganized his administration to place education under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Interior, which is responsible for maintaining order through law enforcement.20 A few months later—shortly after declaring that Hungary would not become a “mixed-race” country—Orbán was featured as a main speaker at the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in Dallas, Texas, where he was greeted by American conservatives with a standing ovation. In March 2024, Orbán visited the Heritage Foundation for a private event. The next day, he was feted by Trump at his Mar-a-Lago home.

In 2009, I had the opportunity to spend a summer in Hungary, where I was co-directing a summer school program at Central European University (CEU) in Budapest. More than fifty faculty and students from all over the world gathered in that beautiful city. At the time, CEU, which had been established less than two decades earlier, in 1991, was quickly earning a reputation as an important center of international research in multiple fields. An emerging great university, it sat in the heart of a great European city, with a vibrant, cosmopolitan feel. Hungarian intellectuals assured me that the country was in the process of returning to its former status as a cultural center, and that the university’s presence in the heart of Budapest was only natural, a reminder of Hungary’s immense intellectual legacy and bright future.

When I returned the next year, in the summer of 2010, the mood in Hungary had changed dramatically. I could see it among not only the Budapest intellectuals I knew but the university’s international faculty as well. Viktor Orbán had come to power by stoking a wave of resentment over many of the issues that ascendant fascists commonly exploit, including, in the case of Hungary, the significant loss of land it had suffered nearly a century earlier, at the end of World War I, under the Treaty of Trianon. He blamed this failure to establish “Greater Hungary” on leftist ideology spread by intellectuals, and vilified Central European University in particular as a source of this supposedly anti-Hungarian ideology. Orbán’s campaign also attacked as false the only recently emerged consensus that many nationalist figures from Hungary’s history had been complicit with fascism during World War II, if not active participants. The negative reputation of Hungarian nationalism for its connections to Nazism, though well established in the historical record, was dismissed as a smear. The campaign was a great success, drawing support from broad constituencies.

I was, at the time, much more pessimistic than my Hungarian friends, who responded to Orbán’s tactics with resignation. “It’s just national politics,” they said. My friends on the CEU faculty also found it easy to dismiss the political upheaval as overblown—they taught at a great university in a cosmopolitan city. Their children were receiving good educations for free in Hungarian public schools.

Nearly a decade later, in 2019, I returned to Budapest once more, to give Central European University’s annual opening week lecture. The difference couldn’t have been starker. In the intervening years, Orbán had revoked CEU’s accreditation, which meant that Hungary’s best university would soon have to move out of the country, and it had already begun that process. Some of my Hungarian friends in Budapest now complained about the terrible state of the public schools and particularly the blatant nationalist nonsense their children were forced to absorb.

In the United States today, a similar situation has begun to unfold, as right-wing activists and politicians launch attacks on non-religious universities—and the public education system in general—that mirror Orbán’s in Hungary. As is often the case with fascist rhetoric, their arguments are opportunistic and inconsistent, condemning universities both for restricting free speech (in the case of their allies) and for allowing too much free speech (in the case of their adversaries). Opportunism in rhetoric is an effective political strategy. Since 2015, when the conservative movement began to make education a central theme of its propaganda, ramping up the frequency and intensity of these attacks, they have managed to steadily chip away at Americans’ confidence in higher education. The effect is most pronounced among Republicans. According to surveys conducted by Gallup, the portion of Republicans with confidence in higher education dropped by 17 percentage points between 2015 and 2018, and by another 20 points between 2018 and 2023, reaching a low of 19 percent.21

In many cases, the leaders of the fight targeting public education are also working to expand religious education—and to blur the lines between the two. Florida governor Ron DeSantis, for instance, instituted a new teacher-training initiative within the state’s public schools that brought teachers to workshops developed in conjunction with Hillsdale College, a far-right Christian college in Michigan that has played a prominent role in the so-called culture wars. During one session, according to some of the teachers who attended, facilitators minimized the role that slavery played in the United States, and explained that the country’s founders were opposed to a strict separation of church and state. The teachers described the program as having a “Christian fundamentalist” or Christian nationalist slant.22

The blurring of public and religious education is of course a long-standing goal of the conservative movement, and has included efforts to allow prayer in public schools, place creationist teachings alongside lessons on evolution, and steer tax dollars to private religious schools in the form of vouchers. All of this lays bare the hypocrisy of conservative efforts to remove ideology from government-funded education. DeSantis and his advisors, it seems, would have us believe that workshops involving Hillsdale College are non-ideological. In spite of the blatant hypocrisy, however, this line of attack is effective, both here and abroad.

During the writing of this book, the Palestinian political and military organization Hamas carried out a brutal terrorist attack against Israel, which prompted Israel to retaliate with an arguably genocidal campaign of mass killing in Gaza, the Palestinian territory that Hamas oversees. Immediately, some right-wing commentators in the United States were intent on connecting the conflict (in a bizarre leap of logic) to the supposed depravity of the US education system, singling out universities and their administrators for special attack. Months before coordinated anti-war protests grew on American campuses, in an October 16 broadcast, Fox News host Greg Gutfeld drew an analogy between Hamas’s terrorist attack on Israel and the negative effects that he imagines universities to have had on the United States. As Gutfeld explained,


The left has dehumanized Americans to a point where crime is now our punishment. Our universities have become lunatic incubators, which the federal government funds. They should try registering for women’s studies in the Middle East, if you can get permission from your husband. And so the difference between Israel and the US, is really a matter of degrees. The attack on Israel is a deep fry versus our slow boil. The heat source is the same. The idea of lineage shaming, which means you had it coming. Sit there and take it, oppressor.23



Right-wing media immediately and cynically used Israel’s war on Gaza to direct what is essentially wartime propaganda against universities, as well as their professors, administrators, and students. They set out the strategy of placing universities as allies of Hamas from the very beginning, directly after Hamas’s terrorist attack on Israel, and far in advance of student protests against Israel’s response. The propaganda prepared its audience to view the inevitable campus anti-war protests as supporting Hamas—no matter what their form or content. This has proven an effective method of intimidating universities. India has met student protests against anti-Muslim laws with harsh police crackdowns, decrying universities as traitorous to the nation.24
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