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In this symposium, we present and think about crises as locations from which to interrogate commonplace approaches
to the political. Our goal is to offer case studies in cultivating what Antonio Vazquez-Arroyo calls “political literacy
and responsibility,” to uncover the Real which capitalist realism suppresses.! The planet, the border, the safe space,
the university—these are just a few of the locations of crisis today that can dislocate entrenched methodological and
ideological reflexes in contemporary theory, and open onto a productive radical critique of the present. The papers
collected here present crises as locations where lines of inclusion and exclusion are (re)drawn, and meanings and
identities are construed, contested, and renewed. Conventionally, geographers think of locations as the recognizable
nodal points referring to a measured “where” of places.? In our case, however, a location refers to the “where” of crises
and, thus, potentiality.

No matter where we are located, a deep sense of insecurity and disorientation engulfs our daily lives. Many of us feel
lost, desperately “in search of politics,” to borrow the words of Zygmunt Bauman.’ Looking back over just the last
half decade, it is difficult not to feel outraged by the omnipresent failures of politics, from the divisions fueled by the
Trump Presidency to Brexit, from climate change inaction to a growing sense of indifference in the face of ongoing
border catastrophes. Despite the cautious hope for radical change that was brought on by the initial waves of COVID-
19, the pandemic crisis has done little to revitalize the common, instead illustrating the extraordinary ruthlessness and
resilience of liberal capitalism. COVID’s management, characterized by strategically disempowered global
institutions like the World Health Organization, the privileging of private pharmacological interests over public health,
the deriding and scorning of expertise and science, among many other consequences of liberal self-destructivism, offer
us a grim and bleak foresight into how we might tackle the no less immediate, but certainly more complex and ever
greater threat of climate change.

Many of us feel lost, powerless. While politics is everywhere, it has been increasingly depoliticized, whether through
an ethical turn or through a fragmentation into decontextualized, allegedly separate crises, each with a limited set of
associated policies and binary positions. Indeed, “crisis” has been one of the keywords to define our contemporary
era. “Crises” seem to surround us to such an extent and with such force that Nancy ponders if the very term may itself
be in crisis,* while ZiZek et al. warn that the term “is at risk of slipping into a provocative cliché devoid of substance.”
On the other hand, Stijn De Cauwer reinvests this term with radical potentiality, arguing that “‘crisis’ and ‘critique’
have always been complementary” and that a crisis is “an invitation to sharpen our capacity for judging a situation, to
propose different concepts, theories, and narratives, and to invent alternative solutions to the attempts to manipulate
the anxieties, uncertainty, and suffering of the people by different political factions.”®

To be sure, the term “crisis” is conventionally used to refer to a system’s failure to respond to a moment of urgency.
Colin Hay reminds us, however, that crisis and failure are distinctly and politically different. A crisis, he explains,
occurs when there is enough political will to translate failure into crisis. In other words, failure exists as a pre-condition
of crisis until it is “politically and ideationally mediated.”” This is not to deny that a crisis has a material base, but
rather that its interpretation, perception, narration, and construction makes failure recognizable as a crisis. Crises can
be acted upon, (re)produced, and performed as breaking points in hegemonic discourse. A crisis, therefore, speaks to
a dislocating geography of discursive identities and meanings, which are otherwise generally presented as if
originating externally to politics. Examples of externalized failure abound: “corruption is not endemic but an
externality of capitalism”; “climate change is a mere byproduct of or cost to pay for industrialization”; “Trumpism is
antithetical to democracy,” etc. Crises, in other words, can reveal the ruses of a failing system prone to deflecting
attention towards “something” existing “outside” of it. The proliferation of so-called “refugee crises” is a striking
example. A discursive misnomer,® the very expression places responsibility on refugees and frames their migration as
a result of a binary opposition of localized “push” and “pull” factors: wars, poverty, and famine versus safety, jobs,
education and freedom. In fact, “refugee crises” reflect a crisis of the border,” and as such of globalized capitalism
with its constitutive “imperial formations.”'?

The location most commonly associated with politics is the territorial border, whose inside/outside logic has been
diffused from its original location at the supposed ends of state territory to disciplining and securing all places and
bodies within a given territory.!! Existing diffusely as “a permanent state of exception,”? forcing everyone to
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