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Abstract 
 
Large Language Models (LLMs) like ChatGPT have set in motion a series of crises. These in-
clude disruptions to the labor force, education, and democracy. Some people believe that 
rich technocratic ‘saviors’ should solve these crises. Naomi Klein, in contrast, argues that 
this is a neoliberal fantasy. Tech CEOs will not solve AI-related crises because they have a 
vested interest in perpetuating disaster techno-capitalism and the social inequalities that 
keep wages low. Who, then, can solve the AI crisis? I submit that the answer is: oppressed 
groups with experiential and intergenerational knowledge of crises. To oppressed people, 
technological crises are not new, but merely an extension of hundreds of years of uninter-
rupted subjugation. The popular misconception that AI-related crises are unprecedented is 
an example of what Kyle Whyte calls ‘crisis epistemology,’ a pretext of newness used to dis-
miss the intergenerational wisdom of oppressed groups. If AI-related crises are new, then 
what can we learn about them from oppressed people’s histories? Nothing. I argue that op-
pressed groups (rather than billionaire technocrats) should be at the forefront of AI dis-
course, research, and policymaking.    
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feminism and critical disability theory. She completed her PhD at York University in To-
ronto and subsequently held postdoctoral fellowships at Washington University in St. Louis 
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1. Introduction 
 
Large Language Models (LLMs) like 
ChatGPT have set in motion a series of cri-
ses that are seen as imminent and unprec-
edented. An article in Inside Higher Ed 
warns, “Yes, we are in a crisis. We’d better 
start acting like it” (Scott 2023). The crisis 
in question is that students are using 
ChatGPT to generate their assignments, 
which could lead to a “decline of critical 
thinking” (Dans 2023). People also worry 
that LLMs could cause a crisis in the labor 
market as industries become increasingly 
automated (Cerullo 2023). LLMs could 
also lead to an erosion of democracy if they 
are used to generate disinformation cam-
paigns and mislead voters (Robins-Early 
2023).  
 
On the other hand, optimists argue that 
ChatGPT could create new jobs (Asay 
2023), encourage critical thinking 
(Abramson 2023), and enhance demo-
cratic competency (Geisen et al. 2022). 
Alas, these optimistic projections are, as 
Naomi Klein argues, little more than a ne-
oliberal fantasy (2023). They rely on ab-
straction from the real world, a world that 
Klein describes as a “techno-necro capital-
ist” regime, in which corporations use 
technology to mine people’s data, create 
targeted ads, market products, commodify 
human experience, and spread neoliberal 
propaganda, all in an effort to “maximize 
the extraction of wealth and profit” (ibid). 
Optimism about LLMs can be seen as an 
example of what Charles Mills (2017) re-
fers to as ‘ideal theory,’ a methodology that 
focuses on theoretical ideals in abstraction 
from the concrete reality of structural in-
justice. Ideal theory not only masks inter-
secting oppressions, but also marginalizes 
the testimony of oppressed groups that 
tend to experience techno-capitalism not 
as a force for good, but as a system of  

exploitation and alienation. In contrast to 
ideal theory, Kyle Whyte describes our so-
ciety as a “dystopia” in which “settler colo-
nial campaigns” have “already depleted, 
degraded, or irreversibly damaged the 
ecosystems, plants, and animals that [his] 
ancestors had local living relationships 
with for hundreds of years” (2017, 2). Sim-
ilarly, Roxanne Dunbarr-Ortiz states that 
“the history of the United States is a his-
tory of settler colonialism—the founding 
of a state based on the ideology of white 
supremacy, the widespread practice of Af-
rican slavery, and a policy of genocide and 
land theft,” which continues in various 
forms to this day (2015, 15). This is a far 
cry from the utopianism of ideal theory, 
which “seek[s a] history with an upbeat 
ending, a history of redemption and recon-
ciliation” (ibid). The real world, properly 
understood, is characterized by imperial-
ist violence and asymmetrical power rela-
tions.   
 
In this ‘dystopian’ context, it is unrealistic 
to expect corporate elites to use technol-
ogy for benevolent purposes. Instead, they 
will, as usual, leverage technological inno-
vations to expand their control over the la-
bor force and global resources. In this con-
nection, Klein notes that  
 

Many lives and sectors have been 
decimated by earlier iterations of 
this [corporate] playbook, from taxi 
drivers to rental markets to local 
newspapers. With the AI revolu-
tion, these kinds of losses could 
look like rounding errors, with 
teachers, coders, visual artists, 
journalists, translators, musicians, 
care workers and so many others 
facing the prospect of having their 
incomes replaced by glitchy code. 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/may/08/ai-machines-hallucinating-naomi-klein
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/may/08/ai-machines-hallucinating-naomi-klein
https://academic.oup.com/book/5106
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Klein’s essay highlights that technological 
joblessness is not a new problem, but an 
old one – as old as capitalism itself – which 
has been continuously intensified by the 
latest technologies, from the conveyor belt 
to the cotton gin to AI. The same can be 
said of crises in critical thinking and dem-
ocratic competency, neither of which is 
novel. However, the pretense of newness 
diverts attention from the historical pre-
cursors to these crises, which can be 
traced back (at least) to the Industrial Rev-
olution, which ushered in what Mills de-
scribes as a “political economy of domina-
tion,” a hierarchy of capitalist elites over 
oppressed groups (2017, 8). This was not 
the age of ‘reason’ and ‘incomparable pro-
gress’ that some philosophers presume 
(e.g., Pinker 2018). It was the height of the 
trans-Atlantic slave trade, the eugenics re-
gime, and patriarchal violence (Washing-
ton 2006). In short, the start of capitalism 
was gruesome. As Nancy Fraser puts it, “no 
one [can] doubt” that capitalism was built 
on “racially organized slavery, colonial 
plunder, and land enclosures,” which 
“kick-started the system’s development” 
(2016, 167). For oppressed people, capi-
talism was, and remains, a non-stop series 
of crises, fueled by technologically-as-
sisted labor confiscation and wealth con-
centration at the top, which Klein refers to 
as “disaster capitalism” (2007). Recurrent 
disasters are profitable because they allow 
corporations to exploit mass public shock 
to pass “tax cuts, free trade, privatized ser-
vices, cuts to social spending and deregu-
lation,” and other neoliberal “reforms” 
that benefit capitalists (Klein 2007, 7). The 
current scale of inequality, which is un-
precedented in the history of the world, 
wouldn’t be possible without technology 
(Kirsch 2017). But the logic that allows 
corporate owners to use technology to en-
trench wealth inequality is as old as the 
factory.   

This age-old relationship between tech-
nology and disaster capitalism is rarely 
discussed in mainstream philosophy. This 
is partly due to the prevalence of what 
Whyte calls “crisis epistemology,” an ide-
ology that represents disasters as unprec-
edented and imminent (2020). Crisis epis-
temology erases the long history of disas-
ter capitalism and the experiences of op-
pressed groups that have had to navigate 
and survive this system of oppression for 
generations. Hence, crisis epistemology 
perpetrates epistemic injustice in that it 
dismisses the testimony of oppressed peo-
ple who experience disaster techno-capi-
talism as catastrophic.    
 
In sharp contrast, the beneficiaries of dis-
aster capitalism – the richest 1% – tend to 
have an optimistic view of techno-capital-
ism, since their existence as an elite class 
depends on it. On Klein’s reading, the rich 
see disasters as opportunities to make 
money, often by selling technological 
products to governments and private citi-
zens. These ‘solutions,’ however, do noth-
ing to address the structural injustices that 
precipitate disaster and impose their 
harms on the least well-off. Nonetheless, 
technocratic billionaires – who see disas-
ters as business opportunities – dominate 
the public conversation on crisis-mitiga-
tion. Meanwhile, oppressed people who 
have experiential knowledge of how to 
navigate crises are silenced and excluded.  
 
To bring this problem into relief, consider 
the problem of technological joblessness. 
In 2022, American Indians and Alaskan 
Natives had a joblessness rate of 28.6%, 
nearly twice that of the general population 
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistic 2022). Disa-
bled Americans consistently have a job-
lessness rate of 80% (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistic 2023). The high prevalence of job-
lessness for these groups is caused or 

https://tsd.naomiklein.org/shock-doctrine.html
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjR17zgzb-CAxWNjYkEHRi9B9gQFnoECBoQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.forbes.com%2Fsites%2Fnoahkirsch%2F2017%2F11%2F09%2Fthe-3-richest-americans-hold-more-wealth-than-bottom-50-of-country-study-finds%2F&usg=AOvVaw3BWJ2dYO02UFH_o6URIZNA&opi=89978449


facilitated by emerging technologies, 
which shape the job market. For example, 
a lack of accessible workplace technolo-
gies limits the hiring and retention of disa-
bled workers (Employer Assistance and 
Resource Network on Disability Inclusion 
2020). This, in turn, disproportionally 
harms Native Americans, who are more 
likely to have a disability than other 
groups (Centers for Medicare & Medicaid 
Services 2023). While disabled/Native 
Americans experience high rates of tech-
nologically-facilitated joblessness, they 
are rarely included in popular discussions 
on how to address this crisis. Instead, the 
top Google results are by corporate-spon-
sored think-tanks, corporate-owned news 
sites, and privileged academics.  
 
This is in spite of the abundance of re-
sources on this topic by Indigenous and 
disabled thinkers (e.g., Coulthard 2014, 
Whyte 2018, Russell 2019, Slorach 2016, 
Tremain 2023). These anti-capitalist and 
technology-relevant critiques seldom ap-
pear in popular philosophical venues. In-
deed, philosophers rarely even discuss the 
connections between technology and cap-
italism. This omission is an example of 
what Nora Berenstain calls “structural 
gaslighting,” which “arises when concep-
tual work functions to obscure the non-ac-
cidental connections between structures 
of oppression [like capitalism] and the pat-
terns of harm they produce and license 
[like technological joblessness]” (2020). 
When philosophers write about technolo-
gies like LLMs without discussing techno-
capitalism and related systems of domina-
tion, they mislead people about the nature 
of reality, making it seem more ideal (and 
less catastrophic) than it truly is. These 
connections, however, figure prominently 
in the narratives and critiques of op-
pressed people.   

A salient example of structural gaslighting 
(and ideal theory) in philosophy can be 
found in the popular disciplinary blog 
Daily Nous, which features regular posts 
on ChatGPT, almost all by white, nondisa-
bled philosophers, and almost never on 
structural injustice (though a recent post 
called Policing is Not Pedagogy by Matthew 
Noah Smith is a notable, rare exception). 
These posts elevate the voices of the most 
privileged philosophers, perpetuating ep-
istemic injustice in the field. At the same 
time, they tend to promote strategies that 
ignore, if not worsen, structural injustices. 
One example is the popular suggestion 
that we should more strictly police and 
punish students who use ChatGPT. This 
proposal does not address the fact that dis-
abled, Black and other minority students 
already face stricter discipline than other 
students, and even stricter discipline 
would simply exacerbate these gaps, mak-
ing education less accessible to the most 
oppressed people (Peterson 2021; Mitch-
ell 2022). (This is why crip and decolonial 
philosophers tend to oppose carceral tech-
niques like harsher school discipline). This 
suggestion also disregards that ChatGPT 
could, in at least some cases, be used as as-
sistive technology, which professors are 
banned from restricting by anti-discrimi-
nation laws (Ciurria 2023). The issue with 
the Daily Nous posts is not so much that 
they deny these claims as that they don’t 
even acknowledge them, since they don’t 
acknowledge structural injustice. This is 
not a mere accident, but has to do with the 
fact that most posters are white, nondisa-
bled, tenure-track philosophers, who are 
largely insulated from these injustices by 
their privileged standing. Their perspec-
tive can be seen as an example of what 
Robin Dembroff describes as the white, 
nondisabled, “cisgender commonsense” of 
the academic elite – that is, “the presup-
posed concepts and terms built into 

https://askearn.org/page/technological-accessibility#:%7E:text=Inaccessible%20technology%20can%20limit%20opportunities,t%20access%20basic%20workplace%20tools.
https://www.cms.gov/outreach-and-education/american-indian-alaska-native/aian/ltss-ta-center/info/ai-an-age-and-disability#:%7E:text=AI%2FAN%20populations%20also%20face,compared%20to%20the%20national%20average.
https://philarchive.org/rec/BERWFG
https://dailynous.com/
https://dailynous.com/2023/08/03/policing-is-not-pedagogy-on-the-supposed-threat-of-chatgpt-guest-post/
https://ballardbrief.byu.edu/issue-briefs/racial-inequality-in-public-school-discipline-for-black-students-in-the-united-states#:%7E:text=Black%20students%20tend%20to%20experience,suspension%20than%20their%20White%20peers.
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjSjqOW-JaCAxVnkIkEHZgkAgwQFnoECA4QAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fpublicintegrity.org%2Finside-publici%2Fnewsletters%2Fwatchdog-newsletter%2Fschools-target-students-disabilities-discipline%2F%23%3A%7E%3Atext%3DThe%2520U.S.%2520Department%2520of%2520Education%2CCardona%2520said%2520in%2520a%2520statement.&usg=AOvVaw3jK8hERzD1N3csa4cjVx4F&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjSjqOW-JaCAxVnkIkEHZgkAgwQFnoECA4QAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fpublicintegrity.org%2Finside-publici%2Fnewsletters%2Fwatchdog-newsletter%2Fschools-target-students-disabilities-discipline%2F%23%3A%7E%3Atext%3DThe%2520U.S.%2520Department%2520of%2520Education%2CCardona%2520said%2520in%2520a%2520statement.&usg=AOvVaw3jK8hERzD1N3csa4cjVx4F&opi=89978449
https://disabilityvoicesunited.org/interchange/communication/rights-to-assistive-technology-in-higher-education/
https://disabilityvoicesunited.org/interchange/communication/rights-to-assistive-technology-in-higher-education/
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dominant [academic] ideology” (2020). 
This differs from the “commonsense of the 
racialized, poor, queer, transgender, or 
disabled” others, who have an interest in 
changing the structure of education, not 
merely policing students to ensure compli-
ance with the status quo. Disciplinary so-
lutions, of course, also benefit tech corpo-
rations that make ChatGPT-detection tools 
like GPTZero, which makes money through 
subscriptions and other services.  These 
solutions do not address the structural in-
justices that makes education more acces-
sible to some students while incentivizing 
certain groups to rely on AI.  
 
The privileged standpoints overrepre-
sented on philosophy blogs like Daily Nous 
are an example of ideal theory in that they 
fail to identify and address the connections 
between AI and structural injustices. They 
are also an example of crisis epistemology 
in that they tend to misrepresent AI-re-
lated crises as new, thereby masking their 
historical and cultural roots.  
 

2. Crisis Epistemology, Indigeneity, 
Disability  

 
a. Indigenous knowledge  

 
Whyte defines crisis epistemology as an 
ideology that misrepresents crises as un-
precedented and imminent. They’re “un-
precedented” in the sense that “they are 
ones in which there are few usable lessons 
from the past about how to cope with the 
problems of today” (Whyte 2021, 4). Often, 
they are also framed as “complex beyond 
anything previously encountered” (ibid). 
(That is, they are ‘too complicated’ to be 
grasped by the ‘simple minds’ of ordinary 
folks). Second, crises are “imminent” in the 
sense that they “must be responded to 
quickly” (ibid), and in spite of any harms 
inflicted on people who ‘stand in the way 

of progress.’ These dual assumptions 
“mask numerous forms of power, includ-
ing colonialism, imperialism, capitalism, 
patriarchy, and industrialization” (Whyte 
2021, 6). By whitewashing the history and 
sociopolitical context of crises, crisis epis-
temology dismisses the expertise that op-
pressed groups have acquired by living 
through these crises, studying them, and 
collectively addressing them.   
 
Whyte offers some historical examples of 
crisis epistemology that drive home this 
point. These include: (i) the use of inden-
tured servitude in the 19th Century to ad-
dress the soil crisis caused by industrial 
agricultural techniques, (ii) the construc-
tion of irrigation dams on white-owned 
farms, which eventually broke and flooded 
Indigenous territories, and (iii) the use of 
weapons and military might to break up 
Indigenous tribes and force Indigenous 
children into residential schools, under 
the guise of “sav[ing] their souls” and 
“avert[ing] spiritual catastrophe” (Whyte 
2020, 1). What these crises have in com-
mon is that they are all part of an ongoing 
legacy of colonial violence, and they all in-
volve the use of emerging technologies 
(like intensive agriculture) to perpetuate 
colonialism, leading to future crises. Since 
the ‘solutions’ to these crises do not ad-
dress the underlying causes, they ensure 
that similar crises will recur in the future. 
In short, each case involves white, land-
owning men trying to ‘solve’ problems of 
their own making using technologies that 
benefit their own social class at the ex-
pense of racialized others. The result is a 
vicious cycle of colonialism, which is a spe-
cific case of disaster capitalism:   
 
 

https://philarchive.org/rec/DEMCCA


 
Figure 1. the vicious cycle of colonialism 
 
 
Crisis epistemology is an ongoing problem. 
Recent examples include continuous at-
tempts by settler-colonial governments to 
lay pipelines and install wind turbines on 
Indigenous territories without the free, 
priori, and informed consent of tribal lead-
ers (e.g., Amnesty International 2022;  
Reuters 2023). These neo-colonial prac-
tices are often justified by appeal to the 
‘unprecedented and imminent’ nature of 
the climate crisis, which calls for immedi-
ate redress. But the climate crisis is not 
new to Indigenous people, who have been 
forced to live in the most inhospitable 
parts of the Americas for hundreds of 
years, becoming some of the “first ‘climate 
refugees’” (Whyte 2017, 54). The imposi-
tion of climate change on Indigenous peo-
ples is “[nothing] other than an evolved 
practice of a familiar form of power” 
(Whyte 2021, 2) – that is, there is an un-
broken line from the colonial past to the 
(neo)colonial present. Indigenous people 
are intimately familiar with anthropogenic 
climate change because it has been im-
posed on them by settler-colonial states 
for hundreds of years. Yet they are rarely 
consulted in climate policy decisions – on 

the contrary, they’re silenced when their 
proposals don’t enhance the GDP. Indige-
nous climate expertise is discounted in the 
search for profitable technocratic solu-
tions – things like windmills and solar pan-
els and bioenergy, which leave colonialism 
intact.  
 
In contrast to settler-colonial epistemolo-
gies, “no Indigenous story says that tech-
nology is the solution to climate change” 
(Whyte 2022). Instead, indigenous narra-
tives emphasize kinship relationships of 
care, consent, and reciprocity, over and 
above technological innovation. This isn’t 
to say that Indigenous stories do not dis-
cuss technology – they do, but they let kin-
ship drive technological development, not 
vice versa. But since kinship has no imme-
diate monetary value, it’s dismissed by set-
tler-colonial governments and corpora-
tions. Nonetheless, kinship is the only 
‘technology’ will work in the future, and 
we know this because it’s the only tech-
nique that’s working right now. As I write 
this, Indigenous peoples comprise less 
than 5% of the global population but are 
protecting 80% of the world’s remaining 
biodiversity – more than all of the world’s 
leading governments combined (World 
Wildlife Foundation 2020). In fact, the U.S., 
Canada, and the European Union consist-
ently fail to meet their own climate goals 
(Bearak & Popovich 2022). If corporate-
driven solutions could work, then they 
would already be working.  
 
Even some environmentalists dismiss the 
idea that relationships of respect and reci-
procity are necessary for environmental 
sustainability. For instance, Jonathan Lo-
gan, the leader of Extinction Rebellion, 
publicly stated, “I can’t say it hard enough. 
We don’t have time to argue about social 
justice” (cited in Whyte 2021, 5-6). In 
other words, we don’t need oppressed 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/10/canada-pipeline-indigenous-territory-endangers-land-defenders/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/norway-wind-farms-heart-sami-protest-violate-human-rights-minister-says-2023-03-02/#:%7E:text=Norway%27s%20supreme%20court%20ruled%20in,operation%20almost%2017%20months%20later.
https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/recognizing-indigenous-peoples-land-interests-is-critical-for-people-and-nature#:%7E:text=Although%20they%20comprise%20less%20than,they%20have%20lived%20for%20centuries.
https://www.worldwildlife.org/stories/recognizing-indigenous-peoples-land-interests-is-critical-for-people-and-nature#:%7E:text=Although%20they%20comprise%20less%20than,they%20have%20lived%20for%20centuries.
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/11/08/climate/cop27-emissions-country-compare.html
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people’s input on climate change – the 
technology should come first. This coloni-
alist mindset is the reason we’re facing a 
climate crisis in the first place. The leading 
cause of climate change – colonialism – 
can’t also be the solution to climate 
change! As Audrey Lorde very famously 
said, you can’t dismantle the master’s 
house with the master’s tools (1979). If 
colonizing people got us into this mess, 
then continuing to do the same thing won’t 
get us out of it. Corporate owners have not 
made good progress on the climate change 
front, to say nothing of climate injustice. To 
move forward, we need to prioritize the 
experiential knowledge of marginalized 
groups that are already at the forefront of 
climate action and justice – that is, those 
most affected by climate disasters. In fact, 
the UN already acknowledges that “Indig-
enous peoples have the knowledge and 
practices needed for the global community 
to implement and scale-up climate action” 
(2022). It’s just a matter of putting that 
knowledge into practice, with Indigenous 
activists in the lead. This will necessitate a 
shift from crisis epistemology to kinship 
epistemology, from choosing fast, profita-
ble solutions to fostering consent and re-
spect. 
 

b. Crip knowledge  
 
Crisis epistemology is also used to dismiss 
the testimony of disabled people. Shelley 
Tremain makes this point in her presenta-
tion on MAID or Medical Assistance in Dy-
ing in Canada (2022). She argues that the 
Canadian government used the covid-19 
crisis as an excuse to push through MAID 
legislation without consulting with disa-
bility activists, who wanted elected offi-
cials to prioritize structural change. While 
the government was expediting MAID leg-
islation, it did virtually nothing to improve 
the material conditions of disabled people, 

although this would have reduced the 
number of people ‘choosing’ euthanasia. In 
fact, the governments’ Covid-19 policy 
made disabled people’s lives worse than 
ever, as many were forced into over-
crowded, unsanitary, and abusive nursing 
homes at the peak of the pandemic. The 
Canadian military documented “horrific 
conditions [and] abuse in pandemic-hit 
Ontario nursing homes” (Brewster & Ka-
palos 2020) – precisely the type of chronic 
disaster that disability activists had been 
petitioning the government to address. In-
stead, legislators made it easier for disa-
bled people to end their own lives. This 
was after convening an “expert panel” on 
MAID that “reflect[ed] a range of disci-
plines and perspectives, including clinical 
psychiatry, MAID assessment and provi-
sion, law, ethics, health professional train-
ing and regulation, mental health care ser-
vices,” and finally, “lived experience with 
mental illness.” Disabled people were 
greatly outnumbered by professionals on 
the panel, reflecting a favoritism for pro-
fessional authority over experiential wis-
dom. This favoritism goes against J.S. Mill’s 
observation that individuals are in the best 
position to judge what is in their best in-
terests (1989). It also positions medical 
professionals as ‘able-bodied saviors’ who 
know what is best for disabled people.  
 
As a matter of fact, chronically ill people 
like myself were especially well-posi-
tioned to respond to the covid-19 pan-
demic, since we deal with pandemic-like 
conditions every day. That is, the pan-
demic was not ‘immanent and unprece-
dented’ for us – it was par for the course. 
But many nondisabled people could hardly 
imagine that the crisis would continue in-
definitely, had little understanding of how 
to live in a pandemic-beset world, and 
were eager to ‘move past’ the pandemic 
and resume their ‘normal’ lives, even 

https://unfccc.int/news/how-indigenous-peoples-enrich-climate-action
https://biopoliticalphilosophy.com/2022/06/03/my-virtual-presentation-to-philosophia-june-3-2022-disaster-ableism-assisted-suicide-and-bioethics/
https://biopoliticalphilosophy.com/2022/06/03/my-virtual-presentation-to-philosophia-june-3-2022-disaster-ableism-assisted-suicide-and-bioethics/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/long-term-care-pandemic-covid-coronavirus-trudeau-1.5584960#:%7E:text=Politics-,Military%20alleges%20horrific%20conditions%2C%20abuse%20in%20pandemic%2Dhit%20Ontario%20nursing,and%20days%20in%20soiled%20bedding.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/long-term-care-pandemic-covid-coronavirus-trudeau-1.5584960#:%7E:text=Politics-,Military%20alleges%20horrific%20conditions%2C%20abuse%20in%20pandemic%2Dhit%20Ontario%20nursing,and%20days%20in%20soiled%20bedding.


though covid-19 continued unabated, and 
still kills many nondisabled people in 
2023. Chronically ill people had a much 
better grasp of how to cope with the ‘new 
normal,’ as as Amy Amy Gaeta confirms on 
the Disability Visibility Project, 
 

We [chronically ill people] are ex-
perts when it comes to isolation 
and pandemics. We know how to 
advocate our legal rights as pa-
tients, navigate Medicaid and other 
private insurance claims, and stock 
up on supplies for weeks. We know 
how to live vulnerably, which is to 
live together. We know all this be-
cause for many of us, it’s our daily 
reality. (2022) 

 
Nonetheless, the Canadian government 
minimized disabled people’s expertise and 
chose to expedite the MAID expansion in-
stead of addressing structural ableism and 
other injustices.  
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Elon Musk depicted as a techno-
cratic savior. 
 
In spite of all this, there is a prevailing be-
lief that we should trust ‘technocratic sav-
iors’ like Elon Musk and Bill Gates to use 
their technological expertise to manage 
crises like covid-19. (Effective altruists 
think something along these lines). But 

this reasoning is completely backwards. 
First, it gives even more control to the peo-
ple who own technological infrastructures 
and use that ownership to hoard wealth 
and resources. Second, it attributes exper-
tise to the least knowledgeable people, the 
ones who can most easily escape crises in 
their private jets and yachts. Climate 
change is a perfect example. Billionaires 
are the least affected by climate change, 
they produce the highest rates of green-
house-gas emissions in the world, and they 
have the most to gain by selling profitable 
technological solutions that do nothing to 
address the structural injustices that pro-
duce climate change – structural injustices 
that allow billionaires to exist as a class. 
And let’s not forget that green technolo-
gies rely on unethical, exploitative labor 
practices, including child labor (Morton 
2022), which, in turn, intensify climate in-
justice, or the disproportionate impact of 
climate change on oppressed groups. The 
same can be said of any merely technolog-
ical solution: because they ignore the rela-
tionship between technology and disaster 
capitalism, they mis-allocate resources to 
the most well-off while denying epistemic 
credit to the least well-off. Therefore, they 
lead to future crises. 
 

3. The AI Crisis 
 
Crisis epistemology is also used to mask 
the connections between joblessness, lack 
of critical thinking, and democratic decline 
on the one hand, and disaster techno-capi-
talism on the other.  
 

3.1. Joblessness 
 
To begin, technological joblessness isn’t 
new. It can be traced back to the industrial 
revolution, when agricultural workers lost 
their jobs en masse and were forced to take 
jobs in urban factories, which Marx 

https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/2020/03/26/disabled-communities-in-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2022/12/slavery-forced-labor-child-workers-mining-solar-wind-global-energy-supply-chain/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2022/12/slavery-forced-labor-child-workers-mining-solar-wind-global-energy-supply-chain/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2022/12/slavery-forced-labor-child-workers-mining-solar-wind-global-energy-supply-chain/


 

Article                                                                                                          Critical Humanities, Vol. 2, Issue 1 (Fall 2023) 

     Mich Ciurria:  LLMs and Crisis Epistemologies  

9 

famously described as exploitative, alien-
ating, and unsafe. That is, the joblessness 
crisis led to a second crisis: harmful work-
place conditions. The transformation of 
the economy from an agrarian to an indus-
trial one also allowed corporate owners to 
exclude entire populations from the wage 
economy, forcing them into invisible, un-
documented labor. This includes enslaved 
people, most women, and many disabled 
people (Fraser 2016, Russell 2019, Rose 
2017). Nancy Fraser describes this divi-
sion of labor as the distinction between 
‘exploitation’ and ‘expropriation.’ “Ex-
ploited” workers (traditionally, white 
men) have “no claim on the surplus value 
their labor generates, which accrues in-
stead to the capitalist,” whereas “expropri-
ated” labor is “confiscated… outside of the 
wage nexus” (Fraser 2016, 164-166), 
without the protection of a wage contract. 
Modern-day “regimes of expropriation” 
encompass unpaid and predatory labor re-
lations, such as “prison labor, trans-na-
tional sex trafficking, corporate land 
grabs…, foreclosures on predatory debt,” 
and other forms of “contemporary imperi-
alism” (Fraser 2016, 167). Victims of ex-
propriation do more work for less money, 
and sometimes no money, because they 
are excluded by a domination contract that 
designates them as ‘non-contractors.' 
These groups have a bleaker view of capi-
talism and the technologies it has engen-
dered, ranging from the factory to ballistic 
missiles to surveillance software, and so 
on.   
 
While Fraser believes (optimistically) that 
“no one doubts” that capitalism started 
with “slavery,” “plunder,” and “land en-
closers,” there is less consensus around 
the fact that “‘mature’ capitalism [still] re-
lies on regular infusions of commandeered 
capacities and resources, especially from 
racialized [and other expropriated] 

subjects” (2016, 167). There is also less 
recognition that expropriation intensifies 
and absorbs more people in times of crisis: 
 

Advantageous even in “normal” 
times, expropriation becomes es-
pecially tempting in periods of cri-
sis, when competition is intense, re-
cent productivity gains are general-
ized, ecological degradation raises 
costs, and/or rates of profit fall be-
low what are considered accepta-
ble levels. In those times, which oc-
cur periodically and for nonacci-
dental reasons in the course of cap-
italist development, expropriation 
serves as a critical, albeit tempo-
rary, fix for restoring profitability 
and navigating crisis. (2016, 168) 

 
In other words, expropriation is a feature 
of disaster capitalism. In the wake of a dis-
aster, capitalists exploit and oppress vul-
nerable people, whom they can pay less, or 
nothing. Technology plays a critical role in 
this cycle. For instance, the growing de-
mand for green energy in response to the 
climate crisis has accelerated the use of 
“modern-day slavery,” which expropriates 
labor from the most oppressed people in 
the world. Hence, the following trends: 
 

An increase in child labor, hazard-
ous working conditions, and toxic 
exposure in the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, which produces 15-
30% of the world’s cobalt (used in 
rechargeable batteries). 

- An increase in the forced labor of 
Ecuadorian workers, including pay-
ment in drugs, and displacement of 
local Indigenous tribes by compa-
nies that make blades for wind tur-
bines. 

- An increase in the forced labor of 
millions of Uyghur and Kazakh 



people detained in “re-education 
programs” and labor camps that 
produce solar-grade polysilicon in 
China (Morton 2022)  

 
These are just a few examples of expropri-
ative regimes driven by the ‘immanent and 
unprecedented’ need for green energy. 
This ‘solution’ is an example of what 
Whyte refers to as “intensified colonial-
ism…, a form of domination in which at 
least one society seeks to exploit some set 
of benefits believed to be found in the ter-
ritory of one or more other societies, from 
farm land to precious minerals to labor” 
(2017, 154). Unethical supply chains re-
produce the vicious cycle of colonialism, 
leading to future cycles of instability. 
Whyte emphasizes that, “together, coloni-
alism and capitalism [have] laid key parts 
of the groundwork for industrialization 
and militarization—or carbon-intensive 
economics—which produce the drivers of 
anthropogenic climate change” (2017, 
154). The use of ‘slave labor’ to produce 
green energy does not address the colo-
nial-capitalist system that gave rise to cli-
mate change in the first place.  
 
Another example of technologically-facili-
tated crisis is surveillance capitalism, 
which Shoshana Zuboff defines as “the uni-
lateral claiming of private human experi-
ence as free raw material for translation 
into behavioral data,” which is then “sold 
into behavioral futures markets — busi-
ness customers with a commercial interest 
in knowing what we will do now, soon, and 
later” (2019). Why do corporations invest 
in surveillance technology? Because they 
can use it to “nudge, coax, tune, and herd 
behavior toward profitable outcomes” 
(2019, 15). The end goal is not merely to 
understand and predict human behavior, 
but “to automate us,” shaping our hearts 
and minds to make us better consumers 

and more compliant workers (ibid). Zuboff 
believes that the “unprecedented” nature 
of surveillance technology makes us prone 
to underestimating its risks, but she also 
notes that the logic of surveillance capital-
ism, the way it is designed and used, is as 
old as industrialization. In Zuboff’s words, 
surveillance capitalism “revives Karl 
Marx’s old image of capitalism as a vam-
pire that feeds on labor, but with an unex-
pected turn. Instead of labor, surveillance 
capitalism feeds on every aspect of every 
human’s experience” (2019, 16). Whereas 
industrial capitalists sought to control 
workers’ bodies, surveillance capitalists 
seek to colonize our desires, beliefs, hopes, 
and dreams. This level of control makes it 
easier for corporations to commandeer la-
bor, land, and resources.  
 
Like its industrial predecessors, surveil-
lance technology is especially harmful to 
oppressed groups. Zuboff notes that the 
“behavioral surplus” gleaned from privi-
leged consumers is used to police and pun-
ish victims of totalitarian regimes, who 
live in a panopticon-like police state. In 
China, facial recognition technologies are 
used to assign people a “social credit 
score” based on their compliance with the 
dictates of the government (2019, 364). 
People are punished for violations ranging 
from jay walking to unpaid debt to criticiz-
ing the dictatorship. More alarming still, 
surveillance technology is used to track 
and control members of the Uighur Mus-
lim minority population, many of whom 
are imprisoned in ‘re-education’ and 
forced labor camps.  
 
Who will save us from surveillance capital-
ism and the related problem of modern-
day slavery? Surely not the capitalist own-
ers who have been intensifying techno-
capitalist regimes for centuries. Zuboff be-
lieves that only “we the people” can 

https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2022/12/slavery-forced-labor-child-workers-mining-solar-wind-global-energy-supply-chain/
https://kylewhyte.marcom.cal.msu.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/12/2018/07/IndigenousClimateChangeStudies.pdf
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2019/03/harvard-professor-says-surveillance-capitalism-is-undermining-democracy/
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“reverse the course” of surveillance capi-
talism and its logic of confiscation (2019, 
27). This resonates with Marx’s appeal to 
the “workers of the world” to unite against 
capitalist owners. But “we the people” as 
defined by the domination contract, and 
the “workers of the world” who are pro-
tected by wage contracts, are relatively 
privileged. The most oppressed people un-
der disaster techno-capitalism are the ex-
propriated laborers, the people whose la-
bor isn’t even recognized as “work,” whose 
labor is uncompensated or barely compen-
sated because it is excluded from the social 
contract. It is the victims of human traffick-
ing, prison labor, predatory loans, and 
other types of expropriation.   
 
As Olufemi Taiwo observes, even progres-
sive leftists tend to exclude the most op-
pressed people in conversations about op-
pression, instead deferring to token mi-
norities who just happen to be in the room 
– in academia or Congress, for example 
(2022). It’s not enough to reclaim the nar-
rative about technology from billionaires 
and hand it to just anyone else; we need to 
extend the conversation to “people who 
aren’t yet in the room,” who can contribute 
to “constructive politics” – that is, who un-
derstand and are actively resisting sys-
tems of oppression (Taiwo 2022: 118). In 
other words, to effectively address disas-
ter techno-capitalism, we need to hear 
from the people most harmed by that sys-
tem, who have developed and are imple-
menting solutions collectively.   
 
When it comes to joblessness, some of the 
leading experiential experts are disabled 
and Indigenous people, who experience 
high rates of joblessness, not only in Amer-
ica but around the world. A constructive 
politic requires that we feature these per-
spectives in public discourse. Similarly, 

narratives about other crises should focus 
on oppressed voices. 
 
 

3.2. Critical thinking & democratic com-
petency 

 
Philosophers worry that AI is harming stu-
dents’ critical thinking skills, but lack of 
critical thinking is hardly a new problem. 
The education system has always been a 
poor conduit for critical thinking because 
it exists in techno-capitalist conditions 
that promote conformity and compliance. 
Bell hooks describes American culture as a 
“white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” 
(1997), to highlight the injustices that in-
tersect with (disaster) capitalism. In these 
non-ideal conditions, formal education 
fosters obedience to authority, not dissent 
and critical thought. At every level of edu-
cation, students are taught to accept the 
received wisdom of past generations and 
the ideologies of privileges groups. Hooks 
recalls how in graduate school, she  
 

was often bored in class. The bank-
ing system of education (based on 
the assumption that memorizing 
information and regurgitating it 
represented gaining knowledge 
that could be deposited, stored, and 
used at a later date) did not interest 
me. I wanted to become a critical 
thinker. Yet that longing was often 
seen as a threat to authority. (1994, 
5).  

 
Hooks learned through experience that 
American education is shaped by a colo-
nial-patriarchal-capitalist social contract, 
to which all students, but especially minor-
ity students, are expected to submit. The 
standard curriculum is antagonistic to crit-
ical thinking, although it purports to facili-
tate critical analysis. In sharp contrast, 



anti-oppressive pedagogies, like Paulo 
Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, do fos-
ter critical thinking, but they are not the 
norm in schools.     
 
Today, the corporatization of education is 
intensifying the problem. Klein notes that 
in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, private 
corporations hijacked New Orleans’ public 
school system, converting virtually all 
public schools into privately run “charter 
schools,” firing unionized teachers, revers-
ing gains in desegregation, and restructur-
ing the curriculum. In fact, she cites this is 
a textbook case of disaster capitalism. By 
co-opting schools, corporations can pack-
age neoliberal propaganda as value-neu-
tral ‘education’ and ‘objective knowledge.’ 
Noam Chomsky similarly warns that “mar-
ket-driven education” is a “real and harm-
ful” threat to critical thinking, and “should 
be regarded as part of the general neolib-
eral assault on the public” (Sage & Poly-
chroniou 2016). Corporate-run schools 
prioritize profits over learning outcomes 
and promote privatization and deregula-
tion, which benefit corroborate sharehold-
ers (Saltman 2014). The corporatization of 
public education is an ongoing threat to 
critical thinking.  
 
Critical contract theorists approach the 
same problem from a different angle. 
Charles Mills describes liberalism, origi-
nally promoted by white supremacist phi-
losophers like John Locke and Immanuel 
Kant, as a racial contract that enshrines 
dominance by white contractors over ra-
cialized non-contractors. Political liberal-
ism, then, is simply another name for “ra-
cial liberalism…, an agreement among 
white contractors to subordinate and ex-
ploit nonwhite non-contractors for white 
benefit” (2015, 29). Liberalism doesn’t 
wear its racism on its sleeve, however. It 
disguises it under specious ideologies 

about the ‘equal opportunities’ afforded to 
everyone in liberal societies. This false 
narrative has been very effective at dis-
guising racism, to the extent that Mills es-
timates that almost everyone, regardless 
of race, suffers from some level of ‘white 
ignorance’ or racist belief. Racist belief, of 
course, impairs critical thinking about 
race, by presenting racism as rare, acci-
dental, and interpersonal (as opposed to 
structural and systemic). It shifts attention 
from racist structures onto racist encoun-
ters. Hence, the domination contract has 
harmed our collective ability to think crit-
ically about race and racism.  
(Now, Republicans are trying to reverse 
any gains on this front by banning critical 
race theory).  
 
Other critical contract theorists, such as 
Carole Pateman (1989) and Stacy Simpli-
can (2015), have made similar claims 
about sexism and ableism, arguing that 
these prejudices are enshrined in the dom-
ination contract, resulting in a structurally 
sexist and ableist culture. But these injus-
tices are obscured by pervasive sexist and 
ableist ideologies that misrepresent sex-
ism and ableism as rare, accidental, and in-
dividual, not structural, systemic, or polit-
ical. By the same token, the domination 
contract corroborates the testimony of 
able-bodied white men, whose experience 
of sexism and ableism more closely aligns 
with dominant ideologies.  
 
Since the domination contract has a long 
history, and the domination contract sti-
fles critical thinking, poor critical thinking 
has a long history as well. Critical thinking 
did not suddenly start to decline with the 
advent of AI. Rather, racist, sexist, ableist 
ideologies have suppressed critical think-
ing (at least) since the start of the domina-
tion contract and the construction of race 
itself. Why did Locke and Kant think that 

https://truthout.org/articles/noam-chomsky-on-the-perils-of-market-driven-education/
https://truthout.org/articles/noam-chomsky-on-the-perils-of-market-driven-education/
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1038021
http://www.feministes-radicales.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Carole-Pateman-The-Sexual-Contract.pdf
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/the-capacity-contract#:%7E:text=In%20the%20first%20sustained%20examination,race%2C%20sex%2C%20and%20gender.
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Indigenous people were inferior and cul-
tureless? Why were they sexist and 
ableist? Because they lacked critical think-
ing skills, as did many other ‘contractors’ 
who benefited from racial-patriarchal-
ableist liberalism. White, male, able-bod-
ied philosophers have had countless 
chances to set the record straight on struc-
tural injustice, and (as Mills’ critique 
shows) they have consistently disap-
pointed, with few exceptions. Meanwhile, 
marginalized people have written exten-
sively on this crisis (e.g., hooks, Mills, Pate-
man, Simplican), but their testimony con-
tinues to be marginalized in mainstream 
discourse. This allows the problem to con-
tinue. If we really want to address the cri-
sis in critical thinking, we must under-
stand its relationship to historical and pre-
sent-day structural injustices.  
 
Un-critical thinking is an old problem and 
its resolution requires greater diversity 
and epistemic justice.   
 

4. Solutions from Below 
 
AI could and in fact will be used to acceler-
ate technological joblessness, (neo)liberal 
indoctrination, and democratic decline if 
nothing else changes. The solution to AI-
related crises is not more technology. It’s 
more social justice. If we want people to 
use technology responsibly and fairly, we 
need to ensure that oppressed people not 
only have a say in the conversation about 
technology but have a controlling stake in 
that conversation. In other words, we need 
to stop listening to rich technocrats and 
start listening to the people who are most 
affected by AI-related crises, who have ep-
istemic authority on techno-capitalism’s 
impact on oppressed groups. In addition, 
we should acknowledge that technological 
crises are not new, but date back to the in-
dustrial revolution. The people who were 

excluded from the emerging industrial 
economy in the 18th Century are the same 
people who are being excluded from the AI 
revolution today – the poor, queer, racial-
ized, and disabled masses. We mustn’t re-
peat the mistakes of the past by colonizing 
and silencing these groups, or pretending 
that technology is too complicated for 
them to understand, or saying that the lat-
est crisis is so urgent that we don’t have 
time to consult with the public. The only 
solution to the AI crisis – and techno-capi-
talism in general – is social justice, and the 
experts on social justice are oppressed 
people.  
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