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Dear all,

I am grateful for this opportunity to comment on LMU Prof Sahana Udupa’s highly original
and richly suggestive paper “Decoloniality and Extreme Speech” for EASA’s Media
Anthropology Network.

It should come as little surprise to anyone that I happen to share the undergirding normative
and methodological point raised in this paper. Namely that we need to see the online vitriol
and disinformation embodied in extreme speech as a global conjuncture (Udupa 2020: 6) in
which participation more than anything reflects affective investments (ibidem). And that
decolonial perspectives offer us a form of generative critique (Udupa op.cit: 18) of classical
Western post-Enlightenment liberal assumptions (whatever that means or is taken to mean,
given that liberalism has hardly ever represented a unified body of thought) about the role of
rational arguments vs. affects and emotions in the public sphere that may enable a close and
deep contextualization (ibidem) so central to anthropological practice and thought.

I would perhaps go even further than Udupa does in this paper. In the context of the current
wave of popular mobilizations in protest against police violence and structural racism and in
support of Black Lives Matter in the USA (which to the surprise of quite a few, has seen
solidarity mobilizations in a number of European countries on an almost unprecedented scale
when we talk of anti-racist mobilizations), I have revisited some of the most famous speeches
by African-American civil rights activists from the 1950s and 1960s, such as Martin Luther
King Jr. and Malcolm X. Now, we do of course know that the influential work of liberal and



secularist philosophers such as Germany’s Jiirgen Habermas (The Structural Transformation
of the Public Sphere, first published in German in 1962) on the public sphere has long been
(and appropriately so) critisized for leaving out women, the working class and minorities (see
inter alia the work of Eley 2002, Fraser 1990 and Warner 2002 for this). Leaving aside the
fundamental question as to whether it is reasonable to treat Habermas’ original
conceptualization of the public sphere as applicable to the contemporary era when Habermas
himself was quite explicit about the fact that his was an ideal model in the Weberian sense,
and only meant to apply to the particular case of the liberal bourgeois public sphere that
developed in Germany, France and the UK in the 18th and 19th century, revisiting the
seminal speeches of Dr King Jr. and Malcolm X for me raises the classical question as to
whether it was ever the case that the public sphere was an era for “reason alone” rather than
“affects and emotions.” “Liberalism is also a fighting creed”, the philosopher Charles Taylor
once quipped (Taylor 1992). And if the groundbreaking work of anthropological scholars
such as Talal Asad (Asad 2003) should have taught us anything about so-called liberal-
secular formations (in which liberalism and secularism are also easily conflated, though they
are not identical, see Bangstad 2009) in Western societies in the modern era, it must be that
liberalism and secularism come with their own sets of normative assumptions and resulting
affects and emotions directed at those it deems to be “alien intruders” in its midst. As a case
in point, some of the most extreme forms of online and other public vitriol in many liberal
and secular Western societies — including in my native Norway — have in recent decades been
directed at hijab-wearing Muslim females. Though often couched in a language of femo-
nationalism (Farris 2018), in which hijab-wearing Muslim females are cast as dire threats
against gender equality, the vitriol often seen in such cases have precious little to do with
rational modes of argumentation. In as much as Udupa’s paper for me also has the potential
of deepening and extending the critique of the liberal and secularist assumptions inherent in
the work of Habermas and other canonized liberal Western philosophers, I would personally
suggest that this critique be made even more explicit than is the case in Udupa’s paper as it
now stands.

We are at the present global conjuncture far beyond what Udupa correctly identifies as the
historical schema of the liberal center of supposedly calm rationality (of the West) versus the
supposed irrational and impassionate publics of the Global South (Udupa 2020: 6). And
Udupa’s skillfull interweaving of examples drawn from the case of right-wing male “Internet
Hindus” in India through far-right activists in Germany and liberal elite exclusionary nativists
in Denmark permits us to see this clearly. I also welcomes her subtle and nuanced critique of
certain strands of Western left intellectualism — here represented by Wendy Brown’s work —
that would have us reduce the present global conjuncture and the targeting of racialized
minorities globally to an effect of neoliberalism.

On p. 7 of her paper, Udupa refers to an ethnographic encounter with a German far-right
activist who advocates ethnopluralism. Given that this is a concept with a very particular
intellectual genealogy in far-right identitarianism (in which it has since it was first introduced
by French identitarian thinkers aligned with the so-called Nouvelle Droite in the 1970s served
the function of a distancing from more overt and obvious forms of racism through rhetorical
means), I think it would merit reference to the important work on identitarianism of scholars
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such as José Pedro Zuquete (Zaquete 2018) and/or Tamir Bar-On (Bar-On 2013).

One welcome argument in Udupa’s article that I think she could have dedicated more
attention to teasing out, is what Nicholas de Genova has referred to as “postcolonial
metastasis” — which Udupa renders as “a sense of dethronement” on the part of certain
sections of the population of Western countries currently attracted to various forms of
nativism and xenophobia in particular. In his seminal 2017 Critique of Black Reason, Prof
Achille Mbembe writes that “Europe is no longer the center of gravity of the world. This is
the significant event, the fundamental experience, of our era.” (Mbembe 2017: 1). There is
for me something very suggestive about the kinds of affects and emotions — or perhaps more
accurately — resentments — generative of all kinds of popular support for bordering,
minoritization and exclusion processes in the dark times we live in throughout the Western
world right now in these formulations.

But all in all, Udupa’s paper is a welcome and original addition to her already seminal and
important work on extreme speech, and a paper I am looking forward to seeing in print in its
final version.
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Gabriel Dattatreyan (G.Dattatreyan@gold.ac.uk) 16 Jun 2020

Dear all,

Thank you for inviting me to be a discussant for Professor Udupa’s paper titled
“Decoloniality and Extreme Speech”. The paper productively and provocatively opens up
several questions regarding semiotic circulations (including but not limited to “extreme”
speech) in the age of social media, questions that, in my opinion, push us to think how we as
(media) anthropologists might engage with history as method in our analysis of the present.
My comments below focus on Prof. Udupa’s use of decoloniality as a concept that enables
particular spatial and temporal attentions, analyses, and critiques. For Prof. Udupa a
decolonial approach becomes an entry point to thinking about our shared colonial (and
imperial) inheritance and the ways in which they shape contemporary relations within nation-
state contexts and across them. A decolonial approach, she argues, draws our attention to how
the long durée is erased in public discourse and scholarship so that there is a tendency to view
extreme speech as exceptional and emblematic of immediate crisis, rather than an unfolding
of historical processes tied to western colonial and imperial domination that continue to
animate, inform, and shape racial relations, normative understandings of bordered
geographies, and taken for granted market relations.

As I write these comments colonial and imperial histories are being reckoned with across the
globe. This reckoning was sparked by the murder of George Floyd in the US at the hands of
the state. #Blacklivesmatter. There has already been a tendency in popular discourse and in
some academic circuits to analyze the unfolding events we are witnessing as signs of rupture
whose origins are in the near past and legible solely within a nation-state framework — even
though circulating digital content tells us otherwise. How does Udupa’s decolonial approach,
which foregrounds extreme speech and its affects as they are linked to a colonial temporality
(and spatiality), help us to think through what’s at stake when we, for instance, collectively
witness a slaver’s statue find itself deep in Bristol’s harbor as part and parcel of a response to
anti-black violence in the US? What becomes visible if we trace the effects of this baptism in
online spaces that crosscut borders? What are the limits to the approach Udupa offers and
how might we deepen and extend her important provocations?

(De)coloniality, as Udupa notes, has been fruitfully engaged with by various scholars to think
through the unfinished business of sovereignty since the anticolonial struggles of the 20th
century. She draws from the Latin American (Mignolo and Quijano, this paper) and European
post-Soviet readings of the concept (Stefanescu, this paper) to animate her use of the
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decoloniality as a “paradigm of collective subordination that covers the broadest spectrum of
subtypes and historical variations” (Stefanescu in Udupa, this paper: 3). While Udupa nods to
a broader literature that has engaged with decoloniality before delimiting her engagement
with the concept to the “types of relations that western colonialism has canonized and
institutionalized on a global scale,” I believe it’s important to linger with these other
mobilizations of decoloniality as they shed light on the possibility and limits of Udupa’s
approach (3).

First, we might consider the ways in which decoloniality has also been thought through and
activated as a political call to action within settler colonial contexts — the United States,
Canada, and Australia. Amongst First Nation, indigenous, aboriginal, and native American
groups, decolonisation is a material and legal struggle that seeks to bring about “a repatriation
of land and life” (Yang and Tuck, 2012: 1). Yang and Tuck, in no uncertain terms, critique
the use of decolonization as a metaphor (a paradigm?). They argue that a loose use of the
term in scholarly circles — particularly to engage with projects of recognition within settler
colonial nation-states or with processes underway to improve education, displace
contemporary struggles for self-determination and autonomy amongst indigenous groups and
erase the violent, genocidal history of settlement. History (and geography), if we take Yang
and Tuck (2012) seriously, matter when we discuss decoloniality, decolonisation, and
decolonising. But they matter only insofar as we invest in a deeper understanding of how the
past shapes contemporary legal, juridical, and discursive structures that mediate engagements
between settler and indigenous worlds. These histories, as they manifest the present, are the
site of struggle for indigenous peoples and, as we have learned from Prof. Faye Ginsburg and
others, media plays a key site in these struggles, both as a space to reclaim representation and
as means to create cross (settler) border solidarities. Scholarly attentions to persistent forms
of coloniality as they link contexts, as indigenous scholars point out, should push us towards
decolonizing who gets to anthropologize and what the role of anthropology might be in
relating and linking these struggles and their politics of refusal in our late capitalist/late
liberal moment (see Simpson, 2014).

We must also consider anthropologists of the African diaspora, in their engagements with
decoloniality as method, concept, and ethic, and the impacts they have had on academic
anthropology. Jafari Allen and Ryan Jobson (2016) specifically argue for an attention to the
work that “the cohort of Black, allied antiracist, feminist, and political economy-oriented
scholars that gave rise to the land-mark volume Decolonizing Anthropology: Moving Further
Toward an Anthropology for Liberation” (See Harrison 1997¢). Allen and Jobson (2016)
remind us that this generation of scholars offered “new optics to combat an ossifying
ethnographic gaze through renewed attention to centuries-long processes of global
interconnection glossed over by facile invocations of globalization in the late twentieth
century” (131). They draw our attention to when and why the decolonization generation came
into being, pointing out that their interventions came in a historical moment where the
excitement and hopefulness of the anti-colonial (and civil rights struggle) gave way to a
“postcolonial melancholia” that emerged in wake of the fall of the Soviet bloc. Their politics
and scholarship sought to remake the discipline in this moment, which was, as we know,
struggling with its own historical crisis of representation, by making the discipline relevant



and useful to their (our) interlocutors, particularly those explicitly engaging in political
projects towards defining their own conditions of possibility.

Why do I rehearse this disciplinary history (and present)? In part, I do it to offer a thicker and
more contextualized reading of decolonial thought in relationship to (media) anthropology —
towards understanding what the stakes of a historical analysis of media forms and their
circulations might be. As decoloniality as a concept gains faddish traction in academic
circles, it’s important to keep these critiques, correctives, and articulated potentialities in
mind. But the other goal I have in evoking these literatures and interventions, particularly that
of the decolonizing generation, is that it helps us locate Udupa’s arguments in historical time
such that it is linked to previous moments and to contemporary projects where the impulse
has been to decolonise (our being, our discipline, our world). What is it about this moment
that urges us to think carefully and critique coloniality in the present? How does Udupa help
us to develop, through her attention to digital forms of circulation, a way forward? What,
again, are the limits of this approach?

Udupa’s analysis of extreme speech stretches across historical contexts, including India and
the US, as she fleshes out two key concepts, the participatory condition and data colonialism.
I will engage briefly with Udupa’s theorization of the participatory condition to attempt to: 1.
Tease out the relationship between this concept and decoloniality in the present moment 2.
Discuss its methodological possibilities and limits. 3. Touch upon how the decolonizing
literatures that I have evoked above urge us towards extending the arguments that Udupa has
put forward.

The participatory condition, writes Udupa, is “an affective investment in the sign holding the
collective” (6). Here Udupa pushes against Mazzarella’s reading of Durkheim, which fails to
locate, in any sort of precise way, the loci of collective effervescence and their historical
antecedents. By drawing our attention to the sign or signs, more broadly, she opens up a
space for analysis and intervention that takes the semiotic material embedded in media
circulations as a starting point for tracing and tracking histories of the present (this
methodological approach has been developed quite rigorously by those steeped in the
traditions of linguistic anthropology, see Bonilla and Rosa, 2016, for instance, for a
theorization of hashtag ethnography in relationship to settler and anti-black violence). Udupa,
in her reading of the participatory condition, invites us to consider what she calls “the
historical conditions and accompanying economic transformations that give affect its specific
tenor and target” (6). We can see, in this evocation, a return to her overarching arguments in
this essay regarding history and the way in which it presses on the present and orchestrates
feeling and in and through specific semiotic formations. She then turns to Wendy Brown, to
critique her analysis of right wing and white supremacist movements in the U.S. Udupa
suggests, by way of Hervik’s work on elite Danes, that we should reconsider the class based
critique that Wendy Brown offers and, rather play close attention how these movements rely
on enduring ideas of racial hierarchy and white supremacy that were articulated, refined and
made a strategy for governance during the colonial and imperial periods. She argues that
these discourses animate actions “past and present — that are orchestrated, directed, and
economic as much as they are helpless reactions of backbiting revenge” (9).
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Udupa’s critiques are important, even crucial, but I think the speed in which she moves from
her theorization of the participatory condition to her critique of Brown’s work runs the danger
of losing some important nuance and, therefore, the potential for what a decolonial approach
might offer media anthropology. Udupa’s point regarding specificity of signs as they
organize and channel affect, for instance, is quite important and requires a more careful
engagement. How might a sign that travels in online circuits — a statue of a slaver toppling,
for instance — open up a way to engage with coloniality as it is understood and affectively felt
across geographies? Just today I read about the push to remove M.K Gandhi’s statue in
various locations in the UK and across East Africa in the wake of the toppling of confederate,
slavers, and imperialists statues across the globe. Statues, it seems, are the sign of the
moment as they retrieve the textured, uneven pasts of subordination and racial hierarchy and
link them with present conditions of inequality. What sorts of productive historical analysis
of coloniality is made possible by following the sign (of the statue, in this case) and its affects
across geographies? What sorts of complicated histories emerge when we put these signs and
the speech acts that surround them in conversation with each other? My recent work
theorising the (globally) familiar, where I track how signs fashioned by contemporary
African diaspora in the wake of Atlantic world tragedies travel in online media worlds to
urban India and get picked up by actors on the margins to describe their existing social
realities created by global capitalism while creating new ones, point to the potential of
thinking quite specifically about semiotic movement in the 21st century and the ways in
which particular (settler) colonial pasts shape futures elsewhere (Dattatreyan, 2020). But can
this move to engage in a rigorous (historical) analysis of signs and their circulations in and
through media be considered decolonial?

Another way to phrase the question: is it the subject of analysis or the method and conceptual
rigor one brings to table what animates a decolonial approach to anthropology in the present
moment? Can we separate the two? Here Udupa’s critique of Wendy Brown’s work is
instructive. Udupa focuses on the limits of Brown’s analysis of revanchist white supremacist
resurgence in the U.S. in classed terms, calling for a more historically grounded approach that
recognizes how enduring racism animates the politics of the present. In this case, the subject
of Brown’s analysis — the rise of a visible white supremacist movement evidenced in
particular forms and forums of speech — requires an attention to colonial history. Yet, Brown
sticks to a near past reading of the situation and, it seems, clings to a methodological
nationalism which doesn’t allow her analysis to link across contexts. As such, it seems
Wendy Brown’s reading necessitates a decolonial critique. How might Udupa’s earlier call to
engage with signs as they organize participation and affect help us to tease out the historical
specificities (and cross border commonalities) of Wendy Brown’s argument, which amounts
to a common (ahistorical) refrain I hear quite often in the UK from some of my British
colleagues — it’s about class, not race!?

Here I think it is important to recognize that centring colonialism as “types of relations”
might offer an opportunity to engage across socio-historical contexts in comparative analysis
that doesn’t take away from the need interrogate the specific socio-historical context that
produces this sort of aporia. Wendy Brown’s arguments, as rehearsed by Udupa, follow and



attempt to disrupt a line of thought that is deeply American in its exceptionality. Her attempt
to place class as the explanatory ground is an attempt to unsettle hyper-individualist bootstrap
arguments that obscure class struggle in the US, and to link class unrest and white supremacy
to the age of Trump. But, in so doing, she seemingly misses out on the historical and
transborder entanglements between class and race. In the US this has played out such that, as
W.E.B Dubois (1935) pointed out, creates the category of the “white” working class, where
whiteness becomes a sign of value, a lever to pull when there is a threat to the racial capitalist
order (See also, Tu & Singh, 2018). That Udupa is able to point out this gap in Brown’s
argumentation is insightful. But I think if Udupa takes up the arguments she presents under
the rubric of the participatory condition more carefully, more could be done to animate how a
decolonial approach to extreme speech (and indeed semiotic circulations of all kinds) allow
us to develop a means to track 1. Enduring colonialities across contexts 2. Enable a deeper
dive into specific histories of subordination.

Thank you again for offering me an opportunity to engage with Udupa’s important work. I
look forward to following the discussion.

Best,

E. Gabriel Dattatreyan
Goldsmiths, University of London
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