


Over the past twelve months, much has been written about the ways in which German “memory culture” around the
Holocaust has been used to silence artists and cultural producers who speak out about the genocide in Gaza. But what
about Austria to the south — a German-speaking country also characterized by concentrated wealth, high taxation,
generous funding for the arts, and historical responsibility for antisemitic crimes?

Here, a situation that is in certain ways worse has been much less widely publicized. Austria was the only European
country apart from the Czech Republic to vote against both cease-fire resolutions in the United Nations General Assembly
in the last months of 2023. Its second most prominent politician, the president of its National Assembly, was still
asserting in April 2024 that Austria “stand[s] unconditionally at the side of Israel.” Things have not changed visibly under
his successor, Walter Rosenkranz of the far-right Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ), who took office after this latter’s
election victory last September. While less spectacularly brutal than in Germany, censorship of pro-Palestinian speech in
the Austrian cultural sphere has been no less systematic, and the treatment of dissenting Jews no less shameful.

Given the relative absence of an “Austrian memory culture” akin to the much-trumpeted German variant, this may seem
paradoxical. But as a country in which the main post-Nazi political party, the FPÖ, was always integrated into the system
of “consociational,” or cartelized, parliamentary democracy, Austria’s inability to confront its history of antisemitism is
inseparable from another failure: its inability to marginalize the main party of the far right. Seeing as this party has
solidified its position in national electoral politics mainly by rhetorically and practically attacking migrants and refugees
from majority-Muslim countries, this failure to deal with the past leads to support for Israel just as surely as does a
selective engagement with the past in Germany.
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More than in any other rich European state, the Austrian political landscape is increasingly defined by preemptive or what
has been called “subjunctive” adoption of far-right policy and dogma. This can be seen most clearly in the attacks on “left-
wing antisemitism” by Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) minister for the EU and constitution Karoline Edtstadler, who
speaks picturesquely about an antisemitic “pendulum,” which has swung with mechanical inevitability from political right
to left.

Her partiality for this theory — contradicted even by statistics that count support for the Boycott, Divestment, and
Sanctions movement as antisemitic by default — is accompanied by practical efforts to outflank to the Right even the
historically Nazi and antisemitic FPÖ, specifically on anti-terror surveillance measures directed mainly against Muslims.
Theories and allegations of left-wing antisemitism are equally prevalent among left-liberals, who have also done much to
circulate more everyday forms of Islamophobia, reinforcing a far-right anti-immigrant agenda that is today expressed most
prominently in calls for “comprehensive remigration.”

A similar preemptive adaptation can be detected in the cultural sphere, in attempts to discipline Southwest Asian and
North African (SWANA region) artists and researchers for “unacceptable” political speech. This is a backlash against anti-
colonial thinking often privately justified on pragmatic grounds, as an attempt to prevent supposed reputational harm to
— and defunding of — liberal cultural institutions, and, therefore, as part of what is called a “strategy” against the far
right.

Nour Shantout is a Syrian Palestinian artist and researcher based in Vienna since 2015. Her work is about Palestinian
embroidery and its relationship to practices of resistance. It’s about war, displacement, anti-imperialism, gender, and
class. All of these things interact in the tradition of women’s labor that she examines, which allows her to depict
complexities of Palestinian social history — in Palestine, in the refugee camps of Lebanon, and in the destroyed refugee
camp of Yarmouk, Syria — with a rare level of precision.

On October 9, Shantout became the latest of several researchers to be “canceled” by the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna,
after she reshared an Instagram post in her stories, for less than twenty-four hours. The post, which was written by
Disorientalising, an Instagram account with 76,000 followers, and which was widely reshared after Israel stepped up its
bombing campaign in Lebanon, states “‘death to israel’ is not just a threat. it is a moral imperative and the only
acceptable solution.”

Shantout was swiftly removed from her PhD program and her funding was withdrawn. In her account of these
developments, circulated in academic networks in Vienna, she described how her request for due process was dismissed
by the lawyer for the funding body, the Austrian Academy of Sciences, on the basis that she was guilty of incitement to
racial hatred, and that her actions “contradicted decency and morality.” The termination of her PhD was confirmed at a
meeting that lasted less than ten minutes and was attended by University rector Johan F. Hartle, professor of postcolonial
studies Christian Kravagna, and Sabeth Buchmann, the supervisor of her PhD project, all of whom are white Germans
whose own work deals, directly or indirectly, with postcolonial theory.
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Writing about contemporary US politics, the philosopher Alberto Toscano has recently noted that “a de facto elite coalition
has come together — from complicit university presidents and culture war ideologues to billionaires and elected
representatives of both parties — to affirm America’s commitment to Israeli impunity.”

A similar conjunction can be seen in Austrian state and cultural politics across the apparent divide of left and right.
Toscano’s book Late Fascism helps us to think about the relevant dynamics, in which liberal institutions try to formally
reproduce themselves in an increasingly hostile environment by preemptively evacuating themselves of any substantive
content:

Emerging or intervening in a conjuncture of crisis . . . fascism mobilises non-contemporaneity (of identities,
experiences, fantasies, and so on) around a nostalgic project of regeneration, palingenesis, rebirth, grounded
in a view of the present as decadence, decay, degradation, consequent upon a defeat.

The FPÖ’s “nostalgic project of regeneration” could hardly be clearer. It is a project for the regeneration of a belligerently
nationalist “Fortress Austria,” a racially homogenous society modeled on the Austria of the 1930s with the Volkskanzler at
its helm. But “complicit university presidents” have their own nostalgic projects of regeneration. This may include the
teaching of “postcolonialism” by an exclusively white faculty who can be guaranteed not to raise the question of whether
there is a difference between violence against people, and a fundamental transformation of a violent, ethnic-chauvinist
legal-political organization or state.

At stake in this latter scenario is the possible emergence of a democratic, inclusive, nonviolent alternative. But the
nostalgic consensus in the Austrian university system forecloses this possibility. It attributes unambiguous meaning to
anti-colonial others, while reserving the characteristics of complexity and ambiguity for itself alone.

The abrupt termination of Shantout’s studentship takes place in the wake of a number of similar cases, many of them also
at Vienna’s Academy of Fine Arts. These include the cancellation of a lecture by the Palestinian queer theorist Walaa
Alqaisiya in 2022 as well as a “Decolonial Encounters” event in June 2024 that was ordered to move by police and
abandoned by students under the police pressure.

Elsewhere in the city, in May, a video lecture by the Columbia University historian Rashid Khalidi at the University of
Vienna was canceled by university authorities and had to take place informally outdoors. We were present for this lecture,
and the spectacle of a professor giving a talk about human rights on Zoom, projected onto the wall of a university office
and then fed via a webcam to the phones and computers of students on a lawn outside, was deeply bizarre. The
indecipherable echo of scores of unsynced devices made Khalidi’s presentation almost impossible to follow, but it was a
perfect metaphor for the phobic character of liberal anti-Palestinian politics, which was perhaps one of his points anyway.

Slightly earlier, the University of Vienna’s peaceful student encampment was dispersed by police after only a few days,
while in an echo of the treatment of Shantout, protesting students at Vienna’s other major art school were mocked by the
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university’s own rector in the pages of the main national newspaper. Her opinion piece accused them of “distorting the
discourse,” for speaking about the effects of the genocide on queer Palestinians.

This mixture of alarmism, ignorance, and managerial arrogance is divorced from reality, but it is also telling. Most of all it
tells us something about the causes of anti-Palestinian repression, which is driven primarily by European racism,
bureaucratic violence, and middle-class interest politics disguised as anti-fascist strategy. It is also premised for nostalgia
— whether overtly fascist or liberal-institutional — for happier, more oblivious times past, rather than the presence or
absence of a “countermajoritarian” memory culture.

The synthesis explains — but certainly doesn’t justify — the actions of even postcolonial and Marxist scholars whose
internalization of the far-right threat is expressed as fear of their own Palestinian students. Palestinian artists are canceled
and their funding withdrawn under the rubric of “safety,” without any thought about what this means for the safety of
those who are thus stigmatized and excluded.

Shantout’s family lives in a neighborhood of Damascus that is under regular Israeli air attack. The question of safety is
very real for her. But she was never given a real opportunity to discuss, clarify, retract, or refine.

Today what Toscano calls a “late-fascist” political order does not have to involve the overthrow of the liberal state but
need only fuse with it. The situation in Austria shows how ostensible fear of a fascist threat at home can become a
perverse justification for this fusion. Just as much as in Germany, it shows how fascism advances via liberal institutional
complicity for so long as it is not seen from a planetary perspective, in which the situation of Palestinians is now central.

Shantout is one target of what we might call “late-fascist” cultural politics; but so, too, is the very idea of something like
“postcolonial studies” in an Austrian context, which in the present scenario threatens to become a simple contradiction in
terms.

On March 8 of this year, one of us, caring for their partner during the final stages of her cancer, took an hour out to attend
a splinter demonstration around the International Women’s Day protest in Vienna. The main protest had banned
attendees from wearing keffiyehs. Shantout spoke at this splinter demo, where she delivered a speech about the need for
international solidarity in feminist struggle. Rather than being treated as a scapegoat and a threat because of a single
Instagram repost, she should be given the chance to explain to liberal “anti-fascists” what commitment to
internationalism really means.

Rose-Anne Gush is an art historian and theorist who lives and works in Graz, Austria.

Danny Hayward is working on a posthumous volume by his partner, Marina Vishmidt, who was formerly a professor of art
theory at the University of Applied Arts Vienna.

27.10.25, 13:40 How Austrian Liberals Silenced Pro-Palestinians

https://jacobin.com/2024/12/austria-liberals-pro-palestine-antisemitism 4/5







Formative Years 

crippled and his family were quite well-to-do farmers, 

and they retired and moved. They had a bookcase, a 

beautiful big glass-covered bookcase with several feet 

of books and ten or fifteen rows of books . I started 

looking at those books . I 'd never seen so many books 

together in anybody 's house. We didn't have a l ibrary 

in that town ,  and school didn't have any books, so I 

asked if I could read these books, and they said , "Well 

yes ." It  was a collection of old books that the family 

had collected, dictionaries and religious books, books 

on medicine, books on animal husbandry and all, dic­

tionaries , encyclopedias-the whole collection . I said I 

could keep them in order if I just can go down one 

shelf and another, and they were amazed that anybody 

would read books that way. 

They didn't know that I had no taste about reading 

at all . I just read words, and I never had a problem of 

having any choices to make. I t  never occurred to me 

that you picked this book against that book. You just 

read them all, read any book you could find. I read dic­

tionaries . I read encyclopedias . I read dirty stories, and 

I read pornography, and I read religious tracts .  I read 

whatever was next on the shelf. And I just read every­

thing, so that's sort of a background on reading. That's 

why I comment on the fact that the town of Brazil didn't 

have any books and I didn't have any books and we 

couldn't afford to buy books and nobody else in that 

part of the country had any books, so that was a year of 

not being able to get books. 

PAU LO : But , Myles, look. As far as you can remember, how 
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Formative Years 

did you relate your childhood experience before going 

to school with the knowledge you got , with the experi­

ence of the student Myles . You remember? 

M Y LES : I was always getting in trouble for reading in school. 

I was reading things that weren't assigned, and I 'd get 

criticized for it .  I used to put books behind the geogra­

phy book because it was big, and I'd put the geography 

book on the desk. I wasn't smart enough to think the 

teacher would keep seeing me studying geography all 

the time and nothing else . Finally the teacher walked 

around while I was concentrating on my book and came 

in behind me. She tapped me on the shoulder and sud­

denly I realized that she was standing behind me seeing 

what was behind the geography book. I can remem­

ber exactly what I was reading. It was a series of books 

about the boys in India and around the world . It was 

a travelogue, sensational stories of adventure. And I 

was in India. I wasn't there in that schoolroom. The 

teacher actually opposed my reading because you were 

supposed to study, and that's supposed to take all your 

time, studying these l ifeless textbooks that I 'd already 

read . I 'd read through the geography the first day ;  I 

didn't need to study that. I just went through that l ike I 

went through everything else. It was just another book 

to read to me. Then I read the Bible twice all the way 

through l ike a book. It's a great book, one of the best 

books I ever read. I grew up reading, and that stood me 

in good stead a lot of times even when I was in college 

later on. 

THIRD PART Y :  Did your mother actually teach you to read? 

M Y L ES : I don't know how I learned to read. People used 

20 



Formative Years 

to ask me-when I l ived at Savannah and I was bor­

rowing their books-how I learned to read so young, 

and I couldn't remember. I couldn't tell anybody how I 

learned to read. 

PAU LO : I read in your text,· which you read in Copenhagen, 

a very interesting scene, the precise moment in which 

you staTted recognizing, in a much more deepened way, 

the value of the books. That is precisely when you went 

on more deeply in reading reality, drawing from your 

experience. The longer ago it is, the more you began 

to reflect on the experience and the more you discover 

the value of the books. 

• 

I think that it's very interesting, because sometimes 

we can fal l  into some mistakes, for example, the mistake 

of denying the value of books, the value of reading, or 

denying the value of practice. I think we have to under­

stand how books as theory and practice as action must 

be constantly dialectically together, that is, as a unity 

between practice and theory. I think that this is one 

of the most important dimensions of your own life be­

cause of what happened many years ago when you went 

to school. It was some years later before you started 

being challenged. You went to Denmark to see what 

happened there, but undoubtedly your experience of 

reading, as a boy before going to this Danish school ,  

and your experience afterward in the school helped 

Myles Horton, " I nfluences on Highlander Research and Education 

Center, New Market, TN, USA," paper presented at a Grundtvig 

workshop, Scandinavian Seminar College, Denmark, 1 983;  pub­

lished in Gl"undtuig'5 Ideas in North America-Influences and Parallels 
(Copenhagen : Det Danske Selskab [Danish Institute) ,  1 983).  
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Formative Years 

you to know how far school was from the experience of 

life ,  your way of trying to understand constantly what 

you were doing. All these things have to do with the 

experiences and the theory that we find inside of the 

practice here [at Highlander] . 

MYL.ES : At first, you see, during the period I was telling you 

about, I didn't connect books with life .  I didn't connect 

books with reality. They were just entertainment, and I 

was just reading mechanically. That's why I didn't make 

any distinction between books . I had no taste or dis­

crimination . I was just reading to read. I guess it gave 

me some facility in reading, but actually I didn't try to 

read fast, I didn't try to read for understanding. I just 

tried to read because I didn't have anything else to do. 

I t  was later on that I started thinking books had some­

thing in them for me. By the time I was in the high 

school , I was beginning to read to make sense. I t  was 

earlier that I just read everything and didn't care what 

was in it. I was beginning to learn there were things in 

books that were worth knowing, not just entertainment .  

I was reading more seriously, more selectively. 

I can remember that I enjoyed reading Shakespeare 

and a lot of the classics . The rest of the students hated 

them because they just read excerpts and they just read 

them for exams . At that period I was working and I 

didn't have any money to buy textbooks. So I was bor­

rowing my classmates' textbooks so I wouldn't have to 

buy them. That's when I learned to read fast because 

I had to get the books, read them fast, and get back 

to them. In return for that , I would slip them answers 
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to questions on exams. We'd trade . I'd give them the 

answers to the questions if they'd loan me their books. 

PAU LO :  But, Myles , I would like to come back to some point 

in your reflections about reading and pleasure and the 

examination , for example. I also love to read because I 

never could separate reading and pleasure ; but I 'm as 

glad, for example, in reading a good novelist as I am 

glad in reading Gramsci. You see, for me, starting to 

read a text is first a hard task,  a difficult task. It's not 

easy. Starting is not easy. For me what is fundamental 

in the role of the teacher is to help the student to dis­

cover that inside of the difficulties there is a moment of 

pleasure, of joy. Of course, if I am reading a novel it 

is easier for me because I am involved in an aesthetical 

event that I don't know how to finish. In some way I also 

may be rewriting the beauty I am reading. When I am 

reading Gramsci, Vygotsky, or Giroux or when I was 

reading your writing this morning, I also am and was 

in search of some beauty, which is the knowledge I have 

there. That is, I have to grasp in between the words 

some knowledge that helps me not exclusively to go on 

in the reading and in understanding what I'm reading, 

but also to understand something beyond the book I 

am reading, beyond the text. It is a pleasure. For me 

there is a certain sensualism in writing and reading­

and in teaching, in knowing. I cannot separate them. 

Knowing for me is not a neutral act , not only from the 

political point of view, but from the point of view of my 

body, my sensual body. It is ful l  of feelings, of emotions, 

of tastes. 
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individual-led efforts within classrooms, the public discussions I’m thinking about are still  
largely framed through the lens of  Germany and Jewish identity. It’s exhausting, and I no  
longer find these conversations inspiring or productive. At worst, they only serve to reinforce  
the status quo. 

 

TJD:   In the US, repression seems to be intensifying. Noura Erakat critiques liberal 
institutions – universities like Columbia and Harvard, as well as cultural institutions – for  
laying the groundwork for neofascist assaults through what she calls ‘anticipatory obedience’.11 
In an attempt to shield themselves from right-wing attacks, and instead of  taking a stand, these 
institutions pre-emptively suppress dissent, particularly pro-Palestine speech. The result is a 
disturbing dynamic where any expression opposing genocide in Gaza is automatically labelled 
antisemitic, creating an absurd logic in which condemning mass killing is framed as an act of  
racism. 

Dylan Rodriguez, a member of  the recently created Institute for the Critical Study of  
Zionism in the US, discusses this as a form of  liberal and progressive counterinsurgency – a form  
of  pacification, isolation and domestication deployed by philanthropic organisations, think  
tanks, universities and museums, extending beyond and in advance of  direct state repression  
and actual police violence.12 This dynamic is unmistakably at play today, as liberal and 
progressive institutions attempt to appease rising fascism rather than confront it directly.  
History has shown that such strategies only lead to disaster, right? And now we are facing 
that very danger once again. 
 

JM:    That has been our experience here in Germany as well, the anticipation of  the inevitable 
right-wing backlash and its mechanisms. Yet, instead of  resisting, which should be the role of  the 
left, so-called liberals pre-emptively retreat. Rather than pushing back, they throw up barriers – 
not against fascism, but against critical voices, effectively clearing the path for the very forces 
they claim to oppose. Before the backlash even arrives, they have already removed the obstacles 
– silencing Palestinians, erasing dissent. It is an all-too-familiar reality in Germany. 
 

TJD:   And you’ve had some personal experience with this. 
 

JM:    At this point, it’s almost comical. Someone will invite me to screen a film, and I’ll ask,  
Are you sure? Are you willing to protect me against the backlash you might face for hosting me? And their 

 
11  ‘Noura Erakat: Trump’s Abuses & Mahmoud Khalil’s Arrest Are Products of US Imperialism Coming Home’,  

op cit, www.democracynow.org/2025/3/11/noura_erakat_palestine_mahmoud_khalil#transcript;  
also see Noura Erakat, ‘The Boomerang Comes Back’, Boston Review, 5 February 2025, 
www.bostonreview.net/articles/the-boomerang-comes-back, accessed 23 April 2025.  

12  See the Institute for the Critical Study of Zionism: https://criticalzionismstudies.org/; and Dylan Rodríguez and 
Roberto Sirvent, ‘Cops, Colleges, and Counterinsurgency: An Interview with Dylan Rodriguez’, Black Agenda 
Report, 13 September 2023, https://www.blackagendareport.com/cops-colleges-and-counterinsurgency-
interview-dylan-rodriguez, accessed 23 April 2025  
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response will be, Well, have you ever said anything publicly about BDS [Boycott, Divestment and 
Sanctions]? That’s when it becomes clear – they are performing the work of  repression 
themselves. They are doing the job of  the police! Attempting to enforce an unconstitutional  
anti-BDS motion that Germany refuses to formalise into law, precisely to avoid violating its own 
constitutional protections on freedom of  opinion. It is a farcical yet deeply insidious form of   
self-policing and censorship, where institutions pre-emptively silence dissent to avoid controversy, 
doing the work of  the repressive state before the state even needs to intervene. Who needs the 
rightwing when so-called progressives – Die Linke voters, Green Party supporters – are already 
excluding Palestinian and Arab voices from cultural spaces? This began long before the 
genocide, as early as 2019, when institutions, to avoid controversy, quietly started deplatforming 
individuals remotely associated with the principles of  BDS.13  

This normalisation of  censorship has been driven not by the right alone but by liberals and 
segments of  the left – paralysed by fear, lacking vision, unwilling to take a stand. From 2019 to 
documenta’s collapse in 2022, and now with the avalanche of  repression since the genocide,  
it has been the same pattern. The majority of  institutions that invited me and then cancelled  
did so under the same excuse: We can’t risk our funding. We have to protect our colleagues. In reality,  
they shift blame onto the victims, saying you are putting us at risk, justifying their own cowardice. 
 

TJD:   Turning to documenta, I would love to hear your thoughts on its new Code of  Conduct 
announced in February 2025 and approved by the institution’s Managing Director (Andreas 
Hoffmann), shareholders and the Supervisory Board.14 The framework explicitly endorses the 
IHRA definition of  antisemitism – which problematically conflates criticism of  Israel with  
anti-Jewish racism – and grants a ‘scientific advisory board’ the authority to assess potential 
violations.15 The Code emphasises the need to prevent what it terms ‘group-related 
misanthropy’, including antisemitism, while simultaneously claiming to uphold ‘humanistic, 
liberal, and democratic values’. Can these principles co-exist? 
 

 
13  Editor’s note: responding to the parliamentary BDS resolution by the Bundestag that labelled the Boycott, 

Divestment, Sanctions (see www.bdsmovement.net) campaign to be ‘antisemitic’ on 17 May 2019, some 
German institutions established the Initiative GG 5.3 Weltoffenheit (world-openness initiative) to counter 
repression and the foreclosure of critical discussion ‘triggered by the parliamentary anti-BDS resolution’.  
As the ‘Statement by the Initiative GG 5.3 Weltoffenheit’ puts it: ‘We reject the BDS boycott of Israel since  
we consider cultural and scientific exchange to be essential. At the same time, we consider the logic of 
counter-boycott, triggered by the parliamentary anti-BDS resolution, to be dangerous. By invoking this 
resolution, accusations of antisemitism are being misused to push aside important voices and to distort  
critical positions. For this reason, we have established the “Initiative GG 5.3 Weltoffenheit” (world-openness) 
to consolidate our expertise and efforts in order to defend a climate of diverse voices, critical reflection and  
an appreciation of difference.’ The statement and list of institutional signatories can be found here:  
www.hebbel-am-ufer.de/en/about-us/profile/gg53weltoffenheit, accessed 23 April 2025. 

14   See www.documenta.de/en/code-of-conduct, accessed 23 April 2025 
15   See the first issue of the Journal for the Critical Study of Zionism, vol 1 no 1, Fall 2024, 

https://criticalzionismstudies.org/jcsz-volume-1-issue-1-fall-2024, accessed 23 April 2025 
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JM:    It’s absolute nonsense. Honestly, I can’t fathom why anyone from outside Germany  
would take this job – what are they walking into? We’ve seen the avalanche of  cancellations  
and humiliation of  critical voices in the cultural sector and how the IHRA definition has  
been weaponised in the US, Germany, the UK and beyond. The idea that critical discourse  
and humanist values can co-exist with the way the IHRA has been used – as a tool to silence 
criticism of  Israel and Zionism – is, at best, naïve. More realistically, it’s a deliberate strategy  
to uphold Germany’s rigid status quo – professing a commitment to free speech and diversity 
while actively silencing any critical discourse on Israel in the public sphere, including in major 
art exhibitions. 
 

TJD:   Yes, and the only possible outcome would seem to be, to quote Andreas Schlegel in 
Kunstkritikk magazine, a ‘zombie documenta’: a brain-dead repressive spectacle that has 
capitulated to the ideology of  Zionist ethnonationalism, refusing to see this itself  as a form  
of  ‘group-related misanthropy’.16 This marks a profound betrayal of  documenta’s original 
mission as an emancipatory project of  internationalism, born from the ruins of  Nazi fascism’s 
cultural nationalism. The irony is staggering, and perhaps it ultimately reveals the inherent  
flaws in documenta’s vision of  internationalism from the very start. 
 

JM:    A few years ago, the Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin hosted a fascinating  
yet largely overlooked exhibition on documenta’s history, ‘Documenta. Politics and Art’.17  
The show was critical, revealing unsettling truths about its origins. Documenta co-founder 
Werner Haftmann, for instance, was not only a Nazi Party member but also a wanted war 
criminal in Italy, known for hunting, torturing and executing resistance fighters. And recent 
research further exposes that ten of  documenta’s original organisers were affiliated with the  
Nazi Party, the SS, or the SA – Hitler’s paramilitary wing. By the second edition, six former 
Nazis were involved; by the third, that number had risen to fifteen.18 

So, documenta’s emergence as a seeming phoenix from the ashes was, in reality, an 
American-led effort to reintegrate Germany under its sphere of  influence – essentially a 
geopolitical makeover to declare the country ‘denazified’. Yet, those who retained power,  
in the artworld as in the security apparatuses, were often still antisemites. In its early years, 
documenta functioned primarily as a showcase for American modernism (and Documenta 3,  
in 1964, was partly funded by the CIA), serving as a Cold War cultural project to align  
Germany with the West rather than the Soviet bloc. It framed itself  as a symbol of  artistic 

 
16   See Andreas Schlaegel, ‘Zombie Documenta’, Kunstkritikk/Nordic Art Review, 4 June 2024, 

https://kunstkritikk.com/zombie-documenta-2, accessed 23 April 2025 
17   For more on ‘Documenta. Politics and Art’, 18 June 2021 – 9 January 2022, see 

www.dhm.de/en/exhibitions/archive/2021/documenta-politics-and-art, accessed 23 April 2025. 
18   See Kate Brown, ‘A Startling Exhibition on the History of Documenta Reveals the Political Moves –  

and Nazi Ties – of Its First Curators’, Artnet, 24 June 2021,  
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/politics-art-documenta-1982336, accessed 23 April 2025 
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freedom, but in truth it was an ideological cover-up, masking the fact that true denazification 
never fully took place. 

Many of  the structures of  Nazi and right-wing ethnonationalist power in Germany have 
endured. Yet there was a moment, particularly after reunification and the Cold War, when it 
seemed like Germany was beginning to engage with the world differently – opening up to 
perspectives from the Global South. Okwui Enwezor’s documenta 11 in 2002 was a pivotal 
moment in this shift, standing out as one of  the most significant editions in the history of  this 
deeply problematic institution. Twenty years ago, there was a real sense that Germany was 
undergoing a transformation, that it was becoming more inclusive, and that migrant voices 
might finally be able to reshape its cultural and intellectual discourse. 
 

TJD:   I went to documenta 11 myself, was powerfully moved by it, and definitely thought 
something like that was happening, in a very positive way. 

 

JM:    I’ve asked my (remaining) German friends what they thought – was it all just an illusion? 
Was there ever a genuine effort to become a more globalised country, to dismantle white 
supremacy, antisemitism and xenophobia, or was it merely a fleeting facade? Was there a real 
attempt that was ultimately crushed? Whatever brief opening existed in the 1990s and 2000s,  
it feels now as though Germany has regressed, returning to an earlier era. 

 

TJD:   In Germany, decolonisation as a political force does feel like a fading echo – its 
momentum stalled within universities, its presence diminished in funded research. If  not  
entirely extinguished, it lingers more as a memory than a living praxis, a vision once urgent,  
now quietly receding. 
 

JM:    True decolonisation – one that would mean the abolition of Zionism – is just not on the 
table. Far from it. Instead, Germany engages in surface-level reconciliations, a performative 
reckoning with its colonial past in Namibia or a selective embrace of Black lives that often veers 
into cultural appropriation. They can appoint Joe Chialo as Berlin’s cultural senator, but his 
politics align with staunch Zionism and the suppression of Palestinian solidarity. A similar void – 
or calculated, enforced silence – reigns at HKW (the cultural space, Haus der Kulturen der 
Welt) when it comes to Palestine. It feels like decisions are steered by securing funding and 
legitimacy from those in power. When your mission is to build community how do you justify 
pre-emptive exclusions? 
 

TJD:   It does expose the ultimate failure of  liberal identity politics. In the UK, recent 
Conservative Party leaders have been Black British and of  South Asian descent; in the US, 
figures like Barack Obama and Kamala Harris – both complicit in supporting the genocide  
in Gaza – embody this contradiction. Today, violent colonialism and domination can just as 
easily be led by people of  colour. As Asad Haider argues in his book Mistaken Identity: Mass 
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opposed to creating an unremarked window to a source text or ultimately an 
ur-code and perpetuating authoritativeness in the realm and marketplace of 
ideas, an academic quote understood artistically becomes a query into its 
own code without loss of legibility. Not only does the quote still perform 
its function, it becomes a way for the author or quoter to assume full re-
sponsibility for being a deictic dependent on co-text and co-authorship for 
identity. An artistic quotation of academic language participates in framing 
academic language as a site for learning – within and beyond academia – 
about the interdependency necessarily involved in language-based com-
prehension and communication. In order that artistic ways of research and 
knowing reinforce citation’s role in the politics of community – and that, 
vice versa, citational politics might actualize artistic research’s “potential 
to disrupt entrenched power relations”, as Capous-Desyllas and Morgaine 
note in Creating Social Change Through Creativity – academic quotation and 
academic citational practices must first be examined in three interrelated 
ways: First, there is citation’s technical role in academic writing – to cite; 
secondly, its quantitative role in academic capitalism – to be cited; and, 
thirdly,  its political role in academic positionality – to uncite.4 

Under the rubric of citation’s technical role in academic writing 
or the mechanics of citation, we might list the following activities: refer-
encing sources to bolster our argumentation or be authoritative; avoiding 
plagiarism; giving credit where it is due; relating to other works, thoughts, 
and voices; and the applicable apparatuses of academic writing like foot-
notes. We even might go as far as thinking of how texts quoting one anoth-
er amounts to an intertextuality, to a polyphony of authors’ voices, even 
to knowledge as shared. Those in academia tasked with teaching how to 
write – or quote – academically, like English language professors, are cor-
rect to view the intertextuality, polyphony, and shared knowledge that is 
created through citing and quoting as indissociable from topics such as “in-
tellectual property and … scholarly productivity as a factor in a capitalistic 
economy, as Shirley K. Rose puts it in her article “What’s Love Got to Do 
with It? Scholarly Citation Practices as Courtship Rituals.”5

Moshoula Capous-Desyllas and Karen Morgaine, Creating Social Change Through Creativity 
(Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 1.

Shirley K. Rose, “What's Love Got to Do with It? Scholarly Citation Practices as Courtship 
Rituals”, Language and Learning Across the Disciplines 1, no. 3 (August 1996): 35.
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In connection to academic capitalism, citation becomes a unit of 
measurement of an article’s, an author’s, a journal’s success. Of course, be-
ware, “citation counts are not a measure of quality as articles may be cited 
for both negative as well as positive reasons”, as Arizona State University’s 
Library Guides inform us.6 And citations do provide for a form of big data 
analysis – that is, citation analysis – that can indeed create new knowl-
edge. But unfortunately, as Órla O’Donovan writes in “What is to be done 
about the enclosures of the academic publishing oligopoly?”, “[b]y 2013, 
more than half of all academic journal articles in the social science [sic] 
and humanities were published by five publishers (Elsevier, Taylor & Fran-
cis, Wiley-Blackwell, Springer, and Sage).”7 And citation seems to be the 
currency of this sordid system of double, nay, triple dipping. De Gruyter, 
the German scholarly publishing house, even advertises its publications by 
means of a citation counter. When authors submit to this, they do not even 
care who has cited them, whether it’s been for a negative or positive reason. 
Citation is a tangible quantifiable, much more than just an unremarked or 
ignorable window from one text into another.

 Citation or academic quoting is a socioculturally situated practice. 
The sociologist and linguist Ruth Finnegan, in her book Why Do We Quote?: 
The Culture and History of Quotation, states that “[u]sing the appropriate 
quoting conventions is now a recognised route and a condition for access-
ing and retaining membership of the scholarly community.”8 Interestingly 
enough, it is precisely again two English professors in the 1990s concerned 
with their students learning how to write academically who delve into how 
learning how to write academically might in fact mean, in Baynham’s words, 
“learning how to take up a writing position”, that is, the position of the cit-
ing or quoting “scholarly ‘I’”; “an authoritative position  with  regard  to  
the  quoted  other.”9 But as Ron Scollon shows in his article “As a Matter 

“Citation Research and Impact Metrics: Citation Counts for Articles”, LibGuides at Arizona 
State University, last modified December 20, 2021, 

https://libguides.asu.edu/citation/citationcountsarticles.
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of Fact: The Changing Ideology of Authorship and Responsibility in Dis-
course”, this “original, creative, rational and individualistic authorial self ex-
pected in English academic writing” is, it turns out, “in conflict with … the 
culturally constructed selves of non-native speaking students of English.”10 
Unfortunately, neither paper was ever heavily cited. The academic position-
ality of the academic quoter is somehow cultureless, whiteblind, and this is 
of course why gender, ethnic, and racial biases implicitly filter who is (not) 
quoting who and why on closer examination we get traceable “exclusion-
ary citational practices.” Citational genealogies become reified, voices are 
erased, whether or not they were first appropriated, that is, not cited. How 
can we take all this into account, cite and academically quote differently, so 
that truly new shared knowledge is produced?

In Ruth Finnegan’s Why Do We Quote?: The Culture and History of 
Quotation, there is an appendix entitled “Quoting the Academics” in which 
Finnegan discusses how little research has ever been done into the academ-
ic conception of citation per se; in it she writes that “amidst this profusion 
[of a postmodern interest in ‘topics of intertextuality, originality and ap-
propriation’] there seemed no direct treatment of the questions teasing 
me: about just what ‘quotation’ and ‘quoting’ were, how in practice they 
had been handled and conceptualised, and how we had got to where we are 
now.”11 However, the genealogy of critical inquiry into academic citation is 
not missing – in fact, it is intersectionally feminist. The book Feminist Eth-
nography: Thinking Through Methodologies, Challenges, and Possibilities 
by Christa Craven and Dána-Ain Davis reminds us that “the role of citation-
al politics in feminist ethnography” is considerable and dates back to the 
1990s.12 For example, as Craven and Davis note, in 1995 the anthropologist 
Lynn Bolles “deliver[ed] a paper in which she strategically cited only wom-
en of color to underscore the ways in which their work was so often omit-
ted from the (feminist) anthropological canon. ... Bolles shifted the focus 
from critiquing whom we do not cite ... to becoming actively engaged with 

Ron Scollon, “As a matter of fact: The changing ideology of authorship and responsibility in 
discourse”, World Englishes 13, no. 1 (March 1994): 33.

Ruth Finnegan, Why do we quote?: The Culture and History of Quotation (Cambridge: Open 
Book Publishers, 2011), 269.

Christa Craven and Dána-Ain Davis, Feminist Ethnography: Thinking Through Methodologies, 
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locating diverse scholarship in order to influence our work and knowledge 
development.”13 This book also reproduces writing by Sara Ahmed, the 
feminist writer, scholar, and activist, in which she states, “I would describe 
citation as a rather successful reproductive technology, a way of reproduc-
ing the world around certain bodies.”14 Ahmed, in her book What’s the Use?: 
On the Uses of Use, states that “[i]n order to craft new knowledge, we might 
have to cite differently: citation as how we can refuse to be erased.”15 And in 
her Living a Feminist Life, Ahmed states in the first person the following: “I 
think as feminists we can hope to create a crisis around citation, even just a 
hesitation, a wondering, that might help us not to follow the well-trodden 
citational paths. If you aim to create a crisis in citation, you tend to become 
the cause of a crisis.”16

This was true, for example, for bell hooks when in 1981 she pub-
lished her first book, Ain’t I Woman: Black Women and Feminism, as she 
explains in her book Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black:

the issue of class and its relationship to who one’s reading audience might be 
came up for me around my decision not to use footnotes, for which I have 
been sharply criticized. I told people that my concern was that footnotes set 
class boundaries for readers, determining who a book is for. I was shocked 
that many academic folks scoffed at this idea. I shared that I went into work-
ing-class black communities as well as talked with family and friends to survey 
whether or not they ever read books with footnotes and found that they did 
not. A few did not know what they were, but most folks saw them as indicating 
that a book was for college-educated people. These responses influenced my 
decision. When some of my more radical, college-educated friends freaked out 
about the absence of footnotes, I seriously questioned how we could ever im-
agine revolutionary transformation of society if such a small shift in direction 
could be viewed as threatening.17

Craven and Davis, Feminist Ethnography, 66.
Ibid., 68.
Sara Ahmed, What’s the Use?: On the Uses of Use (Durham: Duke University Press, 2019), 212.
Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 148.
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hooks’ consideration and inclusion of those outside of academia 
and academic languaging led her to drop the apparatuses of citation com-
pletely and therefore suspend her own academic positionality.

A major contemporary source of critical epistemic reflection on 
citational practices is the field of so-called youth participatory action re-
search (YPAR), which, among others, Michelle Fine has been developing 
at the City University of New York since the 1990s. According to Berkeley’s 
YPAR Hub, YPAR seeks to “[r]edefine who has the expertise to produce 
knowledge to our world – not just professional adult researchers but young 
people who are living the issues they are studying.”18 And the Canadian 
journal in:cite, in its being “by, for, and created with young people”, has a 
“desire to change exclusionary citational practices.”19 Another proponent 
of YPAR is Eve Tuck, a Canadian professor of critical race and indigenous 
studies who uses indigenous methodologies to collaborate with youth and 
communities. Tuck’s “research with … her youth co-researchers” frames, 
for example, Tuck’s decisions to “break up” with Deleuze instead of wanting 
to make him “say something he was not saying about desire”, something 
agentic.20 Co-research, research with again helps us see how seriously ex-
clusionary citational practices need to be taken. Moreover, Tuck reminds 
us in the introduction to Indigenous and Decolonizing Studies in Education 
that “[o]ften it seems that settler readers read like settlers (that is, read ex-
tractively) for particular content to be removed for future use. The reading 
is like panning for gold, ... sorting it by what is useful and what is discarda-
ble.”21 (15) Thanks to such work it becomes clear how citation is central to 
the colonization of knowledge.

Frustration with participating in the sordid world of exclusionary 
academic publishing moved me and the artist and curator Vojtěch Novák 
to make use of all the academic publications we had downloaded for artis-
tic purposes from shadow libraries. How can artistic treatment of academic 

“YPAR Hub”, accessed April 25, 2022, http://yparhub.berkeley.edu/.
“About the Journal”, in:cite journal, last modified February 8, 2022, 
https://incitejournal.org/index.php/incite/about.
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citation support anti-oppressive and community-building research into 
knowledge production, especially knowledge elitism? Initially a way to 
visually expound our discursive dependence on others, our resulting book 
entitled Samizdat Contrefaçon came to symbolize a synthesis of our theo-
ry-ladenness and our desire to communicate plainly. The method of direct 
quotation we employed extends to not only texts or the writing of others 
but also many of the other components of a book or publication like mar-
gins, page head(line)s, dedications, author biographies, or pages intention-
ally left blank (vacat pages) as well as, in the spirit of a holistic exploration 
of the materiality of language, the reader or quoter.

 

1. Andrew Hauner and Vojtěch Novák, Scan of Recto and Verso Spread (Ballpoint Pen & Laser 
Toner) from Samizdat Contrefaçon, 2018–2019.



lem for theorists who seek to isolate the stage object as a focus of
semiotic inquiry, among them Shoshana Avigal and Shlomith Rim-
mon-Kenan, Anne Ubersfeld, and Gay McAuley. These “second
wave” theater semioticians build on the insights of the in›uential
group of semioticians known as the Prague school. While much of
the Prague school’s analysis focused on what it called “verbal art,” in
the 1940s several members (some of whom were theater practition-
ers as well as critics) were drawn to the theater as a laboratory of ana-
lyzable signs and sign systems. The Prague critics’ analysis of the the-
atrical sign laid the theoretical foundation for subsequent work on
theatrical objects and raised the fundamental questions with which
any rigorous study of props must begin: what is a stage object, and
how does it signify?10

Fundamental to the Prague critics’ analysis is the principle of
semiotization, according to which “[a]ll that is on the stage is a
sign.”11 Simply by being placed on stage, a chair acquires an invisible
set of quotation marks and becomes the sign “chair.” Umberto Eco
calls this phenomenon ostension, which he de‹nes as “de-realizing a
given object in order to make it stand for an entire class.”12 On stage,
the object’s signifying function eclipses its practical function, so that
in performance “things serve only to the extent that they mean.”13

Semiotization obtains even in cases of what Keir Elam calls “iconic
identity,” in which the stage object is identical to what it represents.14

Prague school theorist Petr Bogatryev pushed the semiotization
argument one step further by arguing that stage objects become
“signs of a material object’s sign.”15 In performance, the material
sign-vehicle absorbs the abstract connotations associated with the
object it represents. These “real world” connotations (royalty, say, in
the case of a throne) then replace that represented object in the mind
of the spectator. For Bogatryev, the onstage throne is thus not merely
the sign of an object (throne) but the “sign of the [represented]
object’s sign” (royalty). Any stage chair is thus doubly abstracted
from a real chair: ‹rst, as a representative of the class of chairs (Eco’s
ostension), and second, as a sign of the material chair’s abstract con-
notations. As proof, Bogatryev claims that it does not matter to an
audience whether a diamond necklace on stage is in fact fake, since

Introduction

7



that audience will imaginatively leap over both the material sign-
vehicle (fake necklace) and its denotation (genuine necklace) to the
“sign of the object’s sign” (fabulous wealth). For Bogatryev, all stage
objects are thus “signs of signs.” 

In the late 1960s, theorist Tadeusz Kowzan extended the semioti-
zation principle still further. Kowzan argues that each connotation
(signi‹ed) accrued by the stage object may in turn become a signi‹er
of a new connotation at the next level of meaning. Kowzan cites a
famous prop, Chekhov’s eponymous seagull, as an example:

The stuffed sea-gull, an accessory in Chekhov’s play, is the sign,
at the ‹rst degree, of a recently killed sea-gull; this is the sign,
at the second degree (or symbol in the current language) of an
abstract idea (failed aspiration to freedom) which is in turn the
sign of the hero’s mood in the play. To be more precise, we can
say that the signi‹é of the sign at the ‹rst degree, is linked to the
signi‹ant of the sign at the second degree; the signi‹é of the lat-
ter is linked to the signi‹ant of the sign at the third degree and
so on (the phenomenon of connotation).16

In this way, writes Kowzan, “a simple prop, passing through inter-
mediate stages, becomes the sign of the master-idea of the play.”17

Whether one accepts Kowzan’s theory of what might be called semi-
otic bootstrapping, or even Bogatryev’s “signs of signs” argument, the
principle of semiotization seems an unavoidable corollary of any the-
atrical event. 

However, if all that is on stage is a sign, it becomes very dif‹cult to
decide what on stage isn’t an object. What about the body of the
actor, for instance? What of a sound effect such as a doorbell, a visual
effect such as fog, or an olfactory effect such as the smell of bacon?
According to the Prague school principle of “dynamism,” a single
material sign-vehicle can convey an unlimited number of meanings
in the course of a given performance: an umbrella can become a
weapon, a walking stick, a toy, an emblem of middle-class confor-
mity, and so on.18 Conversely, any material object can “play” a given
role. Chekhov’s gull might be represented by a real bird, an old boot,
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a cardboard cutout, or conceivably by the mimed gesture of the actor.
Iconic resemblance is not a prerequisite for signi‹cation; in nonillu-
sionistic traditions, such as the Chinese theater, “A real object may
be substituted on the set by a symbol if this symbol is able to transfer
the object’s own signs to itself.”19

Moreover, as Jindrich Honzl points out, any given signi‹ed may be
passed along a chain of material signi‹ers, and even relayed from one
theatrical sign-system to another, within a performance.20 For exam-
ple, a thunderstorm might be conveyed now by a prop umbrella, now
by a lighting effect, now by a sound effect, now by a line of dialogue
(“It’s raining cats and dogs out there”).21 But if anything on stage can
in principle stand for anything else, and if any given signi‹ed can be
conveyed by any sign-vehicle on stage, including light and sound,
the distinction between object and nonobject dissolves into a free
play of signs. 

In his landmark article “Man and Object in the Theater,” Prague
school theorist Jirí Veltruský acknowledged this dif‹culty of separat-
ing subject from object and instead posited a ›uid continuum
between subjects and objects on stage.22 In Elam’s gloss, objects are
“promoted” up the scale “when they are raised from their ‘transpar-
ent’ functional roles to a position of unexpected prominence” and
acquire “semiotic subjectivity” independent of the actor.23 To use
Veltruský’s own example, a stage dagger might move from being a
passive emblem of the wearer’s status to participating in the action as
an instrument of murder, and thence to a ‹nal independent associa-
tion with the concept “murder.” Conversely, when the actor’s “action
force” is reduced to zero, the actor takes on the status of a mere prop
(e.g., a spear-carrier or corpse). Actor and prop are dynamic sign-
vehicles that move up and down the subject-object continuum as
they acquire and shed action force in the course of a given perfor-
mance. For Veltruský, an object becomes a prop when it begins to
take part in the action overtly as a tool; and when props acquire inde-
pendent signifying force, “we perceive them as spontaneous subjects,
equivalent to the ‹gure of the actor.”24

Veltruský’s intriguing concept of “action force” remains murky. If
the dagger becomes a subject not when it directly participates in the
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stage action (by stabbing somebody), but by signifying “murder,”
then isn’t any object that conveys an abstract idea independent of an
actor—the portrait of the general in Hedda Gabler, for instance, or
the count’s boots in Miss Julie—a subject?25 We recall that for Boga-
tryev, all theatrical “signs of signs” possess the connotative ability to
stand for an abstract idea associated with the represented object
rather than for the object itself. The “semiotic subjectivity,” or
“action force,” of objects seems as universal as semiotization itself.26

No sooner does an object arrogate attention to itself than it becomes
a subject in its own right; thus Veltruský’s examples of “semiotic sub-
jectivity” include a ticking clock on an empty stage. But can such an
object truly be said to become a “subject” equivalent to the actor in
the minds of the audience? 

Second-wave theater semioticians, who rediscovered and
extended the Prague circle’s work on the theatrical sign in the late
1960s and early 1970s, tended to explore the dynamics of
signi‹cation outlined by Bogatryev and Honzl rather than to pursue
Veltruský’s elusive concept of action force. Thus Kowzan developed
his idea of levels of connotation, while Umberto Eco insisted that
stage objects are not only signs of signs, but signs of the ideology
behind the object’s sign.27 Such theoretical re‹nements threatened a
bottomless mise-en-abîme of theatrical signi‹cation (signs of signs of
signs of . . .). The axiomatic leap from the stage object’s materiality to
its sign function continued to risk theorizing the material object out
of existence.

The attempt to pin down the “object” of semiotic inquiry reached a
plateau in 1981, with the arrival of two studies that acknowledged the
frustrations inherent in the Prague school account of the theatrical
sign. In their ambitious attempt to outline a methodology for the
semiotic study of theatrical objects, Shoshana Avigal and Shlomith
Rimmon-Kenan concede that “[t]he very word ‘object’ is problematic,
since it designates both a ‘thing’ and the functioning of this ‘thing’
within a system of interrelations with other components of the system
(‘object’ in relation to ‘subject’).”28 Avigal and Rimmon-Kenan deal
with this problem by provisionally locating the object solely through
its function as a “lexeme,” a unit of theatrical meaning:
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In our opinion, a de‹nition of an object as such cannot be given
a priori, but only relative to its functioning as a lexeme, i.e., a
sign which can be listed in the “dictionary” (lexicon) created by
the speci‹c performance. As a lexeme, the object can take part
in “sentences” which can be analyzed linguistically, although
they are not completely verbal.29

A consequence of this functional approach is that, as the authors
admit, the list of potential stage objects “runs the risk of being
in‹nite.”30

In a similar way, semiotician Anne Ubersfeld categorizes both tex-
tual and scenic items as theatrical “objects” that overlap as lexemes,
even though they are not homologous.31 Ubersfeld argues that the
theatrical object is “a crossroads, or rather a braiding (tressage) of
semiotic functions, which is to say, properly speaking, a text.” Like
Avigal and Rimmon-Kenan, Ubersfeld concedes that “from the
moment a theatrical object is a text, it becomes hard to treat it as a
discrete unit whose combinations can be studied.”32 By the early
1980s, the semiotic study of the theatrical object had reached an
impasse. If “in the theater there are only objects,” as Ubersfeld pro-
claimed, how can we distinguish material things from other signify-
ing “objects” such as actors, gestures, or lighting effects?33

From Sign to Prop:
(Re)materializing the Stage Object

The stage property offers a way to rescue the material object from the
ocean of signs limned by theater semiotics, and indeed, to distin-
guish the prop from other material objects on stage. As we have seen,
the OED de‹nes a prop as “[a]ny portable article, as an article of cos-
tume or furniture, used in acting a play: a stage requisite, appurte-
nance, or accessory.” But such a capacious de‹nition fails to distin-
guish between props and other onstage items. A prop can be more
rigorously de‹ned as a discrete, material, inanimate object that is visi-
bly manipulated by an actor in the course of performance.

It follows that a stage object must be “triggered” by an actor in
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order to become a prop (objects shifted by stagehands between
scenes do not qualify). Thus a hat or sword remains an article of cos-
tume until an actor removes or adjusts it, and a chair remains an item
of furniture unless an actor shifts its position.34 When Lear sits on a
stationary throne, the throne remains a set piece, but when Hamlet
knocks over the chair on seeing his father’s ghost in the “closet
scene” (a piece of stage business invented by Thomas Betterton that
became canonical in the seventeenth century), the chair becomes a
prop. Such manipulation does not have to be manual; an actor might
kick the chair, for example. If an actor stumbles over a chair unin-
tentionally, the chair becomes for the nonce an unwitting prop. 

The distinction between props and other kinds of stage object,
then, is a matter neither of diminutive size nor potential portability
but actual motion. The prop must physically move or alter in some
way as a result of the actor’s physical intervention.35 Unlike other
critics, I emphasize the criterion of manipulation rather than portabil-
ity because for theater practitioners, stationary items such as radios
become props once an actor turns them on or otherwise adjusts
them.36 The criterion of manipulation also clari‹es the fuzzy distinc-
tion between props and stage furniture: large items that are actually
shifted by an actor, such as Mother Courage’s wagon, qualify as
props whatever their size. Smaller items that are potentially portable
but never manipulated by actors do not, even if they play a signi‹cant
symbolic role (like the general’s portrait in Hedda Gabler). To para-
phrase British psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott’s famous remark about
the baby, “[T]here is no such thing as a prop”; wherever a prop
exists, an actor-object interaction exists. Irrespective of its signifying
function(s), a prop is something an object becomes, rather than some-
thing an object is. 

In the most extensive analysis of Shakespeare’s props to date,
Frances Teague offers a functional rather than descriptive de‹nition.
Teague claims that props are de‹ned by their “dislocated function”: 

A property is an object, mimed or tangible, that occurs onstage,
where it functions differently from the way it functions offstage.
At the moment when the audience notes its entry into the dra-
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26 May 2016 

IHRA non-legally binding 
working definition of 
antisemitism  
Adopted by the IHRA Plenary in Bucharest 

In the spirit of the Stockholm Declaration that states: “With humanity still scarred by 
…antisemitism and xenophobia the international community shares a solemn responsibility 
to fight those evils” the committee on Antisemitism and Holocaust Denial called the IHRA 
Plenary in Budapest 2015 to adopt the following working definition of antisemitism. 

On 26 May 2016, the Plenary in Bucharest decided to: 

 
 
 
 

 

 

To guide IHRA in its work, the following examples may serve as illustrations: 

Manifestations might include the targeting of the state of Israel, conceived as a Jewish 
collectivity. However, criticism of Israel similar to that leveled against any other country 
cannot be regarded as antisemitic. Antisemitism frequently charges Jews with conspiring to 
harm humanity, and it is often used to blame Jews for “why things go wrong.” It is expressed 
in speech, writing, visual forms and action, and employs sinister stereotypes and negative 
character traits. 

Adopt the following non-legally binding working definition of 
antisemitism: 

“Antisemitism is a certain perception of Jews, which may be 
expressed as hatred toward Jews. Rhetorical and physical 
manifestations of antisemitism are directed toward Jewish or non-
Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community 
institutions and religious facilities.” 



   

2 
 

Contemporary examples of antisemitism in public life, the media, schools, the workplace, 
and in the religious sphere could, taking into account the overall context, include, but are not 
limited to: 

• Calling for, aiding, or justifying the killing or harming of Jews in the name of a radical 
ideology or an extremist view of religion. 

• Making mendacious, dehumanizing, demonizing, or stereotypical allegations about 
Jews as such or the power of Jews as collective — such as, especially but not 
exclusively, the myth about a world Jewish conspiracy or of Jews controlling the 
media, economy, government or other societal institutions. 

• Accusing Jews as a people of being responsible for real or imagined wrongdoing 
committed by a single Jewish person or group, or even for acts committed by non-
Jews. 

• Denying the fact, scope, mechanisms (e.g. gas chambers) or intentionality of the 
genocide of the Jewish people at the hands of National Socialist Germany and its 
supporters and accomplices during World War II (the Holocaust). 

• Accusing the Jews as a people, or Israel as a state, of inventing or exaggerating the 
Holocaust. 

• Accusing Jewish citizens of being more loyal to Israel, or to the alleged priorities of 
Jews worldwide, than to the interests of their own nations. 

• Denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, e.g., by claiming that the 
existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavor. 

• Applying double standards by requiring of it a behavior not expected or demanded of 
any other democratic nation. 

• Using the symbols and images associated with classic antisemitism (e.g., claims of 
Jews killing Jesus or blood libel) to characterize Israel or Israelis. 

• Drawing comparisons of contemporary Israeli policy to that of the Nazis. 
• Holding Jews collectively responsible for actions of the state of Israel. 

Antisemitic acts are criminal when they are so defined by law (for example, denial of the 
Holocaust or distribution of antisemitic materials in some countries). 

Criminal acts are antisemitic when the targets of attacks, whether they are people or 
property – such as buildings, schools, places of worship and cemeteries – are selected 
because they are, or are perceived to be, Jewish or linked to Jews. 

Antisemitic discrimination is the denial to Jews of opportunities or services available to 
others and is illegal in many countries. 

 



Preamble
We, the undersigned, present the Jerusalem 
Declaration on Antisemitism, the product of an 
initiative that originated in Jerusalem. We  
include in our number international scholars 
working in Antisemitism Studies and related 
fields, including Jewish, Holocaust, Israel,  
Palestine, and Middle East Studies. The text of 
the Declaration has benefited from consultation 
with legal scholars and members of civil society. 

Inspired by the 1948 Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, the 1969 Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination, 
the 2000 Declaration of the Stockholm 
International Forum on the Holocaust, and the 
2005 United Nations Resolution on Holocaust 
Remembrance, we hold that while antisemitism 
has certain distinctive features, the fight against 
it is inseparable from the overall fight against all 
forms of racial, ethnic, cultural, religious, and 
gender discrimination. 

Conscious of the historical persecution of 
Jews throughout history and of the universal 
lessons of the Holocaust, and viewing with 
alarm the reassertion of antisemitism by groups 
that mobilize hatred and violence in politics, 
society, and on the internet, we seek to provide 
a usable, concise, and historically-informed 
core definition of antisemitism with a set of 
guidelines.

The Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism 
responds to the “IHRA Definition”, the 
document that was adopted by the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) in 
2016. Because the IHRA Definition is unclear 
in key respects and widely open to different 
interpretations, it has caused confusion and 
generated controversy, hence weakening the 
fight against antisemitism. Noting that it calls 

itself “a working definition”, we have sought 
to improve on it by offering (a) a clearer core 
definition and (b) a coherent set of guidelines. 
We hope this will be helpful for monitoring 
and combating antisemitism, as well as for 
educational purposes. We propose our non-
legally binding Declaration as an alternative 
to the IHRA Definition. Institutions that have 
already adopted the IHRA Definition can use our 
text as a tool for interpreting it.

The IHRA Definition includes 11 “examples” 
of antisemitism, 7 of which focus on the State 
of Israel. While this puts undue emphasis on 
one arena, there is a widely-felt need for clarity 
on the limits of legitimate political speech 
and action concerning Zionism, Israel, and 
Palestine. Our aim is twofold: (1) to strengthen 
the fight against antisemitism by clarifying what 
it is and how it is manifested, (2) to protect a 
space for an open debate about the vexed 
question of the future of Israel/Palestine. We do 
not all share the same political views and we 
are not seeking to promote a partisan political 
agenda. Determining that a controversial view or 
action is not antisemitic implies neither that we 
endorse it nor that we do not.

The guidelines that focus on Israel-Palestine 
(numbers 6 to 15) should be taken together. 
In general, when applying the guidelines each 
should be read in the light of the others and 
always with a view to context. Context can 
include the intention behind an utterance, or a 
pattern of speech over time, or even the identity 
of the speaker, especially when the subject is 
Israel or Zionism. So, for example, hostility to 
Israel could be an expression of an antisemitic 
animus, or it could be a reaction to a human 
rights violation, or it could be the emotion 
that a Palestinian person feels on account of 
their experience at the hands of the State. In 
short, judgement and sensitivity are needed in 
applying these guidelines to concrete situations.
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Definition
Antisemitism is discrimination, prejudice, 
hostility or violence against Jews as Jews  
(or Jewish institutions as Jewish). 

Guidelines
A. General

1.	 It is racist to essentialize (treat a character 
trait as inherent) or to make sweeping 
negative generalizations about a given 
population. What is true of racism in general 
is true of antisemitism in particular.  

2.	 What is particular in classic antisemitism  
is the idea that Jews are linked to the  
forces of evil. This stands at the core of 
many anti-Jewish fantasies, such as the 
idea of a Jewish conspiracy in which “the 
Jews” possess hidden power that they use 
to promote their own collective agenda at 
the expense of other people. This linkage 
between Jews and evil continues in the  
present: in the fantasy that “the Jews” control 
governments with a “hidden hand”, that they 
own the banks, control the media, act as “a 
state within a state”, and are responsible 
for spreading disease (such as Covid-19). 
All these features can be instrumentalized 
by different (and even antagonistic) political 
causes. 

3.	 Antisemitism can be manifested in words, 
visual images, and deeds. Examples of 
antisemitic words include utterances that 
all Jews are wealthy, inherently stingy, 
or unpatriotic. In antisemitic caricatures, 
Jews are often depicted as grotesque, 
with big noses and associated with wealth. 
Examples of antisemitic deeds are: 
assaulting someone because she or he is 
Jewish, attacking a synagogue, daubing 

swastikas on Jewish graves, or refusing to 
hire or promote people because they are 
Jewish. 

4.	 Antisemitism can be direct or indirect, 
explicit or coded. For example, “the 
Rothschilds control the world” is a coded 
statement about the alleged power of “the 
Jews” over banks and international finance. 
Similarly, portraying Israel as the ultimate 
evil or grossly exaggerating its actual 
influence can be a coded way of racializing 
and stigmatizing Jews. In many cases, 
identifying coded speech is a matter of 
context and judgement, taking account of 
these guidelines. 

5.	 Denying or minimizing the Holocaust by 
claiming that the deliberate Nazi genocide 
of the Jews did not take place, or that 
there were no extermination camps or gas 
chambers, or that the number of victims was 
a fraction of the actual total, is antisemitic.

B. Israel and Palestine: examples 
that, on the face of it, are  
antisemitic

6.	 Applying the symbols, images, and negative 
stereotypes of classical antisemitism (see 
guidelines 2 and 3) to the State of Israel. 

7.	 Holding Jews collectively responsible for 
Israel’s conduct or treating Jews, simply 
because they are Jewish, as agents of 
Israel. 

8.	 Requiring people, because they are Jewish, 
publicly to condemn Israel or Zionism (for 
example, at a political meeting). 

9.	 Assuming that non-Israeli Jews, simply 
because they are Jews, are necessarily 
more loyal to Israel than to their own 
countries.
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10.	 Denying the right of Jews in the State of 
Israel to exist and flourish, collectively and 
individually, as Jews, in accordance with the 
principle of equality.

C. Israel and Palestine: examples 
that, on the face of it, are not 
antisemitic

(whether or not one approves of the view or 
action)

11.	 Supporting the Palestinian demand for 
justice and the full grant of their political, 
national, civil, and human rights, as  
encapsulated in international law. 

12.	 Criticizing or opposing Zionism as a form 
of nationalism, or arguing for a variety 
of constitutional arrangements for Jews 
and Palestinians in the area between the 
Jordan River and the Mediterranean. It is 
not antisemitic to support arrangements 
that accord full equality to all inhabitants 
“between the river and the sea”, whether 
in two states, a binational state, unitary 
democratic state, federal state, or in 
whatever form. 

13.	 Evidence-based criticism of Israel as a 
state. This includes its institutions and 
founding principles. It also includes its  
policies and practices, domestic and 
abroad, such as the conduct of Israel in the 
West Bank and Gaza, the role Israel plays 
in the region, or any other way in which, as 
a state, it influences events in the world. 
It is not antisemitic to point out systematic 
racial discrimination. In general, the same 
norms of debate that apply to other states 
and to other conflicts over national self-
determination apply in the case of Israel and 
Palestine. Thus, even if contentious, it is 
not antisemitic, in and of itself, to compare 

Israel with other historical cases, including 
settler-colonialism or apartheid. 

14.	 Boycott, divestment, and sanctions are 
commonplace, non-violent forms of 
political protest against states. In the Israeli 
case they are not, in and of themselves, 
antisemitic. 

15.	 Political speech does not have to be 
measured, proportional, tempered, or 
reasonable to be protected under article 
19 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights or article 10 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights and other 
human rights instruments. Criticism that 
some may see as excessive or contentious, 
or as reflecting a “double standard”, is not, 
in and of itself, antisemitic. In general, the 
line between antisemitic and non-antisemitic 
speech is different from the line between 
unreasonable and reasonable speech.
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are to live in the material world in which we find ourselves, 
how are we to extract from the world what it is that we need 
and want, what it is that both protects us and enables us to 
excel ourselves and become more. The more resources archi- 
tecture develops - both practical and theoretical - the more 
it is able to address this abiding problem. 

Though Deleuze doesn't have a theory of space as such, 
I want to use some of his work to think about questions of 

spatial inhabitation. I can only do so indirectly by creating a 
more systematic and coherent conception than is found in 
his own writings, and without simply "applying" it directly 
to architecture (a process that can only do injustice to the 
richness of his concepts as well as to the inventiveness of 
architecture itself), where an idea of Deleuze's may help 
infiltrate into and inflect rather than directly affect architec- 
tural discourse and practice. 

2. Theory and the Problem 
For Deleuze, theory, or more precisely, philosophy, is not a 
mode of reflection but a mode of production. Knowledges, 
theories are composed of concepts , and concepts are always 
and only occasioned by problems . Philosophy is the domain 
for the production of concepts, especially new concepts. It is 
the creation, fabrication, or invention of what has not been 

conceptualized before. Philosophy does not develop concepts 
that it finds. The only way to know concepts is to make 
them, which is one of the most difficult of all tasks. For this 
reason Deleuze and Felix Guattari (I will use their works 

interchangeably) regard the philosopher as "the concept's 
friend; he is the potentiality of the concept."1 Philosophy is 
the condition for the creation of concepts, and the creation 
of concepts is not simply the creation of ideas to contem- 
plate, reflect on, or communicate, but rather, the production 
of something that has a quasi-autonomous existence, a life of 
its own, that performs its own work. "The concept posits 
itself to the same extent that it is created."2 Though the con- 

cept is an invention, something new, it can be dated (and 
hence can be marked by a proper name: "Plato's ideas," 
"Kant's transcendental," "Hegel's dialectic," and so on); 
what makes it a concept as opposed to an obsession or a fan- 
tasy is its existence independent of its origin, autonomous 
from its creator, its capacity to take on a life of its own. A 

concept is capable of detaching itself from its original for- 
mulation and working elsewhere. To be a concept it must 
both originate somewhere, not out of nothing but at some 
moment out of some preexisting elements; and it must be 
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1. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 
What is Philosophy! trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 199+), 5. 
2. Ibid., 11. 
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capable of sustaining itself elsewhere, in the life of other con- 

cepts and its plane of immanence. This is the future of the 

concept, if it has one at all. The life of the concept is not usu- 

ally stable, but, as Nietzsche recognized, is constituted out of 
the changing forces that have seized hold of it, used it, trans- 
formed it, mutated or revived it. A concept lives only when 
it is put to work, made to do something - develop an argu- 
ment, inspire an artwork, generate discussion and analysis, 
produce effects. 

The concept is what philosophy uses to think and to cre- 
ate. Deleuze and Guattari make clear that philosophy, as the 
domain for the production of concepts, is only one arena for 
creation and thinking. Science and art express two quite 
other relations invested in creation and thinking that bypass 
the concept, seeking in preference the functive, the percept, 
or the affect that philosophy cannot supplant, judge, reflect 
on, or correct but works alongside and connects with. What 

distinguishes philosophy from art and science, what particu- 
larizes it, is not that it is concerned with thinking - this is 
true of all production - but that the kind of thinking that it 
does is composed of concepts, and concepts themselves are 

always and only occasioned by problems, which themselves 
are inherent in or raised as such by events, the implacable 
force of the outside that, because it is outside, generates 
problems that we cannot help but address. Concepts are, for 
Deleuze, never unitary or singular but always composite, a 

multiplicity, an uneven and unblended concatenation of dis- 

parate elements which function to produce effects, other 

concepts, other actions and practices: "There is no concept 
with only one component."* 

Concepts are points of multiplicity, connections of com- 

ponents, which share borders with other concepts, are marked 

by irregular contours, and have an improper or imperfect fit. 
This is why, although they attain a certain cohesion, they 
cannot align to form systems. It is propositions, statements, 
claims, that is, discourses, that form systems through their 

orderly arrangement, their commitments to uniformity and 
coherence. Propositions function in a relation of representa- 
tion, of correspondence, and qualify for claims of truth and 

validity. Arguments can only be made using propositions. 
Where propositions form systems, concepts emerge from and 
link to events . Events are always specific, historical singulari- 
ties, "hecceities," which do not form systems or patterns but 
induce intensities, functioning as modes of affection and 

speeds of variation. Events are nonrecurrent, unrepeatable, 
and uncontainable. They occasion responses rather than 
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statements, and some of the responses they generate may 
involve the production of concepts. One of Deleuze's great 
strengths is his linkage of the production of theory to the 
occasion of events rather than to the provocations of the 
mind. Theory, concepts, as much as the practical activities 
of art and science, are incited, generated, put under pressure, 
and evaluated by the force of problems produced by events. 

The problem poses itself as a question which the con- 

cept, among other things, attempts to address. The concept 
never answers or solves the problem; it transforms it, re- 

places it with other problems. Problems do not engender 
solutions but induce action and thus experimentation. Events 
are always problematic, they always induce problems, insofar 
as events are the disparate and unrepeatable alignment of 

points that come together provisionally, raising at the very 
least the question of their nature, their existence, their pro- 
visionality, their force, and their speed. Concepts are one 
mode of attempted "solution," a solution not of the problem 
but in its vicinity. Concepts are the performance of the prob- 
lem rather than the enactment of their solution. 

In turn, it is thought that generates the problem out of 
the event and produces thought itself, and its products, con- 

cepts, as event. This may explain why one of Deleuze's most 

striking preoccupations is the separation of well-formed, 
legitimate questions or problems and how they can be dis- 

tinguished from badly formed ones.4 A badly formulated 

question, a false problem, can generate only illusions as its 
"solutions," or perhaps the illusion of a solution. These mis- 
formulations of the problem preempt or foreclose the exper- 
iments, the inventions, necessary for the development of a 
solution; they pose the question as already resolvable in given 
terms: "Far from being concerned with solutions, truth and 
falsehood primarily affect problems. A solution always has 
the truth it deserves according to the problem to which it is a 
response, and the problem always has the solution it deserves 
in proportion to its own truth or falsity."5 

1. The Problem of Space 

Space, how to occupy it, how to live in it, how to manage or 
regulate objects within it, and to organize our proximity to 
those objects, remains one of the necessary questions or 
problems that press on all social and cultural life. Space and 
time, within and by means of which objects, subjects, and 
their relations are structured and positioned, remain irre- 
ducible problems, renewed for each location and generation, 
whose "solution" can never be definitive, but is always in a 
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4. See Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans. 
Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habber- 
jam (New York: Zone Books, 1988). 
5. See Gilles Deleuze, Difference and 
Repetition , trans. Paul Patton (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1994), 158-59. 
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State of transformation or renegotiation. 
Deleuze focuses through all of his writings on the broad 

questions of ontology, on the ways in which time, as a mode 
of qualitative intensity, and space, as the form of all quanti- 
tative extensivity, can be theorized in terms other than those 
which have structured and divided them into the mutually 
exclusive disciplines in either the sciences or the humanities. 
He is interested in a conception of space (and time) which is, 
on the one hand, above the level of constraint or analysis of 
the hard sciences, for whom the mathematization of results 
is of central concern; and yet below the level of freedom of 
the arts, a kind of space generated by technicity, by the dis- 

covery of practical methods of ordering and structuring that 
do not guarantee their results (as science does) but never- 
theless generate powerful effects, produce social and cultural 

changes (as the arts do). 
I will focus only on one strand of Deleuze's conception 

of space, a small series of terms he links together. His work 
abounds in references to spatiality, though they do not take 
the form of a cohesive or developed argument: his discussion 
of two types of spatial organization (smooth and striated, 
that is, ordered through nomadic and State apparatus forms 

respectively),6 which is the equivalent of his discussion of 
two types of multiplicity (intensive and extensive, magnitu- 
dinal and numerical orders), which is the equivalent of his 
discussion of the Bergsonian distinction between space and 
duration (mathematical and intuitive, solid and fluid, mate- 
rial objects and living beings, the actual and the virtual). This 
series of linkages is immensely complicated; I only want to 
outline some broad suggestions and questions he raises. 

In his book Bergsonism , Deleuze presents a careful dis- 
cussion of Bergson's distinction between space (and the 
mathematization or quantification of objects through its 

geometrical mapping) and duration (which, as qualitative, 
is amenable to mathematization but is dramatically trans- 
formed in the process). Space solicits perception, and percep- 
tion's function is to outline objects, to simplify them in order 
to facilitate imminent action, to highlight what it is in the 
object that interests us. Science functions to solidify and con- 
solidate perception's practical orientation: its goal is to gen- 
erate repeatable actions whose results, if not controlled, can 
at least be predicted through the control of variables. This is 
not a shortcoming of science but its goal: not a knowledge of 
objects in their infinite richness and permeability with other 
objects, but with that which is extractable from objects. 
Science, perception, objects, and space are fundamentally 
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6. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, 
A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia , trans. Brian Massumi 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1987). 
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aligned: they are all on the side of, the tools for, the facilita- 
tion of practical action, and ultimately of habitual, guaran- 
teed behavior. This means that each eludes the reality of the 
interconnection of all objects with all others in order to seek 
instead the outline or simplification of objects. Science has 
never been concerned with the reality of its objects of investi- 

gation, only with outlinable objects whose contextual variants 
can be explored in controlled, that is, repeatable, conditions. 
Which means, for Bergson, that science has never been able 
to grasp the reality of time itself, duration, and consequently 
the significance that temporal becoming has for undoing the 

categories and controls relevant to space. Science continually, 
and necessarily, reduces duration to spatialization, which it 
does whenever time is counted, represented as a line, a circle, 
a spiral, that is, when it is presented as an even, homogenous 
continuum, readily divisible into self-identical instants. 

Bergson attributes to space the qualities of the actual: 

divisibility, homogeneity, infinite extensibility, geometrical 
modeling, and, above all, the capacity to be reborn anew at 

every minute: the irrelevance of the future for any under- 

standing of the spatial functioning of objects, which are en- 

tirely structured by the causal networks of the present (or 
equally, the past). If space and the objects locatable in space 
are of the order of the actual, then by contrast, Bergson 
ascribes to duration the qualities of the virtual - of latency, 
surprise, continuity, interconnection - the very qualities that 
science is unable to grasp, those qualities that make up events, 
singularities, unpredictable eruptions, transmutations, or 
evolutions, phenomena that invariably mark life, if not also 
matter and objects. The virtual is the inherence or subsis- 
tence of the past in the present, and the supervening of the 
future to overwrite the present's access to the past. It is the 
capacity to diverge from the present, to function differently, 
that is thus antipredictive, or rather, fundamentally histori- 
cal or retrospective. 

Deleuze remains fascinated by and committed to Berg- 
sonism all through his writings. It guides his (and Guattari^) 
division of space into smooth and striated modalities in A 
Thousand Plateaus ; it directs much of his analysis of the 
time-image in Cinema 2' and it returns in his final collabora- 
tive writings with Guattari, in What is Philosophy?, their dis- 
cussion of science, art, philosophy, and their relations to the 
"chaoid" states of a deterritorialized and unpredictable earth. 
Basically, and to be quite reductive, what Deleuze remains 
fascinated by in this 30-year romance with Bergsonism, and 
with the concept of the virtual that Bergson develops at the 
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As Donald Trump assumes the presidency for a second 
time, the outlook for higher education is dire. The 
new administration’s agenda for higher education has 
been thoroughly prepared by a series of statewide legal 
assaults on public colleges and universities in North 
Carolina, Florida, Texas, and elsewhere, as well as by 
the high-profile congressional witch hunt that within 
the past year brought down the presidents of three Ivy 
League institutions.1

How should we respond? The University of 
Chicago’s 1967 Kalven Report, often cited as the 
source of calls for “institutional neutrality,” declares, 
“From time to time instances will arise in which the 
society, or segments of it, threaten the very mission of 
the university and its values of free inquiry. In such 
a crisis, it becomes the obligation of the university as 
an institution to oppose such measures and actively to 
defend its interests and its values.”2 This is undoubt-
edly such a time. 

It will take courage and stamina to resist efforts, 
already well underway, to undermine tenure and 
academic freedom protections, eviscerate shared 
governance, diminish the faculty’s control over the 

	 1. For more on state-level attacks on higher education, see “Report 
of a Special Committee: Governance, Academic Freedom, and Institu-
tional Racism in the University of North Carolina System,” Academe 
108, no. 3 (Summer 2022): 33–69, and “Report of a Special Committee: 
Political Interference and Academic Freedom in Florida’s Public Higher 
Education System,” Academe 110, no. 3 (Summer 2024): 15–46.
	 2. “Kalven Committee: Report on the University’s Role in Political 
and Social Action,” The University of Chicago Record 1, no. 1  
(November 3, 1967): 3, https://campub.lib.uchicago.edu/view/?docId 
=mvol-0446-0001-0001. 

curriculum, and redefine higher education to benefit 
private interests over the public good.3 There is good 
reason to fear that many college and university lead-
ers—trustees, chancellors, presidents, provosts, deans, 
and more than a few faculty members—will seek to 
accommodate, if not capitulate to, these unwarranted 
incursions into higher education, especially when 
they come in the form of new laws. Some may even 
welcome another Trump administration as offering an 
opportunity to implement “reforms” they have long 
sought. In the 1950s, when the second Red Scare led 
to a purge of faculty members for their (sometimes 
only former) political affiliations, few educational 
leaders spoke up against it; fewer still followed words 
with actions. And faculty members were far too 
frequently complicit in attacks on their colleagues, 
especially those unprotected by tenure. Even the 
AAUP dragged its feet. 

One might sympathize with administrators who 
are pressured by politicians and, in some cases, mon-
ied donors. The power of the purse is strong. It is, 
perhaps, too much to ask that governing boards and 
administrations, much less faculty members, defy the 
edicts of those who fund their institutions, especially 
when attacks on higher education may occur under 
the cover of law. But resistance is necessary, and it can 
take many forms. 

Unfortunately, troubling recent events suggest 
that some administrations are not only acquiescing 

	 3. For discussion of these efforts, see Brendan Cantwell, “A Sec-
ond Trump Term Could Devastate Higher Ed,” The Chronicle of Higher 

Education, October 31, 2024, https://www.chronicle.com/article 
/a-second-trump-term-could-devastate-higher-ed. 

Against Anticipatory 
Obedience 

( J A N U A RY  2 0 2 5 )

The statement that follows, prepared by a joint subcommittee of the Association’s Committee on College and 
University Governance and Committee A on Academic Freedom and Tenure, was approved for publication by 
the parent committees in December 2024 and adopted by the Council in January 2025.

https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-campus-in-the-second-age-of-trump
https://www.aaup.org/sites/default/files/AAUP_UNC_report.pdf
https://www.aaup.org/sites/default/files/AAUP_UNC_report.pdf
https://www.aaup.org/file/AAUP_Florida_final.pdf
https://www.aaup.org/news/aaup-files-brief-condemning-political-attacks-teaching-about-race-and-racial-justice-texas
https://campub.lib.uchicago.edu/view/?docId=mvol-0446-0001-0001
https://campub.lib.uchicago.edu/view/?docId=mvol-0446-0001-0001
https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-second-trump-term-could-devastate-higher-ed
https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-second-trump-term-could-devastate-higher-ed
https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-second-trump-term-could-devastate-higher-ed


2 

Against Anticipatory Obedience

to attacks on fundamental principles but engaging 
in what scholars of authoritarianism call anticipa-
tory obedience—that is, they are acting to comply in 
advance of any pressure to do so.4 One case in point is 
the recent review of all course content for “antisemi-
tism or anti-Israel bias” in the Florida state university 
system, initiated by its chancellor at the urging of a 
member of the state house of representatives. Courses 
flagged by the review for further scrutiny included 
Percussion Ensemble, Global Hip Hop, General 
Parasitology, and Painting Workshop.5

Similarly, the University of North Texas admin-
istration recently censored the content of more than 
two hundred academic courses, including by mandat-
ing the removal of words such as race, gender, class, 
and equity from undergraduate and graduate course 
titles and descriptions.6 These actions were allegedly 
taken in response to state legislation banning certain 
diversity, equity, and inclusion programs and prac-
tices, even though the legislation specifically exempted 
academic course content.

While university administrators and faculty mem-
bers may be compelled to comply with legislation and 
court orders, even where these run counter to profes-
sional and constitutional principles, they remain free 
to register their disagreement. And under no circum-
stances should an institution go further than the law 
demands. Yet, the examples above depict an eagerness 
to obey on the part of administrative officers, portend-
ing a bleak future for higher education.

The AAUP’s 1956 special investigative report on 
the anticommunist scare concluded, 

We cannot censure the justified public interest 
in colleges and universities, or be unmindful of 
the extremely difficult task confronting academic 
administrations that seek to preserve educational 

	 4. Historian Timothy Snyder developed the concept of anticipatory 
obedience in On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century 

(Crown, 2017).
	 5. Ryan Quinn, “Lawmaker Claims Credit for Antisemitism  
Review at Florida Universities,” Inside Higher Ed, August 9, 2024, 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/academic-freedom 
/2024/08/09/lawmaker-claims-credit-antisemitism-review-florida; 
Emma Pettit, “Do These Courses Contain Antisemitic Content?,”  
The Chronicle of Higher Education, October 11, 2024, https://www 
.chronicle.com/article/do-these-courses-contain-antisemitic-content.
	 6. Texas AAUP-AFT, “University of North Texas Censors Course 
Content,” Academe Blog, November 19, 2024, https://academeblog 
.org/2024/11/19/university-of-north-texas-censors-course-content.

and research opportunities in order to serve the 
general welfare in spite of the suspicions of a 
public which, at times, has been confused by 
complicated issues or led astray by demagogic 
appeals. The temptation to yield a little in order 
to preserve a great deal is strong. . . . Yet to yield 
a little is, in such matters, to run the risk of sacri-
ficing all. . . . 

We cannot accept an educational system that is 
subject to the irresponsible push and pull of con-
temporary controversies; and we deem it to be the 
duty of all elements in the academic community—
faculty, trustees, officials, and, as far as possible, 
students—to stand their ground firmly even while 
they seek, with patient understanding, to enlarge 
and deepen popular comprehension of the nature 
of academic institutions and of society’s depen-
dence upon unimpaired intellectual freedom.7

The Trump administration and many Republican-
led state governments appear poised to accelerate 
attacks on academic freedom, shared governance, and 
higher education as a public good. They will attack 
the curricular authority of the faculty on a number 
of fronts, including professors’ ability to undertake 
“teaching, research, and service that respond to the 
needs of a diverse global public.”8 It is the higher edu-
cation community’s responsibility not to surrender to 
such attacks—and not to surrender in anticipation of 
them. Instead, we must vigorously and loudly oppose 
them. 

It will be vital, then, that we ensure our ability to 
resist the onslaught. We encourage AAUP chapters 
and conferences, unions, and faculty senates across the 
nation to take the following actions:

1. �Review handbooks and contracts to strengthen 
and reinforce faculty rights in the areas of curricu-
lar reform and course approval; academic pro-
gram discontinuance; and faculty appointments, 
reappointments, promotions, and dismissals.

2. �Review and reform policies to strengthen faculty 
oversight in areas currently being used to exercise 
excessive and undue discipline against faculty, 

	 7. “Academic Freedom and Tenure in the Quest for National Secu-
rity,” AAUP Bulletin 42, no. 1 (Spring 1956): 97.
	 8. “Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Criteria for Faculty Evaluation,” 
AAUP, October 2024, https://www.aaup.org/report/diversity-equity 
-and-inclusion-criteria-faculty-evaluation.

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/academic-freedom/2024/08/09/lawmaker-claims-credit-antisemitism-review-florida
https://www.chronicle.com/article/do-these-courses-contain-antisemitic-content
https://academeblog.org/2024/11/19/university-of-north-texas-censors-course-content/
https://www.aaup.org/sites/default/files/files/Quest%20for%20National%20Security.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/academic-freedom/2024/08/09/lawmaker-claims-credit-antisemitism-review-florida
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/academic-freedom/2024/08/09/lawmaker-claims-credit-antisemitism-review-florida
https://www.chronicle.com/article/do-these-courses-contain-antisemitic-content
https://www.chronicle.com/article/do-these-courses-contain-antisemitic-content
https://academeblog.org/2024/11/19/university-of-north-texas-censors-course-content
https://academeblog.org/2024/11/19/university-of-north-texas-censors-course-content
https://www.aaup.org/report/diversity-equity-and-inclusion-criteria-faculty-evaluation
https://www.aaup.org/report/diversity-equity-and-inclusion-criteria-faculty-evaluation
https://www.aaup.org/report/diversity-equity-and-inclusion-criteria-faculty-evaluation
https://www.aaup.org/report/diversity-equity-and-inclusion-criteria-faculty-evaluation
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staff, and students. These include Title IX and 
Title VI policies and procedures, acceptable-use 
policies regarding institutional resources, events 
and outside speakers policies, and campus free 
speech and protest policies, among others.

3. �Organize locally, regionally, and nationally. The 
erosion of faculty rights goes hand in hand with 
attacks on tenure, faculty unions, and academic 
governance.

4. �Strengthen local capacity to protect tenure and 
academic freedom by establishing or staffing a 
Committee A on Academic Freedom and Tenure 
in every chapter and state conference.

5. �Strengthen local capacity to protect faculty 
governance by promoting AAUP resources on 
governance, including the Statement on Govern-
ment of Colleges and Universities, within chapters, 
to faculty senates, and across institutions. Ensure 
the inclusion of protections for faculty members’ 
intramural speech concerning the governance of 
their institutions.

Now is not the time to be complacent. Now is the 
time to act. n

https://www.aaup.org/our-programs/shared-governance/resources-governance
https://www.aaup.org/our-programs/shared-governance/resources-governance
https://www.aaup.org/report/statement-government-colleges-and-universities
https://www.aaup.org/report/statement-government-colleges-and-universities




References: 

Julie Ault, In Part: Writings by Julie Ault, ed. Julie Ault and Martin Beck (Berlin: Dancing Foxes Press; 
Cologne: Galerie Buchholz, 2017), 13. 

Rose-Anne Gush and Danny Hayward, “How Austrian Liberals Silenced Pro-Palestinians,” Jacobin, 
December 2024, https://jacobin.com/2024/12/austria-liberals-pro-palestine-antisemitism. 

Etel Adnan, Arab Apocalypse, ed. Simone Fattal (Sausalito: The Post-Apollo Press, 2014), 45. 

Julie Ault, In Part: Writings by Julie Ault, ed. Julie Ault and Martin Beck (Berlin: Dancing Foxes Press; 
Cologne: Galerie Buchholz, 2017), 115. 

Myles Horton and Paulo Freire, We Make the Road by Walking: Conversations on Education and Social 
Change, ed. Brenda Bell, John Gaventa, and John Peters (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990), 19–
23. 

T. J. Demos and Jumana Manna, “Gaza Genocide, German Cultural Politics and the Inadequacy of Form: An 
Interview with Jumana Manna,” Third Text, May 2025, http://www.thirdtext.org/jumanamanna-interview. 

Etel Adnan, Arab Apocalypse, ed. Simone Fattal (Sausalito: The Post-Apollo Press, 2014), 59. 

Julie Ault, In Part: Writings by Julie Ault, ed. Julie Ault and Martin Beck (Berlin: Dancing Foxes Press; 
Cologne: Galerie Buchholz, 2017), 72–74. 

Andrew Hauner, “Artistic Research as Citational Practice,” Acta Academiae Artium Vilnensis: The Uses and 
Abuses of Artistic Research in Post-Disciplinary Academia 109 (2024): 14–27, https://doi.org/10.37522/
aaav.109.2023.164, 151–156. 

Andrew Sofer, The Stage Life of Props (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), 7–12. 

International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, “IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism,” 2016, https://
www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism. 

Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism, “Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism,” 2020, https://
jerusalemdeclaration.org/. 

Elizabeth Grosz, “Deleuze, Theory, and Space,” Log 1 (Fall 2003), https://www.jstor.org/stable/41764951, 
78–82. 

D. W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality (London: Routledge, 2005), 2–13. 

Etel Adnan, Arab Apocalypse, ed. Simone Fattal (Sausalito: The Post-Apollo Press, 2014), 58. 

James Meyer, “The Functional Site, or, The Transformation of Site Specificity,” in Space, Site, Intervention: 
Situating Installation Art, ed. Erika Suderburg (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 78–82. 

Jiří Veltruský, “Man and Object in the Theater,” in A Prague School Reader on Esthetics, Literary Structure, 
and Style, ed. Paul L. Garvin (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1964), 87–91. 

Julie Ault, In Part: Writings by Julie Ault, ed. Julie Ault and Martin Beck (Berlin: Dancing Foxes Press; 
Cologne: Galerie Buchholz, 2017), 45. 

American Association of University Professors, “Against Anticipatory Obedience,” January 2025, https://
www.aaup.org/reports-publications/aaup-policies-reports/policy-statements/against-anticipatory-obedience. 

Etel Adnan, Arab Apocalypse, ed. Simone Fattal (Sausalito: The Post-Apollo Press, 2014), 37. 

https://jacobin.com/2024/12/austria-liberals-pro-palestine-antisemitism
https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism
https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism
https://jerusalemdeclaration.org/
https://jerusalemdeclaration.org/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41764951
https://www.aaup.org/reports-publications/aaup-policies-reports/policy-statements/against-anticipatory-obedience
https://www.aaup.org/reports-publications/aaup-policies-reports/policy-statements/against-anticipatory-obedience

