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Editorial

∵
On Speaking Out: Refusing Complicity with 
Genocide

This Special Issue of Public Anthropologist asserts the necessity of speak-
ing out against the intensification of genocide in Palestine. The tactics of 
silencing, and the repression of all forms of solidarity and empathy with a 
livestreamed genocide in most academic institutions in the Global North, 
in tandem with the political establishment, have made evident the moral 
ambivalences within anthropology (and beyond). The repression around 
anti-genocidal sensibilities has unveiled the disjuncture between the worlds 
we teach, work in, and have developed expertise on. This historical moment 
where the brutality of a genocidal occupation is supported, supplied by, 
and normalised by most governments in the Global North has revealed the 
duplicity of geopolitical discourse in which the assertion of and the pedagogy 
of human rights have long been utilised as tools of geopolitical dominance.

This is a time characterized by a significant deterioration of intellectual 
freedom and freedom of expression at the global level. The shrinking space 
for critical analyses can partially be explained by increasingly repressive 
policies. In Europe and the United States of America, for instance, scholars – 
including many anthropologists – have lost their jobs or have been harassed or 
marginalized for signing petitions, for using the word “genocide” in describing 
the actions of Israel, or even for sympathizing with the suffering of the 
Palestinians. The degree of impunity for the massacres committed by Israel 
in Palestine, primarily in Gaza and increasingly in the West Bank, Lebanon, 
Syria, and Yemen has been accompanied by transnationally imposed silencing 
mechanisms. In the United States of America, Germany, Austria, the United 
Kingdom, and most of the Global North, scholars who have tried to raise 
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awareness of the situation in Gaza have been accused of antisemitism, and of 
a lack of neutrality and objectivity. However, there is no equivalence between 
oppressor and oppressed. That is why in the context of the genocide in Gaza, 
neutrality turns into an intellectual retreat, a moral abandonment that makes 
political responsibilities invisible.

Despite the chilling effect of repressive pro-Zionist and anti-Palestinian 
policies, there have been varying courageous and principled stances against 
the genocide. Public demonstrations of solidarity with Palestinians have been 
subjected to brutal police force, events have been forcibly cancelled, and 
funding (of a wide range of initiatives, including research) has been withdrawn. 
The violent responses to advocacy that seeks to ameliorate death-dealing 
conditions for Palestinians requires a responsiveness from anthropologists 
and other intellectuals towards just and life-giving political horizons. Amid 
the many ongoing and unremarked-upon violences globally, which have been 
rendered ordinary, the destruction of Palestine and the Middle East is a moral 
and epistemic watershed. Some of the language, such as that of neutrality 
or objectivity, or assumptions related to the occupier’s right to defend itself 
against the occupied, have been used to negate historical truths and evade 
moral responsibility. As intellectuals, we have been in this place of moral 
ambiguity many times before in which a particular structure of violence, in its 
naked virulence, has worldmaking implications.

For example, Antonio Gramsci’s reflection at the dawn of the First World 
War contained an honest admission of difficulty in understanding all the 
issues at stake, of “confusion,” but also a testimony of the awareness that the 
coming war would completely change the history of Europe. He stated that, 
“despite the extraordinary confusion that the European crisis has created in 
our conscience and in our political parties, everyone agrees on one point: the 
present historical moment is of unspeakable gravity.”1 Gramsci argued that, in 
such a context, it was not the concept of neutrality as such that was questioned 
(referring to the neutrality of the proletariat), but the modality and timing of 
that neutrality. In moments of crisis and large-scale violence, it is necessary to 
move from the position that Gramsci defined as “absolute neutrality” to one 
that he described as “active and operative neutrality.” Today, claiming absolute 
neutrality in circumstances of a genocide means becoming complicit in acts of 
violence and moral sabotage against the oppressed. Absolute neutrality means 
escaping from our responsibilities as citizens and intellectuals. An active and 
operative neutrality requires that we refuse moral relativism – which is never 

1	 Gramsci, A. 1914. Neutralità attiva ed operante. Il Grido del Popolo, October 31. In: Gramsci, A. 
(1967). Scritti politici. L’Unità – Editori Riuniti, p. 6.
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neutral – but rather aver a politics that centres justice and rejects any genocidal 
project.

The need to speak out now is as imperative as the historical juncture that 
gave rise to Gramsci’s exhortations. Anthropologists have developed the tools 
to understand settler-colonialism, Zionism, Orientalism, racism, and other 
forms of oppression. Some anthropologists have used the tools of our long 
intimacy with the aftermath of conquest and geopolitical strife to resist and 
advocate for better worlds. We must, however, account for the fact that many 
anthropologists prefer not to do so. We should recognise that silence has not 
only been the consequence of repression but also the effect of moral ambiguity, 
complicity, intellectual laziness, and self-interest. Some anthropologists are 
actively participating in the consolidation of oppressive infrastructures. This 
phenomenon is certainly not new, as the history of colonialism has shown. 
Yet it is particularly insidious today. Many anthropologists find it easy to 
criticize – often for good reasons – the historical trajectory of our discipline. 
At the same time, they tend to overestimate today’s capacity to confront 
power. How much do anthropologists today actually succeed, or at least try, 
to distance themselves from the different forms of power that influence our 
work? Compared to earlier instances within nineteenth- and twentieth-
century anthropology, contemporary anthropologists have had more exposure 
to articles and books taking a so-called “critical approach.” However, in many 
cases reproducing critical approaches in anthropological writing is harmless 
critique, a critique of convenience, an aestheticized and anaesthetized critique, 
and does not reflect substantial and sincere confrontations of power. As we are 
well aware, configurations of power can be found in governmental institutions, 
multinational corporations, military force, and epistemic demands and 
proscriptions. Many anthropologists exercise a tacit form of obedience that 
can become instrumental for career development and self-interest.

Whilst the question of confronting power is critical, as is what that does 
to normalise genocide, there are also questions that go to the heart of the 
discipline and the possibility for thought. What does it mean for our capacities 
to think the world, the ways that violence and the logics of domination 
shape the worlds we encounter and think about and with, if we are unable 
to apprehend and respond to an unfolding and livestreamed genocide? The 
attenuation of our epistemological imaginaries and our capacities to evaluate 
history and historical processes are placed in abeyance if we are unable to 
attend to how geopolitical cartographies come into being, and their making 
and unmaking through worldmaking violence and its attendant sociopolitical 
effects and impetuses (in their geopolitical dimensions). Gupta and Ferguson 
have noted that one way to understand anthropology’s history is as a “biography 
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of imperialism.”2 Attenuating what is knowable, sayable, and teachable is 
also to refuse the ethico-moral injunctions of our history’s shameful tarrying 
with colonialism, in its past and present configurations, and also to do so in a 
generationally significant way.

If we are to think of episteme as cumulative wisdom, rather than a recursive 
habitation of thought, which offers us proximal relations to epistemic justice 
and ethical subjectivities that affirm principles of justice, then not to perceive 
this genocide, or to make space to think collectively about a contemporaneous 
genocide, is to concede this moment to a repetition of history. Moreover, 
acceding to epistemic proscription on a genocide would entail, as we are 
seeing in the United States of America, to concede thought to censorship 
and a wilful project to erase some of the most critical categories of analysis 
for understanding inequality and the everyday lives of the global majority, 
amongst whom most of us work. Not only is it to foreclose the making of moral 
imaginaries that include the right to life of the majority of the world but also to 
place anthropology in service to whatever noxious political rationalities wield 
power. The proscriptions around naming, describing, and protesting genocide 
are the vanguard to foreclosing horizons of thought, liberatory conceptual 
vocabularies, and emancipatory epistemologies that may have come to 
influence the exercise of political power.

When we combine active forms of repression with strategic forms of self-
censorship, the result is a climate of intellectual anaesthesia that defuses 
attempts to speak out now and that will come to shape the discipline. 
Intellectual anaesthesia, however, will not protect us from the fascist projects 
that seek to destroy academic and research fields. Despite all its flaws, the 
university, at least in its liberatory potentialities, is a project worth fighting for. 
Moreover, it is worth fighting for epistemic justice and academic freedom that 
does not normalise noxious repressive politics within its corridors. Intellectual 
anaesthesia will not protect our most vulnerable colleagues from having their 
livelihoods and careers destroyed. Indeed, it is worth noting that allowing 
hierarchies of security within universities and research institutions has 
created the kind of precarity that normalises the silencing of humanist ethical 
subjectivities. Intellectual anaesthesia will not protect our most vulnerable 
students from having their education cut short and from all the consequent 
violences of institutional and state-sanctioned harassment. Unless we take 
seriously the idea that our collective well-being is tied to each other and that 
our struggles are interconnected, intellectual anaesthesia will ensure our 

2	 Gupta, A. and Ferguson, J. (1992). Beyond “Culture”: Space, Identity, and the Politics of 
Difference. Cultural Anthropology, 7(1): 6–23, p. 8.
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complicity with the destruction of a people and also the demise of a version 
of the academic and research community, however flawed, that expanded the 
terrain of recognition.

Likewise, the varying global crises that beset us are not discontinuous 
from the genocide happening in Palestine. Climate predation. Capitalist 
extraction and disaster capitalism. Violence and geopolitical domination. The 
corporatisation of the university and the privatisation of life-giving technologies 
and infrastructure. The expansion of the military-industrial complex into 
spectacular arenas of warfare and domestic, militarised repression. These and 
other modalities of organising the world that benefit very few at the expense of 
many are not disconnected. As intellectuals, it is our task to think about these 
connections and take a position towards the world we desire, the world we 
wish to bequeath, and the world we need, within which we work and live and 
love and create life-giving socialities.

This Special Issue is thus of particular importance in this historical 
juncture. It signals that as diverse as anthropology may be, the turn to fascism, 
the normalisation of genocide, and the attempt to repress moral courage 
is not total. We are heartened by the many anthropology associations that 
have responded to the genocide, despite the internal dissent that has sought 
to equivocate the vast machinery of Zionist repression and the brutality 
meted out on Palestinians. We recognise that this is a difficult moment. It 
is, as has become increasingly clear, one in which none of us can claim to 
be unaffected. Our commitment and solidarity with Palestinians amid the 
ongoing genocide is also a commitment to our shared destiny. That there 
are a number of anthropologists who believe in a world that is habitable 
for us all and refuse complicity with genocide is a hope and a politics worth 
holding onto.

We hope that in providing this space, future conversations are made 
possible for an anthropology that defies this historical moment and is not only 
a critique of power but also offers a liberatory praxis. In the spirit of Public 
Anthropologist, the Special Issue utilises different strategies of representation 
– academic, poetic, satirical, and autoethnographic – with the goal of 
providing space for both expository reflection and affect to emerge. We know 
that “any knowledge gathered under unequal conditions serves a disciplinary 
function.”3 The liberatory praxis we think of is thus also an urge to actively 
resist repressive disciplinary actions and to work towards creating possibilities 

3	 Graeber, D. (2006). Beyond Power/Knowledge: An Exploration of Power, Ignorance and 
Stupidity. Malinowski Memorial Lecture.
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for a more equitable politics of knowledge. This includes contributing to the 
reconstruction of the intellectual and knowledge infrastructures of Palestine, 
shattered by genocidal violence.
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