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This commentary explores some of the threads developed by the editors of Dialogues in Human Geography in
light of the recent publication and online conversation surrounding our article, ‘Citation Matters’. We
examine the precariousness of academic speech, question when it’s necessary to conscientiously disengage
from dialogue, and posit whiteness as a limit of and condition for dialogue. We frame this around the claim,
building further on Mouffe’s concept of agonism, that different speech acts, in particular within spheres like
the academy, and especially in the absence of a clear foundation for dialogue, can be viewed from a point of

view of nonequivalence.
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In their article, ‘The Possibilities and Limits to
Dialogue’, the editors of Dialogues in Human Geo-
graphy examine themes pertaining to the conditions
of academic dialogue in the context of the Trump
presidency and the continuing ascendancy of far-
right politics. In this response, we focus on the con-
ditions under which dialogue can occur and under
which dialogue might be legitimately disengaged
with. We reflect on our experience as the targets
of online harassment following initial publication
of our article, ‘Citation Matters’ (Mott and Cock-
ayne, 2017). We highlight the problematic focus
from the media on ourselves as white scholars,
despite the fact that the article in question aimed
to emphasize long-standing contributions in

geography and other fields that draw attention to the
consequences of citation practices privileging
whiteness, cis-masculinity, and heteronormativity.
Rose-Redwood et al. (2018) draw on Mouffe’s
(2000) concept of agonistics—the idea that dis-
agreement and dissensus, rather than centrist
notions of compromise—are key to democratic pol-
itics and dialogue. In one sense, the authors agree—
as we do—with Mouffe’s anti-universalist position.
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In another, they are critical of agonism for tending to
assume a common ground upon which dialogue is
able to proceed. They ask, ‘aren’t the most profound
disagreements in academia precisely over what
should serve as the foundational values of scholarly
discourse and practice in the first place’ (Rose-
Redwood et al., 2018: 114)? To this critique, we
would like to add emphasis to the problems that
arise in circumstances when, as is common today,
an agreed-upon foundation for dialogue is absent.
We consider this especially urgent given, for exam-
ple, UC Berkeley’s announcement of a (since-can-
celled) ‘Free Speech Week’, in which white
nationalist speakers were invited to campus to allow
students to ‘hear both sides’ of the highly racialized
debates in the wake of protests in Charlottesville,
Virginia. When there is no shared foundation for
agonistic dialogue, it is all-too-easy to annul real
differences between speech acts (see for example
Sultana, 2018), to conflate white supremacist
speech or online harassment with academic or other
attempts to engage with ideas. We claim that speech
can be viewed from the point of view of nonequi-
valence, to situate difference itself as a condition for
dialogue, rather than the assumed sameness that has
emerged in the absence of a common foundation.
The point here is not to silence people (nor to
conflate white supremacist speech with online har-
assment) but to note that given the absence of a
shared foundation for dialogue, it is sometimes nec-
essary to conscientiously disengage when one is
faced with white supremacist interlocutors or tar-
geted harassment. Nonequivalence may appear to
be anti-egalitarian and contrary to democratic prac-
tice, and we recognize the danger in this position.
Yet, as Butler (2016) notes, if one group speaks or
assembles with the specific aim of silencing or pre-
venting the speech or assembly of others (e.g. by
committing or inciting acts of violence against them
or by outing others as queer, trans, or paperless),
their speech and assembly work against claims to
democracy, and therefore, through the frame of
nonequivalence, should be assessed in this context
and perhaps not be considered protected forms of
speech or assembly. We claim nonequivalence in
order to minimize extreme and explicitly antidemo-
cratic acts of speech and assembly, and, in the

context of this response, to highlight that harass-
ment should not be counted as a foundation for
thoughtful agonistic dialogue.

Our article, ‘Citation Matters’, highlights
ongoing conversations about the racialized and gen-
dered dynamics of knowledge production within
human geography. We point to preexisting scholar-
ship that addresses these conversations—much of
which has been written by women of color (e.g.
Gilmore, 2002; Joshi et al., 2015; Kobayashi,
2006; Louis, 2007; Mahtani, 2014; Nagar, 2008;
Pulido, 2002; Sanders, 2006; see also the very recent
article by Tolia-Kelly, 2017). We saw our contribu-
tion as a way to emphasize that conversations about
the imbalanced representations of spatial knowl-
edge have been ongoing for decades, despite the fact
that the most highly cited scholars in the field are
white men whose bibliographies feature other white
men most prominently. As we wrote the article, we
discussed our shared concern that geographers were
tired of the topic of citation politics and representa-
tion. It has been addressed in geography conferences,
discussed on social media, and written about as a
common problem in various subdisciplines in
human geography. Yet, after the publication of our
article, it became clear that the idea is still novel for
many geographers, for scholars in other fields, and
for the general public.

Within a few weeks of the article becoming
available online, we were contacted by a writer from
the website Campus Reform who planned to publish
about our article, asking us if we would respond to
some questions. After reaching out to colleagues for
advice, we decided to address some of the questions
that we were sent. A quick search of articles previ-
ously published by this writer made it clear that they
would most likely publish only the most superficial
details of our article, with the specific aim of trig-
gering Campus Reform’s right-wing readership.
Nonetheless, we wanted to engage on some level
with the hope of addressing obvious misunderstand-
ings of our work. Despite our shared attempts to
address the questions and explain the nuance spe-
cific to the context of human geography, our inter-
locutor, as anticipated, published a piece that
severely distorted the contents of our article. Once
it became public, other conservative and alt-right
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websites published similar pieces, resulting in tar-
geted harassment for both of us through social
media, e-mail, and communications sent to various
parties at our respective institutions. The character
of these messages was often slanderous, racist, sex-
ist, misogynist, and homophobic and included
e-mails accusing us of being—somehow—both race
traitors and Nazi sympathizers. Carrie bore the brunt
of the harassment, which we collectively attribute
primarily to her being a woman, but also to her being
first and corresponding author, and being located at
a US institution.

Shortly thereafter, the article was discussed in a
piece published in The Washington Post. The atten-
tion a mainstream media outlet gave to our article
led to broader popular interest across the political
spectrum but also intensified the aforementioned
harassment. It also brought the piece to the greater
attention of geographers and other academics, who
responded in various ways. Many, including some
geographers, argued simply that it was bad science
to pay attention to an author’s identity. Others
pointed to links in their own fields between citation
practices and white heteromasculinism. For exam-
ple, Russell (2017: 8), writing in environmental
education, drew on our article and other research
to emphasize ‘how certain voices, methodologies,
and intellectual traditions continue to be margin-
alized’ in her field. Responses and commentary on
‘Citation Matters’ from academics and the general
public typically did not engage with our argument
from the common ground that Mouffe describes—
a point from which agonistic politics might be able
to proceed—but from an apparently reactionary
conviction that our claims (usually, we suspected,
without having read them) were biased or
misinformed.

Dialogue, in our reading, suggests two or more
voices participating in a conversation, on equal foot-
ing with one another and with tacitly agreed upon
parameters. The public responses—in particular
those in the form of harassment—occurred in a man-
ner that we generally did not consider to be dialogic
and that ultimately resulted in our disengagement.
As Cottom (2015) points out, academics are partic-
ularly vulnerable for calls to create public scholar-
ship and engage outside of the proverbial ivory

tower. She writes, ‘[w]e’re all sensitive to claims
that we’re out of touch and behind on neoliberal
careerism. And some of us actually care about enga-
ging publics’ (Cottom, 2015: n.p.). Yet the danger is
that often we do not choose the parameters for
engagement. As we learned, targeted harassment
and doxing of academics is an increasingly common
practice. Cottom points out that one condition for
dialogue is that academic institutions must be able
to protect their faculty and support them through the
harassment that can accompany public engagement.
However, in the context of an ever-more competi-
tive job market for early career academics, many
find themselves in temporary contracts, or positions
that do not offer the possibility of tenure, a situation
that increases one’s vulnerability and further limits
the conditions for dialogue.

Based on advice we received from colleagues
and our institutions, for fears over personal safety
and job security, and because of the emotional
exhaustion that accompanies harassment (and the
necessity to read and document harassment in case
legitimate threats emerge and must thus be
reported to the police), we chose to disengage
from further dialogue. As early career scholars
without the security of tenure, we were both grate-
ful for the support of colleagues, our departments,
and our respective institutions. The public atten-
tion on our work provided a forum for engage-
ment, but the opportunity for dialogue seemed
limited. The majority of the people contacting us
had obviously not read our article, and, in
instances where they had, the specificity and dis-
ciplinary context of our writing was overlooked.
Instead, we seemed to symbolize some aspect of
the perceived liberal and elite academy that many
people wanted an opportunity to attack. Some of
the advice that we were given for how to deal with
online harassment was to disengage from public
dialogue. One should lay low on social media, not
respond to online trolling or offensive e-mails,
and ‘wait for the storm to pass’. However, there
are consequences to this approach. Friends and
colleagues did not know what we were going
through and were thus unable to offer support or
guidance during a difficult and emotionally trying
time. Out of fear of further attention and
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harassment, we turned down interview offers that
may have actually been legitimate opportunities
for dialogue. Conscientiously disengaging, in
acknowledgement of the modern limits of dialo-
gue, was for us an unfortunate but necessary strat-
egy for both personal safety and emotional
survival.

In more general terms, disengagement is partially
to blame for the fact that many academics do not
realize how commonplace events like our experi-
ence actually are. We acknowledge, in consonance
with Cottom’s comments above, that the ability both
to engage and to be able to disengage is predicated
on the privilege of institutional and other resources.
Thankfully, the support that was available to both of
us enabled us to get through this particular encoun-
ter. Of course, such resources may not be available
to all scholars, such as those employed in precarious
positions, at universities with limited resources, or
to scholars of color and other academics from
socially marginalized backgrounds.

Throughout the 2-year period that we spent writ-
ing and editing ‘Citation Matters’, we frequently
discussed our shared feeling that we wanted to call
attention to a long-standing conversation. It was not
a new idea that we were proposing, and we con-
stantly fretted over whether it was still relevant.
Hadn’t others stated this before, over and over
again? Why should we be the ones, as two white
scholars with relative degrees of privilege, to write
about this? How could we possibly say anything
new about it? One of our aims was to draw attention
to the wealth of already existing scholarship—most
of it written by women of color—on the topic of
gendered and racialized representation in our field.
As a consequence of the publicity that our article
received, however, the focus once again remained
on two white scholars. The ideas from others that
we sought to highlight were attributed to us, eras-
ing the rich history of critique on this topic by
other scholars from social marginalized back-
grounds, thereby successfully whitewashing these
debates. We wish to point out the primary irony,
however unsurprising, of this particular encoun-
ter—that whiteness appears once again to be the
condition of dialogue. In this light, it is important
to draw attention, as Rose-Redwood et al. (2018)

do in their article, to how the limits of dialogue
remain raced and gendered in pernicious and vio-
lent ways and to how the conditions for engage-
ment appear to remain, still, determined by white
heteromasculinity.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank Reuben Rose-Redwood, Rob
Kitchin, Lauren Rickards, Ugo Rossi, Ayona Datta, and
Jeremy Crampton for writing the paper that sparked this
dialogue, and for the opportunity to respond to it. We
would like to thank friends and colleagues who have been
particularly supportive including Jess Linz, Sue Roberts,
and Araby Smyth, and we would like to especially men-
tion Farhana Sultana for her courageousness and inspira-
tional work fighting against continuing colonialist
movements and white supremacy. We have also been
grateful for the resources that we had available to us at
our respective institutions.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest
with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publica-
tion of this article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the
research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

References

Butler J (2016) Judith Butler on public assembly, precar-
ity and Trump. In: E-Flux Conversations. Available at:
https://conversations.e-flux.com/t/judith-butler-on-
public-assembly-precarity-and-trump/5145 (accessed
27 October 2017).

Cottom T (2015) Everything but the burden: publics, public
scholarship, and institutions. In: Tressiemc. Available
at: https://tressiemc.com/uncategorized/everything-
but-the-burden-publics-public-scholarship-and-
institutions/ (accessed 20 October 2017).

Gilmore RW (2002) Fatal couplings of power and differ-
ence: notes on racism and geography. The Profes-
sional Geographer 54(10): 15-24.

Joshi S, McCutcheon P and Sweet E (2015) Visceral geo-
graphies of whiteness and invisible microagressions.
ACME 14(1): 298-323.


https://conversations.e-flux.com/t/judith-butler-on-public-assembly-precarity-and-trump/5145
https://conversations.e-flux.com/t/judith-butler-on-public-assembly-precarity-and-trump/5145
https://tressiemc.com/uncategorized/everything-but-the-burden-publics-public-scholarship-and-institutions/
https://tressiemc.com/uncategorized/everything-but-the-burden-publics-public-scholarship-and-institutions/
https://tressiemc.com/uncategorized/everything-but-the-burden-publics-public-scholarship-and-institutions/

Mott and Cockayne

147

Kobayashi A (2006) Why women of colour in geography?
Gender, Place & Culture 13(1): 33-38.

Louis RP (2007) Can you hear us now? Voices from the
margin: using indigenous methodologies in geo-
graphic research. Geographical Research 45(2):
130-139.

Mabhtani M (2014) Toxic geographies: absences in critical
race thought and practice in social and cultural geo-
graphy. Social and Cultural Geography 15(4):
359-367.

Mott C and Cockayne D (2017) Citation matters: mobiliz-
ing a politics of citation toward a practice of conscien-
tious engagement. Gender, Place and Culture 24(7):
954-973.

Mouffe C (2000) The Democratic Paradox. New York:
Verso.

Nagar R (2008) Languages of collaboration. In: Moss P
and Falconer Al-Hindi K (eds), Feminisms in Geogra-
phy: Rethinking Space, Place, and Knowledges. Lan-
ham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 120-129.

Rose-Redwood R, Kitchin R, Rickards L, et al. (2018)
The possibilities and limits to dialogue. Dialogues in
Human Geography 8(2): 109-123.

Russell K (2017) On open access, the politics of citation,
and generous scholarship. Canadian Journal of Envi-
ronmental Education 21: 5-12.

Sultana F (2018) The false equivalence of academic free-
dom and free speech: defending academic integrity in
the age of white supremacy, colonial nostalgia, and
anti-intellectualism. ACME 17(2): 228-257.

Tolia-Kelly D (2017) A day in the life of a geographer:
‘lone’, black, female. Area 49(3): 324-328.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


