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ABOUT WOKENESS, SLEEPWALKING AND STUPORS: THE WAR ON SOCIAL JUSTICE DISCOURSE 2021 

The world as we know it is undergoing dynamic transformation. Many gains have been made in recent 

decades towards loosening the grip of some of the belief systems that have enabled many systemic 

inequalities in the modern world. The ideological underpinnings of white supremacy, heteropatriarchy 

and coloniality, for example, have been rigorously challenged and are being steadily eroded, leading to 

changes in legal frameworks, social practices and the norms of acceptable everyday behaviour. The 

highly visible and vocal Black Lives Matter movement, which regained international momentum 

following the murder of George Floyd, has become a widely recognized recent manifestation of this 

refusal to abide the injustices and indignities of the past. The Rhodes Must Fall movement, started by 

students at the University of Cape Town in 2015, has also inspired similar student protests in many parts 

of the world against colonial institutional cultures and curricula. These movements have also 

encouraged the mainstreaming of critical theory and concepts such as ‘privilege’ and ‘systemic racism’. 

As these pressures of norm change accelerate, coupled with shifting demographics within nation-states 

and moving geo-political dynamics, the resistance and mobilization against change has also accelerated, 

a fact indelibly etched on the global imagination in the images of the attack on the US Capitol Hill by 

right-wing groups, egged on by the erstwhile President of the US, Donald Trump.  One of the most 

virulent forms this resistance has taken is the war on Critical Race Theory and Gender Studies as 

discourses supportive of social change. Attacks on these fields accompany right wing, and often populist, 

efforts to erode and thwart social justice initiatives aiming to redress historical oppression.  

We can cite so many examples of these dynamics. Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro has promised to 

“combat gender ideology” in his neoliberal and heteropatriarchal war on Marxism and Freirean social 

justice pedagogy. In Hungary, Gender Studies has been attacked as a field that threatens traditional 

family values and impairs national fertility rates. In Poland, the ministries of science and education have 

committed to eliminate the influence of gender, including pledges to strip the national accreditation of 

gay and lesbian studies. Similarly in India, despite the revocation of Article 377 from the Indian Penal 

Code that criminalized same-sex relationships, hatred against same-sex relationships and denial of 

same-sex marriages continue to be institutionalized. Hatred and denial are logically systematized by 

arguing that the practices of same-sex relationships and marriages are against the indigenous cultures 

and traditions of India.  

Alongside growing efforts to discredit Gender Studies in these and other countries, attacks on Critical 

Race Theory are gaining momentum. In his last few months as US President, Donald J. Trump issued a 

directive purging Critical Race Theory from trainings for US federal agencies. Subsequent to this move, 

efforts to ban CRT have accelerated in many states, with CRT being fully banned in a total of six States. 

Efforts are also underway in the United Kingdom to restrict the teaching of CRT in schools. In India and 

widely in Southeast Asia, the discourses on CRT occupy a backseat through a consistent denial of the 

existence of racism within the habitual existential spaces.  

Accompanying these institutional measures is a rise in conservative populism, seeking to counter civil 

rights and social justice advocacy and to render hate discourses along the lines of race, gender, 
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sexuality, ethnicity, nationality, and disability respectable once again. Right wing incursions into critical 

theory and knowledge, which have accompanied social justice advocacy for historically disenfranchised 

and oppressed groups, must also be seen in relation to broader attacks on academic research and 

expertise. The consequences of denying and devaluing scientific expertise have been tragically observed 

in contexts where right wing governments have denied the existence of COVID-19, with dire social, 

economic and health consequences. 

Notable in this new, and global, iteration of culture wars is the emergence of intergenerational fault-

lines. Younger generations are often ridiculed for their culture of “wokeness” and for creating the 

controversial practice of “cancel culture”. Efforts to denigrate youth calling for historical redress and 

equality have been largely deployed through rhetoric of “common sense”, which actively conceals 

ethnonationalist, neoliberal, and heteropatriarchal interests embedded within nostalgic recollections of 

“tradition”. Conservative accusations that critical “wokeness” is out of touch and even dangerous for 

traditional cultures and national economies provides a powerful example of the relationship between 

epistemic and social in/justice. 

Our conference picks up on this metaphor of “awakeness” and wishes to invite thinking on awareness, 

social conscientization, critical consciousness, and the attempts to prevent, reverse, and generally 

provide all manner of soporifics, sedatives and lullabies in both political and popular culture to counter 

democratically-inspired discourse. One such soporific that comes to mind immediately is the wide-

spread uptake in conspiracy theories, another is the recycling of eugenicist thinking that has informed 

some discourses on the Covid-19 epidemic, where notions of socially-sanctioned dispensability of “less 

useful/productive/valued” human lives, particularly those of the elderly and disabled, have once again 

surfaced. How do “sleeping,” denial and ignorance generate social productions by those who prevent 

the marginalized individuals and communities from gaining and sharing knowledges, or actively erase 

indigenous knowledges and other marginalised epistemologies? But then again, how are other forms of 

consciousness-policing operationalised within spaces of wokeness, thereby producing “sleepwalkers”?  

We hope to facilitate the presentation of thoughts that tease out the nuances of these metaphors in 

relation to the production of social justice thinking.  The conference will not take the form of traditional 

presentations and Q&A but will rather ask participants to present their thoughts briefly, and then 

engage in conversations with fellow panelists. We envisage conversations to span topics/fields such as: 

• The censorship of Critical Race Theory; gender, sexual and reproductive knowledge and 
other diversity discourses  

• The “war on wokeness” 

• Cancel culture 

• Freedom of speech/academic freedom and critical approaches to hate speech 

• New forms of eugenicist thinking, as in language of genetics, or populist Covid-19 
discourse, especially as these impact people living with disabilities and the elderly   

• Critical sleep studies – sleep as a form of resistance, for example 
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• The role of social media in creating/suppressing critical social justice thinking 

• Epistemologies of ignorance 

• Decoloniality, epistemocides & epistemological disobedience 

• Control of historical knowledge 

• Different lullabies of gaslighting in the age of neocolonialism/neoliberalism/post-
race/post-feminism 

• Activism, conscientization and challenges of anti-foundationalist thinking 

• Policing of “wokeness” 

• Ecocidal thinking  

• Many more ideas are out there. . . . 

The conference is hosted by the Wits Centre for Diversity Studies, University of the Witwatersrand, 

Johannesburg, South Africa on 6 October 2021 through Zoom virtual meeting platform.   
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CONFERENCE SPEAKERS 

Professor Ananya Jahanara Kabir  

Presentation title: ‘Zombies’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Ananya Jahanara Kabir is a literary and cultural historian based at the Department of English, 

King’s College London. The winner of the Infosys Prize for the Humanities (2017) and The Humboldt 

Research Prize (2018), she is the author of Territory of Desire: Representing the Valley of Kashmir and 

Partition’s Post-Amnesias. In 2020, she and the Franco-Pondicherrian author Ari Gautier co-founded the 

cultural platform le thinnai Kreyol to promote their vision of a multicultural, plural, and creolised India. 

Barış Ünlü 

Presentation title: ‘Cultural Revolution and the Global Right: Perspectives from Academia in Turkey’ 
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He has a BA in Economics and MA in Political Science from Ankara University. He completed his PhD in 

Sociology at SUNY Binghamton in the spring of 2008. His most recent book is: The Turkishness Contract: 

Its Formation, Functioning, and Crisis (in Turkish), (Ankara: Dipnot Press, 2018). In February 2017, with a 

State of Emergency decree, he was expelled from Ankara University, where he had been employed for 17 

years, for signing the Academics for Peace declaration. He is currently a Philipp Schwartz research fellow 

at the University of Duisburg-Essen.  

Professor Celine-Marie Pascale 

Presentation title: The Heresy of Commonsense in an Age of Chaos 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Celine – Marie Pascale is a leading scholar in the field of language and society.  Her research 

examines how language and representation are used to create and normalize systemic 

inequalities.  Pascale’s scholarship on the relationship between systems of signification and 

social/economic inequalities has been acknowledged with national and international awards for uniquely 

important contributions to the field. Her newest book, Living on the Edge: When Hard Times Become A 

Way of Life, is available from Polity as an e-book. Bound books will be released in late October. 

Liv Sovik 

Presentation title: ‘The Insider Within: Gaslighting Black activism in a Brazilian university’ 
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Liv Sovik is a scholar of Brazilian popular culture, especially music, as an avenue to understanding Brazilian 

imaginaries. She edited Da diáspora: Identidades e mediações culturais (2003), a major collection of work 

by Stuart Hall, and is the author of Aqui ninguém é branco [Here No One Is White] (2009) and Tropicália 

Rex: Música popular e cultura brasileira (2018). She is professora titular of Communication at the Federal 

University of Rio de Janeiro.   
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ABOUT WICDS 

The Wits Centre for Diversity Studies (WiCDS) was launched in 2014 and is based in the Faculty of 

Humanities at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits). Initially started as Intercultural and Diversity 

Studies of Southern Africa (iNCUDISA) at the University of Cape Town, WiCDS was then established at 

Wits in 2014 and aims to build capacity to meet the challenges of diverse societies, especially in post-

apartheid South Africa through interdisciplinary postgraduate education and research. 

The Centre presents three interdisciplinary programmes that can be undertaken by students from 

various disciplines, although most come from disciplines within the Humanities and Social Sciences. 

• BA Honours in Critical and Diversity Studies - this programme is done by coursework and 

research with the objective of developing and extending critical theoretical understandings of 

diversity issues in society through an introduction to diversity language and terminology. 

• MA in Critical Diversity Studies - through coursework and research, focuses on a deeper 

understanding of critical diversity and how it can be applied to professional and personal 

contexts, as something that is urgently necessary in all spheres of post-apartheid South African 

life and other global countries. 

• PhD in Critical Diversity Studies 

WiCDS is grounded in social justice imperatives, the research and education of the programme is 

informed by Melissa Steyn’s 2007 notion of Critical Diversity Literacy. The Centre has adapted the racial 

literacy concept developed by sociologist  France Winddance Twine to analyse other axes of oppression, 

such as gender, sexuality, disability and class amongst others to describe the field of critical diversity 

studies as that which develops diversity literacy in scholars and researchers. The following are the ten 

criteria for critical diversity literacy. 

Drawing on cutting edge social theory, the critical diversity studies lens opens up challenging research 

questions which emerge in the interstices of current disciplinary boundaries. These questions have the 

capacity to shift common sense assumptions about the social, enabling fresh and penetrating analyses of 

current social challenges. While no single research methodology need necessarily flow from critical 

diversity literacy, it involves the recognition of social construction and the constitutive role of discourse 

in employing critical social theory. 

The centre also collaborates with Pitzer College in a study abroad programme offered by Pitzer in which 

undergraduate students come to Southern Africa for a semester long immersive experience in Tanzania, 

Botswana, Zimbabwe and South Africa. During their stay in South Africa, students are hosted by WiCDS. 
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The Director of WiCDS is Professor Melissa Steyn who is the DST-NRF South African Research Chair in 

Critical Diversity Studies. 

For more information: 

www.wits.ac.za/wicds  

Twitter: @diversitycentre 

Facebook: Wits Centre for Diversity Studies 

YouTube: Wits Centre for Diversity Studies 
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CONFERENCE PUBLICATION  

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CRITICAL DIVERSITY STUDIES 

Papers presented will have the opportunity to be included in a peer-reviewed publication in the 

International Journal of Critical Diversity Studies. The International Journal of Critical Diversity Studies is 

a bi-annual, peer-reviewed journal that aims to provide a platform for critical engagement with 

hierarchies of power that create and sustain privilege and oppression along axes of difference. IJCDS 

contains original articles (research and theoretical) and book reviews and is published in June and 

November. All articles are submitted for anonymous peer reviewing by at least three referees. 

 

Professor Melissa Steyn, the Editor-in-Chief for the IJCDS holds the South African National Research 

Chair in Critical Diversity Studies and has the overall responsibility to ensure that kind of knowledge 

produced in IJCDS serves an integral role of unlocking our national and global potential. The IJCDS 

Editorial Board consists of local and international prominent persons in key research institutes whose 

expertise represents the journal's wider scope. 

Click this link to go to Scholar One 

The deadline for submission of manuscripts is 15 February 2022 

Authors should ensure that manuscripts conform to APA referencing style  

Manuscripts should be a maximum of 7000 words 

Submission inquiries can be sent to: gillian.jena@wits.ac.za  
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WiCDS SCHOOL COMPETITION: WRITE, CRITIQUE AND CREATE 

WiCDS’s 2021 School Competition went looking for creative pieces (e.g., essays, poems, short stories, 

and artwork, visual or non-verbal expressive work) on the theme of Awareness about any Issue of Social 

Injustice and Inequality. The competition is open to high school learners in grade 9 to 12 who officially 

attend Afrika Tikkuun. Prizes will be awarded for the best creative pieces and winners will be invited to 

share their work at the upcoming WiCDS International Conference, which will take place online on 6 

October 2021, at the University of the Witwatersrand.  Learners dealt with the following themes: 

• The silencing of important race; gender, sexual, reproductive education, and other diversity 

conversations. 

•  The “need of awareness about issues of social injustice and inequality.” 

• Call-out culture: a way of shunning or excluding an individual (from social or professional circles, 

online, social media, or in person) who is deemed to have acted or spoken in a questionable or 

controversial manner). 

•  Freedom of speech/education freedom and important approaches to hate speech. 

• A set of beliefs and practices that exclude people and groups judged to be inferior or promote 

those judged to be superior. 

• The role of social media in creating or crushing important social justice thinking and action. 

• Different expressions of unawareness and how those expressions are produced and maintained. 

The award ceremony for this competition will be held during the conference proceedings. 
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Wednesday, 6 October 2021 

08:30- 09:00 – Login and preparations 
 

09:00 – 09:15 – Welcome on behalf of conference organisers, Professor Melissa Steyn, Director of WiCDS 
 
 

09:15-09:30 - Official University Welcome 
 

09:30 – 10:00 – Schools creative competition award ceremony 
Chair: Gillian Jena 

Presentations of awards 

10:00 -10:15 – Tea break and transition into parallel sessions 

10:15 – 13:00 – Parallel Sessions   
Presenters to check into breakaway rooms 10 minutes before presentations 

Presenters will be expected to open room for questions and discussion during their presentation to create a conversational 
space. 

 

10:15 – 13:00 Social justice, diversity, 
and difference 
 
Breakaway room 1   

 
Chair: Dr Sayan Dey 

 
1. Vijay Kumar: Eco-casteism, 

Dalits and Existential Crisis in 
Hashiye Par  
 

2. Isis Giraldo: The attacks 
against social justice as a 
‘pedagogy of cruelty’ 

 
3. Sean Phelan: Hayek, Laclau 

and the politics of empty 
signifiers 
 
 

4. Marlen de Beer: Speciesism 
Carnism Ecocide Zolocaust 
dissonance via memes 

 
 

10:15 – 13:00 Wokeness, media and 
sleepwalking in the global south 
 
Breakaway room 2  

 
Chair: Kudzaiishe Vanyoro 

 
1. Manas Patra & Rahul Kumar: 

Curbing the Comedy: The 
intricacies of comedic 
wokeness and the 
concomitant government 
backlash in India 
 

2. Dr. Prince Kwame Adika and 
Mrs. Elisabeth Akosua 
Dzamikumah: Policing 
Wokeness in Postcolonial 
Ghana: Literary and Media 
Representations of the War 
on Social Consciousness 
Discourses in Ghana  
 

 
3. Maria Lombard:  The 

contemporary limits of 
wokeness - the “Good 
White”, the Bad and the Ugly 
  

4. Zininzi Bomoyi: African 
Wokeness: Rethinking 
Psychological wellbeing by 
focusing on Sleep and 
Dreams.   

 

10:15– 13:00 Discourse, practice and 
social justice in the 21st century 
 
Breakaway room 3 
 
Chair: Dr Cuthbeth Tagwirei 
 

1. Dr Nathaniel Adam Tobias 
Coleman: Don’t Die Of 
Ignorance  
 

2. Julia Suarez Krabbe- 
Strengthening the Pluriverse 
in the Midst of Lawfare  
 
 

3. Claire Kelly : Inkululeko as an 
example of the ‘war on 
wokeness’ being fought 
through the mobilisation of 
the language of ‘human 
rights’ 
 

4. Catherine Tebaldi: 
Dictatorship of the Woke 
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10:15 – 13:00 (De)coloniality, 
knowledge and higher education 
 
Breakaway room 4 - Theme  

 
Chair: Dr William Mpofu 

 
1. Yujuan (Emmy) Fu: Revisiting 

Césaire’s “Forgetting 
Machine”:  Fascism, 
Coloniality, and Decolonial 
Relearning  
 

2. Hadje Sadje: 
ReWesternization or 
DeWesternization, Which 
Path Are We Choosing? 
Decolonizing the Wokeness  

 
3. Scott Burnett: Higher 

education in Sweden: Chicken 
soup for the social democratic 
soul? 
 
 

4. Andre Belibou: Narratives of 
identity politics on the left 

 

  

13:00- 14:00 Lunch break 

14:00- 14:30 Reflective discussion session 
Chair: Dr Haley McEwen 

14:30 – 16:00 – Key panel  
Chair: Prof Melissa Steyn 

 
Speakers:  

 
1. Professor Ananya Jahanara Kabir: ‘Zombies’ 

2. Barış Ünlü : ‘Cultural Revolution and the Global Right: Perspectives from Academia in Turkey’ 
3. Professor Celine-Marie Pascale: ‘The Heresy of Commonsense in an Age of Chaos’ 
4. Liv Sovik: ‘The Insider Within: Gaslighting Black activism in a Brazilian university’ 

 

16:00-16:15 
Vote of thanks and close of conference: Prof Melissa Steyn  
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CONFERENCE FUNDERS & PARTNERS 

The Ford Foundation 

National Institute for the Humanities and Social Sciences 

South African Research Chair in Critical Diversity Studies 

The University of the Witwatersrand  

Afrika Tikkun 
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13TH FLOOR UNIVERSITY CORNER (CNR JORISSEN AND BERTHA), UNIVERISTY OF THE WITWATERSRAND, 

BRAAMFONTEIN, JOHANNESBURG 

+27 (0) 11 717 4418 │INFO.WICDS@WITS.AC.ZA 

TWITTER: @DIVERSITYCENTRE 

FACEBOOK: WITS CENTRE FOR DIVERSITY STUDIES 
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