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Dissent
Diego Sanchez, Jorge!

(University of Salamanca, Spain)

Expressing no entails a process of recognition, an evaluation and an act of dissent that aims to
open a possibility to change a situation. Dissenting refers to stating opinions contrary to those
“officially accepted” (Cambridge English Dictionary) and it can be political, religious, family,
individual, community, educational, economic, or, among others, transformational. I claim that
dissent, both as verb and noun, can be static and dynamic. It can be static if expressed as
dissatisfaction (with limiting and totalitarian nuances), and it unveils as dynamic (with
transformative and regenerative potentials) because it can also open means to disagree and
subvert systems of oppression.

Communicating and experiencing dissatisfaction can entail (or not) acts of dissent. The
experience of discontent, according to Chantal Maillard, might suggest an experience of
subalternity. In her own words, “[t]he maintenance of [a] rate of dissatisfaction is key in the
functioning of a capitalist system. Both craving and dissatisfaction are built upon fear: the fear
to lose, to get lost, to be less, to stop being. Accumulation then guarantees that one keeps being”
(47, my translation?). This affective feeling of dissatisfaction does not involve dissent but,
rather, a submission to consumerist values that manipulate and control people making them feel
dependent. This is the experience of feeling sad in a capitalist system that neither grants you
free time nor allows you to afford access to food, health or even free time. Conversely, turning
dissatisfaction into an action of subversion against official political or religious system involves
an act of dissent because official discourses are counteracted. This is the case of The Anti-
Austerity Social Movement in Spain (May 15 2011) or Occupying Wall Street in the US

(September 17 to November 15, 2011), which involved political, economic, social and
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2 All translations are done by the author of this article unless otherwise stated.
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individual acts of dissent because official structures of power were challenged. Accordingly,
expressing dissent (pronounced as noun) entails a confrontation and dissent (as verb) ignites a
direct opposition where an alternative is performed or sought.

Dissent fosters transformative spaces of change. Dissent is therefore understood as
having a different opinion and articulating an alternative position that aims to offer what
Priyamvada Gopal calls a “reparative history” (vi) to official sets of beliefs and political
practices. The consequent transformative dissent breaks and disentangles the “caricature of
protest and protester” that Sara Ahmed (2021) or Lucia Lijtmaer recognise when specific media
or public opinions sterecotype dissent and dissenter(s). An act of dissent involves the
performance of a transformative hope that is decolonial in action (De Lissovoy, Mignolo)
because it denounces and deactivates gender, colonial and/or capitalist control and violences
(Zizek, Chakraborty, Khair, Roy 2019). Therefore, dissenting is an exercise of human agency,
that is the possibility to oppose, challenge and alter ethnic discrimination, religious
stigmatisation, health poverty, gender limitations and other glass ceilings. Transformative
dissent is generative because it destabilises and modifies structures.

Dissent is also political because it interweaves what, in the context of the struggle for
indigenous populations in Canada, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson calls “constellations of co-
resistance” (27) referring to spaces of collaboration where injustice is talked about, challenged
and reversed. This is important because there are states in the Global North where dissent is
normal and even marketed (strikes in France, political discussions in talk shows on British
TV...). Nevertheless, dissent in the Global South might entail life threats or deaths. This is the
case of, for instance, India during the first two decades of the 215 c., a situation denounced by
Amit Chaudhuri, who stated that “a dissent-free country is a ‘normal’ country; a dissent-free
political environment constitutes a ‘good time’ for its rulers” (2018). Arundhati Roy?3, shamed

and legally prosecuted in India because of her acts of opposition against the sabotage to

3 Arundhati Roy is an Indian human being, labelled as writer, politician or activist. Nevertheless, I want to praise
the idea that many writers, as well as film directors or performers, are all activists because they enact actions to
change social and political lives. This is the case of Roy, who expresses, “[t]o those who say writers [artists] can’t
be activists, I say we live in places where politics kicks the door at three in the morning” (Roy 2017). Other
examples are Cate Blanchett, Mira Nair, Javier Bardem, Emma Thompson, Niki Caro, Vivek Shraya or, among

many others, Ivan Coyote.
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Kashmir or the religious discrimination of Muslim populations in India, exclaims that “the only
thing worth globalizing is dissent” (2001: 87) and citizens should go “beyond the manufacture
of consent towards the manufacture of dissent” (Roy qted. in Bhushan).

Dissent is also epistemic and so transformative practices of dissent challenge epistemic
injustice. Frickler states that “epistemic injustice might first and foremost prompt thoughts
about distributive unfairness in respect of epistemic goods such as information or education”
(1) and so I dwell on the notion that dissent activates a transformative hope that is transmuting
and cathartic in as much as it offers changes in real life for both individuals and communities.
Rosi Braidotti highlights that dissent enhances political and epistemic alternatives that grant
survival because, in her own words, “[w]hat is necessary is a radical transformation, following
the bases of feminism, anti-racism and anti-fascism [to] figure out which forms of knowledge
are being produced around us. How they connect to power relations and how do they connect
to possibilities of political and ethical resistance and the creation of alternative, better ways of
living together” (2019: 00:18-00:35). Dissent favours a critical engagement with ethics of
responsibility and care, which favour what Raghuram et al. all “narratives of interdependency
— spatially and temporally, [revealing] the enormous potential of imagining these geographies
as forms of existing and evolving relationalities [that] will also lead us to interrogate the
deployments of these terms in the context of past and present inequalities [through] ethical
responsibility” (Raghuram et al. 1,3). Accordingly, studying the genealogies and
representations of dissent favour a recognition, rebuilding and questioning of past and present
towards a much more equal future.

Analysing the work by transnational artists who dissent becomes key because they
practise “disruptive” acts (Ahmed, 2017: 261), offer “[s]tories that are different from the ones
we’re being brainwashed to believe” (Roy 2003: 142) and acknowledge responsibility and
response-ability to dissent the “dehumanisation and commodification” of protest (Jensen et al.
2020). Dissent facilitates new ways of “becoming” (Braidotti 2017, 2019) through cultural
representations that tell stories of migration like Mira Nair’s Mississippi Masala (1991),
Gurinder Chadha’s Bhaji on the Beach (1993), MIA’s “Bird Flu” and Kala (2007), Akram
Khan’s Desh (2011), Mala Rodriguez’s “Esclavos” (2013), Vivek Shraya’s “The Boy and the
Bindi” (2016), Francis Lee’s God’s Own Country (2017), Steven Loveridge’s Matangui/
Maya/MIA (2018), Selina Thompson’s salt (2018), Riz Ahmed’s The Long Goodbye (2019),
Stormzy’s Heavy is the Head (2019), Juan Diego Botto’s En los margenes (2022), or Mitski’s
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The Land Is Inhospitable and So Are We (2023). The titles interweave possibilities of
transformational dissent that relate spatially and temporally and enlarge the list of the possible
answers to: Were you given the opportunity to state no to something/someone, what would you
oppose, and which would be the outcomes of your dissent? Which sort of dissent can you/are

you enfranchised to exercise?
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