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Episode 5 

The East is A Podcast,  
with Sina Rahmani  

Sina: All this time since we’ve been like eight years old, we’ve been living through 
this insane media revolution and we’ve gone along with every transformation, but our 
institutions haven’t. 

Okka: Thanks, Sina.  So, I’m excited to speak with you today.  I’m an avid listener to 
your podcast, The East is a Podcast, which we’re going to be discussing today.  It’s 
kind of a meta-episode because I’ve been pushing for podcasts myself--along with 
many others in academia--I’ve been pushing for podcasts to be regarded as 
academic output, right, and as part of contributing to community and conversation.  
As you can imagine, there’s bureaucracy surrounding that right, so [laughs] – 

Sina: Yeah [laughs]. 

Okka: – this is like me bringing on somebody who’s doing so much in terms of 
creating conversation and community around anti-imperialism, from various parts of 
the world.  I mean your podcast is so – it has archival interviews, you know, 
everyone from Bruce Lee to Edward Said, right?  And it has readings of articles, it 
has interviews with people.  You interviewed a farmer who was a veteran, you 
interviewed academics who are extremely well-known, and you highlight lectures.  Is 
there anything else I’m missing?  There’s such a wide variety in terms of the content 
you produce for the podcast. 

Sina: I also interview randos that I find on Twitter and also my friends from grad 
school about Dickens for some reason.  It really – the podcast is like the inside of my 
brain, it’s just all of the things that feed into my brain simultaneously.  They all find an 
outlet into the podcast somewhere. Also, it helps that I don’t respect any copyright 
laws.  So, I just [laughs] – if someone complains about it OK, I’ll take down the 
episode, but I don’t think I’ll get in trouble for posting a 60-year-old interview with 
Gamal Abdel Nasser or a 50-year-old interview with Nasser, so it’s – yeah, it fun.   
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Thank you, that’s very sweet, I appreciate it.  I don’t – it’s been like three years of my 
show, and it’s fun.  It doesn’t play the same role as it used to at the beginning when I 
started doing it, because I do other stuff now, I produce other shows.  I still love 
doing it, I still love talking about it, it’s like the best job in the world.  I get to talk to 
smart people and I just sit there and people give me money for some reason – 

Okka: That’s what I’m doing right now, interviewing you.  It’s a trip, it’s great.  

 
Sina: It’s fun, yeah, it’s just talking and it’s words and it also helps that nobody 
covers the stuff that I cover.  So when you’re the only one in the room, you end up 
standing out.  So God bless the mediocre podcasting left for ignoring most of the 
world because that just – 

 
Okka: Alhamdulillah. Alhamdulillah, for the mediocre podcasting left, alhamdulillah.  

Sina: Yeah, I’m a mercenary when it comes to ratings and stuff, so I’ll just fill the 
niche if I have to. 

 
Okka: OK.  Wow, duly noted.  So I have two questions for you based on what you 
just said.  The first as you said, The East is a Podcast doesn’t play the same role, 
because you’re producing other podcasts. Do you maybe want to speak a little bit 
about which other podcasts you work on, and what do you mean by not playing the 
same role for you, in terms of the centrality of the work to your life or…? 

 
Sina: Yeah, like sort of – just terms of the amount of energy that I give it.  I am more 
divided, I produce for the Red Nation, they have a couple of podcasts. There’s the 
Red Nation podcast and they have a YouTube channel and stuff so I’ve been kind of 
working with them for almost two years now and I also produce a podcast called 
Reboot Health. That’s for a friend of mine here in Toronto and I produce his show.  
His show is about AI and health and it’s not anything that’s obviously my topic, but 
it’s like I helped him develop the show and I do his editing and stuff.  And what’s the 
other thing I do?  I’m also helping a friend of mine right now.  She just launched her 
show. Amanda, she’s under Cat Content Only. The podcast has been rated – 

 
Okka: Oh, she’s been on your podcast before.  
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Sina: Yeah, she has, yeah.  Amanda Yee, she’s great and she has her own Patreon 
now.  It’s called Radio Free Amanda.  It’s not free, ironically named. But you do have 
to pay, it’s kind of that situation, she’s making it her full-time job.  So I kind of have 
been informally advising her and helping her and getting on her feet.  It’s not actually 
that hard when you sit down to do it.  And I guess to answer the second question, in 
terms of East is a Podcast is where I learned everything.  You listen to those early 
episodes man, those are some – those are some rough episodes, they did not – I 
didn’t know how to interview, I didn’t know how to edit, I didn’t know to record.   

 
I just kind of was making it up.  I was kind of just making it up and now that I know a 
little bit, I have a little bit of experience, I’ve seen a lot of different things go wrong in 
recording, which gives you experience, now that I know and I kind of pay attention to 
this stuff now, I’m much more – it’s funny, you don’t – I put it this way to people, at 
first I was extremely politically conscious of my content.  I was extremely deeply 
enmeshed with my content. And now it’s like I worry more about the aesthetics of it.  
I know that sounds really bad, but I mean in the sense of I’m a like a formalist, I like 
forms, and so the form of audio is what I’m more focused now than I am, say, in 
terms of “Oh I want to interview this person for my podcast, and talk to them about 
this.” 

 
I don’t know I just have less to say maybe too, I’ve just said a lot.  Like what else can 
I fucking say?  I’ve said, after three years I’ve got no more takes.  I used up all the 
thoughts in my brain.  So I’m kind of like, I don’t know, I feel like a little – I am still 
going to do it, I love the show, it’s great.  It’s really wonderful and I’m happy to 
provide a platform to people and that’s kind of how I see it, it’s a platform, it’s not 
really about me, I don’t sit and talk to a group of my friends and kind of give takes 
and stuff, but I just – you know I like to think of it as like the issues are important and 
the texts that I talk about on the show are important. So it’s not – I’m not overly-
precious about it, let me put it that way. 

 
Okka: Right.  But you know you’ve just produced so much output over the past three 
years.  You've done so much on it.  It’s funny when you said “I’m more focused on 
aesthetics now.” I was like “Oh my gosh, has Sina become like a hipster with regards 
to his podcast? 

 
Sina: [Laughs]  

 
Okka: “How do I turn The East is a Podcast into like a fixie bike equivalent of a leftist 
podcasting world?” So the second question for you is, you said that you’ve said so 
much already and also that nobody is really covering what you cover.  So for the 
listeners, perhaps people who may not be familiar with your podcast, could you 
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describe what it is you have covered or do cover?   

 
Sina: Well, let me tell you this, probably the better way to describe it is how it started, 
which was I kind of wanted to do an Iran podcast and it was the 40th anniversary of 
the revolution that year and I thought I could just do Iran.  And a friend of mine said, 
“You shouldn’t do Iran, that’s too parochial, it’s going to get boring really quickly and 
no one will listen to it. You should just do a regional sort of like Middle East thing, 
and you’ve got a good name for it already.”  And I was like, “You know, that’s a good 
idea.” And it’s funny, when you don’t have a geographic range, when you don’t really 
have an agenda per se, I mean I guess I kind of do, the East broadly determined.  
But that’s kind of the whole point is that the East is a fiction and it is something you 
can just create in your mind.   

 
So over the last – I guess over the last three years, it’s going to be three years this 
October, which is crazy but over the last three years, I haven’t been very calculated 
in my guest – you know, in my guest roster promotion or organisation. I don’t plan 
my guest roster, it’s like random. 

 
Okka: What?  That actually really surprises me because of the volume of output that 
you produce and that is a question that I was going to ask you about.  Do you have 
like a mood board – does Sina Rahmani have a Pinterest board where he is just like, 
“OK, let’s cover Lumumba more in the month of September or something like that? 
 

Sina: [Laughs] Yeah, it’s not planned at all.  It’s more like the – and this is the thing I 
loved about being an academic and my academic training, is it’s just a like a big – if 
you treat it right or at least if you arrange it this way, it can just be a big sandbox.  So 
you can just play on whatever topic that day.  So unfortunately over – this is probably 
why I was a bad academic, it’s because I was more of a dilettante than I was 
focused.  Like I was comparative literature which already makes you circumspect 
because generally the study of literature is divided up into languages, and you stick 
to a language, and then you pick a time period inside that language, and then you 
pick a region inside that time period, inside that language, blah, blah, blah.   

 
So comparative literature is famous for flouting the conventions on this one, but I 
guess the topic range is more reflective of the fact that I use my Twitter, which is 
very diverse, which – I do a very sort of – guess I didn’t realised how active I was 
curating it, but I do curate it pretty intensely.  And my follower list – not my follower, 
my following list, I would say is really important, because that’s how I discover 
people who are like “Oh this guy’s interesting, this guy knows their stuff, this person 
knows their stuff.  This is something that could be a fun conversation.” You see, 
reading people’s timelines is a kind of language and you can tell that “Oh this person 
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has something to say about this.” 

And when you don’t rely on the traditional logic of talk podcast world or the kind of 
weird tertiary publishing world or secondary publishing world I kind of reside in, 
because generally the thing is, publishers publish books by authors, authors need 
their publishers to go after platforms like mine to sell their books.  So there is a kind 
of material basis to a lot of this stuff.  Now a lot of left podcasts are actually just 
wings of publisher, which we should talk about.  Which is a problem, but I also 
augment those book – sort of like people who approach me through their media 
people who are like, “Hey do you want to talk about this book,” I’m like, “Yeah, why 
not, of course, I’ll talk about anything, it sounds great.”  And I’m pretty open, I’m open 
to anything. 

 
So I try to augment that with the sort of random characters that I – that my Twitter 
following, my following list on Twitter has helped me curate. And yeah, it’s a mix, it’s 
a mix.  And it’s good to mix. Honestly it’s way better.  It’s way better for your 
listeners, it’s way better for your own brain as the host because it forces you to 
diversify.  Yeah, it’s random, but it works.  It works for me at least.  Some people it 
doesn’t work, I don’t know. 

 
Okka: Thank you, that gives me a little bit more of an insight into sort of – do you like 
– I’m thinking of the meme from It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, with the guy with 
the strings? 

 
Sina: [Laughs] Yeah, that’s me. That’s me.  But it’s all the random topics.  So 
actually your metaphor was correct, there is a kind of Pinterest board in my brain but 
I don’t know how conscious it is.  Sometimes I’ll just go on a topic bender.  I was 
obsessed with Egypt for a good three weeks recently. So you can see that in the 
timeline.  You can see that in my podcast.  So just examples like that, I do go on 
“Oh, this is interesting,” it is kind of played that way.  But other times it’s just kind of 
like, somebody approached me with an interview and I have to put it on. And you 
know it’s kind of random. 

 
Okka: And speaking of being meta, like you discussed, you know podcasts basically 
being arms of publishers, this podcast is entitled Ultimatum Orangutan Radio. 
Because my book Ultimatum Orangutan or Ultimatum Orangutan [pronounced 
differently the second time], it’s a bilingual title in English and Indonesian, it covers 
decolonising concepts of “nature” in the context of massive extraction capitalism in 
Southeast Asia and Indonesia where I’m from, but also how that connects to other 
biomes across the world. It covers archives, it covers art. And I decided, you know 
what, this is an opportunity for me to interview people who are smarter than me and 
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know more about these topics than I do in the context of branching out from the 
book.  So yeah, I think your podcast was the first podcast in English that I listened to 
that would mention the Bandung Conference. 

 
Sina: Oh wow. 

 
Okka: Yeah, and I just – 

 
Sina: I got to do more on that, you’re right, I just reread your email.  Yeah, I’ve got to 
do more on Southeast Asia, don’t I? 
 

Okka: I think that Southeast Asia is so incredibly, incredibly rich.  In school, we 
learned of the Bandung Conference as ‘Konferensi Asia-Afrika’ or the Asian-African 
Conference.   

 
Sina: Oh wow yeah of course, because – yeah why – 

 
Okka: Or KTT– 

 
Sina: – would you call it Bandung, it makes no sense.  

 
Okka: – or KTT Non-Blok, which is the Non-Aligned Movements Conference.  But I 
guess it’s true, yeah, why would you call it the Bandung conference because there 
are so many other conferences that happened in Bandung.  But yeah, it’s really 
fascinating and it’s kind of – there’s a lot that you cover that is quite gruesome in 
terms of the history of CIA involvement in various regions and then also at the same 
time there are so many reminders from these incredible luminaries in the past that 
have risked their lives, given their lives, right, to combatting imperialism.  I wondered 
if there was anything in terms of the emotional affect of different interviews that helps 
you figure out what to do next, in the sense of if you’ve just done an incredibly – I 
mean, how do I put this?  If you’ve just done a really rousing set of Malcolm X 
speeches, for instance, does that help you then define what to do next in terms of 
where you want your audience’s thinking to go? 

 
Sina: You know I never think about it in these terms because it’s more like, this is 
what I’m thinking about right now.  So you’re going to think it with me. [Laughs] 
That’s kind of what my podcast, kind of my – 
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Okka: Strap in. 

Sina: – kind of looks like.  Yeah. 

Okka: Strap in. 

Sina: It’s just like we’re going on Sina’s magical ADD brain-ride and we’ll see where 
we go today, I don’t know.  You what, it’s like this YouTube – I go on YouTube 
benders and I will go from – and I’m embarrassed to admit this because it’s like are 
you that much of a fucking weirdo?  But I will go from Russian frontline reports from 
the war in Syria, to lectures at some ghoulish right-wing think tank that I’m like, what 
are they talking about today, to 15 minutes of a Michael Parenti talk and I just kind of 
like hop around until something really grabs my attention and if it really grabs my 
attention, like, “I need to learn more about this,” and so that’s been my slow kind of – 
it’s funny, you can see the learning if you look closely into the feed, into all the 
different episodes that I’ve done, you can see me learn and expand my own brain.   
And that’s kind of like the best thing about the show, is that I get to sit and learn a 
bunch of shit that I have never thought about before from people who spend their 
entire lives thinking about it. And I just sit there like, “La, la, la, la,” and I get to – I get 
this private tutor.  So sometimes it’s amazing.  I mean it’s always amazing.  But 
sometimes it’s brutal, it’s sometimes hard to talk about these issues.  It’s not fun.  It’s 
hard to make the fucking Armenian Genocide a topic that you can just bring up.  
Like, “OK, we’re going to talk about this,” and like – You know it’s not... Typically with 
podcasts, you’re kind of feeding off the energy of the guests and the hosts and 
actually the guests kind of feed of your energy too, because if you’re like a mono-
chromatic kind of personality, and just kind of talking, it’s hard.  It’s hard and if you’re 
going on too long and blah, blah.   
 
 
And if you’re like me and you’re always manic and throwing things at them, you can’t 
help but get with that vibe, and then you start throwing things back and sometimes – 
especially for the people who have been on my show, who know me a little bit, they 
know when to stop, interrupt me, they know when to – It’s good, like my professor 
was just on and he’s known me for 15 years, Saree Makdisi and he and I just have 
been having these conversations for 15 years, it was like we were in his office. 

Okka: I love that episode, I love that episode.  That was a great one.  

 
Sina: Yeah, that was really good.  Thank you, I’m glad you liked it.  It’s got huge – 
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Okka: Yeah. 
 

Sina: – it did huge numbers.  To be a mercenary producer for a second, it did huge 
numbers. 

Okka: [Laughs]  

 
Sina: Just one of my biggest episodes ever.  I mean that’s the other thing, is like 
when you produce a show you’re like – it becomes a commodity.  Even though it’s 
free, you end up thinking about it in commodified terms.  Like “Oh, was this popular, 
how much was this shared, did people discuss it?” I mean yeah, there’s a good 
reason for that.  You want more people to consume the thing you’re putting out, but 
you can’t help but – like I said earlier, aestheticise things. You're like “How does the 
mic sound?  How’s the video? Is it framed right…” You’re just – 
 
 
Okka: No, of course, of course. 

 
Sina: – [laughs] you can’t – like at the beginning I wasn’t very precious about the 
aesthetic stuff, I was like, “It sounds like shit, who cares?”  But now like it’s more – 
 

Okka: You’ve drunk the Cool Aid –  

 
Sina: [Laughs] 

 
Okka: Your follower count has reached a point where you’re like, I have to make this 
branding, branding – 

Sina: Yeah, yeah.  It’s more like you have to sort of go by the rules of whatever 
game you play. So I’m in a left podcast world that’s very professionalised.  And even 
if it doesn’t sound professionalised, it is.  Those big podcasts, they are very seriously 
produced, but this is a show run by me and me.  Nobody else does my show, I have 
complete autonomy. Nobody works with me.  So it’s a different beast. It’s like a kind 
of different beast, it’s like a blog, it’s like an audio blog.  I kind of just think of it that 
way.  I don’t really – I kind of have moved on from the interview format.  Although I 
still do interviews.   
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Some people, especially like senior academics and stuff, that’s all they can do is 
being interviewed, and you’ve just got to shift into that mode and talk to them on 
those terms. I wasn’t good at that at the beginning because I was like, “Hey man, 
you’re on my terms,” but you can’t – especially with age dynamics and 
professionalisation rules and stuff like that, certain modes of people and how they’ve 
been made as professionals, they can only talk in a certain way and it’s hard to kind 
of – podcasting is pretty informal.   And when people do do formal things, I always 
cringe.  I can’t listen to any formal shows. Like if people are just formally talking, I 
can’t do that.    

 
If it’s two ways.  If it’s one way, if someone is giving a lecture, whatever.  But if it’s 
like a person – I don’t know, I won’t name any names – but it’s a very big-named left 
podcast and it’s that kind of like, “I present you with a question,” and I don’t know, it 
doesn’t work for me.  It does for other people and a lot of people prefer that, but I 
don’t know, that’s just kind of how my show has evolved. 
 

Okka: Right, I think that this sort of leads on to something else I wanted to ask you 
about which is the relationship of you and what you do and your podcast to 
academia.  Because I find it very refreshing how honest a lot of your conversations 
are in the podcast about academia, and the constraints of trying to be an activist if 
you can call it that within academia, right?  You’re based in the U.S. and the 
pressures of how university bureaucracies are financed by a lot of the people that 
academics want to take down, is something that I think about a lot.  And I was 
wondering where you position The East is a Podcast in terms of academia.  Because 
you say you’re no longer an academic, but I think for some, they would describe your 
podcast as an academic podcast in a way. 

 
Sina: Yeah, no totally.  I exist on this sort of weird fringe of academia and it’s funny, 
I’m a much better academic now than I ever way when I was an academic.  I’m way 
more – maybe I’m just older. I don’t know, I matured a little bit. But it’s just like the – I 
guess for me there’s a longer story here of disillusion and frustration, political 
frustration that begins – and moreso to do with a kind of, I don’t want to say 
awakening, because that’s really nerdy and ‘QAnon-y’ but it’s more like I was the 
quietest academic for quite a long time.  I thought getting a job and I thought about 
advancing my career and doing whatever it took.   

 
I concerned myself with left theory, sure, but in actual connection to the world, I was 
very non-existent, it was just me and my texts and I was actually thinking this today, 
this morning randomly.  You know I couldn’t have been the person I am now inside 
academia.  It just wouldn’t have worked.  I would have been too frustrated like in – 
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and as I was writing my dissertation, huge Imperialist wars were being waged in 
across Syria, across Libya, in Yemen, in – just those – and that region alone, just 
naming those countries.  And I didn’t even notice it.  I mean I did, I was like,, I 
followed it but it just—it existed in the world of “OK, I’ve got to wake up I’ve got to 
check something called the news, and then you’ve got to look at the news and 
consume it, and then you close the news and you go back to your disconnected job.  
And that was how I lived.   

 
Now, is that the only way you can live in academia, no.  That’s the way I ended up 
doing it, which was wrong obviously, and wrong for me.  But I’m also like, I’m also 
not overly precious about it now too.  I know I keep saying it that way, but these are 
institutions and they do institutional things.  And the first job of the institution is to 
reproduce the institution.  So if you’re doing – so it makes sense that it pushes out 
weirdos, it makes sense, but there’s another material thing in my case that affected 
all of this which was I saw truly the last days of what we understood as post-war 
academia.  Like humanities, if you want to say humanities as a whole, but I feel that 
whatever I saw that occurred I saw – at the beginning of my – This is a little story I 
like to tell.  
 
At the beginning of my graduate school, at UCLA, we used to have amazing 
functions and by the end with food and it was catered and all these big wig profs and 
there was all this money.  By the end of my PhD there were no events, barely any 
students, and professors just leaving the department and never coming back. This is 
something that’s been replicated, obviously COVID has accelerated it, and on top of 
that, you also have one of the responses to, I think the transformations of the last 15, 
20 years is the – the way that the Conservatives have packed the court, the 
Supreme Court in the U.S. They also – you know the imperialists packed every 
department with as many reactionary made voices as they could, and that’s 
something I watched happen live. 
 
 
Where a generation, people who watched the Iraq war, the illegal Iraq war, and 
Afghanistan war happen, I always forget to mention Afghanistan, I’m sorry. We 
watched them both happen, we protested them and then everybody just said “OK, 
imperialists win.” And whatever they want to do from now on we’ll just – we’ll not only 
not resist it, but we’ll in fact endorse it.  And this was the time of my university 
education, this was the time of my grad school, more or less.  Did anybody talk about 
what was happening in Syria when I was in grad school, no.  Did anybody talk about 
what was happening in Libya, no. It was people who didn’t really care about the 
world and who existed in their institutions.  And even my radical profs weren’t really 
all that interested.  
 
 
I think it’s just like the transformations of all these sort of massive things; the 
institutional transformations, the economic transformations, the growth in – the 



 
 
 
Transcript by Transcript Divas  
 

incredibly rapid growth in a class of adjuncts, of precarious adjuncts.  This all 
happened as I was in grad school, or more or less undergrad, grad school.  This is 
the 2000s more or less and that’s basically since – that’s the academy that I’ve 
known. I think in some ways, my project, my podcasting has been a kind of like – this 
is self-inflating to say this – but it’s kind of guerrilla warfare.  You take the tools of the 
institutions and you use them against them.  So you find – I don’t’ really see myself 
as setting myself against institutions, but what I do try to do in my podcast is to 
provide weirdos like me a platform.  People who otherwise wouldn’t fit in, who don’t 
get the invites, who aren’t on the left podcasting circuit tour.   

 
I like to provide them with a platform.  And so that for me is kind of like one of the 
things of academia and also I know for a fact that most, even left, podcasters don’t 
really look at academia, it’s not really a place they’re very interested in and that’s 
actually an indictment I think of the profession, that more academics, like leftists 
online at least – at least this is my own experience online is that you don’t see any – 
I don’t see any sort of big ML accounts, Marxist Leninist accounts, I don’t them 
quoting Fredric Jameson.  I don’t see them quoting the Frankfurt School. I’m the only 
loser quoting the Frankfurt School [laughs]. You know like all those guys that are 
huge in the academy, they don’t – like Alain Badiou, huge names in the academy, 
they had absolutely no resonance in the albeit small, limited Twitter rando-sphere 
that I exist in.   
 

But you know who do I see all the time being quoted?  Kwame Ture, Thomas 
Sankara, Mao Tse Tung, like Third World revolutionaries who get – who inspire 
people.  So that for me is the stuff that I didn’t learn in school and this is the constant 
thing you say about school, it’s like, “I didn’t go to school to get educated.”  I did go 
to school to learn the forms and to learn the research and to learn how to think 
critically and to ask the questions and obviously all the experiences that I had at 
conferences helped in what I do now.  Like the boring conferences I attended.  I hear 
them now in the lectures. I hear what a good lecturer is and what a bad lecturer is.  
So these are all things that were good skills and I don’t resent it at all.  

Yeah, I should make clear, I don’t have any resentment towards academia.  I feel 
like the institutions themselves are compromised, but show me something that isn’t? 
[Laughs] Like what institution isn’t compromised?  And I have a lot of friends in them 
still too, you know, friends who are working diligently and doing stuff for their 
students and if it wasn’t so reactionary and ghoulish and if we weren’t such an 
afterthought, like we in the humanities, like if we weren’t such a fucking insignificant 
afterthought to them, the university would be a good place and it would be something 
worthwhile.  But we all know what the university is, it’s for fucking like – you know, 
it’s a finishing school for the elite, it’s mostly like a debt – a cash-building sort of 
stock branding project. 
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They’re major corporations with educational wings attached to them, you know?  And 
sports brands and shit, that’s what they are.  Be honest about them, go on.  And then 
talk about the people – talk about the issues then.  Don’t worry about the institutions.  
Anyway, that was a long answer to your question. 

Okka: No, it was wonderful, thank you.  Yeah, I’m thinking a lot about Fred Moten 
and Stefano Harney’s The Undercommons, which is often cited as well in terms of 
operating within [laughs] the university, but also being not of it. And I’ve heard people 
say “well as soon as –”as you call it – the Twitter-rando sphere,” TM, enters sort of 
an academic space, it sort of compromises the university already because we’re not 
doing exactly what they want. I’ve heard that argument. But yeah, no I really 
appreciate your podcast as a space for quite a broad sphere of people working 
within and without academia with different interests. One thing that I also 
appreciated, there are a few episodes where you – I think you invite some friend’s 
students, to produce episodes right?  Can you talk a little bit about that? 

 
Sina: Yeah, that was something I did with my friend Arash Davari, so this wonderful 
student at Whitman College in his political theory class, I proposed it to him. I said, 
“You know, instead of just another paper that they don’t care about, because I’ve 
seen undergrads, they don’t care about their papers.  As much as we want them to 
and no matter how much we try, 90 percent of them hate writing them. They’re 
writing them because they’re forced, so why not tap that, why not turn one of those 
essays into a podcast episode, a group project? And teach them – and turn it into a 
kind of report, like an audio essay.   
 
 
Really it was about teaching them the ideas, I hear different versions of an audio 
essay you can do, and we got a ton of different – like a couple of them did – and it as 
to be related to the topics connected to West Asia and stuff, so one group of 
exclusively guys did an episode on Mohamed Salah, the soccer player, and he – and 
they did it the form of like a news report, which is super-creative.  Another group did-
- A ton of great episodes.  A ton of great episodes, go look them up.  Just type in 
Whitman into whatever, into my feed, if you can search my podcast feed, just type in 
Whitman College, and you’ll see.   

 
And that to me I find is like the stuff that every academic can do with their class 
pretty easily.  You know, ultimately it has to do with something bigger than just 
podcasting and initiatives in the classroom, but we are living through – and this is a 
corny thing to say – but it’s true.  We are living through a Gutenbergian revolution, 
media revolution, and we have been living through it. Basically also since the times – 
since we were kids basically, I’m guessing you and I are more or less the same age. 
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Okka: Are we? 

Sina: Are we I don’t know?  I know how old you are. [Laughs]  

 
Okka: I have no idea how old you are.   

Sina: I’m 38.  

Okka: OK, I’m 36.  

Sina: Oh, so there you go. So our generation, think about what we lived through, 
OK? We saw typewriters when we were kids, and then they all disappeared and they 
turned into PCs and those PCs gradually turned, like shrunk in size literally, and then 
they turned into tablets and then they turned – 

 
Okka: This is so evocative, I love it.  

 
Sina: – and they turned into phones. And we lived through all of that. We lived 
through all of that. We were kids and we watched it all happen.  This media 
revolution is in our blood. I say this on the podcast, I say, “When I was a kid, I used 
to go to a metal box and put fucking coins – like a caveman – into a metal box, and 
get a dead fucking tree out of the metal box that had information on it, and I would 
read the information with my fucking literacy skills and that’s how I would get 
baseball stats, and like who won the game yesterday.” And if you said that to my 
nephews today, they’re like “Are you a caveman? Are you a fucking caveman? Have 
you come from –” 

 
Okka: No, I found myself saying more and more often the words “Back in my day,” or 
“The kids wouldn’t know, but…,” etc.  

 
Sina: All this time, since we were like eight years old, we’ve been living through this 
insane media revolution and we’ve gone along with every transformation, but our 
institutions haven’t. Do you know what I mean? Like our institutions have not. You 
can say all you want about fucking e-sports teams at universities, but the reality is 
we still have this caveman thinking about essays and textbooks and stuff like that 
and it’s like if there’s anything that COVID has taught us is that you’ve got to – you 
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need to learn media mobility and you need to learn to capture an audience now. I 
heard some pretty horror stories of this last year and a half of teaching online and 
shit, and how everybody hated it. So I don’t think it worked out very well, and nor 
should it. We should not be fucking – we should not be attending Zoom University, 
not at all –  

Okka: OK, so counterpoint. We disabled and chronically ill academics have been 
trying to get the ability to teach--with Zoom if necessary.  There’s ways to do this 
right, it’s not just like – it’s Zoom with comfort breaks, it’s Zoom with sometimes 
online and offline.  But I think for me what was ghoulish was across the board in all 
universities there has been a lot of organising over decades by disabled and 
chronically ill academics to be allowed to work from home, to use online tools etc, 
that were called |”unreasonable,” what’s it called?  Yeah, just “unreasonable 
adjustments” I think is the term.  And then after COVID hit, in a matter of days, Sina, 
it was made available only because why? Because this affected non-disabled staff,  
right? 

Sina: Yeah, well it’s that economics dictates these things more than our own – other 
than the concerns for the workers.  That’s the thing, these institutions, you work for 
an institution, the goal of the institution is the institution. It’s not – but part of this also, 
I mean I’m hoping if there can be a good thing coming out of this fucking 
horrorscape, is that people will see the importance of mixing media, of thinking about 
incorporating with your teaching – I understand that people of course use – they  use 
videos in their lectures, audios, that’s not new.   

But in the sense of getting the students themselves to embrace these different 
modes of writing and modes of scholarship, I guess in some ways that would mean 
that the project I did with Arash at Whitman, you know, like turning one your essays 
into a podcast episode or maybe a YouTube, something on YouTube, it’s not as hard 
as it looks.  Most students have a modicum of digital training, to sort of do this stuff, 
even it’s beyond them, you can get somebody probably from university staff to help 
them with the mechanics and it’s also important to embrace the textuality has 
transformed, even since the people who were the teachers of my teachers, they 
probably their dissertations by hand.    

 
Or people who were still teaching in the late ‘90s wrote it by hand, they wrote letters, 
they applied by mail. I think my professors all got jobs applying by mail [laughs] 
which is the funniest thing in the world if you think about it. Well it’s not so funny that 
there were jobs, that’s pretty funny too. 
 
 
Okka: Yeah [laughs]. 
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Sina: Like that’s the real joke.  

 
Okka: You just got too real.  

 
Sina: But I don’t know, it’s also like – yeah, is the university worth saving? I don’t 
know.  I don’t know.  

Okka: I think what you say about media mobility is also – so to give you context, this 
podcast is going to be based at University of the Arts London which is Europe’s 
largest arts university, or [laughs] I guess after Brexit not – 

Sina: Not anymore [laughs]. 

 
Okka: – Europe-adjacent.  Europe-adjacent’s largest arts university [laughs]. 

Sina: [Laughs] I love that the UK just owned itself. I love it.  

Okka: I know, I just realised that because I – yeah I’ve been describing it as Europe’s 
largest arts university, and I’m like, “Actually that’s not accurate anymore.” Yeah and 
so I call myself a practice-based researcher right, because I’m a visual artist, I’m a 
performer, I make works of creative writing, right. And that supposedly counts as 
practice-based research. But there is that sort of duality that I experience in terms of 
“OK, you can be a practice-based researcher, your artwork can count as output, but 
at the same time, if you’re doing things in a certain form of textuality, i.e. if you are 
publishing in written form, there does need to be a way in which we can grade how 
useful that is in terms of research efficacy or how much it actually conforms to older 
forms of assessing research, right? So there’s always this tension that I find as a 
practice-based researcher in terms of “OK you’re doing a podcast, that’s audio, that’s 
a creative form,” and I’ve been podcasts before that have been part of academic 
journals, and where the podcast itself – like I just did this special issue of The 
Journal Performance Philosophy, and it was the first all-podcast issue actually of The 
Journal of Performance Philosophy. 

 
Sina: Well good, good that’s what they should do. Yeah, that’s going to be common. 
All articles should be on audio, they should have a video equivalent. We can’t just 
think in the two-dimensional text idea, it’s too flat. We can’t just dream of seeing our 
name in print. That academic thinking is so done. I don’t need to kill a tree to get my 
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ideas out into the world [laughs]. I think I tweeted that once, I was like, “Man, you 
ever hold an academic book in your hand and be like, ‘This was so much better as a 
tree’?” And you're just thinking, there are so many things that we do just to produce, 
you know what I mean? Like empty, hollow production, and you just think that the 
amount of learning that takes – I mean I’m being an audio snob here, but think of 
how much learning it takes, how much writing you could do in an hour that could get 
anywhere, that could teach anything, that could educate people, and versus how 
much you could do in talking for an hour and sharing and verbally – and there’s just 
no comparison. 

 
Okka: Well I think that a little caveat that blind and sight-impaired students and – 

Sina: Yeah, but I mean, that’s not – yeah, the exclusion of people from that is not 
something discounted right off, but you can just do more given time. 

 
Okka: Sorry, I mean deaf communities obviously, but yeah, no I think – 

Sina: Yeah, I mean it’s never an option for them for audio.  But it’s more like in the 
sense that because it’s more to do with the fact that our world is inundated with all 
this media and it’s saturated in books and writing, at least to me seems so 
anachronistic. That you can’t just stay in that realm, that you need to mobile, find 
ways to unite the three.  So you can make an audio – you can make a video edition 
of a podcast pretty easily for the hearing-impaired. You can do that. And you can do 
it through your media, or you can do a transcript or – but the thing with academics is 
that they stay textual, they stay in that written form and that’s the form that’s 
rewarded the most, that’s what says – I mean you guys have that output and the 
impact shit that we don’t have over here, it’s different.  
 
It’s not as – I don’t know, what’s the word? It’s not as tailorised, it’s not as heavily 
scientific – it’s not scientific. I think the sort of measures of output here, it’s just like, 
“Is it in print? OK,” boom. Or, “Is it peer-reviewed?” you know what I mean? It’s not 
like – I mean also I’m not the right person to ask about this, because I just fucking 
bowed out of all of this shit because I didn’t want to, I didn’t want to deal with this. I 
didn’t want to live at behest of some fucking editor. And that’s actually the base, the 
root of most of my podcasting is – or my media work now is freedom. I don’t want – 
the strictures of the institutions and the sort of venues that are attached to those 
institutions are just too much and it’s too exclusive and it’s just too long, it takes too 
long to get anything into print. It’s not efficient, these things are too important. So 
yeah, that’s kind of like where I fall on this, it’s like I’m getting of like, “Get with the 
times, man.” Like get with the times, speak to your audiences – 

 
Okka: I’m just thinking in terms of, you were talking about a Gutenbergian revolution 
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and I’m thinking about Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities and kids these 
days [laughs] – 

Sina: Yeah, print capitalism, yeah.  

Okka: Yeah, how they get their information. You know, it is the speed of TikTok, 
Twitter, all of these things, Instagram – just people got so much more information 
about Palestine in the UK and the US from social media than they did from 
mainstream –  

Sina: Yeah, exactly. 

 
Okka: – and newspapers and it’s also like getting with the times and getting with how 
your students are actually learning.   

Sina: Yeah, and you know I always have this argument with my friend, Louie.  Louie 
Allday, he always fusses over the mainstream media and like, “I can’t believe the 
mainstream media did this,” and, “I can’t believe this person wrote for this media, it 
only legitimises it,” and it was like, “Bro, one YouTuber is worth more than The 
Guardian,” like in terms of – 

Okka: [Laughs]  

Sina: – if you think The Guardian is influential – 

 
Okka: That’s a pull quote. 

Sina: – one YouTuber, like Joe Rogan, has more influence in the way you’re 
thinking, in your definition of influence that all of us inherited from fucking, what’s his 
name?  Culture and Society guy, Raymond fucking Williams. Like we still think in 
those dinosaur terms but one guy, Joe Rogan, who’s a fucking idiot, who’s 
objectively not a critical thinker, he’s not particularly good at his job, and yet he has a 
trillion fucking followers, and people eat it up and that’s worth more than any 
endorsement from The Guardian. I swear to God, I have this argument all the time.  
But it’s such like we have to stop thinking like 2000. We’re still stuck in the ‘90s, 
people of our era, because we lived through the peak of the mono-mainstream 
culture.   
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We lived through that, that was the – and then we saw the end of it.  It burned down. 
[laughs] It burned down forever, we’ll never have it back.  There will never be a time 
when one institution, media institution had so much hegemony as New York Times, 
BBC, and that’s a good thing, that’s a really good thing, it’s great. People fuss over 
Fox News, whatever, but you know what, compared to the media world we used to 
live where CNN made the world, this is a much better situation now. We can get 
access to so many different things, there are so many different sources now. Now 
does it require a certain degree of critical literacy? Yes. Does it require a certain 
amount of energy and focus and time that most people who aren’t fucking nerds like 
us don’t have? Yes.   

 
So that’s a structural problem, that is a problem with the amount of media that we 
have now, that it requires you to sit and chew through – like if you’re a left podcast 
connoisseur and you want to be less provincial in your consumption, in your media 
consumption, you have to sit through roughly 300 trillion episodes of my podcast to 
just get a smattering of stuff. And that’s not saying that I’m some kind of genius and I 
overrate that but it’s only because of I think my unique approach which is to shove 
everything into the car, it’s fine. It’s a Honda CRV you can fit anything into it, just put 
it in, it’ll be fine. And that’s kind of my approach, shove anything you want into this 
fucking thing, because there’s more than enough of the world to go around. We 
shouldn’t live in a world where the same person visits the same podcast in the last – 
in the two-week period.   

 
We shouldn’t live in that media world, because that’s an old way of thinking, that’s 
like NPR era, you know, things should always be alive, we should always be 
debating. There are more than enough people with more than enough interesting 
things to say, it’s just fucking putting a mic to them and everybody should have a 
podcast, you have a podcast, everybody listening to this should start a podcast, do 
what I’m doing, even if 90 people listen to it, you’ve won. Because if the topic that 
you think is important and you sought out someone or you did something that you 
think is worthwhile, then that’s 90 people. You did it. That’s better than zero. That’s 
better than giving that away to some fucking idiots in the mainstream.  

 
Okka: On that note, The East is a Podcast, the Honda CRV of podcasts. 

 
Sina: [Laughs] It’s so good, only the early 2000s models, after that they get shitty. 

 
Okka: That is a pull quote for sure.  Thank you so much for your time, can you tell 
people where they can find you and your work? 
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Sina: Yeah, so my website’s: eastpodcast.com I’m on Twitter. That’s probably where 
I’m the most: @urorientalist. What else? Yeah, that’s it.  

 
Okka: Thank you so much Sina, it’s been a pleasure and I look forward to releasing 
this episode. You’ve been listening to Ultimatum Orangutan Radio, I’m Khairani 
Barokka, I’m at @mailbykite.  Sina, thank you so much for your time.  

Announcer: This podcast series is brought to you by the Decolonising Arts Institute 
at UAL, University of the Arts London. The Institute challenges colonial histories and 
Imperial legacies, disrupting ways of seeing, listening, thinking and making to drive 
social, cultural and institutional change.  Special thanks to our podcast host and 
guests.  To Brigitte Hart for the podcast production and to you, for listening.   
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