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whose vision of the world
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PrEFACE

Not because Socrates said so, but because it is in truth my
own disposition—and perchance to some excess—I look
upon all men as my compatriots, and embrace a Pole as a
Frenchman, making less account of the national than of the
universal and common bond.

—DMontaigne, Essays

The new electronic interdependence recreates the world in the
image of a global village.

—Marshall Herbert McLuhan,

The Medium Is the Massage

Several decades ago, reflecting on the power of travel books and their
capacity to create an illusion of worlds that no longer exist, swallowed
or submerged by the “order and the harmony” of “the great civilization
of the West,” Claude Lévi-Strauss concluded with a bittersweet nostal-
gia that “. . . humanity has taken to monoculture, once and for all, and
is preparing to produce civilization in bulk, as if it were sugar-beet. The
same dish will be served to us every day” (1961, 39). Yet a few pages
further, thinking of “real travel,” he pronounces this other conclusion:
“The paradox is irresoluble: the less one culture communicates with
another, . . . the less likely it is, in such conditions, that the respective
emissaries of these cultures will be able to seize the richness and signifi-
cance of their diversity” (ibid., 45). These quotations from Tristes
Tropiques prelude, to some extent, the dialectic tension embodied in the
challenge of globalization and also anticipate the conclusion of this
book with a text by Edouard Glissant.

It is indeed well established that the expansion of the market econ-
omy and of capital mobility and the circulation of goods (Wallerstein
1974, 1984), of information technology, and of people have generated
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new subjectivities and sensitivities, new narratives and kinds of knowl-
edge. At the same time, these phenomena have initiated and accelerated
the globalization process, reducing the dimensions of the planet and
leading the contemporary world to some form of a “monoculture.” In
this new world system ruled by a capitalist economy, nations, commu-
nities, and individuals are searching for ways to participate in but at the
same time to not be absorbed by a world culture, even when interacting
with it and functioning within it (Wallerstein 1991). At the academic
level, these changes and anxieties have brought about epistemological
shifts and have opened new perspectives that have contributed to a
rethinking of such concepts as identity, nation and tradition, the local
and the global. A public discourse on globalization, directed at policy
makers and international businesses, approaches globalization primarily
in terms of the economy, technology, and the media (Friedman 1999;
Sassen 1988). Globalization in its relation to culture—the focus of this
book—also has become a major topic in academic discourse (Appadurai
1996; Bhabha 1994; Dissanayake and Wilson 1996; Jameson and
Miyoshi 1998). Questions and problems have been raised, and the
debate around globalization has taken various forms: criticism or reser-
vation about globalization coexists with its acceptance as an unavoid-
able predicament of modernity, while some embrace a “critical global-
ism” (Appadurai 1996; Cox 1997; Dirlik 1997; Featherstone 1990;
Featherstone, Lash, and Robertson 1995; Gilroy 1993; Hay and Marsh
2000; Nederveen Pieterse 1995; Sassen 1998). On the other hand, dur-
ing its nearly two decades of strong presence and dominance, the colo-
nial/postcolonial dichotomy that introduced a new geographical config-
uration of the world resulting from the imperial period created its own
kind of homogenization and has thus come under scrutiny (Mukherjee
1998; Moore-Gilbert 1997; Spivak 1999).

The conference I convened at Stanford University on May 8 and 9,
1998, Beyond Dichotomies: Histories, Identities, Cultures, and the
Challenge of Globalization, continues to resonate here. This book
focuses on some of the challenges mentioned above by examining con-
crete local practices within the context of modernity and globalization.
It examines the ways in which some societies, or individuals from those
societies, interrogate or confront the complexification of cultures; the
emergence of new modes of self-representation or self-ascription; and
the formulation or construction of new individual or collective identities
engendered by new global cultural forms in the presence of new prob-
lematics, such as displacement and relocation or transnationality and
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transculturality, as well as new technologies, the expansion of the mar-
ket economy, and the invasion of the media and their obtrusive presence.
All of these tend to erase some lines and boundaries and reduce all to the
Same. Through critical reflection, rethinking, and reconceptualization,
the various contributions engage in an interrogation of the necessity, the
validity or the legitimacy of dichotomized representations of contempo-
rary societies, cultures, and collective or individual identities. In discus-
sions and exchanges during the conference, it soon became apparent
that the formula “Beyond Dichotomies,” proposed since the inception
of the conference project as an affirmation, had to be rephrased as an
interrogation: “Beyond Dichotomies?” What appeared to be at stake
could be summarized by the following questions, which simultaneously
delineate the theoretical framework of this book and translate collective
or individual subjects’ anxieties in the face of “the end of the world as
we know it” (Wallerstein 1991, 1999). Shall we go beyond dichotomies?
If so, what are the conditions of possibility for such a shift? How can we
account for the persistance or recurrence of the binaries colonizer/colo-
nized, center/periphery, Empire/its Others, local/global, premoder-
nity/modernity, all of which are still prevalent despite a widespread pub-
lic discourse on globalization? Is there room for heterogeneity within the
new global space? If so, how can we conceptualize the conjunctions and
the disjunctions obliterated by a binarist conceptualization? How can
we create, write, and preserve local historical memories? How might it
be possible to transmit local knowledge, create national literatures in the
language of the colonizer, and at the same time be able to translate the
cultural signs of one’s own people in that language? What are the mark-
ers of linguistic appropriation? How do displaced or transplanted peo-
ple live and express their new identities? How can we convey the ambi-
guities, the ambivalence and the contradictions, as well as the
continuities and the ruptures, inherent to transnational and transcultural
contexts? Finally, how can one inscribe oneself in the contemporary cul-
ture “without diluting oneself,” as Edouard Glissant put it in his
keynote address at the conference? That is, how can we negotiate the
relationship between the global and modernity in its relation to the local
and the traditional? In short, how can we articulate and reconceptualize
particular social and cultural identities in a time of global culture and
global economy?

Léopold Sédar Senghor has been a major twentieth-century pro-
ponent of “métissage” and “civilisation de I'universel,” grounded in a
dialogue between cultures and a reciprocal relation of “donner et
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recevoir” rather than in a hegemonic relation (1964, 1977, 1993). Sen-
ghor’s forceful claims seemingly were ignored, or at least overlooked. It
is only during the last decades that a new theoretical discourse on iden-
tity has emerged, and a number of concepts have been advanced to
account for the cultural practices, phenomena, and spaces generated in
a context of cultural contacts or globalization: transculturation (Liu
1999; Morejon 1982; Ortiz 1963), the contact zone (Pratt 1992), métis-
sage (Amselle 1990; Lionnet 1989), hybridity (Ahmad 1992; Bhabha
1994; Young 1995), and créolité (Bernabé, Chamoiseau, and Confiant
1993 [1989]). These concepts are not necessarily referred to or explic-
itly discussed in this book’s chapters, yet they maintain an underlying
presence. Combined with the above interrogations, they have informed
the organization of this book into its present components, centered
around several major interwoven and overlapping axes: the conceptual,
the historico-geographical, and the linguistico-cultural. The specificity
of the book, however, resides less in a general theorization generated by
these concepts than in their problematization and reconceptualization
based on particular cases of geographical, historical, and cultural loca-
tion. Particular also is the diversity of the ways in which the space
between the two poles of dichotomy is configured: it emerges as shifting
rather than fixed and rigid. Some chapters do implicitly take a stand
against one of the limitations of postcolonial studies by emphasizing the
necessity of historicization and inscribing places in their particular his-
tory in order to make relevant the new configuration of power relations
within today’s global world. Other chapters directly or indirectly raise
methodological questions concerning the status of ethnic studies or area
studies, calling for a collaboration between the disciplines. The remain-
ing chapters focus on places, the inadequacy or ambivalence of ascrip-
tions, the indeterminacy and ambivalence of translating without fully
translating, and the inadequacy of rigid dichotomies.

The chapters of this book are diverse in their topics but are linked
by their interrogations about the challenges of globalization, which
provide multiple points of convergence, as well as by the conversations
made possible between them, through the locations from which each
author speaks: disciplinary, ethnic, cultural, historical, national, or geo-
graphic origin. The topics discussed in this book center around Africa,
Asia, Europe, and the Americas, and particularly around the liminal
cultural spaces within which transplanted, transnational, transcultural,
and multilingual subjects evolve. The scholars who gathered in 1998
and the diversity of their expertise illustrate the goal of the conference:
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a truly global academic dialogue that would cross the boundaries of
nationalities and disciplines, the frontiers and the borders of continents
and cultures, without forsaking the relevance of place and location as
meaningful signifiers.

The chapters in part 1 explicitly posit and reflect on familiar power-
based binaries such as insider/outsider, inclusion/exclusion, us/them,
colonizer/colonized, premodern-mythical/modern-scientific, and cen-
ter/periphery. With “The Perspective of the World: Globalization Then
and Now,” Michel-Rolph Trouillot opens the book from a historical
perspective, seeking to relativize globalization as a completely new phe-
nomenon: if it is new, its newness resides not in the process but rather
in its causes and manifestations. He emphasizes a first moment of glob-
alization, the “Atlantic moment,” which occured prior to the frag-
mented moments of contemporary globalization: a Euro-centered
pespective on the world has shadowed that “first moment of globality.”
At the heart of Trouillot’s reflection lies thus a weighty interrogation:
“For can we talk about globalization without taking seriously the var-
ious paces and temporalities involved? ”—since, as he asserts further, “a
world perspective on globalization requires attention to differential
temporalities and the uneven spaces they create.” A “silencing of the
past” in the dominant discourse of today’s globalization seems to per-
petuate the marginalization of some groups excluded from or placed on
the periphery of nineteenth-century cultural discourse, continuing
throughout the twentieth century. Trouillot alludes to current concepts
and designations such as hybridity, transnationality, and diasporas that
have been proposed to characterize the cultural existence of such
groups in today’s global world. Without dismissing them, Trouillot
nonetheless poses a caveat to their uncritical use, warning of their
potential for homogenization.

For some theorists, globalization constitutes one of the trends of
modernity. In her chapter, “Modernity and Periphery: Toward a Global
and Relational Analysis,” Mary Louise Pratt, in the wake of post-
modernity, reviews the work of contemporary theorists who connect
postmodernity to modernity, postmodernity marking an end to the
West’s self-constructed position of centeredness in defining modernity.
Pratt suggests instead the urgency of “creating a global and relational
account of modernity” whose conditions of possibility reside at once in
questioning the West’s normative centrality and in taking into account
societies’ historical trajectories, imprinted with the colonial encounter.
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In relation to the major affirmation and interrogation of this book,
“Beyond Dichotomies . . . (?),” Pratt raises a central question with her
statement that “the discourse on modernity encodes the periphery,” and
“the center encodes the periphery.” How, then, not to bring the periph-
ery into presence? Some Latin American thinkers discussed by Pratt
offer “alternative formulations” of modernity. Located at the periphery,
these “peripheral modernities” deconstruct the center/periphery binary
and initiate the “space in between” inhabited by “peripheral intellectu-
als,” as exemplified in cultural processes such as hybridity.

While Pratt’s focal point is Latin America, Emmanuel Chukwudi
Eze concentrates on Africa in his chapter “Beyond Dichotomies: Com-
municative Action and Cultural Hegemony.” He brings back the ques-
tion of modernity by interrogating the totalizing and generalizing signif-
icance of “universal,” apprehended from the perspective of Europe as
the center. Through a textual close reading, he takes to task Habermas’
Theory of Communicative Action, which reveals itself as a reproduction
of existing dichotomies: the West’s rationality and the asserted superior-
ity of its worldview, as opposed to Africa’s “archaic” and “mythical”
one; the Western, scientific mind versus the African, magical one; and
the non-European’s “closed” mind against the European’s “open” one.
Eze seems to suggest a politics of concealment or a paradox in Haber-
mas’ reference to progressive anthropologists such as Evans-Pritchard,
Lévi-Strauss, and Maurice Godelier, rather than to Gobineau or Lucien
Lévy-Bruhl, who are echoed in a binarist representation of Africa. Eze’s
chapter connects to the other ones in this book in its questioning of a
totalizing, Western universal and of a lack of historicization that pre-
cludes grasping the interwoven character of Europe’s and Africa’s histo-
ries, particularly since the “Atlantic moment.” The acknowledgment of
this interwovenness is what makes going beyond dichotomies possible.

In “Mankind’s Proverbial Imagination: Critical Perspectives on
Human Universals As a Global Challenge,” Mineke Schipper privileges
a transborder perspective on humankind’s proverbial imagination,
which functions outside of modernity, and she introduces the gender cat-
egory through a cross-cultural examination of proverbs about women.
Deploring an overemphasis on difference in the academic discourse of
recent decades, Schipper chooses instead to consider what might consti-
tute humankind’s cultural universals. Similarities are not necessarily cre-
ated by recent globalization, she argues: rather, they belong to a set of
commonalities shared by humankind. Using a comparative methodol-
ogy, she locates some of these universals in an abundant corpus of
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proverbs collected from all over the world, beyond the borders of geog-
raphy and nationality, ethnicity and race. In her discussion of theories
about the “universals,” Schipper suggests a nonessentialist position that
acknowledges, on the one hand, the interconnection of women’s roles
and social structures, and, on the other hand, the socially constructed
characteristics of maleness or femaleness. Urbanization and industrial-
ization have transformed societies and mentalities, and as a conse-
quence, attitudes and representations about women. The real and major
transformation brought about by today’s globalization has largely ben-
efited educated women worldwide, reproducing a dichotomy at a dif-
ferent level: a class division based on Western education and the intro-
duction and access to modernity that it provides.

A second group of chapters deals with the question of places and the
construction of new identities in these places. In “Bringing History
Back In: Of Diasporas, Hybridities, Places, and Histories,” Arif Dirlik,
as in some of his previous publications, takes a critical stance in his
examination of two concepts used in the current theorization of identi-
ties: diaspora and hybridity. Dirlik seeks instead to emphasize the dis-
tinctions “between different differences.” Using Chineseness as an illus-
tration, he raises several important points, emphasizing, among other
things, the multiplicity of situations within the same diasporic popula-
tion or between different diasporic groups: a multiplicity based on eco-
nomic status, gender, political affiliations and connections, and social
position in the new land. What does a diasporic identity or hybridity
mean for a Chinese American, a Chinese overseas, or other Asian
Americans when we consider the realpolitik: their political, financial,
or economical interests, divergences, or differences, linked to the places
where they live and operate?

In “The Romance of Africa: Three Narratives by African-Ameri-
can Women,” Eileen Julien raises the issue of belonging and the com-
plexity of identities summarized in compound ascriptions such as
“African American.” If Julien calls for a more realistic vision of Africa,
she does not neglect the importance of looking at the present-day place,
which is America, a place where the history of African descendants has
been shaped differently from that of those Africans who remained on the
continent. In fact, Julien questions the significance of a diasporic iden-
tity based on race as “a unifying principle across national boundaries.”
She connects with Dirlik in her interrogation of a diasporic identity as
constructed, and again like Dirlik, she emphasizes particular histories
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and places. Interestingly—or paradoxically—in Julien’s chapter, instead
of engendering a different consciousness and a more lucid gaze, the place
(America), with its history of race and gender discrimination and exclu-
sion, creates and perpetuates a “fictioning of Africa” and a dichotomous
representation of a romanticized “there,” as opposed to a “here” of
oppression. The question, then, is how to negotiate a double belonging,
both African and American, that is, how to inscribe oneself in the new
place from which one feels excluded, and at the same time preserve
lucidly the specificity of one’s origins against the present larger and more
global culture of modernity embedded in the Americas.

The quote, “Today British identity, which used to be so often just
a synonym for Englishness, has given way before the resurgence of cul-
tural nationalisms. . . . The arrival for the most part after the Second
World War of peoples from the Caribbean, South Asia, and Africa
broadened the mixture. They transformed the situation decisively not
merely by the degree of cultural difference, but also because their phys-
ical differences were not invisible,” clearly summarizes the major ques-
tion around which Robert J. C. Young centers his chapter “Ethnicity As
Otherness in British Identity Politics.” In contemporary Britain, a shift
in position has occurred, replacing the primacy of a globalizing English-
ness with the prevalence of local cultural nationalisms and ethnicities.
The interrogation of “Englishness” has another side: how to define the
identities of these Others in today’s Britain. It implies questions embed-
ded in such couplings as race and biology, ethnicity and culture, bring-
ing Young to a critical reflection on the concepts and categories that
come into play in identity politics and that are considered markers of
difference: race and ethnicity, center and periphery, and (self) ascription
and “resistance to the center.”

Akhil Gupta, in “Reincarnating Immigrant Biography: On Migra-
tion and Transmigration,” raises a series of questions pertaining to auto-
biography, history, culture, and identity in relation to immigration; this
last, as he puts it, is “reconsidered from perspectives that themselves his-
toricize the nation-state, or position immigration within a field of global
capitalist relations.” Gupta approaches the question of the Self and cul-
ture through the analysis of Dhan Gopah Mukerji’s autobiography
Caste and Outcast (1923). He proposes a reading of this narrative and
the immigrant’s experience not only as a narrative of the Self but also as
one in which individual and collective histories are conflated. On the
other hand, by emphasizing Mukerji’s transcontinental itinerary as a
spiritual journey and quest, Gupta transposes the narrative to a sym-
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bolic level, which allows him to pair the “vagrancy of the soul” with the
immigrant’s geographic journey and quest for identity. Highlighting the
proeminence and pervasiveness of transmigration and reincarnation in
local practices and religious beliefs, as well as in Mukerji’s narrative,
allows Gupta to transform the latter into an embodiment of culture and
a site for the “nation biography.” Reincarnation and transmigration
thus function as categories disruptive to life stages, literary conventions,
and immigrants’ life narratives, contesting the linear structure of the
autoreflexive genres. At the same time, the spiritual aspects of the nar-
rative move it beyond the reductive opposition between birth and death
and beyond the dominant thematic of the immigrant’s experience as
embedded in the binaries of loss and gain, of a before and a now, or of
“‘sending’ nations” and “‘receiving’ nations.”
Among the questions raised in his analysis, Gupta recalls Mukerji’s
anguishing interrogation concerning the interpretation and cultural
translation of Hindu culture for his anticipated audience of Western
readers. The chapters in part 3 foreground the difficulty and inadequacy
of translating contexts into a dualist mode, but also the frequent impos-
sibility of escape from this dilemma, thus pointing to the ambivalence
and ambiguities that characterize contexts located between the two
poles of the dichotomy.

Emily Apter’s chapter, “Warped Speech: The Politics of Global
Translation,” is grounded in the larger context of a “cultural global-
ization,” with a focus on writings produced in the colonial languages.
Her chapter’s subtext includes several hotly debated questions in
African postcolonial literatures: What is a national literature? How can
literature in colonial languages and national identity be conciliated?
Apter reflects more specifically on the cultural translation of the local
into the appropriated or recreated language of the colonizer: her inter-
rogation centers around the problematic of inscribing and safeguarding
local cultural signs, including the vernacular, in these literary works
produced in colonial languages, while still ensuring their production,
circulation, and dissemination in today’s global market economy. As
she puts it, “How does a foreign, linguistically unconventional text go
global?” Through an analysis of works by authors from Scotland,
Anglophone Africa, and the French Caribbean, she shows how, in these
texts, the interference of the vernacular functions as a trope to contest
and challenge the system’s dominant linguistic, political, or intellectual
discourse of power, thus subverting the dualistic opposition. By the
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same token, her examination of the various processes of appropriation
and recreation illuminates the ways in which the emergence of varieties
of French or English and their transliteration relativize the homogene-
ity of the imperial language, in the process blurring the traditional,
rigid separation between a written, normative, acceptable standardized
literary language and the nonacceptability of a spoken, nonliterary,
nonstandard, but innovative “popular” language. Apter demonstrates
the possibility of transnational, transliterated literatures that mark the
“denationalization” of imperial languages such as English or French
and contest the traditional identification of a national literature or cul-
ture with a national language.

In “National Identity and Immigration: American Polity,
Nativism, and the ‘Alien,”” Ali Behdad alludes to the relation between
the economic needs of cheap labor, unemployment, and immigration in
the United States. His chapter primarily draws on the evolution of U.S.
immigration laws in order to illustrate the progressive evolution of
American nationalism from opening to closing borders, or at least to a
policy of “border control,” which delineates space and place, separating
the citizens of the nation from the bodies “alien” to it. As Behdad
reminds us, the immigrant nation that is the United States has been
“gradually moving from a more lenient and receptive tendency to a
more restrictive and regulatory one.” Apparently contradictory, the
coexisting notions of a nation of immigrants and one of borders control,
constitute, and translate a fundamental ambivalence. They are the
marks of a nation-state whose receptiveness goes back to the principles
of its foundation, embedded in diversity and heterogeneity. They also
constitute the signs of a nation-state and state apparatus and its restric-
tiveness, calling rather for homogeneity and thus the exclusion of ele-
ments from the periphery which, according to public discourse and offi-
cial documents, are capable of “polluting” the body of the nation.

Although framed differently, the questions of borders, belonging,
and cultural translation form the axes of Abdul JanMohamed’s chapter
“Richard Wright As a Specular Border Intellectual: The Politics of Iden-
tification in Black Power.” Analyzing Wright’s African travel journal,
JanMohamed revives the ambivalence of hyphenated identities and
echoes Mukerji’s anxiety about being both “casted” and “outcasted.”
This chapter reveals the painful ambiguity and dilemma of Wright’s sta-
tus as simultaneously an insider and an outsider to both Africa and the
Americas, oscillating between (self)-inclusion and (self)-exclusion: that
is, he identifies with the oppressed group in which, as a black American,
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he feels included and includes himself, while his history as a Westerner
and as an American, as well as “the specter of slavery,” causes him to
disidentify himself from the Africans. JanMohamed expresses this
ambivalence through the notion of the “border intellectual,” advanced
previously in his work. Using a Lacanian grid, he argues that during his
reversed Middle Passage back to Africa as a guest, Wright actually tried
to negotiate between an “imaginary identification” with Africans and a
“symbolic identification” that would definitively overwhelm the former.
Wright’s ambivalence to some extent reiterates Julien’s interrogation of
a construction of identity based solely on a community of race. As a
corollary question, one might wonder how to rearticulate an African-
American identity that would take into account the ambiguous African
legacy and the ambivalent present-day reality of being a black American.

In the final chapter, “Beyond Dichotomies: Translation/Transcul-
turation and the Colonial Difference,” Walter Mignolo and Freya
Schiwy argue for the necessity of going beyond a purely linguistic trans-
lation, calling rather for the promotion of a cultural translation of the
native culture into the foreign language of the colony. Earlier in the
book, Trouillot rightly locates the “Atlantic moment,” in the sixteenth
century, which marked the European expansion and established a power
relation between Europe and its Others. In the context of that relation,
originating from the colonial encounter between the West and Meso-
America, as well as the Western methods of conceptualization through
dichotomies, Mignolo and Schiwy discuss the notions of “colonial dif-
ference” and the “coloniality of power,” both of which lead to a recon-
ceptualization of translation/transculturation. The authors argue for a
new theorization of translation and transculturation that will take trans-
lation beyond a merely linguistic conception, thus creating the possibil-
ity of transcending the hierarchization and dichotomization of mission-
ary and colonial translation. From that shift emerges a new form of
knowledge they call “border thinking,” which introduces the subaltern
Amerindian’s intervention and implicates him/her and his/her world
vision in the language and grammar of coloniality.

Finally, Edouard Glissant’s keynote speech “The Unforeseeable Diversity
of the World” comes as a poetic conclusion, grounded in the concept of
the “Diverse” on which Glissant has elaborated in his major essays Poé-
tique de la relation, Introduction a une poétique du Divers, and Traité
du Tout-monde. His is a concluding reflection that brings to the fore-
front the cultural and linguistic aspects of globalization as a global
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diversity in which the variety of world cultures, languages, aesthetic
modes, and literary creations will encounter one another. Glissant’s
keynote speech offers an invitation to accept the Diverse, conceived of
as a liberation of human imagination and creativity going beyond the
separation between literary genres, between the oral and the written, lib-
erated from the differences of languages and cultures, and therefore
finally able to blossom, to open up to new histories and new identities
and to express “dans toutes les langues du monde” the diversity of these
cultures and languages.

Most of the chapters in this book bring into presence the relevance of
history, location, and place. Global thinking requires a historicization, a
consideration of differences in historical and local contexts, times, and
moments of encounter. In assembling these chapters I sought to focus on
globalization in a way that would allow the articulation of continuities
and ruptures rather than to emphasize oppositions and vertical relation-
ships. Globalization raises complex questions regarding people’s histo-
ries, identities, and cultures, as well as the relationship between individ-
ual and collective identity. It also confronts the West, as well as the
non-West, with multiple challenges. The West, as a stable, unique center
and generator of hierarchical dichotomies, has been destabilized from
inside and outside. In The Black Atlantic, Paul Gilroy affirms the strong
connection between the West and a modernity in which the non-West is
undeniably involved. Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, referring to Anthony
Appiah’s In My Father’s House, revisits Gilroy’s position in different
terms, observing that its Others cannot escape Europe, and vice versa.
In a context of globalization, the “colonial difference” of which
Mignolo and Schiwy remind us still manifests its presence, reinscribed in
different terms instead of reproducing a rigid dichotomization.

With the plurality, the new mobility, and the immigration and dis-
placement of people around the world that characterize contemporary
times, many live daily in transcultural and transnational spaces. What
emerges from this book is an oscillation between “Beyond Dichotomies”
as an affirmation and as an interrogation. Going—or not going—
beyond dichotomies remains per se an ambiguous and ambivalent
process or project. On the one hand, going beyond dichotomies appears
as a necessary condition of evading isolation and self-exclusion from a
world becoming more and more global, of escaping the prison house of
reductive representations of otherness and difference, of avoiding and
disentangling oneself from what Amin Malouf calls “identités meur-
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trieres” (Malouf 1998). On the other hand, if the “colonial difference”
is still pervasive, despite its reformulation and its subversion in academic
discourse, what will become of the particular and the local?

In the context of what Mignolo and Schiwy call the modern/colo-
nial world system, going beyond dichotomies could only be inscribed in
a continous act of reappropriation and recreation, a dialectic and a dis-
cursive tension between a “here” and a “there,” a nomadic trajectory
translated into a constant fluctuation and mediation between the trans-
parency and opacity of Difference (Glissant, in Victor Segalen’s path,
will say the “Diverse”), as well as between a disconnecting deterritorial-
ization opening up to the outer, global world and a reterritorialization
reconnecting the subject to the local, as exemplified in Mukerji’s Caste
and Outcast or Wright’s Black Power. Rethinking histories, identities,
and cultures only reflects the present time and the necessity for a recon-
figuration of cultures and intercultural relations in a global world. In
other words, living between borders or in a state of “double conscious-
ness” as an ordinary or a daily condition, navigating within the space of
ambiguity and ambivalence, that, in itself, constitutes a challenge.

Elisabeth Mudimbe-Boyi
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CHAPTER ONE

THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE WORLD

Globalization Then and Now

MICHEL-ROLPH TROUILLOT

“Globalization” is a fuzzy word. What hidden histories are silenced by
this fuzziness? What would the many phenomena heavily packaged and
heavily publicized under the word “globalization” look like from a
world perspective? In particular, what would a world perspective tell us
about cultural flows and processes?

InTrRODUCTION: COFFEE . . . CON LLECHE?

Whereas the word “globalization” has been defined at least by some
economists (see Trouillot 2001), its increasing use by students of culture
and society has generated little attention to—and even less agreement
on—what it actually means. The further we move away from econom-
ics, the more anecdotal and impressionistic our vision of globalization
seems to be. Thus anthropology and literary and cultural studies in par-
ticular have yet to spell out what, if anything, globalization means to
culture. Indeed, throughout the human disciplines, the relation between
culture and globalization is as evanescent as it is pervasive (but see
Ohnuki-Tierney 2001; Tsing 2000; Appadurai 1996).

3
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It is not easy to fight a spook. Yet cultural globalization is a spook
insofar as it is impossible to locate in thesis in academic discourse and
almost as difficult to find in the world outside of academia. There are
reasons for this, which suggest why cultural globalization is a dream for
advertisers (“United Colors of Benetton”?), and I will allude to some of
them. But first I will give flesh to the thesis. The enterprise is opinioned
but intellectually honest. In making explicit a number of tacit but per-
vasive propositions about cultural globalization, I hope to render a dom-
inant narrative more real and more conscious of its premises but, indeed,
more vulnerable.

In synthetic form, the cultural globalization thesis goes as follows:
economic and technological transformations since the 1970s have led to
an unprecedented flow of capital, goods, ideas, and people across state
and continental borders. These flows, in turn, have contributed to the
demise of institutions of power, notably the state. Our times are thus
marked by the incapacity of state-built or state-sponsored boundaries
(borders, citizenship, ethnicity) to regiment populations and affect cul-
tural practices and identities. In short, the world is fast turning into a
single cultural unit.

At this point, the cultural globalization thesis splits into two parts,
best captured in two subliminal images. The first image is that of a
blending, a coffee increasingly con leche, at the end of which awaits cul-
tural homogeneity across states and continents. The second is that of a
shopping mall of cultures within which individuals and groups will be
able to pick their preferred components and return home, as it were, to
self-construct the culture (s) of their choice—with, indeed, the capacity
to return the next day if the shoe does not fit.

There is a tension between these two images, but it is exactly
because the images are subliminal that this tension rarely surfaces
explicitly, even in scholarly studies of globalization, let alone in the
public arena. When it does, notably in the hands of advertisers, spin
doctors, or media handlers, it is hyped and projected in such terms that
its harmonious resolution denies the very contradictions that produced
the tension in the first place. Thus golf prodigy Tiger Woods, the blend
of blends, the mixture of mixtures, can successfully shop for the cul-
tural attributes of his choice—notably the American Dream—and sell
some of his wares back to us in the form of shoes that fit all. The ten-
sion between story one (the unending blending) and story two (I am
what I decide to be) is happily resolved because of the boldness of the
move. That is, both images revel in the alleged newness of the phe-
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nomenon, and that mutual newness is exactly what makes one support
the other. Thus we buy the image—and the shoes. Again, Benetton
comes to mind as a precursor, daring to juxtapose the obviously incom-
patible and claiming to resolve the incompatibility in a future marked
by congenital innocence.

Yet claims of innocence are suspicious when it comes to globaliza-
tion. Indeed, a narrative of political and economic change is fundamen-
tal to these images. These images work in part because we are convinced
that the world is changing—fast, too fast—and that the motor of change
is the inexorable hand of technology and trade (Gibson-Graham 1996).
A critical reading of cultural globalization should therefore never lose
sight of the political economy against which the narrative is deployed.

Is GLoBALIZATION UNPRECEDENTED?

Back to economics, therefore, to check on that feeling of newness. Is glob-
alization unprecedented? We may approach the answer with this quote:

International finance has become so interdependent and so inter-
woven with trade and industry . . . that political and military power
can in reality do nothing. . . . These little recognized facts, mainly
the outcome of purely modern conditions (rapidity of communica-
tion creating a greater complexity and delicacy of the credit system)
have rendered the problems of modern international politics pro-
foundly and essentially different from the ancient. (Angell 1910)

The elements of a thesis are there: new technology—especially the
speed of communication—creates an interdependence which in turn
leads to a fundamentally different world. Does this suggest a radical
break? Yes, except that the quote is from Norman Angell’s The Great
Hlusion, published in 1910. Thus in the first decade of this century, some
knowledgeable observers had already proposed that the main features
we associate today with globalization fully obtained in the world of
finance and politics. Were they wrong?

The figures that best measure economic globalization reveal that,
in relative terms, the flow of goods and capital across state boundaries
was at least as high during the period immediately preceding World War
I as it is today. Ratios of export trade to GDP may have been higher in
1913 than in 1973. In the period 1913-1914, Foreign Direct Investment
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(FDI) was around 11 percent, about the same level as in 1994. Capital
flows relative to output were higher during the Gold Standard period
than in the 1980s. To sum up a number of authors and arguments:

1. There is absolutely no evidence to suggest that the economic facts
we most often associate with globalization are unprecedented;

2. There is evidence to indicate that the changes of the last twenty
years are not as massive as we think they are;

3. There also is evidence that they are much more limited in geo-
graphical scope than the ideology of today suggests (Banuri and
Schorr 1992; Trouillot 2001; Weiss 1997).

We should not draw from the figures highlighting the period pre-
ceding World War I that globalization first happened then—if only
because two world wars should help temper such presumption. Rather,
the most important lesson of the comparison between the first and last
decades of this century is about the sense of newness that the awareness
of global flows provoked then and now. Angell’s pompousness is indeed
refreshing when we know the date of his statement. Yet we need also to
remember that at about the same date, Rosa Luxemburg (1968, 1972)
was insisting that capitalism had always been a global process, needing
from its inception new spaces to devour. Read as a process, economic
globalization is inherent in capitalism and therefore as old as that sys-
tem (Harvey 1995; Luxemburg 1972).

The lesson is thus one of humility, a mere suggestion that we may
need eyeglasses to see things that are too near. If the economic flows we
now associate with globalization are not as different or as massive as we
may believe, should we not question the apparent newness of the cul-
tural, social, and demographic flows that supposedly derive from this
globalized economy?

In economics as in politics, in cultural as in social studies, the main
narrative of globalization hides the very facts of power that make it both
desirable and possible. All narratives impose silences (Trouillot 1995). The
particularity of the narrative of globalization when it touches culture-his-
tory is a massive silencing of the past on a world scale, the systematic era-
sure of continuous and deeply felt encounters that have marked the last
500 years of human history. For sushi in Chicago to amaze us, we need to
silence that the Franciscans were in Japan as early as the fifteenth century.
For Muslim veils in France to seem out of place, we need to forget that
Charles Martel stopped ‘Abd-al-Raman only 300 miles south of Paris, two
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reigns before Charlemagne. To talk of a global culture today, we need to
forget that Chinese chili paste comes from Mexico, French fries from Peru,
and Jamaican Mountain Blue from Yemen.

Time, Spack, aAND HisTory

Studies of globalization have been eminently parochial in their premises,
eminently limited in their handling of either time or space, and of the
time-space conflation itself. It is thus both ironic and necessary to insist
that studies of globalization need to develop a global perspective. How
do we do it? To start with, we need a better handle on two sets of issues
that I will call, for short, temporality and historicity.

Narratives of globalization say something about the history of the
world, but they often assume naively as their premises the state of affairs
of the Wall Street Journal. If globalization is about world history, schol-
ars of globalization need to ask: which world? whose history? We can-
not answer the first question, “which world,” without a firm handle on
temporality and the time-space relation.

You may have noticed that my title alludes to Fernand Braudel’s
The Perspective of the World (1992 [1979]). Yet Braudel was less inter-
ested in the perspective of the world than in a perspective on the world.
The original French title of the third volume of Civilisation
matérielle . . . is Le Temps du monde, “World-time” or, more accurately,
“the pace of the world.” Mistranslation aside, Braudel focused on that
duration whose tempo was set by the global development of capitalism.

Still, Braudel’s perspective on the world is a crucial step in a search
for a perspective of the world. For can we talk about globalization with-
out taking seriously the various paces and temporalities involved?
Braudel himself was careful to insist that there were temporalities other
than the tempo of world capitalist development. World time does not
affect the entire world in the same way. World time is not universal time.
The pace of the world is uneven on the ground. Indeed, Braudel insisted,
following Marx-Luxemburg and anticipating Harvey, that world-time
itself necessarily created spatial hierarchies.

There are lessons here for those of us interested in the movement
of global flows. Which temporalities do we privilege? Which spaces do
we ignore? How do we set the criteria behind these choices? A world
perspective on globalization requires attention to differential temporali-
ties and the uneven spaces that they create.
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Having distinguished, as we should, the temporalities involved, we
need to return to the ground where those temporalities overlap. We need
to observe how these temporalities coalesce, mix, disjoint, and contra-
dict themselves among historically situated populations. Just as world
space is not everyone’s space, the history of the world is not everyone’s
history. We need to ask whose history is being told by the most fashion-
able narratives of globalization, and whose history is being silenced?

If temporalities overlap in inherently uneven spaces, this overlap
enables and limits sensibilities and subject positions that can arise from
within these spaces. In other words, we need to move from temporality
to historicity, that two-pronged field in which human beings become
both actors and narrators of their own story.

The rules of the game being what they are, it is no accident that the
temporalities most successfully isolated by economic history are most
successfully mixed in literature. I will not dare discuss Third World lit-
erature, whatever that may be, but I will dare suggest that Caribbean lit-
erature in all languages, of which I know something, is a world where
time collapses into historicity.

Five hundred years that je cooperate, je pacify, je collaborate, that
je dream American, socialize old-Europe style, that euros penetrate
my ass with dollars a la leche. Here I am, plexiglass prostitute from
Curacao to Amsterdam, soccer player on the French team, sweeper
of all sixtine chapels in the chassé-croisé of exotic transfers. Ah, if
for once I was the world, how they would laugh in Nigger’s Corner!
(Trouillot 1997, 31)

THE FirsTt MOMENT OF GLOBALITY

The world became global five centuries ago. The rise of the West, the
conquest of the Americas, New World slavery, and the Industrial Revo-
lution can be summarized as “a first moment of globality,” an A#lantic
moment, culminating in U.S. hegemony after World War II. Europe
became Europe in part through severing itself from what lay south of the
Mediterranean, but also in part through a westward move that made the
Atlantic the center of the first truly global empires.

I cannot deal here with the empirical details of that moment, which
encompass five centuries of world history and the shrinking of huge conti-
nental masses, including Asia. Indeed, my Atlantic moment is not restricted
geographically to societies bordering the Atlantic Ocean. The designation
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does not refer to a static space but to the locus of a momentum. Spain’s
conquest of the Philippines, the British conquest of India, and the United
States’ control of Korea all fall within that moment. I will insist, however,
that it is no accident that such non-Atlantic ventures often took place when
the respective power claimed partial or total control of the Atlantic Ocean.

This Atlantic moment of globality entailed at the onset massive
flows of money, capital, goods, ideas, motifs, and people not only across
states but across continents.

Global flows of population include, of course, the Castilian inva-
sion of the Americas, the nearly 12 million enslaved Africans taken to
the New World, and the hundreds of thousands of Asians brought to
succeed the slaves on Caribbean plantations. As the North Atlantic
states forcibly moved populations all over the world, their own citizens
also moved from one continent to another, most often from temperate
to temperate climate. Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Southern Africa,
and the United States bear the marks of these demographic flows.

As peoples moved, so did goods. Massive flows of gold and silver,
crops and spices, and plants and diseases, from tobacco to coconuts,
from syphilis to smallpox, and from the mines of Peru to the Kews
sprinkled over the British Empire and enmeshed world populations into
encounters and confrontations unrestricted by physical distance. Eco-
nomically these flows of goods and money sustained the life of the
North Atlantic both before and after its Industrial Revolution. By the
late eighteenth century, almost two-thirds of France’s external trade
rested on the shoulders of the Caribbean colony of Saint-Domingue-
Haiti and the slaves who died there. Similarly, in the nineteenth century,
the opium trade proved vital to the British economy. Crops such as
sugar, coffee, tea, or cocoa concretely tied together populations sepa-
rated by oceans (Trouillot 1980; Mintz 1985; Brockway 1977).

This first moment of globality also produced its self-proclaimed
hybrids, from the many convertos who joined the Castilian venture, to
the early Americans who discovered they had become Indians, to the
mulattos of Cuba, Brazil, or Saint-Domingue. Cafe con leche is not new,
certainly not in Latin America. Already in 1815 Simon Bolivar had offi-
cialized a narrative of hybridity: “We are . . . neither Indian nor Euro-
pean, but a species midway between the legitimate proprietors of this
country and the Spanish usurpers.” Assessing the cultural evolution of
the Caribbean, Edouard Glissant insists that creolization requires the
consciousness of mixed origins, but he also contends that the notion of
hybridity is too narrow to capture the richness of the situation.
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TuE HuMmaN DISCIPLINES AND THE
Lecacies oF THE NORTH ATLANTIC

The initial reaction of the men of robes and letters of the North Atlantic
to this first moment of globality was one of intellectual curiosity. The
new geography of imagination that arose during the Renaissance (and
made possible the conversion of Latin Christendom into Europe)
implied a global projection of power. That projection, which still serves
as the foundation of what we call “the West,” inherently divides and
segregates populations, cultures, areas, religions, and races. Yet it would
be a mistake to think that it did so then the way it does now. From the
sixteenth to the early nineteenth century, a number of writers expressed
wonder at the globality just discovered but took it seriously enough to
explore its social, moral, and cultural implications across a wide spec-
trum of philosophical and political positions.

From Amerigo Vespucci’s letters and the debates between Las
Casas and Sepulveda through the sixteenth-century proponents of a
total history, the reflections of Montaigne and Montesquieu, down to
Diderot-Raynald or even Adam Smith on colonization, there is indeed
an “us” and a “them.” But the “us” keeps changing, and the “them” is
open-ended, for there is also a sense that what we say about “them” says
something about “us.” To that extent, the Atlantic moment of globality
was handled, at least by some of the most prominent European thinkers,
as a truly global—that is, open if not open-ended—phenomenon.?

A precision is necessary. I am not arguing that Renaissance and
Early Modern European thinkers were not ethnocentric. On the con-
trary, I have suggested elsewhere that the roots of scientific racism, as it
first appears in the early 1700s before gaining full speed during the nine-
teenth century, go back to the ontology and geographical imagination of
the Renaissance (Trouillot 1995, 74-78). This does not contravene the
proposition that in the scholarly world, the impact of that geography
was not homogenous. It implied closure and segregation, but it also
implied degrees and forms of openness. Las Casas’ position at Valladolid
was intellectually and politically defensible. It would look insane today.

When did this break occur?

In the nineteenth century, right at a moment when the North
Atlantic nurtured jointly and with equal ardor nationalist rhetorics and
myths of “scientific” racial supremacy, the scholarly world took what
increasingly appears in retrospect as a “wrong turn” in the institution-
alization of the human disciplines.
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In a context marked by the increasing evocation and deployment
of state power outside of academia and the reorganization of power
within institutions of knowledge, the nineteenth century saw a qualita-
tive break in both the notion and practice of “social science” as objec-
tive knowledge of the human world. Three fundamental changes sealed
that break: the search for objectivity itself; the use of that “objective”
knowledge as a guide for the management of social change, now per-
ceived as inevitable; and the sense that such change would occur in a
context where (political) sovereignty resided in the people (Wallerstein
1991). Objectivity and the manageability of data and populations fed on
each other, separating the task into “disciplines,” increasingly removed
from the humanities and from each other (Wallerstein et al. 1996).

So stated, the project created major zones of exclusion inherent in
its aims and claims. To start with, in practice and for purposes of man-
agement, the bulk of the data to be analyzed came from the five coun-
tries where that institutionalization took place: Britain, France, the Ger-
manies, the Italies, and the United States. More important, the project
left out by definition the populations thought to be impervious to
change by nature or by practice, including most of the non-West, which
became the purview of a particular discipline, anthropology (Trouillot
1991). It left out, by definition also, populations—often the same—that
were not thought to be worthy of self-sovereignty. Indeed, sovereignty
and the capacity for progress went hand in hand in North Atlantic social
thought, if not from the days of Las Casas, certainly at least from the
days of Condorcet. The project also left out the populations—again,
often the same—that were thought to be (or, later on, chose to be) out-
side of the capitalist order as defined from the North Atlantic.

Tailing along, fighting for their own institutional space and micro-
sites of power, the humanities tended to mimic the parcellation of the
social sciences. The result is still horrific. The human disciplines rewrote
their past and polished their theoretical apparatus, drawing primarily
from the North Atlantic experience, as though what we now call the
West encapsulated the entire richness of humankind. They did not sim-
ply neglect the experience of the non-West—and, some would add, that
of quite a few fellow Westerners. Rather, they actively silenced that
experience within their self-designed domains. They made it inconse-
quential to theory.

Within the self-designed domains, theoretical segregation paralleled
the closure of human populations within the political boundaries designed
by the North Atlantic or—in the lack of such—within the boundaries that



12 MicueL-RoLpa TrouILLOT

most resembled home in the minds of North Atlantic observers. Tribes,
nations, regions, and ethnicities became not only natural units of analysis,
which is bad enough, but they became the real thing. Not only was what
was here to be studied, but it was what was “out there,” entities imbued
with an internal life and enclosed in fixed boundaries. Anthropologist Eric
R. Wolf evaluates the intellectual disaster thus:

The habit of treating named entities such as Iroquois, Greece, Per-
sia, or the United States as fixed entities opposed to one another by
stable internal architecture and external boundaries interferes with
our ability to understand their mutual encounter and confronta-
tion. . . . We seem to have taken a wrong turn in understanding at
some critical point in the past, a false choice that bedevils our think-
ing in the present.

That critical turning point is identifiable. It occurred in the
middle of the past century, when inquiry into the nature and vari-
eties of humankind split into separate (and unequal) specialties and
disciplines. This split was fateful. (Wolf 1982, 7)

CULTURE IN A BoTTLE

One consequence of that discursive narrowness is an essentialist
approach to cultures, the borders of which supposedly overlap the imag-
ined community of the nation-state or similar political boundaries
within it. Anthropology, notably American cultural anthropology,
played its part in this theoretical segregation, making culture not only
both an object and a unit of analysis—an enterprise intellectually doubt-
ful at best—but something “out there” that people obviously similar
shared somewhat in their head when not through their practice.

To be sure, in the mind of many Boasians, the enterprise was par-
tially intended to sever race from culture. Yet a century later it is not at
all certain that cultural determinism’s possible victory over biology has
done much to destroy racism. At any rate, willingly or not, anthropol-
ogy, and American cultural anthropology in particular, sold the general
public an ahistorical, classless, essentialist notion of culture that breeds
determinism. Culture became something evanescent and yet palpable,
shared by a community whose borders just happened to replicate polit-
ical boundaries. One nation, one state, one culture. One subnation, one
subculture. Where racial boundaries were also fundamental political
boundaries, as in the United States, culture and race became conflated.
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If a number of North Americans now think that there is more cultural
affinity between a black boy from inner-city Detroit and a Kalahari
bushman than between that boy and his white Bostonian counterpart,
American anthropologists have to take part of the blame.

The notion of single, isolated, and identifiable cultures thus chan-
neled the geographical imaginary of the Renaissance through some of
the worst intellectual catheters designed by the nineteenth century.
Never mind that this notion of an isolated culture was never adequate
to describe any population in or out of the North Atlantic. It fit nation-
alist ideologies of what the world should look like.

But suddenly, alas, the world does not look as it should. The prob-
lem is not that cultures are suddenly changing: they have always been
changing. Nor is it new that cultures are porous. Human groups have
always been open, in various degrees, to new experiences, outside influ-
ences, borrowings, and impositions. The difference now is that the fiction
of isolated cultures built by the nineteenth century on the assumptions of
the Renaissance no longer fits the lived experiences of the populations of
the North Atlantic. I now turn to this second moment of globality.

THE SEcoNnD MOMENT OoF GLOBALITY: MAss AND VELOCITY

Since the end of World War II, a number of changes have deeply affected
the globalization process. The first major change is not in the nature of
global flows. As I suggested earlier, capital, goods, populations, ideas,
motifs, and sensibilities have traveled across state and continental bor-
ders for a long time. They continue to do so. But they now do it at
speeds and in quantities unthinkable just fifty years ago. It is not the rel-
ative importance of global flows that is unique to our times. Rather, it is
the sheer volume of these flows and the speed at which these masses
move. Mass and velocity are unique to our times. Unique also is the
widespread awareness of global flows. That awareness grows every-
where, largely because of the increase in both size and velocity.

We can now start reading the unspoken tensions that characterize a
number of cultural icons of our times, from Tiger Woods to postcolonial
theorists. Capital, populations, and information move in much greater
mass and at increasing speed, producing a centripetal effect of perception:
we are the world; we are at its center, since everything around us moves.
But that imaginary center is also the eye of a hurricane, for not only does
everything move around us, but everything moves too fast and too soon.
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To phrase the proposition in slightly different terms, while global
flows increase in speed and velocity, most human beings continue to
think and act locally. There is thus a disjuncture between the awareness
of globalization and the capacity to come to terms with its conse-
quences. While the first moment of globality produced tremendous cul-
tural upheavals felt deeply in the colonies, in the second moment of
globality globalization hits consciousness as a never-ending shock, the
echoes of which seem to circle around the world.

Two contradictory reactions thus dominate the popular responses
to global flows: wonderment and fragmentation.

WONDERS AND FRAGMENTATION

The most visible products of the two moments of globality do not fit the
essentialist categories we inherited from the nineteenth century. They
disturb the sense we had of what the world was or should have been.
Thus wonder emerges as one of the reactions among the public.

We knew—we thought we knew—that a Chinese looks Chinese,
speaks Chinese, and acts Chinese—until we walk into a Cuban restaurant,
say, on New York’s Upper West Side or in Miami’s Little Havana—and dis-
cover a Chinese face with Latin flavors and Spanish accent. We think: the
world has changed. But the world has not changed. We have simply moved
closer to it. Chinese laborers stood next to African slaves on Cuban sugar-
cane plantations without much surprise on their or their masters’ parts.

The example brings home a difference of our times set in three
propositions: (1) wonder is premised in the incompatibility between
essentialist categories and the products of global processes; (2) the nine-
teenth century has left us with the habit of conceptualizing humankind
fundamentally in essential terms; (3) the speed of the late twentieth cen-
tury makes it impossible for us not to notice the nonessentialist products
of global flows. Wonder and puzzlement increase accordingly.

Academics reproduce this wonder in part by providing new labels
that attempt to reconcile the world we face and the one we think we left
behind. Used uncritically, these labels couch the treatment of globaliza-
tion—or some of its avatars: hybrids, transnationals (corporations or
peoples), diasporas—in an essentialist mode that tries to recover the
assurance of nineteenth-century pronouncements. Their fluidity once
stated, we treat our new hybrids as entities—as givens rather than as
moments to be unpacked.
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The political danger is obvious. One of the least banal effects of
the Tiger Woods, Hybrid qua Star phenomenon is a thicker mask on the
formation of racial identity and the workings of racism in the United
States. There is a mess out there, and the temptation to order the mess
by inventing new labels, by naming the results rather than deciphering
the process, is great. From nominalization to essentialism, the bridge is
rather short.

Wonder does not exhaust our dominant responses to the second moment
of globality. A second reaction is a feeling of fragmentation.

Since the end of World War II, a number of political and intellec-
tual leaders have promised us, intermittently and with varying degrees
of certitude, an end to racial and ethnic conflicts, both within and across
political borders. Yet during that same period, such conflicts have
erupted repeatedly in various parts of the globe, pushing millions of
individuals to unexpected levels of verbal and physical violence. That
violence does not exempt Western democracies such as the United States,
Germany, or France. Further, even when mass violence is absent, race
and ethnicity creep into personal relations, often with surprising twists
of perversity. From the vote of the United Nations Charter in 1945 to
today’s headlines from Bosnia or Los Angeles, these last fifty years can
be read as an ongoing tension between the promise of a future where
religion, language, and phenotype would become increasingly immater-
ial and the reality of a present where differences, presumed irrelevant,
would become suddenly pristine. The twenty-first century is likely to be
marked by the speed and brutality of similar conflicts.?

Academics also have reproduced this tension both within and
across disciplinary lines. Whereas some disciplines can be said to have
emphasized the processes of integration rather than the facts of frag-
mentation, all have had to take both into account, albeit to different
degrees. Overlapping the disciplines are, again, the labels that tie this
new world together: globalization, global culture, and diasporas.

One danger in these labels is the extent to which they replace the
old universalisms of nineteenth-century thought—or of development
studies—with a new universalism that is equally blind to its parochial
roots. The experience of globality is always that of historically situated
individuals with specific resources and limits.

I am not convinced that we gain more understanding of globaliza-
tion by suggesting that the world is now moving to a “global culture,”
or that cultures are now engaged in flows of exchange that propel them
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as equal partners in a global market of patterns and ideas. McDonald’s
in Beijing is not the same as sushi in Evanston. Or at least we should not
assume so until we do the research that would confirm this assumption.
The challenge is to face the reality that cultural landscapes are open, that
their openness has always been an occasion for exchanges and flows,
and that these exchanges have always been modulated by power. In bet-
ter words, how do we study the cultural practices of human populations
and take power into account?

Tue Historicization oF THE WEST

We cannot start with a clean deck. The history of the last 500 years has
marked us all in ways that we cannot deny. Indeed, if there is proof of
what I call the Atlantic moment of globality, the proof is that few of us
can think about the last 500 years as though they were not inevitable, as
if North Atlantic hegemony was not in the very premises of human
activity. Thus the first task is to ask how and why that hegemony
became not only so pervasive but also so convincing, and the ideal tool
for that task is the parochialization of the North Atlantic. The histori-
cization of the West—its practices, concepts, assumptions, claims, and
genealogies—is a central theoretical challenge of our times.

That has been said by many, including notable subaltern and post-
colonial theorists. My own insistence is that this historicization, prop-
erly conceived, requires a global perspective. It cannot be reduced to an
empirical focus on the successive geographical areas or populations
(Greece, Rome, Latin Christendom, or the North Atlantic) that the West
now claims in its genealogies. To limit the investigation to the physical
West would be to accept naively the West’s own genealogies and forget
that the current challenge comes to the human sciences, in part, from
changes in the globalization process.

Theoretical ethnocentrism is not intellectually equipped to face
that situation, nor are the marginal responses, such as Afrocentrism,
that this ethnocentrism provokes. Nor can ethnic studies, legitimate in
their own terms, fill that void, unless we are willing to argue that North
American minorities can serve as historical proxies for the vast chunks
of humankind abandoned by the Latin and Teutonic canons. Chicano
studies, as legitimate as they are, cannot replace Latin American studies.
Black studies, as legitimate as they are, cannot replace African or
Caribbean studies. In short, we need to cross political and linguistic
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boundaries to place whichever population we study, and the very places
we come from, in a global perspective.

The difficulty in achieving such a global perspective may be the
Achilles heel of postcoloniality, the main reason it has not delivered on
the promises of a new theory and politics. To put it differently, post-
colonial theory has broken a silence less than it has generated a new
position within an ongoing conversation. The postcolonial intellectual
berself entered the conversation only inasmuch as her positioning vis-a-
vis that center demanded a generous attention that denies the facts of
power that made this positioning necessary in the first place. As such,
she may have changed the themes but not the terms of a conversation
that preceded her entry and will likely continue after her departure.

The capacity to read one’s own position and generate from that
reading multiple, shifting, and questioning new locations seems to me
the singular lesson from the most progressive academic trends of the last
few years. The deployment of that capacity—in what I insist should be
a global perspective—may be the key difference in evaluating the effec-
tiveness of recent strategies of discourse and practice in and out of acad-
emia. If so, the difficulties that self-described postcolonials have in
developing a critical reading of their own conditions of possibility may
be a testimony to the limits of the enterprise.* As others have suggested
(Ahmad 1992, 1995; Harvey 1989, 350-52), the need remains for a
more critical reading of the context of intellectual production in and
around academia.

CRrossiNG BouNDARIES

Within academia itself we need to cross disciplinary boundaries much
more often than we do now. Today, no single discipline has the capacity
to conceptualize the experience of the people dismissed by the nine-
teenth century. Anthropologist Eric R. Wolf (1982) again says it best: “It
is only when we integrate our different kinds of knowledge that the peo-
ple without history emerge as actors in their own right. When we parcel
them out among several disciplines, we render them invisible.”

While parochialism, including that of the disciplines, leads to obvi-
ous dead ends and centrisms of all kinds—including the renewed search
for universalist paradigms, such as rational choice theory—these now
convince mostly the believers. The human sciences are going through
what historian Jacques Revel (1995) calls a time of “epistemological
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anarchy,” in part because of the greater empirical base available for the-
ory. Yet if we make use of that empirical base, this very anarchy is an
opportunity for new conversations that take into account the entire his-
torical experience of the world, with the various sensibilities and view-
points that this experience implies.

ENDNOTES

This chapter was written in 1998, when versions of it were presented at
Stanford University, the University of Chicago, the University of Virginia at
Morgantown, Duke University, and at the workshop on Theory and Politics
after Postcoloniality (Institute for Global Studies, Johns Hopkins University).
Since then I have substantially refined my thoughts on these issues in later arti-
cles noted in the bibliography below. I have also added later references to the
text for the benefit of the reader. My thanks to Michael Dorsey, Jeffrey Mantz,
Nabiha Megateli, and Clare Sammells, whose research tips inform this text,
and to Vivek Dhareshwar, for the ongoing conversation that provoked some of
these lines.

1. Yet when we turn to most of the literature on globalization from the
Wall Street Journal to the liberal-minded literature of anthropology, and literary
and cultural studies, we discover a peculiar handling of the space-time relation:
a silencing of the past, an obsession with what Annales historians called deri-
sively “la conjoncture,” a patchwork of current headlines projected as the dura-
tion of the future over a world unfettered by mountains and other sinuosities.
The world started this morning when sushi first reached Peoria, and guess
what—it is a flat world.

2. Trails of this wonderment can still be found in studies of the Americas,
notably creolization studies focusing on Brazil or the Caribbean (Trouillot m.s.).

3. In February 1998, Zapatista Indians seized control of the Web page
of Mexico’s Ministry of Finance. What could be more global than a Web
page? Yet what is more grounded in locality and historicity than the claim of
the Zapatistas?

4. Yet some of these are rather obvious: England’s difficulties in sustain-
ing the Commonwealth as an economic and intellectual umbrella; the uncon-
tested dominance of English as the Latin of the late twentieth century; the ide-
ological and personnel relay points between the United Kingdom and the
United States—from Thatcher-Reagan to Clinton-Blair—however weak the
structural parallels; and the conditions of academic production in the United
States, including the politics of racism, all seem parts of a landscape begging for
critical description.
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CHAPTER TWO

MODERNITY AND PERIPHERY

Toward a Global and Relational Analysis

MARY LOUISE PRATT

When the term postmodern began circulating the planet in the 1980s,
two reactions prevailed among Latin American colleagues, both of them
ironic. One was “Dammit, we haven’t even got modernity yet, and
they’ve called it off!” The other was “Fragmentation? decenteredness?
co-existence of incommensurate realities?—if that’s it, we’ve always
been postmodern. They are catching up to us.” This is by way of saying,
as Graciela Montaldo so clearly puts it, “In general, postmodernism
serves in Latin America primarily as a way of thinking about the scope
of our modernity” (1997, 628). This, she argues, has been the case in
Europe and in the United States as well. She is right. Despite the appar-
ently infinite capacity of the term postmodern to displace other analyti-
cal categories, the 1980s and 1990s have seen a rich and an interesting
rethinking of modernity by scholars in many parts of the world. What is
emerging is an account of modernity that is more complex, and above
all more intelligible, than before. In particular, in keeping with the decol-
onization of knowledge that began in the 1960s and accelerated in the
1970s and 1980s, modernity is currently being analyzed from a much
more global perspective than before. One thinks, in Latin America, of

21
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Beatriz Sarlo’s pioneering Una modernidad periférica (1988), analyzing
Buenos Aires in the 1920s, the essays of Roberto Schwarz on modernity
in Brazil (1992), or the wide-ranging Consejo Latinoamericano de Cien-
cias Sociales (CLACSO) volume La modernidad en la encrucijada post
moderna ([Modernity at the postmodern juncture], 1988a), edited by
Fernando Calderén. In Britain, Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1993)
approaches modernity in terms of the African diaspora. One thinks, in
the United States, of the recent debate on modernity in Thesis Eleven
(see Arnason 1994; Grumley 1994; Smith 1994; Touraine 1994), Arjun
Appadurai’s Modernity at Large (1996), or ethnographic investigations
such as Anna Tsing’s In the Realm of the Diamond Queen: Marginality
in an Out-of-the-Way Place (1993). Indeed, the argument is made that
the process of decolonizing knowledge is the source of the “post” in
postmodernity, not because it put an end to modernity but because it put
an end to the center’s self-interested and deluded understanding of
modernity, provoking, among other things, a crisis in intellectual
authority that academies are still struggling to confront and contain.
The texts I have just cited, and many others, bear out this claim.
Jurgen Habermas has invited us to think about modernity as an
“incomplete project.” I would like to suggest that what also remains
incomplete is our (and his) understanding of modernity. As I will suggest
in these pages, intellectuals now confront a collective challenge that is also
an imperative and a possibility: that of creating a global and relational
account of modernity. This is both a conceptual and an empirical project.
Until such an account exists, the term postmodern has no referent and
remains a gesture of premature closure on modernity, foreclosing the
decolonization of knowledge and the decentering of the center. A global
account of modernity will provide necessary historical and conceptual
grounding for inquiries about globalization in the present and for reflec-
tion on the institutions of knowledge in which such inquiries take place.
In what follows, I propose to review briefly (1) the ways in which
modernity has customarily talked about itself at the metropolitan cen-
ter; (2) the ways in which the center encodes the periphery in accounts
of modernity; (3) the ways in which modernity is characterized from the
perspective of the periphery. The goal is to suggest some of the outlines
for a global and relational account of modernity, and also to suggest that
the opacity and incoherence of accounts of modernity constructed at the
center derive in significant degree from their elision of the periphery and
of center-periphery relations, that is, from a dramatic failure to recog-
nize the diffusionist character of modernity as one of its most central
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features. The argument goes on to ask, on the one hand, the source of
this failure and, on the other hand, how one might construct an account
that brought this diffusionism, from the sending and receiving ends, into
focus. To deploy the terms center and periphery is of course to revive a
vocabulary now seen as anachronistic, supposedly replaced by an
unaligned concept of globalization. I wish to suggest, however, that it is
arbitrary and unnecessary to regard the concept of globalization as
replacing a center-periphery perspective. Indeed, to do so reauthorizes
the center to function unmarked as a center. Perhaps this concern lies
behind the recent emergence of the dyad “North” and “South”—capi-
talized—in place of the vocabularies of center-periphery and first, sec-
ond, and third worlds.

MobpEerNITY AT THE CENTER

How does modernity talk about itself at the center, that is, in Northern
Europe and North America? Six characteristics of metropolitan dis-
courses on modernity are of interest here.

1. They display an impulse to establish an array of features con-
sidered constitutive or symptomatic of modernity. Equally important,
the distinction between constitutive and symptomatic features is not
usually drawn, so the latter can be freely identified as the former, or vice
versa. The array includes, for example:

¢ democracy, the nation-state, class formation

¢ industrialization and industrial divisions of labor

e the high/low culture distinction in the cultural sphere

¢ urbanization, mass culture, mass society, mass education
e expansion of markets and wild capitalist growth

e the hegemonization of instrumental rationality, the bureaucratiza-
tion of society

o the rise of science as a truth-seeking discourse

e the privileging of reason as the path to true knowledge
e the rise of the individual and the idea of his freedom

e the idea of progress, progressive time

e change as an inherently positive value'
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The specific items on the list are less important than the fact that
accounts of modernity tend to assume that there should be such a set of
features, and that it should be finite and noncontradictory; at the same
time, the features cited seem potentially infinite and readily contradict
each other.

2. Accounts of modernity display widely varying narratives of
origin. There is an argument that starts modernity in 1436 with Guten-
berg. Another locates the starting point in the late 1400s with Por-
tuguese expansion, or specifically in 1492. Another (Touraine) cites the
“long sixteenth century”—1450-1640. Others, most recently Stephen
Toulmin (1990), mark 1637, the year of Descartes’ Discourse on
Method. For others, Leibniz is the key figure. Another common argu-
ment places the starting point at the mid-eighteenth century with the
rise of science and of Man. Another places it at the end of the eigh-
teenth century with the French Revolution, though not the Haitian and
Andean ones that occurred at the same time. Some philosophers mark
1800, with the publication of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. The
first decades of the nineteenth century provide yet another starting
point, marked by industrialization, urbanization, and the rise of the
nation-state. Other accounts place the starting line at the beginning of
the twentieth century, with the rise of mass communications, mass soci-
ety, and modernist aesthetic projects. This is a common position in
regions colonized by the first wave of European expansion, including
Latin America. Even more common in the Third World is the marking
of 1945 as the starting point—the point at which center-periphery rela-
tions were redefined by the paradigm of development versus underde-
velopment, and the point at which, according to Immanuel Wallerstein
(1979), it began to be impossible to think of Europe as the center of the
world. The last president of El Salvador observed recently that now
that the guerrilla movement is dead, modernity is at last ready to begin
in Central America, while José Joaquin Brunner and others make a sim-
ilar claim for postdictatorship Chile. Matei Calinescu, from whose
monumental Five Faces of Modernity (1987 [1977]) we might hope-
fully expect some guidance, if anything vexes things more. He reveals
that the Latin term modernus in its modern sense dates from the sixth
century A.D. (not a date that figures in anyone’s account), and that in
English, “modernity” was first used in 1622 (confirming one account),
while in French, “modernité” turns up only two centuries later, in 1849
(confirming another account).
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What kind of a thing can modernity be if it has so many begin-
nings? What is at stake in both needing to identify a beginning and con-
structing a multiplicity of beginnings that can be invoked, depending on
the argument that one wants to make? Why has this state of explanatory
excess not been more troubling?

3. Modernity’s narratives of origin define it with respect to a range
of others—feudalism, absolutism, the primitive (i.e., tribal or subsistence
societies), the traditional (i.e., peasant and rural societies), the irrational
(animals, non-Westerners, and women), and the underdeveloped or
backward (the colonial/neocolonial world).>? What remains constant is
that in every account there has to be an other. The multifaceted borders
with these others have been policed and reproduced by the modern aca-
demic disciplines institutionalized at the center in the second half of the
nineteenth century. Anthropology has produced and enforced the cate-
gory of the primitive, economics those of backwardness and underde-
velopment. Political science has administered the distinctions between
state and non-state, simple and complex societies, philosophy the dis-
tinction between the rational and the irrational, and literary studies and
art history between high and low culture. History has administered the
concept of progressive time, determining who occupies it and who does
not. Sometimes the points of reference are explicit. Sander Gilman has
traced the way images of Africans defined the borders of Western aes-
thetics in the work of Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche (1982, and
discussed in Gilroy 1993, 8). In social theory, the unexplained referent
“tribal societies” turns up freely when the boundaries of the modern
need to be marked in the sand. In a recent (1998) lecture series, What Is
Modernity?, Agnes Heller elaborated a vivid, wide-ranging description
which, often inexplicably, required continuous reference to a contrasting
entity called “premodern societies.” Over the course of the lectures, this
concept acquired the following characteristics:

e stable social orders;

¢ fixed and absolute norms of goodness, truth, and beauty (“The art
of Egypt and Mesoamerica remained unchanged for thousands of
years”);

¢ a pyramidal social structure with a man at the top;

e the life of the subject is completely determined at birth by its place
in the pyramid; there is neither mobility nor the desire for mobility;

¢ subjects do not question their place in the order or desire change;
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¢ the ancient is sacred;

e the dominant worldview is supplied by religion and founded on
absolutes;

e what the subject perceives as its needs are given at birth and corre-
Ject p &
spond to its place in the order; needs are assigned qualitatively;

e domestic violence exists in normalized forms;
® sex is obligatory on the woman’s part;
¢ passions and emotions are expressed more freely; and

¢ happiness exists not as a subjective state but as an objective condi-
tion determined by concrete criteria.

It is easy to reconstruct for each item on this list which feature of
modernity was being established in contrast, but the project of defining
modernity does not require this list to have coherence, boundedness, or
verifiability. Its epistemological status is somewhat mysterious. As a list
of general attributes of societies outside of European modernity, it is
empirically false and arbitrary. Attempts to question the empirical basis
for the claims, however, were vigorously rejected as trivial.

What, in modernity’s accounts of itself, is the rationale for requir-
ing a fixed other and creating a range of them to choose from, depend-
ing, again, on the argument that one wants to make? Why has this infin-
ity of content been a feature of, rather than a problem for, the discourse
on modernity?

4. Scholars are by now accustomed to questioning the universalizing,
totalizing aspects of modernity’s accounts of itself, but somewhat less has
been said about the centralizing aspects of such accounts. The effort to
identify essential features, a unified other, and a narrative of origin is an
effort to centralize the object of study. At the same time, since a multiplic-
ity of features, others, and narratives of origins is generated, the object of
study can be centralized and recentralized in many ways and combinations,
depending on the argument that one wants to make. By the same token,
every centralizing gesture is provisional. The apparent disjointedness and
inconsistency of modernity’s descriptions of itself are a by-product of this
centralizing tendency, this centrism. If the impulse to centralize were not
present, the proliferation of centralizing schemata would be unnecessary.

At an empirical level, the centrism of the metropolitan discourse
on modernity depends upon a form of interpretive power that involves
what might be called the monopolistic use of categories. I use this phrase
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to refer to an interpretive logic, whereby if A is a symptom of B, then
every instance of A may be read as an instance of B. Thus if rationality
is a criterial feature of modernity, then wherever the interpreter encoun-
ters it he or she, if he or she chooses, may identify it as indicating the
presence of modernity. By the same token, all instances of irrationality
can be read, if the interpreter chooses, as signifying the non- or pre-
modern. This structure of possibilities grants the interpreter a huge
capacity for absorbing or creating otherness. I focus here on the phrase
“if the interpreter chooses” in order to stress that this is a form of inter-
pretive power, on whose workings it is essential to reflect. Who, we may
inquire, has access to the power to do such choosing and to assign such
readings, and the places of power where they are done? How is access
constructed and enforced? What happens when an unauthorized party—
a testimonial subject, for example—contests or lays claim to this power,
proposing an alternative account? Investigating the possibility of “alter-
native modernities,” Paul Gilroy notes “the ease and speed with which
European particularisms are still being translated into absolute univer-
sal standards for human achievement, norms, and aspirations” (1993,
7-8). (He could be talking about anything from the philosophy of
agency to IMF [International Monetary Fund] structural readjustment
programs.) This monopolistic interpretive power is an important dimen-
sion of the centrism that characterizes modernity’s account of itself.

5. I have been commenting so far on the way metropolitan moder-
nity represents itself to itself, the way it brings itself into being, the way
it lines up a geographical and an epochal idea of modernity with a range
of entirely real historical processes and events. The point here is not at
all to deny the reality of those processes and events but to examine how
they have been understood. The idea of modernity, I suggest, was one of
the chief tropes through which Europe constructed itself as a center, as
the center, and the rest of the planet as a—its—periphery. This identity-
creating aspect is what Homi Bhabha alludes to when he says the story
of modernity is “about the historical construction of a specific position
of historical enunciation and address” (1991, 201). Note that this char-
acterization is outer directed, involving address: in its relational dimen-
sions, modernity is a diffusionist project, assigned to interpellate others
from a center. One of its prime tasks was to make particular kinds of
sense of, and give particular kinds of direction to, Europe’s interactions
with the rest of the world. I have found it quite helpful to think about
modernity as an identity discourse, as Europe’s (or the white world’s)
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identity discourse as it assumed global dominance. The need for narra-
tives of origins, distinctive features, and reified Others, and the policing
of boundaries combined with the slippery capacity to create and erase
otherness as needed are the signposts of identity discourses. Hence, the
centrism of modernity is in part ethnocentrism, though it does not read-
ily identify itself in this manner. The monopolistic use of categories I
mentioned earlier is an ethnocentric practice. Though euro-, ethno-, and
androcentrism are not normally found on that list of features by which
modernity characterizes itself, they come into view when modernity’s
others gain the interpretive power to question the monopolistic use of
categories. This is the import of Gilroy’s call for an “ethnohistorical
reading of western modernity” (1993, 8), or of Enrique Dussel’s charge
that modernity is constituted by a “eurocentric fallacy.” It is, he says, “a
European phenomenon . . . constituted in a dialectical relation with a
non-European alterity that is its ultimate content” (19935, 65).

6. Dussel’s formulation points to an axis of tension with little visi-
bility or importance in the center, but which is extremely significant every-
where else: the contradiction between modernity’s need for fixed other-
ness, on the one hand, and its diffusionist, subject-producing program, on
the other hand. Frederick Buell speaks of the incompatibility of the met-
ropolitan attempt to both produce subjects on the periphery and to main-
tain their alterity (1994, 335), between the imperative, on the one hand,
to fix others in order to define itself and, on the other hand, to modernize
others through processes of assimilation. This internal contradiction inter-
sects with another: a concept of individual liberty that depends on the sub-
ordination or self-subordination of others. In classic liberal theory, liberty
consists in the possibilities the individual has to develop his (sic) capacities
and to follow his desires and interests (Held et al. 1983). This (masculin-
ized) concept of the individual presupposes a division of labor in which
reproduction and social continuity are carried out by others. Liberty thus
conceived depends a priori on the existence of population sectors that are
by definition unfree, charged with the reproductive, custodial, and tute-
lary relations. These conflicting dynamics explain much about the ways
the discourse on modernity encodes the periphery, to which I now turn.

FroMm CENTER TO PERIPHERY

How does the center encode the periphery from within modernity? Post-
colonial criticism has reflected richly on this question. Two key terms
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have surfaced: outside and bebind (but not, it appears, “below.”) “Prim-
itive” and “tribal” mark the outside of modernity; “backward” and
“underdeveloped” mark that which is behind. “Feudal” and “tradi-
tional” mark things as simultaneously outside and behind. Again, note
the centralizing, monopolistic use of these categories: given the interpre-
tive power, the interpreter can read anything that fails to correspond to
preconception as an instance of either outsideness or behindness, rather,
say, than as an instance of alternative, emergent, diasporic, or counter-
forms of modernity. Nor can the schema recognize phenomena that par-
ticipate simultaneously in modernity and some other historical trajec-
tory, as with postconquest indigenous social formations in the Americas,
for example. This is a conceptual limit of vast consequence.

It is important to observe that in the semantics of this spatial dis-
course, the normative positions of “insideness” and “in-frontness” are
defined only by the center. In other words, the presence or absence of
modernity can be determined only from that one site. There is no room,
say, for the very plausible ideas that those “in front” are pushed—or held
up—by those “behind,” or that those “in front” are trapped looking
ahead and therefore cannot see what is going on “behind.” In other
words, the agency of the periphery in the creation of modernity remains
systematically invisible at the center, as do the processes of diffusion from
center to periphery. Obscured by those binaries of inside/outside and in
front/behind is the fascinating and variegated global phenomenon of what
Beatriz Sarlo (1988) has called “peripheral modernity” and the relatively
unexamined history of the constitutive relations between metropolitan
modernity, on the one hand, and colonialism, neocolonialism, and slavery,
on the other hand. These latter phenomena no longer appear to scholars
as “outside” or “behind” the modern, but the nature of their “insideness”
has yet to be well researched and theorized. That is probably the central
empirical and conceptual task at hand in producing a global and relational
account of modernity. So the experimental ethnographer Anna Tsing,
writing about “marginality in an out-of-the-way place,” laments “the
poverty of an urban imagination which has systematically denied the pos-
sibilities of difference within the modern world, and thus looked to rela-
tively isolated people to represent its only adversary, its dying Other”
(1993, x). The “romance of the primitive,” she goes on to say, “is a dis-
course of hope for many Europeans and North Americans—as well as
urban people everywhere”—but it must be given up.

Tsing calls for “a different set of conceptual tools,” the most
important of which are the concepts of marginality and gender. As Sarlo

)
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also observes, to be marginal or peripheral is precisely not to be discon-
nected from a center but to be intimately connected in particular, highly
meaningful ways that are local, not in the sense that one sees only part
of the picture but in the sense that one sees the whole picture from a par-
ticular epistemological location that is not a center. For similar reasons,
gender is Tsing’s other deconstructive category. Precisely because women
are systematically trivialized and ignored by modernity, women’s knowl-
edges have developed—globally—with a degree of autonomy and dis-
tance from both the assimilationist and the othering mechanisms of
modernity. The product of forms of agency and meaning making invisi-
ble to modernity, women’s knowledges systematically offer alternative
conceptualizations of the global relations and states of affairs that the
centrist lenses of modernity misidentify. In the terms being proposed
here, Tsing’s concepts of marginalization and gender are points of entry
to a global, relational account of modernity.

MobpERNITY ON THE PERIPHERY

Beyond the center, which is to say across most of the planet, the roster
of features, narratives of origins, and relations of self and otherness that
I have been discussing routinely fail to describe the world. Within the
terms of modernity, these divergences all have the same explanation:
backwardness, the time lag. The periphery is simply behind and will in
time catch up, so that at a particular point in the future, all will be fully
and equally modern. That positivist account is what made it possible to
posit modernity’s universals as universals—they will indeed correspond
universally when everyone has caught up. As soon as the time lag is
revealed as a lie, however, the teleology of catching up breaks down, and
center-periphery relations come into view as a structure of inequality
that is constitutive of the center. Though scholars today take this struc-
ture of inequality as a given, the teleology of catching up (alias
“progress” or “modernization”) lost its monopoly only quite recently—
in the 1970s, when import substitution policies broke down and pro-
duced the debt crisis. This breakdown has been key in making periph-
eral modernities available for reflection. It is the context for the rich
body of discussion upon which this chapter draws. At the same time, the
paradigm of modernization—conveniently treated as synonymous with
modernity—continues to exert enormous power in the world. Indeed, it
was revived in the 1980s and 1990s as a founding myth of the new
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neoliberalism, whose false narratives of diffusion obscure the torrential
flow of profit from the Third World to the First.

Among intellectuals outside of the center, the epistemology of back-
wardness and the teleology of progress have been meaningful, indeed,
compelling, interpretive frameworks. At one time they underwrote dis-
courses of optimism and powerful senses of futurity. In the neoliberal era
they also generate diagnostics of irremediable lack. “Truncated, partial,
incomplete, fragmented”—these are the terms used to describe Latin
American modernity in two recent Latin American collections (Calderén
1988a; David y Goliath 1987). While many thinkers accept this incom-
pleteness as a fact, others question the interpretive monopoly that enables
the center to project reductive and negative self-definitions upon its oth-
ers. “Among us,” says José Joaquin Brunner, “cultural unease does not
come from the exhaustion of modernity, but from exasperation with it”
(1987, 39). In his landmark essay, “Brazilian Culture: Nationalism by
Elimination” (1986; in Schwarz 1992), Brazilian critic Roberto Schwarz
speaks eloquently of the painful existential conditions that the diffusion-
ist structure of modernity creates for intellectuals, requiring them to
respond to trends and vocabularies arriving one after another from
abroad, produced in reference to alien sociocultural contexts and episte-
mological dilemmas. On the receiving end, these become “ideias fora do
lugar” (ideas out of place). Ideas, of course, can be adapted—it is no acci-
dent the theory of transculturation originated in Latin America (Ortiz
1978 [1947]; Rama 1982)—but, argues Schwarz, a deeper problem
remains. The exports come in such rapid sequence that there is never time
to domesticate each one or follow it through before the next one arrives.
This pacing is not an accident but a dynamic of power. Schwarz speaks
eloquently of the psychic, human, and social cost of this condition of
imposed receptivity, which deprives the society of the chance to create
forms of self-understanding of its own making, grounded in its own real-
ity and history. He foregrounds the self-alienation that results when
accepting a diagnosis of backwardness and incompleteness is the price of
admission to a club in which membership is not optional. On the periph-
ery, according to Schwarz and others, the price of living by the ideologi-
cal compass of modernity has been to live one’s own reality in terms of
lack, fragmentation, partiality, imitativeness, and unfulfillment—while
plenitude and wholeness are seen as existing at the center (one of moder-
nity’s most powerful planetary fictions).

While Schwarz denounces what Spivak calls the “epistemological
violence” of the center’s diffusionism, others embrace the epistemological
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privilege of the periphery, its power to reveal the center as it cannot reveal
itself. This is the case with Schwarz’s compatriot Silviano Santiago
(1996), for whom the peripheral intellectual occupies “o entre-lugar”
(the space between), a site from which she or he can reflect back to the
center images of itself that the center could never generate but from
which it stands to learn. The periphery’s work includes the ironizing task
of enlightening the center. Though his diagnosis is very different from
Schwarz’s, Santiago does not seem to deny the painful existential condi-
tions that Schwarz emphasizes. He simply notes that there is a payoff, not
for the nation (Schwarz’s domain of concern) but for a humanistic field
shared by center and periphery. Santiago’s argument has a historical
dimension. He argues that the self-critical, self-interrogating current of
modernity is the result of the ongoing intervention of voices from the
periphery. The latter thus have played a clearly discernible historical role
in the development of modernity at the center. René Antonio Mayorgal
(1988, 139) makes this point as well, asserting the periphery as a source
of insight for the center, because the “insufficiencies” of modernity are
displayed there. This also makes the periphery a source of solutions that
cannot be generated at the center.

As attested by the texts to which I have been referring, in the 1980s,
non-European thinkers as well as experimental ethnographers have
increasingly laid claim to the periphery’s power to describe and define
itself, offering empirical and conceptual alternatives to the centrist
imagery of backwardness and lack. A rich and suggestive literature has
resulted, whose Latin American component I am drawing on here.
Rejecting the center’s account, which treats diffusion as a kind of natural
by-product of modernity, this literature postulates a variety of relations
between central and peripheral modernities, forming a counterdiscourse
to the centrism of metropolitan accounts. Three kinds of relations seem
to be emphasized: contradiction, complementarity, and differentiation.

Contradiction

The power structure of center-periphery is in open contradiction with
the emancipatory, democratizing project of modernity, as intellectuals in
the Americas have been pointing out for 500 years. In the very export of
its ideas, in other words, modernity is in contradiction with itself,
though this is systematically invisible at the center. Thus Homi Bhabha
asks: “What is modernity in those colonial conditions where its imposi-
tion is itself the denial of historical freedom, civic autonomy, and the
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ethical choice of self-fashioning?” (1991, 198). For Bhabha, the history
of the periphery generates an alternative narrative of emancipation: free-
dom and agency are not given by modernity but rather have to be fought
for within it. Modernity comes into view, then, not as an agent that
grants freedom but as an agent that sets in motion certain conflicts and
that is itself constituted by those conflicts.

Complementarity

The center generates narratives of diffusion. These are essential to its self-
concept as a center. Their content, however, from the standpoint of the cen-
ter, is unproblematic and inconsequential. Far from being a constitutive fea-
ture of modernity or an aspect of a global division of labor, diffusion
appears as a spontaneous and an inessential side effect of developments at
the center. The specifics of what gets diffused, when, and to whom make
no difference to how modernity sees itself. On the periphery, however, dif-
fusion translates into processes of reception and transculturation; the con-
tent and character of processes of diffusion, far from being unproblematic
or inconsequential, constitute reality. At the center, for example, the dual
phenomena of European out-migration and African slavery scarcely appear
as events in narratives of modernity. Europe’s displaced peasantries simply
disappear from its history the moment they board ship, while Africans do
not come into view at all. But in the Americas, both groups are crucial his-
torical actors without whom the history of modernity in the Americas can-
not be told. The “backward” peasantries displaced by modernization in
Europe were invited to the Americas as a modernizing force to overcome
“backward” indigenous and mestizo peoples, so such immigration has
been recognized as involving a process of “becoming white” (Ignatiev and
Garvey 1996). (From the Americas, one can wonder what European
modernity would have looked like if those displaced peasantries had had
nowhere to go. Would Italy and Ireland have had agrarian revolutions as
well as Mexico and Russia?) Gilroy, Schwarz, Mintz, and others call for
slavery to be located firmly within the modern. Gilroy demands that we
“look more deeply into the relationship of racial terror and subordination
to the inner character of modernity” (1993, 70-71). Gilroy’s The Black
Atlantic makes one of the most comprehensive attempts to set terms for a
transatlantic account of modernity, particularly with respect to culture.
Gilroy insists on the idea of countercultures within modernity and of cul-
tural formations that are simultaneously inside and outside of its borders,
simultaneously immanent and transcendent.
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When uncontested, the center’s diffusionist accounts of culture
assume a transparent and an inconsequential process of assimilation on
the reception end. Nothing at the center calls for a questioning of this
assumption. From an epistemological standpoint on the reception end,
however, the idea of “assimilation” lacks explanatory power. Again, it is
no accident that the theory of transculturation developed in Latin Amer-
ica (Calderon 1988a; Rama 1982), or that vocabularies of hybridity,
mestizaje, and créolité have become the bases for powerful cultural par-
adigms and identity discourses in the Americas.

Differentiation

Challenging the center’s self-endowed interpretive monopoly involves
asserting difference against false claims of sameness. For instance, it has
been common to assume that “progress” on the periphery has the same
referential meaning as “progress” at the center. The center’s normative
interests are served by this equation, but on the periphery it becomes
apparent that “progress” in such senses as “bettering the human condi-
tion” or “moving toward greater plenitude” is not at all the same as
“progress” in the sense of “catching up” or “reproducing what has
already happened elsewhere.” The latter teleology, as many critics point
out, imposes a permanent identity crisis.

Beyond the center, the concepts of modernity and modernization
tend to differentiate sharply. The relation of homology or identity they
hold at the center cracks apart. In Latin America, for instance, modern-
ization is overwhelmingly seen as displacing modernity. Reflection on
this question has been rich and diverse. Gino Germani (1969) believes
that modernization works as much against modernity as for it. Anibal
Quijano (1988) argues that after World War II, modernization eclipsed
all other aspects of modernity, obscuring the fact that while Latin Amer-
ica has been a passive recipient of modernization, it has since 1492 been
an active producer of modernity. Quijano blames British capitalism for
bringing modernization without modernity to Latin America. Alain
Touraine (1988) rejects not only the equation of modernity and mod-
ernization but any fixed relation between the two. What is at stake, he
argues, is the way any particular social formation combines modernity
with some particular form of modernization. Norbert Lechner (1990)
posits an irreducible tension between the two. He defines modernization
as the unfolding of instrumental rationality, and modernity as the
unfolding of normative rationality leading toward autonomy and self-
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determination. In the Latin American context, the former is destructive
of the latter. In Peru, Rodrigo Montoya (1992) makes a similar argu-
ment, defining modernity as self-determination and autonomy and mod-
ernization as capitalist development and the Western civilizing project.
On the periphery, he argues, it is impossible to achieve modernity
through modernization. This is the basis for Montoya’s counterproposal
of a distinct modernity based on Andean indigenous values. This tension
between modernity and modernization seems to have resolved itself in
favor of the latter. In the work of a number of recent theorists, includ-
ing Brunner (1994), Garcia Canclini (1989), Appadurai (1996), and
Buell (1994), the two terms seem to be used interchangeably, usually
reducing modernity to modernization. Perhaps this reduction registers
the impact of postmodern (and post-cold war) paradigms that insist that
modernist emancipatory projects are dead, and that citizenship is now
anchored in consumption.

ConpiTIONS OF PERIPHERAL MODERNITY

I suggested that a global and relational account of modernity is an
empirical and a conceptual project. In such an account, peripheral
modernities will be described in relations of contradiction, complemen-
tarity, and differentiation, with respect to those of the center. Two exis-
tential and epistemological conditions will, I believe, also play a key role
in accounts of the character and trajectories of modernity outside of
Europe. Both are relational: (1) the condition of imposed receptivity and
(2) the copresence of modernity’s “selves” and “others.” These final
pages will attempt to elaborate on these two observations.

By “imposed receptivity,” I refer to the circumstances lamented by
Schwarz above, of being on the receiving end of an asymmetrical rela-
tion of diffusion. Garcia Mdrquez’s Macondo often is read as an attempt
to capture the dynamic whereby things descend on the periphery unpre-
dictably. The peripheral social formation has power to determine how
but not whether they are received. By “copresence of self and other,” I
refer to historical situations in which the European-identified subjects of
modernity—sometimes colonial elites—face the task of founding a social
and spatial order shared with modernity’s others—indigenous inhabi-
tants or imported slaves, for example. These two dynamics turn up
repeatedly when scholars trace the historical and cultural dynamics of
modernity in the Americas. A few examples illustrate the point.
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After independence from Spain, the map of modernity that Latin
American thinkers produced for themselves envisioned enlightened elites
governing unenlightened masses. What “held things back,” it was
understood, were the latter (Rama 1984). Recent analyses, however,
have argued the opposite. Among elites, that is, the diffusion of moder-
nity’s programs often had the effect of reinforcing existing social struc-
tures and preventing “progress.” In particular, in the heterogeneous
societies of the Americas, modernity’s need for reified Others had the
effect of widening dissociations between the elites (seen as governed by
modernity) and masses (seen as governed by tradition, tribalism, or bar-
barism). The core terminologies of modernity located indigenous and
mestizo masses outside of the very history the enlightened elites saw
themselves assigned to make. Peruvian sociologist José Guillermo
Nugent makes this argument with respect to Peru in an essay wonder-
fully titled El laberinto de la choledad (1992). In the nineteenth century,
Nugent argues, Peru’s indigenous majority was rapidly “expulsados del
tiempo” (expelled from time) and ceased to be seen as players in the
production of the Peruvian nation, or of history.> As Nugent puts it, “los
sefiores se hicieron mads sefiores y los indios mas indios” (the lords
became more lordly and the Indians became more Indian) (1992, 71).
The categories of modernity legitimated, and indeed imposed, what in
modernity’s own terms was a social regression. There was no space in
the modernist imaginary of the center for the heterogeneous social for-
mations that were the norm wherever European expansionism had left
its mark. In Argentina, where indigenous peoples were a minority by the
time of independence, the result was not simply an expulsion from time
but the well-known campaigns of genocide set in motion by Domingo
Faustino Sarmiento, possibly the most cosmopolitan, modern president
in the hemisphere at the time. Eradicating the indigenous population
and importing displaced European peasants were complementary rather
than contradictory strategies.

In Peru, Nugent argues, the elites created what he calls a “con-
tramodernidad” (countermodernity) in which aspects of modernization
were used to bolster a colonial social order that the center would have
seen as archaic. This resulted, says Nugent, from a “selective reception”
of modernity, which landed elites saw as essentially foreign to them-
selves. In the terms being proposed here, such a selective reception was
inevitable given the condition of imposed receptivity on the periphery.
The option of simply rejecting modernity outright did not exist, but why
would Peru’s elites experience modernity as “essentially foreign”? Often



MODERNITY AND PERIPHERY 37

this is seen as evidence of their backwardness. This may be true, but a
logically prior explanation suggests itself as well, namely, the copresence
of the self and other. In Peru, the existence of an indigenous majority
and three centuries of colonial cohabitation were more than sufficient to
make ideologies of modernity foreign. Centrist modernity did not allow
for the type of social formation that the elites on the periphery were
charged with modernizing.

Roberto Schwarz elaborates a related argument with respect to
Brazil. “When Brazil became an independent state,” he says, “a perma-
nent collaboration was established between the forms of life character-
istic of colonial oppression and the innovations of bourgeois progress”
(1992, 14). The fact that Brazil remained a slave-holding society, for
example, determined the idea of freedom that developed there. To be
free was to be unenslaved. Schwarz argues that in Brazil, the society of
“free” individuals developed not around a Rousseauian idea of personal
agency and autonomy but around the idea of patronage or favor, a form
of bondage radically distinct from slavery. In this system, “free” persons,
in order to survive, had to make themselves dependent on the favor of
individuals of wealth and power. The resulting patronage system was at
odds with modern individualism and liberalism, but it was sustained—
and even imposed—by the modern categories of freedom and individu-
ality projected from the center. The result, argues Schwarz, is a form of
peripheral modernity peculiar to Brazil. “Favor” came to shape Brazil’s
modern institutions, its bureaucracies, and its system of justice, all of
which, “though ruled by favor, affirmed the forms and theories of the
modern bourgeois state” (ibid., 24). Schwarz underscores the “extraor-
dinary dissonance that results when modern culture is used to this pur-
pose” (ibid.).

Again, centrist formulas interpret the favor system as backward-
ness, as the absence of modernity. Failing to absorb modern democratic
ideals, it is argued, the elites acted out of cynical self-interest, but
Schwarz insists on asking: how could it be otherwise? The fact was, lib-
eral ideas could be neither rejected nor implemented in Brazil (or Peru
or the United States) in the nineteenth century. Imposed receptivity
makes it impossible to reject the modern and assume an independent tra-
jectory; the copresence of modernity’s others makes it impossible to
reproduce the metropolitan script. Under no circumstances does
Schwarz accept the diagnosis of backwardness (or “behindness”) to
account for the situation. “Modern” centers and “backward” periph-
eries belong to the same order of things and are products of the same
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historical conditions, he points out. Slavery existed in Brazil till 1888
not as an archaic hangover of premodernity but as a modern structure
fully integrated into the historical process of the time. The conditions
upholding slavery in Brazil were the same modern conditions producing
the mode of production at the center.

This is the global, relational dimension that modernity’s accounts
of itself systematically obscure. From the point of view of the center, the
process of diffusion/reception of modernity abroad has been regarded at
best as a spontaneous and collateral effect that can reveal nothing
important about modernity itself. It does not appear as an aspect of an
international division of labor or a web of global relations for whose
content Europe might be in part accountable. On the reception end,
however, the diffusionist momentum of modernity becomes a powerful
determinant of reality in all of its dimensions; its empirical particulari-
ties are very consequential. This is a truism, but it is one to which met-
ropolitan theorizing on modernity remains remarkably immune—
Berman, Toulmin, Heller, and their interlocutors take no notice of it, for
instance, and even today little in their intellectual spheres appears to
compel them to do so.

One cannot resist inserting here a parallel anecdote from the his-
tory of modernity on another periphery, northern Africa. Paul Rabinow,
in a fascinating study of French colonial cities, argues that “it was in
Morocco that France’s first comprehensive experience in urban planning
took place” (1989, 277). The French urban planners he studies despised
France, because it was so bound by tradition that it could not be truly
modernized. At the turn of the twentieth century, in their view, the colo-
nial frontier was the place where modernity could truly develop—not
least because there everything could be done by fiat. Negotiation with
tradition was not required. Working by fiat, the French colonial author-
ities designed new, ultramodern cities in which the copresence of the
other was a given. One of the priorities was to make possible and aes-
thetically rewarding the permanent cohabitation of French and Muslim
populations in segregated, adjacent, and aesthetically appealing spaces.
In this account, the colonial frontier is the vanguard of modernity, not
the site of backwardness. Morocco was an opportunity to use urban
form to create a modern social formation, an opportunity sustained by
the violence of colonial power.*

Rabinow’s point is to revindicate the early-twentieth-century
French planners by noting that they worked out of a deep respect for
cultural differences that would later be replaced by homogenizing, tech-
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nocratic attitudes. One cannot help observing, however, that in
Lyautey’s designs the copresence of the other is taken into account
through segregation, a practice that enforces and reinforces the cate-
gories of otherness which, I have argued, are key to modernity as an
identity discourse. Do such formations on the periphery represent a
“dissonant” deployment of modernity, to use Schwarz’s term? Are they
instances of “contramodernidad,” to use Nugent’s term, or the “pseudo-
modernidad” lamented by Octavio Paz (Brunner 1988, 96)? Or are they
alternative realizations of modern plenitude, as Gilroy might say? To the
extent that they leave the normativity of the center unquestioned, none
of these formulations is fully satisfactory.

PEriPHERY AND PLENITUDE

Can peripheral or alternative modernities result in peripheral or alter-
native plenitudes? In Latin America, the first decades of the twentieth
century often are seen as the moment at which modernity consolidated
itself. Political participation democratized, and urban middle classes
emerged, along with consumer markets, industrialization, technological
transformation of daily life, and modern oppositional movements—
unions, feminism, Marxism, and anarchism. Cities grew and acquired
influence over landed gentry. In the arts, radio, photography, cinema
and avant-garde movements flourished. What happens if this consolida-
tion is examined through the lenses that I have been proposing here?
Examples from the domain of literature and aesthetics suggest a few
dimensions of the question.

In the arts, metropolitan modernity is profoundly linked to urban-
ization and urban aesthetics, from Baudelaire’s flaneur in Paris in the
1860s to Walter Benjamin’s study of Baudelaire’s flaneur in the 1930s.
The aesthetic projects of the European avant-gardes originated in the
city. The city is the vanguard of modern civilization, its cutting edge, its
most dramatic creation. In its absence, modernity also is absent. The
rural becomes synonymous with backwardness. From the point of view
of this urban norm, how would one view an Argentine novel such as
Don Segundo Sombra (1926) by Ricardo Giiiraldes? It is a nostalgic bil-
dungsroman about the Argentine pampa that narrates the relationship
between a young gentleman and an old gaucho or cowboy. Within met-
ropolitan norms, it is scarcely believable that such a folkloric pastoral
appeared in the year between, say, the two experimental masterpieces of



40 Mary Louise PrarT

Virginia Woolf: Mrs Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse (1927).
Giiiraldes’ novel seems a clear case of anachronism or backwardness.

But the fact is that in the Americas, north as well as south, moder-
nity produces a flourishing of experiments in nonurban aesthetics, of
artistic projects anchored not in the city but in the countryside, the jun-
gle, the mountains, in border regions, and in the heterogeneous social
order.’ The avant-garde movement in Brazil, for example, was launched
in 1921 by an outrageous document called the “Anthropophagist Man-
ifesto” (“anthropophagist” means cannibal), by poet and cultural
activist Oswald de Andrade. The aesthetic program it proposes, with
seriousness and irony, embraces the (decidedly nonmodern) figure of the
cannibal as the basis for a modern Brazilian identity. Anthropophagist
aesthetics resignified the relation of imposed receptivity: what comes to
us from abroad, it said, we will neither imitate nor obey; rather we will
devour it, defecate what is not of use to us, and absorb the rest into our
own flesh. For critic Silviano Santiago, the co-existence of castration and
liberation in anthropophagist thought both evokes a “situation of real
‘cultural dependency’” and posits “the possibility of an original Third
World culture which necessarily participated in the European ethnocen-
tric tradition at the same time as it questioned it” (1996, 177). The other
central figure of Brazilian modernism, Mario de Andrade, was a very
cosmopolitan poet, novelist, ethnographer, musicologist, photographer,
pedagogue, and autodidact. He wrote the canonical novel of Brazilian
modernism, Macunaima (1928), a comic prose fantasy whose hero is a
Tupi Indian who travels throughout the territory of Brazil causing trou-
ble. At the same time, de Andrade also wrote one of the great urban
poems of all time, the Paulicea Desvairada, in 1922, the same year that
James Joyce published Ulysses. Both country and city were privileged
terrains for the new modern artist of the Americas.

The same would be said of a perhaps better-known contemporary,
Guatemalan novelist Miguel Angel Asturias, winner of the Nobel Prize
for Literature in 1967. Asturias wrote a famous urban novel about dic-
tatorship (El Sesior Presidente, 1948) and the equally famous rural novel
Hombres de maiz (1949). The latter is an extraordinary experimental
text in which the author tries to construct a Guatemalan national imag-
inary by recuperating and resignifying Maya mythology. In fact,
Asturias exemplifies the anthropophagic aesthetic canonized by the
Brazilians. His contact with Maya mythology did not and could not
have taken place in a modernizing Guatemala. It happened at the Sor-
bonne, where he was sent to study. Alongside Asturias, such Mexican
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writers as Nelly Campobello, Agustin Yafiez, and Juan Rulfo were
experimenters in rural aesthetics, as were José Lins do Rego, Graciliano
Ramos, Jorge Amado, and Raquel de Queiroz in Brazil. Campobello
and Queiroz are part of a rich wave of women’s writing that included
Gabriela Mistral and Marta Brunet (Chile) and Teresa de la Parra
(Venezuela). Mistral, who received the Nobel Prize for Literature in
1945, wrote a vast text titled Poema de Chile (Poem of Chile, 1967), in
which the poet traverses the territory of her nation in the company of an
indigenous child. The city is nowhere in sight. For Latin American
women writers, the city often represents immobilization and unfreedom.
In Europe, it is difficult to encounter anything resembling this kind of
nonurban women’s writing; in North America, however, one does.

Yet another set of experiments takes place in what could be called
“frontier aesthetics,” in which such writers as Horacio Quiroga, Eustacio
Rivera, Romulo Gallegos allegorize the borders of modernity and the rela-
tionship between modernity and modernization. Fernando Coronil and
Julie Skurski (1993), in a fascinating study of Gallegos’ novel Dosia Bdr-
bara (Venezuela, 1929), argue that the text exemplifies a “return to the
rural,” which was an attempt to resolve ambivalent relations to the high
modernism of the center. The Venezuelan countryside—the periphery of
the periphery—became the site of an elite’s effort to resolve the double
consciousness of its dependent condition. Read against European psycho-
logical fiction of the time, this allegorization tends to appear anachronis-
tic. Read against the contradictions of peripheral society, the anachronism
disappears (Lechner 1990). One also finds attempts, distorted by igno-
rance and racism, at what might be called “ethnographic aesthetics,” from
folklore collections to works of social realism and indigenism.

Such projects in rural, frontier, and ethnographic aesthetics reflect
important dimensions of modernity in the Americas, which do not yet seem
to appear in accounts of that modernity. We see their legacy in the famous
boom of the Latin American novel in the 1950s and 1960s. It is not often
observed that the novels of the boom are heavily nonurban: from Carpen-
tier’s Los pasos perdidos (Cuba, 1953) through Arguedas’ Los rios pro-
fundos (Peru, 1958), Fuentes’ La muerte de Artemio Cruz (Mexico, 1962),
Vargas Llosa’s La casa verde (Peru, 1966), and Darcy Ribeiro’s Maira
(1976). Marginality is of course the foundational myth of Garcia
Marquez’s compelling fictional worlds. When in his masterpiece Grande
Sertdo: Veredas (1956; English title The Devil to Pay in the Backlands), the
Brazilian Jodo Guimaries Rosa wanted to imitate James Joyce, he substi-
tuted the city of Dublin with the vast interior plains (the sertdo) of Brazil.
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One cannot help but be intrigued by the dynamism of these pro-
jects. In the terms under discussion here, they often involve reversals of
imposed receptivity, that is, a reclaiming of the center by the periphery.
Equally striking is the degree to which they are anchored in the copres-
ence of selves and others. These were creative engagements with reality
and history beyond the center, in terms not entirely laid down by the
center. To return to the relational categories introduced above, they are
peripheral modernisms standing in relations of contradiction, comple-
mentarity, and differentiation with those of the center. Their emancipa-
tory power, as critics often have noted, lies chiefly in refusing the self-
alienated position of imposed receptivity, as Schwarz would have it, or
using that position as a site of creative authenticity, as Silvano Santiago
would have it.

RisiNnG THROUGH THE PorPuLar

The “magic” of Latin American magic realism, as Jean Franco often
has pointed out, derives from another feature alien to the metropolis:
an engagement by writers with the popular. In metropolitan accounts
of modernity, popular and vernacular cultures have no place. If any-
thing, they are perceived as forms of alterity (“tradition,” for example).
But as a number of researchers have shown, one of the most conspicu-
ous characteristics of Latin American modernities is the interaction
between currents imported or imposed from the center and the deep,
heterogeneous cultural formations developed among the racially, ethni-
cally, and regionally diverse popular classes. Research on this subject
(one thinks of Jesus-Martin Barbero, Nestor Garcia Canclini, Jean
Franco, Angel Rama, William Rowe and Vivian Schelling, and others)
suggests an imperative of understanding how cultural diffusion has
worked within modernity. Emphatically rejecting the centrist idea of a
diffusion that displaces that which preexisted it, these scholars argue
that even that which is imposed must enter #hrough that which is
already there.

This point is argued at length in an influential book by William
Rowe and Vivian Schelling, Memory and Modernity (1991). “In Latin
America,” they argue, “modernity rises through the popular” (3). The
centrist assumption of a diffusion entering and replacing what is there is
aggressively rejected. Like America’s theorists of heterogeneity, hybrid-
ity, and créolité, Rowe and Schelling are theorizing the reception end of
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a diffusion that at the center is seen as unproblematic and inconsequen-
tial. Even that which is imposed, they argue, must enter through what is
already there, through everything that is already there—which means
that modernity enters through the very things that at the center are
defined as its others: religion, the traditional, the tribal, the non-West-
ern, the unlettered, and the unenlightened. How could it be otherwise?
(How could it have been otherwise in Europe as well?) In example after
example, Rowe and Schelling look at how popular mythology, local
drama, and ritual encode the history of modernity, how popular reli-
gion, with its feasts, saints, ritual calendar, art forms, and cosmologies,
engages and is engaged by modernity. They observe how vernacular cul-
ture generates its own cast of character types—the malandro, the cholo,
the chola—codifying forms of subaltern agency within modernity. They
discuss sports, crafts, forms of urbanization, social movements, and the
impact of oral traditions on electronic media. The obvious conclusion,
upheld by contemporary Latin American cronistas across the hemi-
sphere, is that in its dynamic, mobile engagement with modernity, pop-
ular culture cannot be contained by the modernist geography of outsi-
deness or behindness, nor by Raymond Williams’ concepts of the
emergent and residual, nor, one suspects, by Garcia Canclini’s powerful
image of subjects “entering and leaving modernity,” or Eduardo
Galeano’s idea of an American “modernidad barroca” distinct from
Europe’s “modernidad ilustrada.” At the same time, in terms of social
and economic empowerment and access to citizenship and institutions,
the promises of modernity have neither risen up nor trickled down. If
postmodernity is indeed the moment of reflection on “the scope of our
modernity,” the task has barely begun.

NoTEs

This chapter was published in a different version in German: “Modernitit
und Peripherie. Zur analyse globaler Verhaltnisse,” Exzentrische Rdiume:
Festschrift fiir Carlos Rincon, edited by Nana Badenberg, Florian Nelle, and
Ellen Spielmann. Stuttgart: Heinz, 2000, 33-50.

1. For a valuable summary of theories of modernity on which I draw here,
see Larrain Ibafiez (1996).

2. There is one other who rarely shows up in modernity’s accounts of
itself, namely, the enslaved person, the person as property of another. As will be
discussed below, this other assumes great importance on the periphery.
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3. This erasure from history contrasts with the Andean eighteenth century,
when elaborate, power-sharing arrangements prevailed between criollo elites
and indigenous nobility, and when the indigenous masses participated in a
relentless series of revolts, culminating in the pan-Andean Tupac Amaru-Tupac
Katari rebellion of 1781-1782. The indigenous elites were disempowered in the
wake of this revolt.

4. Lyautey was not the only one to imagine Africa as the site of a modern
urban dream in the early twentieth century. In the 1920s, Chilean Vicente
Huidobro wrote a novel in which Europe is destroyed and the survivors go to
Africa to found a truly modern urban society, called Chaplandia. I am grateful
to Guillermo Giucci for introducing me to this text.

5. Sandra Benedet has made a similar observation for political move-
ments. Anarchism, an urban phenomenon in Europe (and in Argentina), had
powerful rural variants in Latin America, such as that of the Flores Magén
brothers in Mexico.
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CHAPTER THREE

BeEvyonp DicHoTOMIES

Communicative Action and Cultural Hegemony

EMMANUEL CHUKWUDI EZE

If the other is not a shadow or a mannequin, he belongs to
a definite and concrete social-historical community. Con-
crete means particular. . . . But then, the appeal to the
other’s point of view floats uneasily between vacuousness
and tautology. It is vacuous if the addressee is supposedly to
be found in each and every particular community. It is tau-
tologous if it is an appeal to our community: for then it is
an appeal to go on judging as beautiful what has already
been so judged.
—Cornelius Castoriadis,
Philosophy, Politics, and Autonomy

INTRODUCTION

In the first quarter of Jirgen Habermas’ The Theory of Communica-
tive Action, Volume One: Reason and the Rationalization of Society,
Africa serves as the paradigmatic “mythical” world against which the
author establishes, through contrasts, the achievements of the modern
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Occidental “rational” worldview.! In addition, the modern societies
analyzed by Habermas—through conceptions such as “internal colo-
nization,” “the uncoupling of system and lifeworld,” “the welfare
state,” and so on—in the second volume of the same work (Lifeworld
and System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason) are European capi-
talist societies and nation-state formations whose economic and polit-
ical growth presupposed, from the seventeenth century onward, impe-
rial dominions, transatlantic slavery and subsequent colonization, and
accompanying ideologies of white-racial supremacy.? Africa is there-
fore negatively present in Habermas’ thought.?

When Talcott Parsons wrote, in The System of Modern Soci-
eties, that what is thought of as modern society took shape in the sev-
enteenth century in the northwest corner of the European system of
societies, in Great Britain, Holland and France, he added that subse-
quent development of modern societies included three processes of
revolutionary structural change: the industrial revolution, the demo-
cratic revolution, and the educational revolutions. Parsons left unsaid
and out of view in this influential work, however, the complex his-
torical relationships between the northwest corner of the European
system of societies and the southeast rest of the world. The sources,
the logics, and the effects of the “revolutionary structural change”
that occurred in Europe during and after the seventeenth century can-
not be fully accounted for if one focuses only on the endogenous and
neglects exogenous forces such as Europe’s economic, political, cul-
tural, and military encounters with non-European worlds such as
China, India, Africa, and America. These are events that shaped and
continue to shape the world we live in today. Attempts to thematize
these traumatic and enduring forms of exogenous relationships
between Europe and non-European nations (“the North” and “the
South”) have been variously theoretically organized under “imperial-
ism,” “colonialism,” and more recently “postcolonialism.” These,
however, are analytic categories for which one would search in vain
in Habermas’ theories of modernity, and this, too, is what renders
paradoxical the uses of Africa in The Theory of Communicative
Action. How could one speak of Africa as a way of understanding
Europe without reference to the imperial and colonial encounters? An
answer that illuminates this paradox, a paradox whose conditions of
possibility I wish to examine, can be succinctly stated: Habermas’
idea of Africa is ahistorical. As such, it is conceptually hardly enlight-
ening and essentially politically regressive.
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HaBeErMASs AND AFRrICA

The ahistoricity of Habermas® idea of Africa is an issue, because it
occludes not only a progressive understanding of the actually existing
Africa but also the nature of Europe’s own history. In In My Father’s
House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture, Kwame Anthony Appiah
warns that “to forget Europe is to suppress the conflicts that have shaped
[African] identities” (1992, 155, 72). A similar caution, addressed also to
Africans, exists throughout the essays of James Baldwin. In Nobody
Knows My Name: More Notes of a Native Son, he writes: “Africans
are . . . whether they like it or not related to Europe, stained by European
visions and standards [in] their relations to themselves, and to each other,
and to their past” (1961, 198).* Implicit in these warnings, however, is
their obverse: for Europe or the modern West to think itself without
Africa is to suppress the conflicts that shaped and continue to shape mod-
ern and postmodern European history and identities. Otherwise stated,
Europeans and European-descended peoples are, whether they like it or
not, related to Africa, stained by Africa, in their relations to themselves,
to each other, and to their history. The truth and the consequences of
these observations are lost when either Africa or Europe is theorized as
Habermas has done: abstractly, ahistorically, and mythologically.

Were it not for the crucial roles, substantive and strategic, that
“Africa” plays in The Theory of Communicative Action, one would prob-
ably not bother to read the texts as I do. One could argue, for example,
though explicit, that Habermas’ intention about Africa in the book was, in
his words, merely an “excursus into the outer court of the theory of argu-
mentation . . . [to] supplement . . . provisional specification of the concept
of rationality” (Habermas 1984, 43). But this concept of modern rational-
ity, to which Africa plays the function of an “outer” court—the role of spa-
tial (geographical) and temporal (historical) limits, the limits of reason—is
the central building block not just of a theory of argumentation in the nar-
row sense but also ultimately of Habermas’ understanding of communica-
tive praxis in general. In this way, Africa, already assumed not only to be
outer but more crucially opposite, was brought in from the possible ends
of civilization and pressed into a systematic service—the service of the inte-
rior court of the Empire. Why was this appeal to Africa necessary?

Habermas explains:

Even when we are judging the rationality of individual persons, it is
not sufficient to resort to this or that expression. The question is,
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It is in the attempt to show that the modern Western “collective” life is
not only rational but superiorly so that one steps out of court to bring
in Africa, a continent whose inhabitants and worldview are suspected of
being “irrational,” the antithesis of the rational West. Through this
antithesis, Habermas hopes, one would see that (1) the modern West is
indeed not just “rational” but rational in the way Habermas says it is,
and (2) the modern Western rational worldview is superior to all others

EMMmanver Cuukwubpt Eze

rather, whether A or B or a group of individuals behaves rationally
in general; whether one may systematically expect that they have
good reasons for their expressions and that these expressions are
correct or successful in the cognitive dimension, reliable or insight-
ful in the moral-practical dimension, discerning or illuminating in
the evaluative dimension; . . . that they exhibit understanding in the
hermeneutic dimension; or indeed whether they are “reasonable”
in all these dimensions. When there appears a systematic effect in
these respects, across various domains of interaction and over long
periods (perhaps even over the space of a lifetime), we also speak
of the rationality of a conduct of life. And in the sociocultural con-
ditions for such a conduct of life there is reflected perhaps the
rationality of a lifeworld shared not only by individuals but by col-
lectives as well. (ibid.)

known to humans. Yet more strategically, it is further explained:

“Without further ado”? How does one theoretically guarantee that
the modern Western worldview is “rational”? How does one show
that it is generally—or universally—“valid”? What does “validity” in
this situation mean, and how can one presume this meaning without

I shall take up the cultural interpretive systems or worldviews that
reflect the background knowledge of social groups and guarantee
an interconnection among the multiplicity of their action orienta-
tions. Thus I shall first inquire into the conditions that structures of
action-orienting worldviews must satisfy if a rational conduct of life
is to be possible for those who share such a worldview. This way of
proceeding offers two advantages; on the one hand, it forces us to
turn from conceptual to empirical analysis and to seek out the ratio-
nality structures embodied in worldviews; and, on the other hand,
it keeps us from supposing without further ado that the rationality
structures specific to the modern understanding of the world are
generally valid and forces us instead to consider them in an histori-
cal perspective. (1984, 43-44, emphasis added)
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further ado—when the very concepts of “rational” and “validity” are
drawn from one of the traditions under interrogation? Was the jour-
ney to the “outer court” a shortcut to the rapid execution of a series
of claims? In other words, to “ground” an idea of Occidental reason
and prove its universal validity and superiority, all we have to do is
take a look at it?*

To render more convincing this difference and superiority of the
Western worldview, however, Habermas appears to have been forced to
take great pains to construct, in a series of appropriations from a spe-
cific school of anthropology, an Africa that looks as antithetical to “the
West” as one could possibly imagine. The most significant example of
this can easily be shown: notice the admission that his approach “forces
us to turn from conceptual to empirical analysis” and to adopt “an his-
torical perspective.” There is something radical about these gestures, but
the radicality is not located where one might think, for the adoption of
the empirical attitude yielded nothing more than a “presentist” concep-
tion of Africa,” and the supposedly “historical” perspective meant a
comparison between a West deemed historical and an Africa deemed
ahistorical. The exercises become aimed at contrasting a “dynamic”
“modern” “culture” and a “static” “traditional” one, the “rational”
West and a “mythical” Africa. The shine and the glow of Europe’s his-
tory, progress, and modernity are therefore framed against the darkness
of Africa.

»

In determining the significance of this claim [to the universality and
superiority of “our” Occidental rationality], it would be well to
draw a comparison with the mythical understanding of the world.
In archaic societies myths fulfill the unifying function of worldviews
in an exemplary way—they permeate life-practice. At the same time,
within the cultural traditions accessible to us, they present the
sharpest contrast to the understanding of the world dominant in
modern societies. Mythical worldviews are far from making possi-
ble rational orientations of action in our sense. With respect to the
conditions for a rational conduct of life in this sense, they present
an antithesis to the modern understanding of the world. Thus the
heretofore unthematized presuppositions of modern thought should
become visible in the mirror of mythical thinking. (1984, 44,
emphasis added)

The presuppositions that one makes for modernity, presumptions
heretofore “unthematized,” were rendered clear through the uses and,
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let it be said, abuses of Africa as Limit and Other. One must wonder, to
what extent is the other worldview wholly “archaic” and “mythical,” a
“sharp contrast,” “antithesis,” and “outside” the court, precisely
because the inner court of the Empire wishes for a strong opponent, an
outer court against which to work out its clearly robust claims about
itself? Is this a way to fashion Europe’s image and identity by proposing,
as a precondition, a deserving enemy?

HaerMas’ “AFrica”

Why and in what ways for Habermas must Africa function as a “mir-
ror” of the modern West? Is “archaic” and “mythic” Africa a mirror for
the West in the sense that Sander Gilman explained the peculiarly Ger-
man phenomenon of “Blackness without blacks” (1982), or is it of a
more ancient origin, as in Guinter Grass’ description of the presence of
the Romanies and Sinti in contemporary Europe?® What could Haber-
mas mean by the “mythical,” in light of Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s
understanding of mythology in their “two theses: myth is already
enlightenment; and enlightenment reverts to mythology” (1992, xvi)?’
In light of these well-known studies of the West in general and of Ger-
many in particular, what should one make of an eagerness to prove that
Africa is the truly “mythical”?

It is no surprise that when Habermas engages in a detailed discus-
sion of the debates about the nature of the Zande “mythical world-
view,” he relies on the later rather than the early models in the anthro-
pological literature. Instead of Lévy-Bruhl and Gobineau, for example,
Habermas guides the reader to Africa through Evans-Pritchard and
Lévi-Strauss, supplemented by the Marxist work of Maurice Godelier.

The earlier discussion of Lévy-Bruhl’s theses on the mentality of
“nature peoples” showed that we cannot postulate a “prelogical”
stage of knowing and acting for the “savage mind.” The well-
known investigations of Evans-Pritchard concerning the belief in
witchcraft among African Azande confirmed the view that the dif-
ferences between mythical and modern thought do not lie at the
level of logical operations. The degree of rationality of worldviews
evidently does not vary with the stage of cognitive development of
the individuals who orient their action within them. Our point of
departure has to be that adult members of primitive tribal societies
can acquire basically the same formal operations as the members of
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modern societies, even though the higher-level competences appear
less frequently and more selectively in them; that is, they are applied
in more restricted spheres of life. (1984, 44-45)

Lévy-Bruhl, in La Mentalité primitive |Primitive Mentality, 1923] and
Les fonctions mentales dans les sociétés inférieures [How Natives Think,
1926] had argued that Africans are incapable of logical thought: instead,
they “know” things through mystical and magical emotions. Lévy-Bruhl
did revise this opinion in a diary published posthumously,” but it was
Evans-Pritchard’s work that succeeded in overturning the original
anthropological image of these African people as devoid of reason and
logic. Hence, Habermas’ position: if Evans-Pritchard’s assessment of the
African mind should be correct (“the degree of rationality of worldviews
evidently does not vary with the stage of cognitive development of the
individuals who orient their action within them”), then the “primitive”
rationality is only inferior, and “our” point of departure has to be that
“the higher-level competences appear less frequently and more selec-
tively” among the African people. But compare these qualified claims,
made in deference to Evans-Pritchard, to Habermas’ original and more
radical postulate: “Mythical worldviews are far from making possible
rational orientations of action”; or, “With respect to the conditions for
a rational conduct of life in this sense, they present an antithesis to the
modern understanding of the world.” If these original arguments are
correct, and if the Zande worldview is mythical as interpreted at this
time, then the claim derived more directly from Evans-Pritchard should
appear inexplicable.

But there is a more easily intelligible perspective of these unstable
claims. First, the differences and divergence between the goals of Haber-
mas’ “rationality debates” uses of Africa and Evans-Pritchard’s empiri-
cal research projects are quite obvious. The divergent programs make
room for different and varying interpretations that ultimately produce
competing versions of Africa. Second, there are deeper historical bases—
economic, political, and cultural—that account for the shifting views of
Africa held by dominant European thinkers at various times, sometimes
by the same thinker.

In the earliest modern encounters between European and African
kingdoms, in the fifteenth century, for example, recorded accounts
reveal a remarkable relationship of equals: the exchange of diplomatic
counsels was routine, as were glowing accounts of thriving and vibrant
nations of Bini, Dahomey, Ashanti, and so on, whose organizational



56 EmMmMmanveLr Cuukwupt Eze

powers and influence were constantly favorably compared to the
Roman Papacy.!' However, as the plantations in the Americas developed
and Afro-European trade demands shifted from raw material to human
labor, there also was a shift in the European anthropological, literary,
artistic, and philosophical characterizations of “the African” or “the
Negro.”'? Africans became identified as a subhuman race, and specula-
tions about the “savage” nature of “the African mind” became wide-
spread and intertextually entrenched within the univers du discours of
the French, Scottish, and German Enlightenment thinkers.” Finally,
when slave trade and plantation slavery declined (due to a combination
of shifts in economic interests as well as in moral and political attitudes)
and the relationship between Africa and Europe transformed itself into
various projects of active occupation of Africa and in situ administration
of its populations (officially marked by the 1884 Berlin Conference), the
theory of Africans shifted to accommodate this new reality. Henceforth,
Africans are not prerational but only endowed with inferior forms of
reason. This new theory fit adequately the need to train local bureau-
crats and clerks and the need to exploit the positions of African kings
and chiefs through a system of colonial administration known variously
as “indirect rule” and, in the case of the French, “association.” In fact,
where Africans had no monarchs, “warrant chiefs” were created to
facilitate bureaucratic and colonial administration; yet the chief’s
responsibility must conform to his “mental” capacity: “selectively” and
in “restricted spheres.” Since, theoretically, only the European District
Officer or colonial administrator had the “higher level competences,”
the colonial subjection of the African monarchs and warrant chiefs is
thereby logically consistent and receives its practical completion.™

That Habermas’ practice and language must be located in this his-
torical frame is self-evident. He writes:

I shall begin with (A) a rough characterization of the mythical under-
standing of the world. For the sake of simplicity I shall confine
myself to the results of Lévi-Strauss’ structuralist investigations,
above all to those stressed by M. Godelier. (B) Against this back-
ground the basic concepts constitutive of the modern understanding
of the world, and thus intuitively familiar to us, begin to stand out.
In this way we can, from a cultural-anthropological distance, link up
again with the concept of rationality introduced above. (1984, 45)

A “cultural-anthropological distance” is asserted, yet “Africa” stands
here as something that is posited as “other” in order merely to be reap-
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propriated as the familiar. The language throughout is that of “we,’
“our,” and “us” versus “they,” “their,” and “them,” yet the attempt is,
bluntly and throughout, to legitimate “the basic concepts constitutive of
the Occidental modern understanding of the world” (ibid.).

A Parapox

While holding onto an original proposition that a worldview com-
prises the “background knowledge” that guarantees an interconnec-
tion among the multifarious rational activities of a group (1984, 43),
Habermas presented a “rough characterization” of the African world-
view, thematized some presuppositions about modern European ratio-
nality by contrasting it to the African “mythical” mind, and high-
lighted, against the background of the African mythic worldview, the
claim that the modern European understanding of the world is uni-
versal. This schematization finally allows Habermas to assert that
there are further bases for the Comtean claims about a world-histori-
cal evolutionary process of rationalization.” Noting that what most
characterizes the mythic worldview is the “strongly totalizing power
of the ‘savage mind’” (1984, 45), he draws the conclusion that the
Zande “savage mind” is incapable of differentiating reality into sub-
ject and object, concrete and abstract, and culture and nature. The
world-historical evolutionary process, however, moves in the opposite
direction: rationalization.

What we find most astonishing [about the “savage mind”] is the
peculiar leveling of the different domains of reality: nature and cul-
ture are projected onto the same plane. From this reciprocal assim-
ilation of nature to culture and conversely culture to nature there
results, on the one hand, a nature that is outfitted with anthropo-
morphic features, drawn into the communicative network of social
subjects, and in this sense humanized, and on the other hand, a cul-
ture that is to a certain extent naturalized and reified and absorbed

into the objective nexus of operations of anonymous powers.
(Habermas 1984, 47)

Furthermore, “What irritates us members of a modern lifeworld is that
in a mythically interpreted world we cannot, or cannot with sufficient
precision, make certain differentiations that are fundamental to our
understanding of the world” (ibid., 48). The modern European mind,
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declared not only unmythical but also universal, faced with an African
mind presumed universally mythical, experiences not just astonish-
ment but also irritation. Why? Because unlike the differentiation of
social spheres that, from Hegel to Weber, has been recognized as the
defining characteristics of European capitalist modernity, the unmod-
ern African mind presents the world in “a seamless totality,” a “con-
fusion,” or “a giant maze of mirrors in which the opposing images of
man and world are infinitely reflected in each other” (Habermas 1984,
46). Habermas gives, as an example of this “confusion,” the African
conceptualization of nature under the category of spirit (“animism”)
rather than causality (“science”) (Ingram 1987, 23-24). While Africa
is animistic, socially totalistic, and alien, Europe is scientific, socially
differentiated, and familiar.

Conceptually frozen in this binary is however an internally insuf-
ficient account of the “modern” and the “mythical,” including their
coexistence. Little wonder that the philosopher feels astonished and irri-
tated: Africa is “confusing” and “irritating” because it is not Europe.
This is, surely, a modern mythical account of Africa.

One could not be surprised that Habermas essentially agrees
with ethnologist Evans-Pritchard that the difference between modern
and mythic thinking is not that of logical and illogical aptitudes;
rather, the “savage” world understanding is different from that of
the modern because of the way the mythic mind confuses nature with
culture and culture with nature. “This associative nature of mythic
understanding is diametrically opposed to the analytic sundering of
objective, subjective, and social domains of reference fundamental to
modern rationality” (Ingram 1987, 23). Because the mythic mind is
not sufficiently analytical, it also is not critical, and therefore the
mythic worldview is “closed.”"®

However, in The Theory of Communicative Action, one feels
cheated out of even a minimally adequate philosophical and historical
familiarity with Africa. Absent is any account of Africa’s centuries-old
and complex relationships to the capitalist societies of modern Europe.
This situation results from the fact that Habermas appears to be more
interested in the ideological (or, as he prefers, “normative”) work of
“discover[ing] through the quite contrasting structures of the ‘savage
mind’ important presuppositions of the modern understanding of the
world” (Habermas 1984, 53) than in providing knowledge of an actu-
ally existing Africa, Europe, and their interwoven histories. It is this
“normative” interest, I believe, that accounts for the relentless effort



BEvonDp DicHOTOMIES 59

(and irritation at having) to prove that the Zande worldview, held here
as the best representative example of non-European mentality, is
“closed,” while the European one is “open” (ibid., 61-66).

Closedness for Habermas signifies a lack of capacity for critical
reflectivity, unlike openness, which allows for a critical sense and in
turn makes possible the progressive acquisition of (sci