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Introduction: Postcolonialism,
Sociology, and the Politics of
Knowledge Production

‘Modernity’ is the dominant frame for social and political thought, not
just in the West, but across the world. The repercussions of the French
Revolution and the processes of industrialization stimulated debates
about the emergence of a modern world and this world was held to
require a distinctively modern form of explanation. I shall argue that this
rests on two fundamental assumptions: rupture and difference - a temporal
rupture that distinguishes a traditional, agrarian past from the modern,
industrial present; and a fundamental difference that distinguishes
Burope from the rest of the world. These paradigmatic assumptions
frame both the standard methodological problems posed by social
inquiry and the explanations posited in resolving them. In this book, I
call into question the socio-historic evidence for ideas of rupture and
difference, and examine how the construction of this evidence itself has
led to the development of particular forms of theoretical understand-
ings. Most importantly, the equating of modernity with Europe
reinforces a fundamental assumption of much intellectual thought
today: that particular structures, emerging first in the West, would become
universal.

Some will assert that such claims are no longer novel. The ideas of
temporal and spatial disjuncture on which dominant ideas of modernity
rest have seemingly been challenged by many postmodern and post-
colonial theorists and yet, while there is increasing hesitancy in equating
westernization with progress, it is my contention that the West is still
seen as the leader or ‘signifier’ of change. For example, many theorists
locate the postmodern turn itself in the advanced capitalist countries of
the West and many postcolonial scholars alike continue to use Europe as
a reference point, albeit a negative one. I shall argue that there is a need
to reconsider the conceptual framework of modernity from a wider spatial
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2 Rethinking Modernity

and historical context, one which regards the very concept of modernity itself
as problematic.

By addressing the relationship between modernity, postcolonial theoyy,
and Eurocentrism, I challenge the continued privileging of the West 5
the ‘maker’ of universal history and seek to develop alternatives from
which to begin to deal with the questions that arise once we reject thjs
categorization. This is done in the belief that the ways in which we
understand the past are crucial to our understandings of ourselves ahd
the world in which we live today and that if our understandings of the
past are inadequate it follows that our grasp of the present will also be
inadequate. Although I address dominant conceptions of modernity from
the perspective of postcolonial theory, I shall also criticize postcolonial
theory itself, arguing that it frequently simply inverts the dualism
inherent to the dominant conceptions and, in that way, preserves the
very intellectual structure that is being challenged.

I

Modernity, broadly conceived, refers to the social, cultural, political,
and economic changes that took place in Western Europe from the mid-
sixteenth century onwards. Regardless of the different interpretations
put forward by theorists of modernity — as to its nature, the timing of its
émergence, and its continued character today - ideas of rupture and
difference, I contend, underpin all theories of modernity. This is high-
lighted in the work of the French and Scottish writers of the eighteenth
century - such as Montesquieu, Ferguson, and Smith - who are largely
seen as precursors of the sociological approach as well as in the work of
the primary theorists of classical sociology ~ Durkheim, Weber, and
Marx - who all express, in differing ways, the challenges faced by modern
European society, a society that they see as distinguished from earlier
agrarian societies and as unique within the contemporary world order.
More recent social theorists on modernity, from a variety of traditions,
also see it as both distinctive and European in its origins. Wagnert, for

example, argues that it marks ‘a rupture that leads to some specificity of

the West in global comparison’ (2001b: 6). This is echoed by theorists as
diverse as the neo-functionalist Alexander, who suggests that the
transition to modernity within Western society provided ‘a capacity for
transformation unprecedented in the other civilizations of the world’
(1995: 1), the structuration theorist Giddens, who states, quite explicitly,
that modernity has its ‘roots in specific characteristics of Furopean
history ... [with] few parallels in prior periods or in other cultural
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settings’ (1990: 174), the Marxist Callinicos (1999), who sees modernity
as a particular kind of idea associated with a particular kind of society - one
which is exemplified by the modern West, and the postmodernists
Smart (1992), who associates the condition of modernity with the
development of Western industrial capitalist societies, and Seidman
(1997, 1998), who argues for modernity to be understood in terms of the
distinctiveness of the culture at the heart of the modern West.

Across a range of theoretical positions, then, modernity can be seen as
resting on a basic distinction between the social formations of ‘the West’
and ‘traditional’ or ‘pre-modern’ societies. As Wagner (1994) argues,
precisely what these differences are may be difficult to define, but
nonetheless they are assumed to establish parameters for defining
modernity both spatially and temporally. Moreover, setting out such
parameters is defined as both a key task of modern sociology and as a
historically objective baseline from which modernity is theorized. Even
Wagner’s more nuanced analysis of modernity, which emphasizes the
importance of differentiating ‘between the discourse on the modern
project ... and the practices and institutions of modern society’ (1994: 4)
or, Outhwaite’s attempt ‘to distinguish images of Europe from real social
processes’ (2001: 92), continue to locate both the discursive formations
and the institutions and processes of modernity in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century societies of the West. Thus, Wagner suggests that
while there were hardly any ruptures ‘in terms of economic, social and
political practices throughout society’ there was a discursive rupture
that ‘instituted new kinds of social and political issues and conflicts’
(1994: 4). This discursive rupture is itself located in the West, Europe
more specifically, and is believed to have occurred in the late eighteenth,
early nineteenth centuries, and, of course, it is associated with the
intensification of processes of modernization in Europe in the early
nineteenth century and subsequently.

Notwithstanding attempts to distinguish between an historical under-
standing of modernity and a conceptual, or normative, one, it is my
contention that this is not possible. As Blumenberg argues, the modern
age ‘is not present in advance of its self-interpretation, and while its
self-interpretation is not what propelled the emergence of the modern
age, it is something that the age has continually needed in order to give
itself form’ (1983: 468). Our identification of ‘modern’ society rests on a
conception of what it means to be modern - whether the modern is
understood in terms of social structures or of discourses - and it is from
the Western experience that these definitions are drawn. In fact, this
distinction between structure and discourse will be argued to be one of
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the main ways of maintaining the dominant framing of modernity
while seeming to challenge its less palatable aspect of Eurocentrism, As
I shall demonstrate, the Western experience has been taken both as
the basis for the construction of the concept of modernity and, at the
same time, that concept is argued to have a validity that transcends the
Western experience. Following Mohanty, I would like to draw attentidon
to the ways in which authors codify others as non-Western and herlce
themselves as implicitly Western without ever really stating what beihg
Western entails (1991: 51), or, for that matter, what being Européan
entails.!

Eurocentrism is a contested and difficult term and there is no cl@ar
agreement on its definition; being ‘anti-Eurocentric’ also, then, has a
multiplicity of meanings (Amin 1989; Joseph et al. 1990; Wallerstéin
1997; McLennan 2003, 2006). Wallerstein (1997) sets out five ways in
which it has been argued that social science expresses its Eurocentristn,
These are its historiography, the parochiality of its universalism, its
assumptions about (Western) civilization, its Orientalism, and lts
attempts to impose a theory of progress (Wallerstein 1997: 94). In con-
trast, the critics of Eurocentrism are said to fall into three basic cate-
gories. The first, by arguing that other civilizations were also in the
process of doing what Europe was doing and could have succeeded if
Europe had not impeded them; the second, that Europe was doing noth-
ing that was historically new but was simply (temporarily) at the fote-
front of a continuation of long-standing trends and developments; and
third, that what Europe has done has been incorrectly analyzed and
inappropriately interpreted (Wallerstein 1997: 101).

While the first two lines of critique are deemed, by Wallerstein, to fall
into ‘anti-Eurocentric-Eurocentrism’ ~ whereby the significance, or value,
of the European achievement is accepted in its own terms and
‘merely asserts that others could have done it too, or were doing it too’
(1997: 103) - the third, is believed by many critics to provide a more
substantial basis for being against Eurocentrism as it starts ‘by question-
ing the assumption that what Europe did was a positive achievement’
(1997: 104). However, it is my contention that by accepting that
‘something special was indeed done by Europe in the sixteenth to
eighteenth centuries that did transform the world’ (Wallerstein 1997:
106-7), and arguing simply for a reorientation in the interpretation of
what was done, Wallerstein, too, replicates the Eurocentrism of previous
approaches (see also Washbrook 1990). In failing to contest the historical

adequacy of the concept of ‘Europe’ and what it was assumed to have
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done, Wallerstein limits his analysis simply to a question of significance.
With this, he confirms the point made by many social theorists who
suggest that the ‘specialness of the West ... becomes simply a factual
matter ... [and] it is hard to see many anti-Eurocentrics disagreeing’
(McLennan 2000: 281). When being anti-Eurocentric is defined in the
terms outlined by Wallerstein one can only agree. However, I would like
to offer an alternative definition.

Eurocentrism is the belief, implicit or otherwise, in the world historical
significance of events believed to have developed endogenously within the
cultural-geographical sphere of Europe. In contesting Eurocentrism, I contest
the ‘fact’ of the ‘specialness of Europe’ - both in terms of its culture and
its events; the ‘fact’ of the autonomous development of events, concepts,
and paradigms; and, ultimately, the ‘fact’ of Europe itself as a coherent,
bounded entity giving form to the above.

II

The implicit ‘Eurocentrism’ contained within classical theories of
modernity is frequently argued to have been superseded in the more
recent scholarship on the issue. Delanty (2004), for example, points to
the proliferation of theories of alternative modernities, global modernities,
hybrid and entangled modernities to suggest that the debates around
these issues have moved beyond their initial, limited Eurocentric under-
standings of the world. Drawing on the work of McLennan, he states
that current developments in social theory ‘seem to suggest that in fact
modernity can be reconciled to a critical and non-Eurocentric social
theory and that much of the accusations of Orientalism are unfounded
and even confused’ (Delanty 2004: 164). This is seen to be indicated by
the move away from an idea of the singularity of modernity, based on
more traditional, unilinear, historical understandings, to discussions
about the multiplicity of modernities.

These discourses of multiple modernities have become especially
prominent in the fields of anthropology and cultural studies with
works by scholars, such as the Comaroffs, who argue against the idea of
modernity as the terminus towards which non-Western peoples con-
stantly tend and, instead, put forward an argument for understanding
modernity as constitutive of plural global systems that are ‘diverse and
dynamic, multiple, and multidirectional’ (1993: xi, xii). Other academics,
such as Peter Van der Veer, argue that instead of speaking of multiple
modernities it would be better to speak ‘of a multiplicity of histories’
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thereby retaining ‘a sense of the uniqueness and power of European
modernity together with a sense of the complexity and variation of i“:s
clash with historical processes in many parts of the world’ (1998: 2851

While the latter understanding more explicitly reiterates the idea cu} ‘
modernity as tied to notions of modern Europe, the understanding pL;

forward by the Comaroffs can also be seen to be based on unexamine:

theses of rupture and difference arguing, as it does, for some transfo1

mation occurring first in Europe - even if this transformation is nnot give]l
the evaluative significance it has been given in other interpretations

Delanty (2004), for his part, takes it as read in his analysis that modemitj; 3

emerged in Europe and argues that, while the subsequent history o

modernity is said to bear the impact of its European origins, it ha;

)
somehow extricated itself from these origins and now can be understoocl

simply as a global phenomenon that is inflected in diverse ways according -

to local traditions. The concept of modernity, abstracted from its inflections
or not, nonetheless remains tied to what is generally understood as the

European experience.

Delanty is not alone in conflating modernity with Europe and, at the

same time, rendering the Eurocentrism of the account invisible to his

own self-reflexivity; the majority of social theorists do the same. In a .
collection of articles on alternative modernities, Gaonkar (2001b) suggests

that the emergence of the debate on alternative modernities reinforces the

fact that something specifically modern is held to be inescapable. The .

West is understood as the major clearing house of modernity and in its
globalization has travelled from the West to the rest of the world
meaning that non-Western peoples must now begin to engage their
traditions with modernity in different forms of hybrid ‘modernities’. These
assertions rest on a number of assumptions, not least that there is an
original modernity that was born in and of the West, and that the West
is significantly different from the rest of the world such that while it can
enjoy an original modernity everybody else has to make do with a
hybrid version. Gaonkar concludes his contribution by asserting that a
minimal requirement for thinking in terms of alternative modernities is
to opt for a ‘cultural’, as opposed to an ‘acultural’, theory of modernity
such as that articulated by Charles Taylor (1999). I will suggest, however,
that this remains bound within the same set of problems as those that
Gaonkar has criticized so powerfully.

Taylor believes that modernity is not best understood in terms of
being ‘a single wave’; but rather, that as cultures ‘take on the new
practices’ they ‘turn out to differ in important ways from each other’,
suggesting that it would be better to speak of alternative modernities
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than simply ‘modernity’ (1999: 233). The problem, for Taylor, is that
modernity has most commonly been understood in terms of an ‘acultural’
theory that characterizes the transformations of the modern West in terms
of ‘a rational or social operation which is culture-neutral’ (2001: 172). That
is, modernity is understood as a set of transformations which could have
occurred anywhere and is not specific to any particular culture. He
believes that as long as questions of Western identity in these processes
are not examined ‘we will fail to see how other cultures differ and how
this difference crucially conditions the way in which they integrate the
truly universal features of modernity’ (2001: 180; my emphasis). This, he
suggests, could be remedied through a ‘cultural’ theory of modernity
which emphasizes the particularity of cultures and the importance of
locating the emergence of modernity within specific ‘cultural complexes’.
He writes that

they want to do what has already been done in the West. But they
see, or sense, that that can not consist in just copying the West’s
adaptations. ... Just taking over Western modernity couldn’t be the

answer. (1999: 233)

Thus, what Taylor is implying is that there are ‘truly universal features’
of modernity, that these come out of the West, and that there is a need to
separate these out such that we can see more clearly how non-Western
cultures have tropicalized, or domesticated, these features.

Throughout this book I shall be arguing against the idea of separate
processes that can be geographically delimited. The ideas of difference
and rupture that form debates about modernity should be regarded as
‘interpretative categories’, whereby the ‘unity’ and ‘integrity’ of specific
experiences are created by abstraction from wider interconnections.
Something of what is involved has been captured by Bruno Latour in his
book, We Have Never Been Modern. Here, Latour (1993) puts forward an
anthropology of science to contest the commonly held idea that, with
the rise of science, the modern world was irrevocably brought into
being. Latour contests the idea of the temporal rupture posited as integral
to the majority of understandings of modernity and reworks our under-
standings of the emergence of science to develop his arguments. He uses
Shapin and Schaffer’s work on Boyle and Hobbes to demonstrate how
their particular quarrels resulted in the invention of ‘a science, a context,
and a demarcation between the two’ (1993: 16) that is emblematic of the
‘Great Divide’ represented by modernity. He suggests that the attempts
made by Boyle and Hobbes to universalize the ‘laws’ of science and
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politics, in terms of them being seen as distinct phenomena, failed 1o
recognize that neither science nor politics were separable from the
networks of their practices (1993: 24). The quarrel between Boyle apd
Hobbes is taken as illustrative of how the Great Divide betwten
‘moderns’ and ‘others’ came to be and how it set about explaifing
everything by virtue of neglecting, or even actively avoiding, what Was
in the middle.

Modernism, Latour argues, ‘like its anti- and post-modern corollarigs -
was only the provisional result of a selection made by a small numbey of
agents in the name of all’ (1993: 76). By changing the classification
principle ‘we get a different temporality on the basis of the same events’
(1993: 75); thus, we have never really moved forward or backward
but have simply been caught up in a process of classification and
re-classification — and ‘we can still sort ... that is, return to the multiple
entities that have always passed in a different way’ (1993: 76). According
to Latour, we are not radically different to all the ‘others’ nor they to ys
and he questions why ‘we like to transform small differences in scale
among collectives into huge dramas’ (1993: 114). He argues, instead, for
the existence of ‘continuous paths that lead from the local to the global,
from the circumstantial to the universal, from the contingent to the
necessary’ (1993: 117); paths that consist of ‘the thread of networks of
practices and instruments, of documents and translations’ (1993: 121).

During the course of his argument, Latour writes that ‘the West may
believe that universal gravitation is universal even in the absence of any
instrument, any calculation, any decoding, any laboratory, just as the
Bimin-Kuskumin of New Guinea may believe that they comprise all of
humanity, but these are respectable beliefs that comparative anthropology
is no longer obliged to share’ (1993: 120). The problem is, however, that
while nobody else believes that the Bimin-Kuskumin comprise all of
humanity, most of humanity does believe that the moderns are modern,
and nowhere in his book does Latour account for this. In arguing for us
to recognize that which we have always been, but have failed to see ~ that

is, our constitution as non-modern - Latour is primarily talking to the -

West about itself. Inasmuch as he is critical of the West’s self- conception
of itself as separate, and believes it always to have been integrated
within networks and associations, he nevertheless appears to suggest
that its self-knowledge developed in isolation from those other
communities. If everything is relational and interlinked, as he advocates,
then was it really possible for Europeans to have thought a science that
was so different?
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I

The ‘politics of knowledge production’, implied by my arguments, is

frequently associated with a crisis in the humanities and social sciences
over their established canons, or over the universality of their categories.
However, my starting point is not the ‘crises’ of various disciplines or
their foundational concept-metaphors, but a crisis ‘in the histories of the
world’: a crisis, that is, in the world that such disciplines and concepts
assume (Trouillot 1991: 38). The silencing of colonial encounters is only
one aspect of a wider narrative of global domination; a narrative that
will persist, according to Trouillot, ‘as long as the history of the West is
not retold in ways that bring forward the perspective of the world’
(1995: 107). As I shall argue, much critical theory forged around ideas of
social transformation - such as postcolonialism and particularly the
theoretical work of the Subaltern Studies groups — proposes the estab-
lishment of a standpoint position that precedes social transformation.
I shall suggest, however, that a critical standpoint position might best be
understood as something recovered dfter transformation rather than
something that precedes it.2 In other words, it derives from positions
created by solutions to problems, rather than the positions that constitute
the problems (Holmwood and Stewart 1991). I will return to this in
subsequent chapters.

The crux of the matter is the relationship between the events under
study and their public avowal within particular historical contexts
(Trouillot 1995: 147). While it is commonly accepted that any sense of
what is known must include an acknowledgement of the present, it is
less commonly accepted that historical veracity rests, as Trouillot
suggests, ‘not in the fidelity to an alleged past, but in an honesty vis-a-vis
the present as it re-presents that past’ (1995: 148). As Said has also
argued, appeals to the past — for example, disagreements about what
happened, discussions of whether the past continues in the present
albeit in different form, and so on - ‘are among the commonest of strate-
gies in interpretations of the present’ (1993: 1). Focusing on ‘the past’ as
a fixed reality to be known, and the related concept of knowledge as
fixed content, ‘diverts us from the present injustices for which previous
generations only set the foundation’ (Trouillot 1995: 150). It is only in
our present relation to the past that we can be true or false to the pasts
we acknowledge, for the meaning of history is also in its purpose. Thus,
Said argues that ‘we should keep before us the prerogatives of the present
as signposts and paradigms for the study of the past ... not to level or
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reduce differences, but rather to convey a more urgent sense of the

interdependence between things’ (1993: 72).
While the possibilities of the positions we take in this endeavour

limitless, not all are permissible. The historicity of the human conditi, 0,
whereby we are born into pre-existing conversations regarding our PR s

and our presents, necessarily shapes the positions from where we th;

and argue. This does not mean that any position is permissible, nor t]lat
positions need to be eternal in order to justify a legitimate defence, k.ut

rather, that the veracity of historical representations requires t
establishing of some relation to that knowledge. Looking further at Q
understandings of history it is important to distinguish that, while histq
may have ‘happened’ and therefore ‘be real’, it does not follow that Ou
interpretations of what happened have the same status. Not least becau‘
as Hayden White (1978: 3) argues, it is the historical discourse itself Whl(
constitutes what is to be considered as a fact and which determines t¥
mode of comprehension by which, then, to understand these facts. «
White suggests, ‘no given set of casually recorded historical events can 3

itself constitute a story’ or history; the most that is offered the historian ay !
story elements that can be ‘made into a story by the suppression or subo; .

dination of certain of them and the highlighting of others’ (1978: 84"
Even chronologies are ‘no less constituted as a record of the past by th
historian’s agency than is the narrative which he [or she] constructs on lt
basis’ (White 1978: 56). History is thus not simply a record of ‘wha’

happened’, but rather, a record of what it was that we believed happened ~ .
conditioned by the standards of the communities in which such claims ar<

made - and, as such, entails necessary inaccuracies and silences.

Accepting that the past is a construction, and that there are plural
interpretations of events, should not lead us to the conclusion that any
historical narrative is simply one fiction among many. The criterion |

against which these interpretations are to be judged is not historical
objectivity, or a discovery of ‘real historical knowledge’, but, I shall argue,
Plausibility and a relation to the conditions of the production of history.
It is historicity itself, as Trouillot suggests, that makes some narratives
more powerful than others (1995: 6). Note that what is not being said
here is that this makes some narratives more ‘true’ than others, but
rather, more powerful. The basis for their power, further, does not reside
in veracity or being a ‘better’ representation, but in the general accept-
ance of the claim that this is so. While many theorists acknowledge that

history involves both the social processes and narratives of that process,

few examine in detail the concrete production of specific narratives

(Trouillot 1995: 22).
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v

The central assertion of this book rests on the following understanding:
that the way in which we understand the past has implications for the
social theories we develop to deal with the situations we live in today.
Through recognizing the constituted ‘other’ as always and already
present in history and participating in its production, but written out of
it, we can begin to reconceptualize forms of theoretical discourse and
political practice today. If theory has been largely predicated on an idea
of the uniqueness of Europe then calling that into question upends most
theory. This, then, provides a clearing from which we can begin to look
at the world again and begin to create new forms for the future.

The first section of this book addresses both the general shifts in
European traditions of thought during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries as well as contemporary critiques. It focuses on the emergence
of postcolonialism and discusses this in terms of the challenge it poses to
standard social theory. The first chapter further addresses the absence
of the colonial encounter from the social sciences and the implications of
the construction of a specifically ‘colonial gaze’. This chapter then turns
to a detailed exposition of subaltern historiography and a questioning of
its methodology. It ends with a discussion of ‘connected histories’
(Subrahmanyam 1997) and suggests this approach as a way of dealing
with difference in the context of attempting to reconcile general
categories and particular experiences. The second chapter focuses on the
history of sociology and its subsequent development as a discipline. It
addresses French and Scottish thinkers of the Enlightenment who have
been regarded as precursors to the development of sociology and then
discusses the establishment of the discipline in the post-(French) revolu-
tionary period. This chapter looks, in particular, at the ways in which
sociology constructed its understanding of the conditions of its
emergence and the implications of such a construction for the ways in
which we know the world today. The third chapter in this section looks
in more detail at the sociological construction of modernity and traces the
development from modernization theory to multiple modernities. It
addresses the extent of the challenge posed by multiple modernities to
the earlier modernization paradigm as well as identifying continuities
between them. This chapter ends with a discussion of the methodology
that underpins both approaches ~ comparative sociology and ideal
types - and develops an alternative way of addressing questions of
modernity via the idea of ‘connected histories’ introduced in

Chapter 1.
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The second section of the book examines the dominant discours, | P t 1
around the key historical events cited in the formation of ‘modernity’ - t}”s ar
e

Renaissance, the French Revolution, and the Industrial Revolution ~ ar
discusses the extent to which the claims made on their behalf bear up }d S()Ciolo gy an d
scrutiny. The fourth chapter challenges the dominant discourses thto; . .
posit the Renaissance as heralding the emergence and consolidation ot ItS HlStOIlO graphy
the idea of modern Europe and the related claims for Europe emergix f
as a cohesive, autonomous entity at this time. The fifth, addresses t}
perceived role of the French Revolution in the emergence of the mod e)le
nation-state and the invention of the political project of modernity. T1~”
sixth chapter examines the development from commercial to Capitalile
society and discusses the assumed ruptural aspect of the Industri’
Revolution which is seen as heralding the divide between the pre-mog ef
and the modern. Further, it addresses the claims made for thewIl
phenomena being regarded solely as internal European phenomeng €
discusses the implications of a critique of this for subsequent analyﬁ;ﬁ i
The final chapter of the book will then go back to address the qQuest -
of modernity and sociology, ‘after’ postcolonial theory and ’Connecltzﬂ

histories’.




SEUEHINN

1

Modernity, Colonialism, and
the Postcolonial Critique

In this chapter, I shall discuss the emergence of postcolonialism and the
nature of the challenge it poses for standard approaches to social theory.
I start by addressing the relationship between colonialism and the politics
of knowledge production, looking, in particular, at the processes by which
particular forms of disciplinary knowledge came to be authorized
under colonialism and the concomitant marginalization of ‘other’
forms of knowledge. This will be followed by a discussion of the emergence
of Subaltern Studies as a particular manifestation of postcolonial
historiography. The standpoint of the subaltern has been one way in
which academics have sought to reclaim the subjectivity of the previously
marginalized, but this has not been an unproblematic venture. In
questioning standpoint theory, then, I suggest that the attempt to
reconcile particular experiences and general categories is best served
through an alternative approach, one that builds on the idea of ‘connected
histoties’ (Subrahmanyam 1997). This is a precursor to the discussion of
the rather different historiographical assumptions built into standard
sociological accounts, which will be discussed in the following chapter.
Postcolonialism should not be understood as simply the latest version
of a critical engagement in social thought. Kwame Anthony Appiah
argues for ‘the post- in postcolonial’ to be understood as ‘the post- of the
space-clearing gesture’ (1991: 348). It is a post- that must be understood
not simply in temporal terms, but also as a marker of a conceptual move
going beyond existing theoretical understandings of the world.
Postcolonial approaches, then, work to challenge dominant narratives
and to reconfigure them to provide more adequate categories of analysis,
where adequacy is measured in terms of increasing inclusivity and is
oriented ‘backwards’ as well as ‘forwards’. By locating and establishing a
voice for the hitherto voiceless within history and society, postcolonial
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theory seeks to resolve questions of inclusion and exclusion and to magke
transparent the relationship between knowledge and politics ‘in the
specific context of ... [a] study, the subject matter, and its histolical
circumstances’ (Said 1978: 15). In the contest for political and s0cijal
authority, then, postcolonial criticism bears witness not only to contemy-
porary inequalities, but also to their historical conditions (Bhabha 1997).

Nicholas Jardine (2000 [1991]) has argued that the sciences need tq pe
understood as addressing questions and problems that arise in what pe
calls ‘scenes of inquiry”: the particular contexts and settings in which
the sciences operate and from which they derive their meanings. In this
chapter, I will be treating colonial relations as integral to the scenes of
inquiry of the social sciences. However, not everything relevant to
understanding the production of knowledge takes place visibly as patt of
the mise-en-scéne. As 1 shall argue throughout this book, colonialist js
crucial to the scenes of inquiry that are the contemporary social sciences
and yet, for the most part, it is largely outside their field of vision.

I

The colonial encounter, which was less an encounter and more 2
conquest, domination, and enslavement of peoples and forms of life,
I'shall contend, is constitutive of the very disciplines that express or Seek
to understand modernity. In a global context, the colonial experience
has been one in which contact and communication between human
societies and cultures multiplied and intensified. The social interactions
that ensued from this process radically transformed the configurations
of what was known and how it was known. The British conquest of
India, for example, not only opened up a geographical terrain for
exploration and occupation, but also enabled the transformation of an
epistemological space by, as Nandy argues, ‘inducing the colonized ... to
accept new social forms and cognitive categories’ (1983: 3; see also Cohn
1996). Any critique of colonialism, then, cannot rest only on its record
of economic exploitation and human suffering, but must also address

the cognitive patterns that became embedded in social actions and .

representations through the colonial process (Mignolo 1995).

This understanding has been at the heart of scholarly works by those

involved in anti-colonial movements, such as Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire,
and Albert Memmi and has been taken up by subsequent theorists of the
postcolonial. Fanon's Black Skin, White Masks, for example, addresses
the ‘arsenal of complexes that has been developed by the colonial
environment’ and argues that the problem of colonialism rests not only
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in the interrelations of particular historical conditions but also the
(social) psychologies produced by these conditions (1967 [1952]: 30, 84).
While accepting the importance of a political economy of colonialism,
Nandy (1983) similarly argues for it to be understood in terms of the
subjugation of minds as well as bodies. It is in the era of colonialism, he
suggests, that the concept of the modern West becomes generalized
‘from a geographical and temporal entity to a psychological category’
(Nandy 1983: xi). Since colonialism is also a matter of consciousness for
Nandy, he argues that it needs to be defeated in the minds of people.
Resistance to colonialism, then, only properly begins when people
‘become participants in a moral and cognitive venture against oppression’
(1983: xiv). Although this liberation necessarily begins with the colonized,
it must be a liberation that includes the colonizers. As such, Nandy
argues that freedom has to be understood as indivisible, ‘not only in
the popular sense that the oppressed of the world are one, but also in the
unpopular sense that the oppressor, too, is caught in the culture of
oppression’ (1983: 63).

This understanding was articulated in Gandhi’s mission to liberate the
British, as much as the Indians, from the yoke of colonialism and has
been expressed by other prominent anti-colonial activists and scholars
across the world. Césaire (1972 [1955)), for instance, noted the dehuman-
izing effects of colonization on both the colonized and the colonizers and
called for the salvation of Furope alongside the liberation of African
nations. Memmi (1965 [1957]) similarly addressed the effects of the
colonial situation on both perpetrators and victims and regarded
colonization as a specific European pathology in desperate need of remedy.
Although using the individualist framework of psychology, neither
Fanon nor Memmi believed that the solution to this ‘disease’ would — or
could - be individual, but rather advocated the necessity of social struggle
in righting these distorted relationships. Specifically, Fanon wrote that
the break up of the colonial world was not about the establishment of
two zones ~ the previously colonized and the previous colonizers - but
rather, the abolition of one - the colonial world - and the subsequent
restructuring of the relations that had sustained it (1968 [1961]: 41;
1967 [1952]: 82).

Fanon'’s argument in favour of dissolving the epistemological binaries
posited in setting up the colonizers’ world as radically different from
that of the colonized has found contemporary resonance in the cultural
critique of Homi Bhabha (1994) and in Edward W. Said’s (1978) influential
text, Orientalism.! For Said, ‘Orientalism’ is ‘a discourse of power
originating in an era of colonialism’ and it is a discourse in which those

i



18  Rethinking Modernity

who are written about do not ‘recognize themselves as human beings or -
their observers as simple scholars’ (1995: 345). His trenchant criticispy of |
the concept (and its related practices) rests on the fact that it ‘approathes
a heterogeneous, dynamic, and complex human reality from an ungrjt-
ically essentialist standpoint’ and, in the process, constructs the ‘Orient’
and the ‘Occident’ as ontologically and episternologically different and
distinct (1995: 333).

It is important to recognize the configurations of power and cultural
hegemony that enabled the Orient not only to be discovered to be Oriefital,
but also submitted to being made Oriental -~ namely, the relationships of
colonization and imperial domination that spanned the vast majority of
the world at that time (Said 1978: 6, 7, 41). As Said argues, the contept
of Orientalism hides historical events and historical change at the same
time as it obscures the interests of those involved in its perpetuation. To
‘be’ an ‘Oriental’ was/is not simply to inhabit a particular geograpbical
area, but it was/is also an evaluative judgement in that one was/is then also
a member of a subject race (1978: 92). As such, Said suggests that the
concept of Orientalism is never far from the idea of Lurope itself in that
defining the ‘other’ is also an aspect of understanding oneself (1978: 7).

The elaboration of the distinction between East and West has sub-
sequently underpinned theoretical claims, literary works, social analyses,
and political endeavours such that without examining Orientalism as a
discourse we are in danger of perpetuating its disciplining functions and
continuing to reproduce the category of the ‘Orient’ unthinkingly. In
this way, as I shall argue, ‘Orientalism’, in Said’s sense, can be a feature
of the categories of social science even when the ‘Orient’ is not the
explicit object of attention. To take a literary example, what is being
contested is the common interpretation of East and West as separate and
bounded entities as exemplified in Rudyard Kipling’s statement ‘Oh,
East is East and West is West and never the twain shall meet’ (quoted in
Narayan 1998: 89). As Narayan (1998) has pointed out, Kipling wrote
these lines at a historical moment when East and West were engaged in
aserfously protracted encounter, namely, colonialism.

I

The colonial relationship, as I have been arguing, constituted one of the
fundamental relationships between Europe and its posited ‘others’ and
vet, as Hansen suggests, there has been very little systematic work done
on the question of Furopean identity in the context of colonialism
(2002: 484). Where this relationship has been considered it is usually in
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the context of the effects of Europe on the colonies — that is, in terms
of ideas of ‘Western diffusionism and indigenous passivity’ (Arnold
2000: 13) - or, colonialism is posited as existing in parallel to events in
Europe, but with no obvious relation to them. Pagden, for example,
argues for the formation of the European states to be understood in
terms of being accompanied by ‘the creation of Europe’s modern overseas
empires’ (2002: 10), but he does not address the influence of those
colonies on the development of the very same modern European states.
Kiernan similarly makes but a small concession to colonialism stating at
the end of an essay on European identity that, ‘whatever Europe is, it
owes in part to its imperial endeavours’ (1980: 60; my emphasis). 1 would
argue more forcefully: that, whatever Europe is, cannot be understood
outside of its imperial relationships. As Said (1986) notes, having ‘lost’,
the colonized are required to take the Furopean conquerors and the
period of conquest into account, while, having ‘won’, Lurope can
choose to ignore the colonial enterprise as an episode of history to be
acknowledged, or not, at will. The asymmetry, as he argues, is striking:

On the one hand we assume that the whole of history in colonial
territories was a function of the imperial intervention; on the other,
there is an equally obstinate assumption that colonial undertakings
were a phenomenon marginal and perhaps even eccentric to the central
activities of the great metropolitan centres. (Said 1986: 58-9)

While the modern idea of history denies ‘that the colonizers are at least
as much affected by the ideology of colonialism’ as the colonized, and
implicitly accepts the cultural superiority of the colonizing powers,
Nandy argues that what needs to be acknowledged are the ways in
which the oppressor and the oppressed are turned into ‘co-victims’
through their encounters (1983: 30, 99). The issue is not only one about
being ‘co-victims’, however, but also, as During proposes, about a
recognition that ‘(post)colonialist societies have been built by both
sides’ 