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part i

Colonial Studies and 
Interdisciplinary Scholarship





1 Introduction
Colonial Questions, Historical Trajectories

3

The burst of scholarship on colonial studies in the last two decades—
crossing the disciplinary boundaries of literature, anthropology, and his-
tory—has begun to fill one of the most notable blind spots in the Western
world’s examination of its history. Yet there is something strange about the
timing: scholarly interest in colonialism arose when colonial empires had al-
ready lost their international legitimacy and ceased to be viable forms of po-
litical organization. Earlier, when colonialism was an object of mobilization,
scholars and intellectuals were most captivated by the drama of liberation
movements and the possibilities of “modernization” and “development” for
people whom colonialism and racism had excluded from the march of
progress.

Part of the impetus behind the recent research and writing on colonial
situations has been to ensure that this past is not forgotten. But the colo-
nial past is also invoked to teach a lesson about the present, serving to re-
veal the hypocrisy of Europe’s claims to provide models of democratic pol-
itics, efficient economic systems, and a rational approach to understanding
and changing the world, by connecting these very ideas to the history of
imperialism. Such concerns have led some scholars to examine thought-
fully the complex ways in which Europe was made from its colonies and
how the very categories by which we understand the colonies’ past and the
ex-colonies’ future were shaped by the process of colonization.

Yet a significant part of this body of work has taken colonial studies out
of the history whose importance has just been asserted, treating colonial-
ism abstractly, generically, as something to be juxtaposed with an equally
flat vision of European “modernity.” This side of the field has focused more
on stance—on critical examination of the subject position of the scholar
and political advocate—than on process, on how the trajectories of a colo-



nizing Europe and a colonized Africa and Asia shaped each other over time.
Not only does such an approach obscure the details of colonial history and
the experience of people in colonies, but the aspirations and challenges
posed by political movements in the colonies over the course of history dis-
appear beneath the ironic gaze that critics have directed toward claims for
progress and democracy.

The refusal to leave the “colonial” as a neatly bounded, excisable dimen-
sion of European history marks an important challenge to historical analy-
sis. Yet unbounding colonialism risks leaving us with a colonial project
vaguely situated between 1492 and the 1970s, of varying contents and sig-
nificance, alongside an equally atemporal “post-Enlightenment” Europe,
missing the struggles that reconfigured possibilities and constraints across
this period. This is why a reconsideration of colonialism’s place in history
should both engage deeply with the critical scholarship of the last two
decades and insist on moving beyond the limitations that have emerged
within it.

Europe’s ambivalent conquests—oscillating between attempts to project
outward its own ways of understanding the world and efforts to demarcate
colonizer from colonized, civilized from primitive, core from periphery—
made the space of empire into a terrain where concepts were not only im-
posed but also engaged and contested. From the very moment of the French
Revolution, rebels in the plantation colony of Saint Domingue raised the
question of whether the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citi-
zen applied to the French empire as well as the French nation, and in so
doing, they, as Laurent Dubois puts it, “‘universalized’ the idea of rights.”1

Ever since, political activism in and about empire has posed not only possi-
bilities of accepting or rejecting the application to colonial worlds of ideas
and structures asserted by Europe, but also the possibility, however diffi-
cult, of changing the meaning of the basic concepts themselves.

Conceptual issues are the focus of this book. How can one study colonial
societies, keeping in mind—but not being paralyzed by—the fact that 
the tools of analysis we use emerged from the history we are trying to
examine?

interdisciplinarity and the 
conformism of the avant-garde

Historians’ quite recent interest in colonial situations owes much to the in-
fluence of literary studies and anthropology; scholarly work on colonial is-
sues gave rise to a cutting-edge interdisciplinary field of scholarship.Yet the

4 / Colonial Studies



basic problem with interdisciplinary scholarship is the same as that within
the disciplines: conformism, gatekeeping, conventions that one should pub-
lish in the “right” journals—whether the American Political Science Re-
view or Social Text—and cite the right people, be they Gary Becker or Homi
Bhabha. The economist—to take the most theoretically monolithic of the
disciplines within the American academy—generally has to write within
the confines of neoclassical theory and to devise and test abstract models; he
or she gets little credit for fieldwork into the complexities of actually expe-
rienced economic relations. In cultural studies, the assistant professor is re-
quired to decenter, destabilize, and disrupt socially constructed categories
and to empower subaltern discourse. To transgress the norm of transgres-
sivity is to be unaware of one’s own positionality.The cultural critic may rel-
ish her disciplinary hybridity yet have a great deal in common with the
economist who thinks that more work within neoclassic models has a higher
marginal utility than an excursion into anthropology. Interdisciplinary
studies can be impoverished by once provocative constructs that have be-
come clichés, just as a discipline can be narrowed by professional hierarchies,
required methodologies, or theoretical conservatism.

The urge to conform is evident in some favorite phrases of scholars
charting trends: the “cultural turn,” the “linguistic turn,” and the “histor-
ical turn.” These expressions imply that scholars in history, cultural stud-
ies, or the social sciences take their intellectual curves together, and anyone
who does not is off on a tangent or has entered a dead end.The cultural turn
of the 1980s and 1990s corrected to a significant extent the excesses of a
previous turn, toward social history and political economy in the 1970s, but
after a time scholars were told that we were “beyond the cultural turn,”
which meant—as some of the more thoughtful participants in these dis-
cussions frankly put it—bringing back questions of social and economic
history. Excellent research and valuable reflection came out of the cultural
turn, as from previous and subsequent turns.2 Meanwhile, however, a gen-
eration of graduate students experienced pressure from their mentors and
peers to focus their work in one direction, just as a previous generation had
been influenced to conform to a different trend. In African history, my gen-
eration avoided colonial history for fear of being thought to do “white his-
tory”—and contributed thereby to the doldrums of imperial history of
which many later complained—whereas now the history of Africa before
the European conquests is neglected. Scholars’ openness to new ideas and
directions is one thing, taking “turns” together another.3

Interdisciplinary studies have their own pitfalls, in particular credulity
toward other fields that do not apply to one’s own, such as the historian’s
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belief that a quotation from Geertz means doing anthropology or that a
reference to Bakhtin means mastery of literary criticism. One is likely to
fall for conventional wisdom in another discipline, miss internal debates,
and pick up tidbits without exploring their relationship. The remedy for
these difficulties of interdisciplinary work, however, is not disciplinarity
but discipline: a more thorough and critical engagement with other fields,
a more rigorous and wider reading of social theory that both reconfigures
and deepens methodological understandings.

Writing on colonialism in the last two decades has had a double—and
positive—impact in regard to established verities: calling into question a
narrative of progress radiating from Europe that ignored how deeply this
history was entwined with overseas conquest, and rejecting the consign-
ment of “non-Europe” to static backwardness regardless of how those re-
gions’ fates were shaped by interaction with Europe, including the side-
tracking of other modes of change and interaction. The bandwagon effect
within colonial studies or postcolonial theory is probably no more severe
than in other areas of academic inquiry, but rather is illustrative of a wider
problem in intellectual life. Like other new fields, colonial studies has been
the object of a dismissive backlash that ignores the insights and the healthy
debate within the field—indeed, the considerable heterogeneity that char-
acterizes writing on colonial subjects.4 I hope in these pages to steer be-
tween the conformism of the avant-garde and the dismissiveness of the old
regime in the study of colonization, colonial history, and decolonization by
focusing on specific conceptual and methodological issues.

Bashing the Enlightenment and criticizing modernity have become fa-
vorite activities within colonial and postcolonial studies. Such positioning
has been answered by a defense of modernity and Enlightenment against
the barbarians at the gates who threaten the universal principles on which
democratic societies are based.5 Debate at such levels of abstraction is uned-
ifying, not least because both sides are content to treat Enlightenment ra-
tionality as an icon separated from its historical significance. There is a de-
licious irony here, for Europeans become the “people without history,” a
notion once reserved for the colonized. Both sides are content to let un-
changing and unmediated images of reason, liberalism, and universality
stand in for a much more convoluted trajectory, in which the status and 
the meaning of such concepts were very much in question.6 The not-so-
delicious irony is that the critique of modernity aimed at destabilizing a
smug, Europe-centered narrative of progress has ended up preserving this
category as a defining characteristic of European history to which all others
must respond. Only a more precise historical practice will get us out of the
involuted framing of such a debate.
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In chapter 2, I take up the paradox noted at the beginning of this essay,
that scholarly interest in analyzing colonialism peaked at a time when it
was no longer a political issue. Its starting point is Georges Balandier’s ar-
ticle of 1951, “The Colonial Situation,” which was a call for analysis of
colonial rule using tools perfected in studying indigenous groups but now
directed at the “totality” of coercive, structural, and ideological mecha-
nisms of colonial power. This call—timely as it was—went largely unan-
swered, because scholars, including Balandier himself, were more fasci-
nated by the possibilities of modernizing societies that had been held back
and by the liberation movements themselves. My essay surveys the chang-
ing focus of scholarship on colonial societies in the half-century since Ba-
landier’s intervention, not as a succession of turns, but as overlapping and
often conflicting perspectives, all in relation to the shifting politics of
decolonization.

Part 2 of this book turns to key concepts that epitomize the current di-
rection of scholarship—in colonial studies and other interdisciplinary en-
deavors. The use of these concepts has provoked new thinking and impor-
tant research, but they deserve a scrutiny that the bandwagon effect of
scholarly trends has to a large extent repressed. I will examine in detail
three concepts—identity, globalization, and modernity—and later in this
introduction raise questions about concepts like coloniality, postcoloniality,
and post-Enlightenment rationality. In questioning the analytic value of
such concepts, my intent is not to step away from the objects of inquiry en-
visaged by those who use these concepts, but rather to ask if they are ade-
quate to the work at hand.

Identity, globalization, and modernity occupy a large and growing place
in scholarly fashions. Figure 1 shows how often these terms have appeared
as keywords in a leading web-based index of scholarly articles over the past
decade, while references to the buzzwords of a prior era, like industrializa-
tion, urbanization, and modernization, have stagnated at lower levels.7

Identity wins the prize, and if modernity isn’t as “in” as identity, it passed
modernization—a related concept with a different valence—in 1995.

The use of such concepts addresses important subjects: subjectivity and
particularity in people’s collective vision of themselves, the apparently in-
creasing importance of cross-border interaction in today’s world, and the
apparent power—for good or for evil—of a view of historical change as
moving in a forward direction. In all three cases, I argue, the concepts are
important as indigenous categories, as terms used in today’s politics and
culture. They need to be understood in the often conflicting ways in which
they are deployed. The problem comes with scholars’ widespread use of
these terms as analytic categories, as tools for description and analysis. This
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usage does more to obscure than to illuminate the problems of social con-
nection, cross-border interaction, and long-term change that they are
thought to address. There is nothing inherently wrong in using the same
term as both an analytic category and an indigenous one, but there are two
problems that need to be confronted if one does so. First, the usefulness of
an analytic category doesn’t follow from its salience as an indigenous one:
such concepts must perform analytic work, distinguishing phenomena and
calling attention to important questions. Second, the academic’s endeavor
to refine and sharpen analytic categories may obscure the ways in which
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historical actors deployed similar terms, thereby complicating the task of
understanding forms of discourse in their own contexts.

These chapters address not just the words as such—although in all three
cases academic language adds confusion to ordinary English definitions—
but the conceptual questions to which writing about them gives rise. To
question the analytic usefulness of the category identity is not to presume
that people’s particularistic and subjective concerns—about gender, ethnic-
ity, or any other form of affinity—should be downplayed in favor of the
great universalisms, be they the liberal idea of a citizenry of equivalent in-
dividuals or the Marxist idea of class. But understanding how people con-
ceive of commonality, belonging, and affinity does require a precise and dif-
ferentiated set of concepts.

Much recent scholarship on identity uses the same word for something
that is claimed to be general but soft—that is, everybody seeks an identity,
but identity is fluid, constructed, and contested—and for something that is
specific and hard, that is, the assertion that being “Serbian,” “Jewish,” or
“lesbian” implies that other differences within the category should be
overlooked in order to facilitate group coherence. This contradictory usage
leaves us powerless to examine what scholars most need to understand and
explain: why some affinities in some contexts give rise to groups with a
hard sense of uniqueness and antagonism to other groups, while in other
instances people operate via degrees of affinity and connection, live with
shades of grey rather than white and black, and form flexible networks
rather than bounded groups. In chapter 3, written by Rogers Brubaker and
myself, we do not argue for a more refined or precise word to replace iden-
tity, but rather for the use of a range of conceptual tools adequate to un-
derstand a range of practices and processes.

With globalization and modernity, we again encounter two words and
two bodies of scholarships that confuse normative and analytic categories
and reinforce the metanarratives that they pretend to take apart. It is hard
for anyone who lived through the modernization debates of the 1970s to
read the globalization and modernity debates without a sense of déjà vu.
The idea that people were being liberated from the stultifying edifice of
colonialism or the backwardness of tradition—producing a convergence to-
ward the social practices and living standards of the West—was the hall-
mark of modernization theory in the 1950s and 1960s. More recently, some
pundits and scholars insist that globalization is inevitable as well as desir-
able. Critics again decry as malignant what advocates insist is beneficial,
while some scholars accept the narrative of ever-increasing interaction but
deny that it is producing convergence. My argument is neither for nor
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against globalization; rather, I attempt to reframe the issue, pointing out
that the globalization story claims as new what is not new at all, confuses
“long-distance” with “global,” fails to complement discussion of connec-
tions across space with analysis of their limitations, and distorts the history
of empires and colonization in order to fit it into a story with a predeter-
mined end.8 The alternative to the concept of globalization is not to reify
the state or any other container of interaction, but to detach mechanisms
of connection from the artificial notion of globality and to study the mark-
ing of territory and the crossing of territorial boundaries in more specific
ways than those implied by the linear concept of globalization.

The critique of modernization theory that emerged in the 1970s brought
out the teleological and Eurocentric nature of the theory. But if the teleol-
ogy is gone, the telos remains in the form of a burgeoning literature on
modernity, colonial modernity, and alternative modernities, the former two
with a negative valence instead of a positive one, the latter as the positive,
non-Eurocentric reflection of the others. In chapter 5, I argue that the
modernity now in question is hopelessly confused by the divergent mean-
ings given to it and that any effort to refine the analytic concept would re-
sult in loss of the ability to understand the meanings of modern as an
indigenous category—where it was in fact used. The appeal of the modern-
ization concept in the 1970s was above all that it constituted a package,
pulling together such changes as urbanization, the growth of market
economies, and achievement-oriented status systems. Modernity in the
1990s was still a package, sometimes decried instead of celebrated, some-
times repackaged as “alternative modernities,” but still assuming that the
alternatives must be modernities. When Partha Chatterjee talks about the
“bitter truth” that no one in Europe believes that Indians “could be produc-
ers of modernity,” he concedes that modernity is what Europe produced.9

The package is still on its pedestal, and debate about a wide range of issues—
from the equality of women in society to the desirability of free markets—
will be conducted in relation to a presumed distinction between modern and
backward rather than in more specific and less teleological terms.

As scholars, we need to understand what people mean when they engage
in identity politics, when they argue for the inevitability and desirability of
the global marketplace, or when they articulate aspirations for clean water
and better education. We also need to develop a precise and incisive vocab-
ulary for analyzing affinity, connections, and change. We should try to ex-
plain why such concepts evoked passions at some moments but not at oth-
ers. Colonial elites—sometimes—claimed legitimacy on the grounds that
they were remaking Asian or African societies in the image of Europe’s
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self-proclaimed modernity, and at other times they insisted that colonies
could never be modern, that they would only go astray if their status hier-
archies were undermined, and that European rule was necessary to pre-
serve this conservative order. Such arguments are best analyzed as debates
within the history of colonization rather than as a “colonial modernity” lo-
cated vaguely between the Enlightenment and the present. Understanding
indigenous categories—be they those of a French colonial minister, an
African trade unionist, or an Islamic religious leader—requires asking how
people put their thoughts together; in other words, scholars must make an
effort to get out of their own categories.

Part 3 develops alternatives to the flattening of time, space, and inter-
action in the concepts considered above, first via a general argument and
then through a case study. Chapter 6 argues that instead of telling a story
of the inevitable rise over the last two centuries of the nation-state and 
the national imagination, one can tell a more revealing story by looking
over a longer period of time at a more varied set of political forms. For im-
perial rulers from the Roman Empire through the Ottoman and Austro-
Hungarian Empires to the French Community and the British Common-
wealth, governing an imperial polity produced a different set of structures
and a different way of imagining political space than did a nation-state.
Empires should not be reduced to national polities projecting their power
beyond their borders. They always had to balance the incorporation of peo-
ple and territory and differentiation that maintained the power and sense
of coherence of the ruling elite. The chapter puts in a single framework
continental and overseas, “modern” and “premodern,” European and non-
European empires, for all participated in the calculus of balancing incorpo-
ration and differentiation, and interacted and competed with each other for
resources—but did so in different ways.

Similarly, there is much to learn by looking at political mobilization
within and against empire not just in terms of a community or nation ral-
lying against an intrusive, distant power. Political movements developed
more varied repertoires, including deterritorialized forms of affinity—pan-
Africanism, pan-Slavism, pan-Arabism, Islamism, Christian humanitari-
anism, proletarian internationalism—as well as attempts to reform and re-
structure the imperial unit itself, often by turning imperial ideology into a
claim on the rulers of empire. It was only with the collapse of the last em-
pires in the 1960s that the nation-state became the generalized form of sov-
ereignty. Up to the very end of those empires, some people within them
were trying to turn the empires’ incorporative needs into demands for im-
perial resources and for political voice. Empire is, unregrettably, no longer
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in the political repertoire, but appreciating the recent roots of the nation-
state might help to foster more precise discussion of different forms of po-
litical organization and their consequences, without falling into the teleol-
ogy of nation-building, sweeping denunciations of all forms of state power,
the use of empire as an epithet for any form of power, or the sentimental
reimagining of past empires as models of stern and responsible governance
of the fit over the unfit.

Chapter 7, based on my research in Senegal and France, provides an ex-
ample of how both the makers of empire and the leaders of social move-
ments operated within an imperial framework and by using that frame-
work changed it. Labor and political movements in French West Africa in
the 1940s and 1950s seized the language of postwar French imperialism—
in a moment when France needed more than ever for colonies to be orderly,
productive, and legitimate—and turned it into demands for equality of
wages, benefits, and ultimately standard of living among all people whom
the government asserted to be French. This impeccable logic of equiva-
lence—backed by well-organized protest movements and in the context of
worldwide debates over self-determination and anticolonial revolutions in
Vietnam and North Africa—presented the French government with the
dilemma of either giving up the idea of Greater France or facing its metro-
politan citizens with never-ending demands and an unpayable bill. The na-
tional conception of France was consolidated in the same process that give
rise to nation-states in North and sub-Saharan Africa.

critical history and ahistorical history

The arguments presented here are historical. They do not, however, imply
a polarization between a domain that might be called colonial studies—or
more generally, interdisciplinarity—and another called history. Such a di-
vision would mask the extensive differences and debate within all such des-
ignations, as well as the cross-fertilization across whatever lines scholars
use to mark their territory. My goal is not to criticize any scholarly field as
a whole, or even to pin down exactly what such field labels signify, but in-
stead to focus on key concepts themselves, to assess the work they do, the
blind spots as well as insights they entail, and the difficulties of using them
to examine change over time.10

The historical profession has without doubt been reinvigorated by chal-
lenges to it, coming from new entrants into the academy—not least of all,
scholars from Africa and Asia—by ferment in other disciplines, and by the
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tense but frequently crossed frontier between academic history and diverse
people’s interest in the past. In my experience and that of many of my gen-
eration of professional historians, the study of colonial empires had by the
1970s become one of the deadest of dead fields within history. Students in-
terested in pushing the frontiers of historical research looked to Africa,
Asia, or Latin America, or they sought to look at Europe and North Amer-
ica “from the bottom up.” The revival of interest in the colonial world a
generation later reflects the influence of literature and anthropology and,
most importantly, wider intellectual currents that threw into question the
most basic narratives and the most basic ways in which knowledge is con-
figured. Historians were having to face the fact that the new challenges
were not simply to add an African or Asian component to a previously
Europe-centered curriculum, but to think about what we mean by Europe,
Africa, Asia, and how they shaped each other over time (see chapter 2).

But it is now the interdisciplinary domains of colonial and postcolonial
studies that could use a new sense of direction, particularly a more rigor-
ous historical practice. These fields of inquiry have introduced to a large
and transcontinental public the place of colonialism in world history. Yet in
much of the field, a generic colonialism—located somewhere between 1492
and the 1970s—has been given the decisive role in shaping a postcolonial
moment, in which invidious distinctions and exploitation can be con-
demned and the proliferation of cultural hybridities and the fracturing of
cultural boundaries celebrated.

Meanwhile, historians can at times be faulted for treating own engage-
ment with sources from the place and time in question as unproblematic,
as if sources spoke on their own. The outsider’s characterization of aca-
demic history as one damn thing after another has a grain of truth. Histo-
rians’ narratives are built on conventions of narrativity that are not always
examined. Nevertheless, the historian’s displacement in time itself gener-
ates a bias against the homogenization of categories; while some historians
narrate the past as if it inevitably led to the present, they still distinguish
past from present, and another historian in the same present might inter-
pret that past differently. Historical practice suggests that however varied
the impetus and context for the actions of men and women, interactions
unfold over time; contexts are reconfigured and shape future possibilities
and closures.

At least some of the criticism has had a positive effect. The June 2004
congress of the once staid and nationally-focused Society for French His-
torical Studies included seventeen panels on topics related to colonial his-
tory, with nearly four dozen presentations, mostly by young historians
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with fresh material from archives and other sources that enlarged from
colonial vantage points the meanings of citizenship, law, social welfare, and
“France” itself. In the following pages, I will point both to the importance
of the critique of the historical profession and to its limitations, especially
when ahistorical methodologies are deployed to answer questions that are
unavoidably historical.

Ashis Nandy argues that history is inseparable from its imperialist ori-
gins, that it necessarily imposes the imperialist’s understanding of people’s
past over their own. To some scholars, history confines the zigzags of time
into linear pathways, privileges state-building over other forms of human
connection, and tells a story of progress that inevitably leaves Africans or
Asians on the side, lacking some crucial characteristic necessary to attain
what is otherwise universal.11 Such arguments are valid criticisms of many
histories, but do they amount to an indictment of the study of history it-
self? In fact, the indictment of history is itself historical. To trace history to
imperialism is to give power to a phenomenon that is historically located.
The question such an observation leaves is whether it is enough to name
imperialism as the dark side of modernity, or if understanding it requires a
more searching examination, which in some form is historical. Meanwhile,
the practices of many historians may well suggest an “irrevocable link be-
tween History and the Nation-State,” but the evidence that the nation-
state is not so universal is another sort of history, which documents more
varied sorts of political imagination.12 Academic history, like all others, has
its particularities, and the argument that other visions of the past are more
diverse and lively is valid only if one aggregates them—itself a quintes-
sentially academic exercise.

Historians’ complacency about the European boundaries of their field
was shaken up by Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978). Said showed how cer-
tain visions of Asiatic societies are deeply woven into canonical European
literature. Colonization was no longer out there, in exotic places, but in the
heart of European culture. Said was soon criticized for presenting such a
closed view of the colonized “other” that there was no room for alternative
constructions, including those by Arabs, Africans, or South Asians. In his
subsequent book, Culture and Imperialism, Said tried to restore balance by
emphasizing not the stark separation of European and indigenous dis-
courses but the efforts of colonized intellectuals to work between them and
to develop crosscutting languages of liberation.13 Such an argument, too, is
a historical one.

The Saidian view of Europe constructing itself and its others in relation
to each other has had wide influence in many disciplines and has fostered
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an examination of those disciplines. The categories used by social scientists
from the nineteenth through the twenty-first century to examine colo-
nized societies have been shown to be less a neutral means of analysis of
bounded societies located elsewhere than part of a process of intellectual
pacification and ordering of the world. Vocabularies and methods of elite
control for handling distinctions of gender, class, and race—of the re-
spectable and the civilized in contrast to the unruly and the dangerous—
were developed in both metropoles and colonies. Esthetics and science
helped order an imperial world. The scholarship on such subjects in the last
quarter century adds up to a impressive reconsideration of intellectual and
cultural history. The question it leaves is that which Said faced after Ori-
entalism: whether such work will be read as a solid edifice of colonial
modernity or colonial governmentality imposed from Europe, or whether
it will be seen as a framework for contestation and debate over the nature
of social distinctions and social knowledge across the colony-metropole
divide.14

To some postcolonial theorists, the goal has been no less than to over-
throw the place of reason and progress as the beacons of humanity, insist-
ing that the claims to universality that emerged from the Enlightenment
obscure the way colonialism imposed not just its exploitative power but its
ability to determine the terms—democracy, liberalism, rationality—by
which political life the world over would be conducted from then on. By
contrasting this universalizing modernity with the ugly particularity of
colonialism, postcolonial theorists attack head-on a historical metanarra-
tive that shows Europe repudiating step by step the oppressiveness of its
own past and making itself into a model for the rest of the world. Some
hope to persuade us to “give up the seemingly powerful corollary pre-
sumption that liberalism and indeed democracy (even a purportedly radi-
cal one) have any particular privilege among ways of organizing the polit-
ical forms of our collective lives.”15

Before we give such ideas up, we would do well to examine carefully not
only what they are, but how they have been used—and perhaps, in being
used by people in colonies, given a new meaning. We should be careful
about what else we might be giving up: perhaps the tools with which to an-
alyze and critique various forms of oppression, from local patriarchies to
global capitalism?16

My focus is on the double occlusion that results from turning the cen-
turies of European colonization overseas into a critique of the Enlighten-
ment, democracy, or modernity. First is the obscuring of European history,
for the counterpart of reducing non-Western history to a lack of what the
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West had is to assume that the West actually had it. All the debate and con-
flict within post-1789 European history is reduced within the critique of
the post-Enlightenment to an essence of modernity, producing a label at-
tached to an entire epoch, and this abstraction is assigned causal weight in
shaping what happened in colonies in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. Second is the occlusion of the history of the people who lived in
colonies. Positing a colonial modernity (see chapter 5) reduces the conflict-
ing strategies of colonization to a modernity perhaps never experienced by
those being colonized, and gives insufficient weight to the ways in which
colonized people sought—not entirely without success—to build lives in
the crevices of colonial power, deflecting, appropriating, or reinterpreting
the teachings and preachings thrust upon them. Within this line of argu-
ment, resistance might be celebrated or subaltern agency applauded, but
the idea that struggle actually had effects on the course of colonization is
lost in the timelessness of colonial modernity. The Haitian Revolution—
and especially the possibility that the Haitian Revolution actually affected
the meanings of citizenship or freedom in Europe and the Americas—is as
strikingly absent in prominent postcolonial texts as in conventional narra-
tives of European progress.17 The result is that ownership of notions like
human rights and citizenship is conceded to Europe—only to be subjected
to ironic dismissal for their association with European imperialism.

The “colonial” of postcolonial studies is often the generic one, what Stu-
art Hall sweeps together in a single phrase—“European and then Western
capitalist modernity after 1492.” It is spatially diffuse and temporally
spread out over five centuries; its power in determining the present can be
asserted even without examining its contours.18 But might not this generic
colonial history produce an equally generic postcolonial present?19

I agree with the postcolonial critic’s insistence that the evils of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century colonialism lie firmly within the political
structures, values, and understandings of its era; colonialism was not an
atavistic holdover from the past. Less convincing is the juxtaposition of
post-Enlightenment universality and colonial particularity isolated from
the dynamics ensuing from the tensions within any ideological formation
and from the tensions produced by efforts of empires to install real admin-
istrations over real people. Such an approach privileges the stance of the
critic, who decodes this transhistorical phenomenon; hence the label Gyan
Prakash and others have attached to their project: “colonial critique.”20

Such a critique has had its value, above all in forcing historians—like an-
thropologists or other social scientists—to question their own epistemo-
logical positions. The question is how one understands and gets beyond the
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limits inherent in the stance of the critic. Let me turn now to a brief analy-
sis of modes of writing that can be called ahistorical history, which purport
to address the relationship of past to present but do so without interrogat-
ing the way processes unfold over time. I will mention four modes of look-
ing at history ahistorically: story plucking, leapfrogging legacies, doing his-
tory backward, and the epochal fallacy. My purpose is not to defend one
discipline or condemn another, for some of the most searching historical
questions have been asked by literary critics or anthropologists. Historians
are familiar with many ways of doing history ahistorically, not only from
criticizing the shortcomings of other disciplines but from engaging in such
practices themselves. Nonetheless, theoretical perspectives that operate in
vaguely specified temporalities and that give explanatory weight to agent-
less abstractions—like coloniality and modernity—both depend on and re-
inforce the methodological shortcomings described below.

Story Plucking
The “colonial” has itself become an object of study, literary and otherwise—
a phenomenon appearing in many places and times.The weighty -ity in such
widely used words as coloniality or postcoloniality implies that there is an
essence of being colonized independent of what anybody did in a colony.21

One can pluck a text from Spanish America in the sixteenth century, a nar-
rative of the slave colonies of the West Indies in the eighteenth, or a de-
scription of moderately prosperous African cocoa planters in the twentieth-
century Gold Coast, and compare it to other texts. This gives rise to the
question of how far we can go in discussing coloniality when the fact of hav-
ing been colonized is stressed over context, struggle, and the experience of
life in colonies. Colonial power, like any other, was an object of struggle and
depended on the material, social, and cultural resources of those involved.
Colonizer and colonized are themselves far from immutable constructs, and
such categories had to be reproduced by specific actions.

Leapfrogging Legacies
Here I refer to claiming that something at time A caused something in time
C without considering time B, which lies in between. African political sci-
entist Mahmood Mamdani, in his Citizen and Subject: Contemporary
Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism,22 draws a direct causal connec-
tion between a colonial policy—important in the 1920s and 1930s—of rul-
ing through African chiefdoms given authority under colonial auspices and
the brittle politics of authoritarianism and ethnicity in Africa in the 1980s
and 1990s. Mamdani has a point at either end of his leapfrog, but he misses
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what lies in between. His book says almost nothing about the 1950s and
1960s, and thus does not consider another dimension of Africa’s malaise:
that there was indeed effective mobilization in those years that cut across
ethnic divisions and urban/rural distinctions. Through such mobilizations,
Africans made strong claims to citizenship. African politicians built a pow-
erful challenge to colonial regimes—either to make good on the implied
promises of imperial citizenship or to give way to governments that could
truly represent their citizens (see chapter 7). But once in power, such lead-
ers understood all too well how dangerous such claims were. The explosion
of citizenship in the final years of colonial rule appears nowhere in Mam-
dani’s book. He thus misses not only the sequence of processes in the de-
colonization era, but the tragedy of recent African history, people’s height-
ened sense of possibility and the thwarting of their hopes.23

Doing History Backward
Trying to illuminate present issues is a fine motivation for exploring the
past, but as one looks backward, one risks anachronism: confusing the ana-
lytic categories of the present with the native categories of the past, as if peo-
ple acted in search of identity or to build a nation when such ways of think-
ing might not have been available to them.Even more important is what one
does not see: the paths not taken, the dead ends of historical processes, the
alternatives that appeared to people in their time. Two common, and in
many ways meritorious, approaches to historical analysis can easily fall into
backward-looking history.One is the idea of social construction, a useful an-
tidote to claims that race, ethnicity, or nationality are primordial character-
istics of given groups, and which is also helpful in recognizing that race or
any other category may be no less important for having been constructed
historically.The trouble with constructivism, as it is most often practiced, is
that it doesn’t go far enough: we talk of the social construction of racial cat-
egories, but it is rare that we even ask about categories that are not now im-
portant, and we thus lose sight of the quest of people in the past to develop
connections or ways of thinking that mattered to them but not to us.24 The
study of nationalism in colonial societies is a case in point: because we know
that the politics of the 1940s and 1950s did indeed end up producing nation-
states, we tend to weave all forms of opposition to what colonialism did into
a narrative of growing nationalist sentiment and nationalist organization.
That the motivations and even the effects of political action at several junc-
tures could have been something else can easily be lost.25

At a more abstract level, seeking the genealogy of concepts or ideas 
also easily turns into a backward-gazing approach to history. Just as an or-
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dinary genealogy starts with “ego” (the person looking backward) and
produces a tree of connection, genealogical approaches to ideas look back-
ward to find their roots, sometimes finding them in a discredited colonial
past. What gets lost here is the historical context in which concepts
emerged, the debates out of which they came, the ways in which they were
deflected and appropriated. Genealogical and constructivist approaches
when done in a historically grounded way—that is, by working forward—
become other words for doing . . . history. To the extent that such ap-
proaches both call attention to the non-neutral position of the present-day
observer and see the conceptual vision of that observer in historical terms,
they are valuable, albeit hardly new.26 Good historical practice should be
sensitive to the disjunctures between the frameworks of past actors and
present interpreters.

The Epochal Fallacy
Historical analysis can point to moments of uncertainty—when stabilizing
institutions were weakened and expectations of change heightened—and
to moments of stability, and it can point to change. But to see history as a
succession of epochs is to assume a coherence that complex interactions
rarely produce. Whatever makes an era distinct should not only be present
but be its defining feature; otherwise, the identification of an epoch says lit-
tle. It is ironic that postmodernists, who distinguish themselves by a refusal
of high theory and grand narrative, have to jimmy modernity into an
epochal straightjacket in order to claim to have moved beyond it.27 A more
nuanced approach involves assessing change in whatever dimensions it oc-
curs and analyzing the significance and limitations of conjunctures when
multidimensional change became possible.

The term postwar has a clear meaning if the war in question has ended,
and postcolonial is meaningful if one accepts—as I do—that the decolo-
nizations of the postwar era extinguished the category of colonial empire
from the repertoire of polities that were legitimate and viable in interna-
tional politics.28 The post- can usefully underscore the importance of the
colonial past to shaping the possibilities and constraints of the present, but
such a process cannot be reduced to a colonial effect, nor can either a colo-
nial or a postcolonial period be seen as a coherent whole, as if the varied ef-
forts and struggles in which people engaged in different situations always
ended up in the same place. One is not faced with a stark choice between a
light-switch view of decolonization—once independence was declared, the
polity became “African”—and a continuity approach (i.e., colonialism
never really ended), but one can look at what in the course of struggle be-
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fore and after that moment could or could not be reimagined or reconfig-
ured, what structural constraints persisted, what new forms of political and
economic power impinged on ex-colonial states, and how people in the
middle of colonial authority systems restructured their ties within and out-
side of a national political space.29

Skepticism is especially in order in regard to the modern epoch. Mod-
ernization theory was justly criticized for claiming that a certain societal
form came to define a modern era.30 Era labeling has been given a new in-
terdisciplinary lease on life, in part through the work of Michel Foucault,
which locates modern governmentality in a space that is amorphous in
time and amorphous in agency and causality, and provides a blueprint for
a wide range of scholars to attribute practices and discourses to the fact of
modernity, often elided with post-Enlightenment rationalism, bourgeois
equality, and liberalism.31

Dipesh Chakrabarty, for example, justly criticizes versions of Indian his-
tory, colonialist, nationalist, or Marxist, which measure the colonized by
how well they succeeded in class formation and state-building—where Eu-
rope supposedly led the way—and attribute their failures to certain lacks
on their part (of a proper working class, of a proper bourgeoisie). He instead
calls for the “provincialization” of Europe, its history seen as particular
rather than as a universal model.32

Then he proceeds to do the opposite. Post-Enlightenment rationality,
bourgeois equality, modernity, or liberalism become not provincial ideolo-
gies but a grid of knowledge and power, forcing people to give up diverse
understandings of community in favor of a one-to-one relationship of the
unmarked individual and the nation-state, at best seeking “alternatives” to
a modernity that is decidedly singular and decidedly European. European
history is flattened into a single post-Enlightenment era. A reference to
Hegel stands in for a European history reduced to the claim of progress.33

Yet nineteenth-century Europe was immersed in struggles within and
among many parochialisms and many universalities. Secularism was more
often beleaguered than triumphant; ancien régimes and aristocracies didn’t
die out on the guillotine.34 The balancing of the universalized rights-
bearing individual against questions of “difference” was a vital debate
within and after the Enlightenment. Intellectuals who called themselves
modernists between 1890 and 1930 were in “revolt against positivism, ra-
tionalism, realism, and liberalism,” something lost in the stark opposition
between Enlightenment reason and the “posts” in vogue today.35

Sankar Muthu has brought out the debate over empire among Enlight-
enment thinkers. For Diderot, most notably, coming to grips with the hu-
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manity of non-European people also meant confronting their subjection.
Rather than seeing universal values as effacing difference, Diderot insisted
on the fundamentally cultural nature of humanity. Others, like the Abbé
Grégoire, were deeply sympathetic to slaves and the other victims of impe-
rial oppression, but assumed that people, once liberated, would abandon
their particularity. Still others—those most emphasized by critics of En-
lightenment reason—advanced taxonomic structures, which in some (but
not all) hands implied distinctions that put some outside the realm of the
rights-bearing individual and made them a potential subject for coloniza-
tion. “The” Enlightenment implied no one view of race or difference. It
provided no clear basis either for legitimizing the subordination of certain
non-European societies on the basis of universalistic criteria or for claim-
ing that cultural difference precluded criticizing different political practices,
in Europe or elsewhere.36 What Enlightenment implied in its time—and
since—was the necessity of having the debate. The historians’ contribution
is not to decide which Enlightenment was the authentic one, but to point to
the responsibility of those who advanced particular arguments and the con-
sequences of their interventions.

Too ready identification of an actual Europe with post-Enlightenment
rationality not only leaves out the conflict and uncertainty within that con-
tinent’s history, but also the extent to which even such constructs as bour-
geois equality were not some essence of the West but products of struggle.
The ascension of a liberal idea of a rights-bearing individual over the
equally liberal idea of rights as earned by the civilized behavior of a collec-
tivity reflected the labors not only of a Toussaint L’Ouverture or a Freder-
ick Douglass, but of unnamed ex-slaves, dependent laborers, and colonized
peasants who revealed the limits of colonial power and defined alternative
modes of living and working in the crevices of authority.37

Doing history historically does more to challenge the supposedly dom-
inant narrative of Western-led progress, of nation-building, or of develop-
ment than an approach to the past based on story plucking, leapfrogging
legacies, doing history backward, or the epochal fallacy. Criticisms of histo-
rians for writing everything into a linear history of human progress are
often accurate and appropriate, but understanding different forms of tem-
porality is not assisted by positing a flattened modern era against the
linearity of a history of continual Western-centered progress. Historical
temporality, as William Sewell puts it, is “lumpy”: the tendency for inno-
vations and breaks to be reabsorbed into ongoing discursive and organiza-
tional structures is sometimes broken by a cascade of events that reconfig-
ures the imaginable and the conceivable.38 Historical time is lumpy in
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another sense—across different conceptions of temporality held by differ-
ent people at the same moment. But if time is plural, it is not divided into
self-contained compartments. One circles back to the problem that in order
to understand how ideas of history were shaped by colonialism, one has to
understand colonization and challenges to it over time. The critical insis-
tence that historians examine their own concepts of time is valuable, but so
too is the historian’s insistence on attention to process, on how what hap-
pens at one moment in time configures possibilities and constraints on
what can happen the next.39

imperial space

Can one really provincialize Europe? One way to do so is to dig more
deeply into European history itself, and there is no more central myth to
be dissected than that of narrating European history around the triumph of
the nation-state. Much recent scholarship has exaggerated the centrality of
the nation-state in the “modern” era, only to exaggerate its demise in the
present.40 Post-Revolutionary France, as I will explain in chapter 6, cannot
be understood as a nation-state pushing into colonies external to it. The
Haitian Revolution of 1791 revealed how much questions of slavery and
citizenship, of cultural difference and universal rights, were part of debate
and struggle across imperial space.41 This complex, differentiated empire,
expanded into continental Europe by Napoleon, did not produce a clear and
stable duality of metropole/colony, self/other, citizen/subject. Political ac-
tivists in the colonies, until well into the 1950s, were not all intent upon as-
serting the right to national independence; many sought political voice
within the institutions of the French Empire while claiming the same
wages, social services, and standard of living as other French people. If one
wants to rethink France from its colonies, one might argue that France only
became a nation-state in 1962, when it gave up its attempt to keep Algeria
French and tried for a time to define itself as a singular citizenry in a single
territory.

A fuller version of the story of European colonial empires in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries can also come from telling it alongside the
histories of the continental empires with which they shared time and space,
the Habsburg, the Russian, and the Ottoman, and those empires that lay
outside Europe, notably the Japanese and the Chinese, not to mention two
powers with wide reach and an ambivalent sense of themselves as imperial
powers: the United States and, after 1917, the Soviet Union. At times colo-
nialism was layered: late-nineteenth-century Sudan, for instance, was col-
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onized by Egypt, which was part of the Ottoman Empire but itself experi-
enced heavy British intervention.42 The sharp separation of a certain kind
of empire—which produces colonial and postcolonial effects—not only
precludes the posing of important questions about critical historical mo-
ments and interrelated processes, but reproduces a form of Eurocentrism.
Central Asian Muslims conquered by the tsars and subjected to the violent
and modernizing project of the Soviets do not receive the attention devoted
to North African Muslims colonized by the French; 1989 is not marked in
postcolonial circles as a milestone of decolonization.43

The narrowing of the range of inquiry is based on certain assumptions:
that these empires were not truly colonial, and above all that they were, ex-
cept for the Soviet case, not “modern.” The latter argument reads backward
the collapse of the Ottoman, Habsburg, and Russian Empires in 1917–23
into a thesis of the inevitable transition from empire to nation-state. But ex-
cellent historical research has shown that far from being beleaguered hold-
outs against claims to the nation, these empires produced a strong empire-
centered imagination that captured the minds of many self-conscious
minority activists within their territories until World War I, a theme devel-
oped in chapter 6.

At the heart of colonialism, Partha Chatterjee has argued, is the rule of
difference.44 It might be more useful to emphasize the politics of difference,
for the meanings of difference were always contested and rarely stable. As
broad comparative study suggests, all empires, in one way or another, had
to articulate difference with incorporation. Difference had to be grounded
in institutions and discourses, and that took work. “Modern” empires were
in some ways more explicit about codifying difference—and particularly
codifying race—than aristocratic empires, for the giving way of status hi-
erarchies to participation in a rights-bearing polity raised the stakes of in-
clusion and exclusion. Just where lines of exclusion would be drawn—in
terms of territory, race, language, gender, or the respectability of personal
or collective behavior—was not a given of the “modern state,” but rather
the focus of enormous and shifting debate in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century Europe. The openings and closures of such debates deserve careful
examination.45

New imperial endeavors confronted the dilemmas of older ones: geo-
graphic dispersion, extended chains of command, the need to make use of
regional economic circuits and local systems of authority and patronage.
The most technologically sophisticated, bureaucratized, self-consciously
rational empires were compelled to give elites of conquered and subordi-
nated people a stake in the imperial system and to produce subordinates
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and intermediaries who also had a stake in the system, a problem also faced
by the Romans and the Ottomans. The most powerful empires were often
in danger of being hijacked by their agents, by settlers, or by indigenous
collectivities in search of alternatives to cooperation with an imperial cen-
ter. Within empires, Enlightenment thought, liberalism, and republicanism
were neither intrinsically colonial nor anticolonial, neither racist nor an-
tiracist, but they provided languages of claim-making and counter claim-
making, whose effects were shaped less by grand abstractions than by com-
plex struggles in specific contexts, played out over time.

Ideologies of imperial inclusion and differentiation were challenged by
people acting within the ideological and political structures of empire, as
well as by people who tried to defend or create a political space wholly out-
side. At certain moments, empires needed to soften differentiation and en-
hance incorporation, when the need for colonial soldiers rose—in the
French Caribbean of the 1790s or European campaigns of 1914—or at
many other moments when people in the middle of relations of authority
proved too important to making colonies work, too reflective of the actual
ambiguities of colonial societies. At other moments, sometimes in reaction
to activism in the colonies, rulers became more intent on articulating a col-
onizer/colonized dualism, a more national conception of the polity. But
such conceptions were as hard to sustain in practice as the fiction of be-
longing to a unified polity. And colonial elites did not always agree on
which direction they should lean. Among colonizing elites—even if they
shared a conviction of superiority—tensions often erupted between those
who wanted to save souls or civilize natives and those who saw the colo-
nized as objects to be used and discarded at will. Among metropolitan pop-
ulations, colonized people sometimes provoked sympathy or pity, some-
times fear—as well as the more complex sentiments that emerged during
the actual encounters and political struggles in the colonies themselves.

imperial space and the varieties 
of political imagination

The backward projection of the post-1960s world of nation-states into a
two-century-long path of inevitability affects our understanding not only
of the relationship of national and imperial regimes but of the diversity of
opposition to them. Pan-Arab, pan-Slavic, and pan-African movements put
political affinity into a nonterritorial framework. Territory-crossing poli-
tics today, far from being a new response to a new “globalization,” have a
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long pedigree—and, beginning with antislavery movements, a record of
some effectiveness.

As I will argue in the final essay in this volume, there is a danger that
ahistorical history encourages an apolitical politics. To write as if “post-
Enlightenment rationality” or “the cunning of reason” or the “insertion of
modernity” were what shaped the political possibilities of colonial situa-
tions is to give excessive weight to the determining power of agentless ab-
stractions and offer little insight into how people acted when facing the
possibilities and constraints of particular colonial situations. We lose the
power of their example to remind us that our own moral and political
choices, made in the face of the ambivalences and complications of our pres-
ent situation, will have consequences in the future.

The view of an atemporal modern colonialism goes along with a notion
of resistance as heroic but vain. Only at the end, in some views at least,
could it have much effect—in an anticolonial moment in which iconic fig-
ures like Nkrumah and Fanon stand in for an epoch. But the heroic moment
proved ephemeral, and much of the impetus behind postcolonial theory has
been the failure of decolonized states to fulfill an emancipatory project—a
disillusionment that then turns its critique toward the emancipatory proj-
ect itself, now seen as fatally linked to its imperial genealogy.46 The view
expounded in these pages acknowledges the impetus behind this version of
postcolonial theory but takes a different view of the history. I argue that
colonial regimes and oppositions to them reshaped the conceptual frame-
works in which both operated. Struggle was never on level ground, but
power was not monolithic either. The intersection of locally or regionally
rooted mobilizations with movements deploying a liberal-democratic ide-
ology, with attempts at articulating a Christian universalism, with the mo-
bilization of Islamic networks, with the linkages of anti-imperialist move-
ments in different continents, or with trade union internationalism helped
to shape and reshape the terrain of contestation. Collaborators and allies of
colonial regimes—or people simply trying to make their way within em-
pire—also pushed rulers of empire to change the way they acted. Subtle
and dramatic changes at critical conjunctures are both part of the story.

The conjuncture of the post–World War II era indeed produced a situa-
tion in which longer-term political processes, with diverse goals, focused on
fundamentally transforming the colonial state. Revolutionary mobiliza-
tion, especially in Indonesia and Vietnam, as well as the climax of India’s
nationalist movement, had effects well beyond the immediate territories
involved. But attempts at change within empires had a profound effect too
(see chapter 7), for the danger that social movements operating within im-
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perial frameworks could effectively make demands upon colonial states for
resources equivalent to those of the other—metropolitan—members of the
polity raised the question of whether a postwar empire could aspire to le-
gitimacy without taking on an impossible burden of social and economic
expenditures, with the threat of violence lying behind the demands. That
such demands were phrased in a language of citizenship, progress, democ-
racy, and rights both reflected social movements’ serious engagement with
the categories of colonizers and profoundly changed the meaning of those
categories because of who was speaking. At the same time, movements out-
side of such frameworks—sometimes denounced by colonial rulers as
atavistic, demagogic, or antimodern—raised the stakes for colonial regimes
to contain tensions within familiar institutions and allowed African politi-
cal movements room to maneuver between different visions of the future.
One needs to appreciate the sense of possibility of these years and to un-
derstand what ensued not as an imminent logic of colonial history but as a
dynamic process with a tragic end.

empires, colonies, and the politics of naming

For many postcolonial theorists, the naming of the colonial makes a point
with relevance beyond the specificities of bygone regimes. Doing so links
the history of the West and its identification with civilization and progress
to its colonial genealogy. The colonial evokes above all the marking of cer-
tain people as distinct, in need of special forms of surveillance and supervi-
sion, and unable to participate fully in the projects of a modernizing soci-
ety. The colonial phenomenon is thus located broadly—it may appear
within “national” territory as well as in institutions of empire.47 The use of
such a general conception has its costs: a diminished ability to make dis-
tinctions among the various forms of discrimination and exclusion and a
tendency to look away from the actual histories of colonization toward a
homogenized coloniality. Politically as well as analytically, a more precise
use of categories may be enabling.

Hence the potential value of leaning away from a dilute use of the con-
cept of the colonial and toward a focus on the institutionalization of a set of
practices that both defined and reproduced over time the distinctiveness
and subordination of particular people in a differentiated space.48 Hence the
importance of concepts that bring together a range of polities across time
and space all sharing basic characteristics, all the while emphasizing dis-
tinctions among them and change over time. We can set out a family de-
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scription of empire, if not a precise definition: a political unit that is large,
expansionist (or with memories of an expansionist past), and which repro-
duces differentiation and inequality among people it incorporates. The ex-
tent to which difference across space is institutionalized is important to
constituting empire. Empire could be a phase in a polity, for if incorpora-
tion ceased to entail differentiation, it could result in a relatively homoge-
neous polity that becomes more nation-like and less empire-like—some-
times as the result of extremely brutal tactics of coerced assimilation or
extermination, possibly a more gradual (if still asymmetrical and at times
violent) process of mixing.49 Nation-states and empire-states are, first of
all, states, and power is unevenly distributed in all kinds of states.50 In em-
pires, power does not necessarily cohere in a core collectivity or a “people,”
for all members of the polity might be subordinated to greater or lesser de-
grees to a monarch, dictator, oligarchy, or lineage. An empire-state is a
structure that reproduces distinctions among collectivities while subordi-
nating them to a greater or lesser degree to the ruling authority.51

How starkly should colonial empires be separated from other types of
empire? At stake in such a question is how one thinks about an institu-
tionalizion of distinction that it is collective, invidious, and spatial, the
marking of particular people as subject to distinct regimes of discipline and
exploitation. But let us back up a moment. The spatial referent of coloniza-
tion goes back to Greek and Roman meanings of the word—the bringing of
new territory into use by an expanding society, including settlements for
trade and agriculture. Such a referent remained part of the word’s signifi-
cance into the twentieth century, so that French officials, for example, could
write about—without deploying an oxymoron—indigenous colonization
in Africa, that is, the movement of African peasants onto new land.52 But
the principal meaning of colonization has come to involve people rather
than land: coercive incorporation into an expansionist state and invidious
distinction. The political salience of the colonial has been sharpened by the
addition of an “ism”: either an accusation—set against the alternative of a
more inclusive, more consensual polity—or a defense of the legitimacy of
a polity in which some people ruled over others. The power of both accusa-
tion and defense lay in bounding the colonial phenomenon to make it ap-
pear to be an exceptional form of political organization. Here definitional
exercises need to enter the historical realm. Maintaining the colonial re-
quired coercive and administrative work and cultural work—to define hi-
erarchies and police social boundaries. Such work was always subject to
contestation, by those who sought to exit from the colonial polity or to
make the polity less colonial.53
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Was empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries more colonial
than its predecessors? Brutality, enslavement, land grabbing, the denigra-
tion of indigenous cultures, and coerced religious conversion are not
unique to any era or place. The more profound argument lies both in a sup-
posedly post-Enlightenment penchant for classification—and hence in-
vidious distinction based not on the give and take of relations between
unequals but on systemic rankings of peoples (see above)—and, more per-
suasively, in the contention that as European publics claimed rights and cit-
izenship for themselves, they defined a sharper division between a metro-
politan polity for which such claims were relevant and an external sphere
for which they were not. Subordination was no longer a fate to which any-
one might be subject, but a status assigned to specific people, whose mark-
ing therefore became an issue. Overcoming such marking required evi-
dence of acquiring the prerequisites of inclusion, hence the importance
both of civilizing missions and of tightly controlling the passage from one
status to another. There is something in this long-term view of a shift to-
ward sharper distinction between a potentially democratic imperial core,
located in Europe, and a colonial periphery, where access to rights, if at-
tainable at all, required evidence of personal transformation. Even some of
the old empires—the Russian and the Ottoman, for instance—began to act
more colonial in the late nineteenth century, trying to impose an imperial
civilization along the edges of empires, although constrained by the practi-
cal necessity of working with local elites.54

But if empires could become more colonial, could they get away from
the dilemmas of still being empires? I will argue that they could not, be-
cause of both the old problem—administrative and political constraints in-
trinsic to the vastness and diversity of imperial spaces—and the ambigui-
ties of the spatial referents of new ideologies of rights and citizenship. The
old problem would not go away: colonial rulers needed to co-opt old elites
and generate new collaborators, but such ties might soften the colonizer-
colonized distinction and strengthen the indigenous social and cultural
practices colonial ideology was trying to denigrate; rulers hoped at times to
profit from indigenous trade networks and productive systems without
fostering the autonomy of indigenous economic elites; they needed to raise
levels of exploitation without fostering rebellion or undermining local au-
thorities vital to the maintenance of order.The new problem was a question
not simply of the ambiguity of rights discourse, but of struggle. Could con-
cepts of rights, human dignity, and participation be confined to national
units and be kept from contaminating imperial ones?55 The Haitian Revo-
lution in the French Empire, the combination of slave revolts and antislav-
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ery mobilization in the British Empire, and the tensions between creole
elites and peasants and slaves in the era of revolution in Spanish America
all point to the possibility that politics in metropoles could not be neatly
segregated from colonies. Somebody might take imperial space seriously.
When British or French rulers wanted Africans or Asians to be soldiers as
well as workers and cash crop producers, they appealed to a notion that sub-
jects had membership and a stake in an imperial polity. I argue in chapter 7
that the French government after 1946, faced with challenges to the legiti-
macy and security of its colonies, explicitly effaced the colonial nature of
the regime in favor of an imperial vision of Greater France as a differenti-
ated unit of belonging, in which all people were now considered rights-
bearing citizens, but with a range of political relationships to the state. Such
initiatives from above provided openings to more demands for equiva-
lence—economic and social as well as political—from below.

The empire perspective allows us to appreciate not only the significance
of the racialization of difference within nineteenth-century imperial poli-
ties, but the instability of that racialization. It gives us more options with
which to understand the variety of political forms in the past and present
than those of colony, nation-state, and amorphous globality.56

The naming of empire has acquired in the first years of the twenty-first
century a political salience it seemed to have lost in the last half of the
twentieth, and once again the politics of naming need to be understood.
One contemporary use of empire is as a metaphor for the extremes of state
power. The Bush administration in the United States has been denounced
from the Left for behaving like an empire, and encouraged from the Right
to act like an empire in order to bring more order to the world.57 Whether
either argument makes effective polemical use of the word is not for a his-
torian to pronounce upon. But one can point to the risks either usage en-
tails for understanding political processes: if every form of asymmetrical
power is termed empire, we are left without ways of distinguishing among
the actual options we might have. Liberals may be sliding into a denuncia-
tion of power that fails to distinguish different motivations and mecha-
nisms for deploying it. Conservatives who evoke the empire analogy seem
little interested in an essential dimension of historic empires: the long-
term incorporation of territory and people into a polity. Iraqis and Afgha-
nis are not about to become American subjects. Even proponents of the em-
pire analogy doubt that the United States has the gumption to undertake
imperial responsibilities—but such responsibilities are not actually at
stake.58 The empire word is being used to delegitimize the sovereignty of
particular regimes, to mark “rogue” states, to separate the world into the fit
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and the unfit, the modern and the backward. Conservative empire talk is
about domination, not incorporation, and most fundamentally of all, its po-
litical purpose is to mark the excluded.59

Empires have a large place in history, but the exercise of power across
territorial lines also took other forms and can be described in other words:
hegemony as used by international relations theorists, the gunboat diplo-
macy that was part of American foreign policy, or the “imperialism of free
trade” of nineteenth-century Britain.60 We need to consider both the entire
range of forms of power and the consequences each one entails. Some
scholars argue that the adjective imperial, applied to power, should be sep-
arated from the noun empire to underscore the diverse methods by which
power is sometimes exercised on a vast scale: by Great Britain in the early
nineteenth century or the United States in the twenty-first. One can accept
this argument without losing sight of the specificity of actual empires. If we
don’t pay attention to what empires did—the marking and policing of
boundaries, the design of systems of punishment and discipline, the at-
tempt to instill awe as well as a sense of belonging in diverse populations—
we will not understand any better the other ways in which powerful states
act, and their limitations. Nor, if we wish to study power from “below” (or
from in between), can we afford to miss the importance of making claims
for resources, rights, or access on an empire on the basis of belonging—a
claim that rulers of empire in certain circumstances needed to take seri-
ously. In short, the need to understand the range of forms of imperial
power entails appreciating both the general condition and its specific forms,
including empire and colonies. Such analysis should be a dynamic one:
states could be dragged into colonization when other means of exercising
imperial power failed, and they could decolonize without giving up indirect
means of authority.61 Thinking carefully about such distinctions in histor-
ical terms underscores the misleading nature of discussions about “empire”
today.

One should neither avoid the specific trajectories of Western European
expansion nor fetishize them.To enlarge empire to include non-Western or
ancient empires is not to dilute responsibility for what European empire en-
tailed, but on the contrary to enable a more specific discussion of choice, re-
sponsibility, and consequences. To take the story of European colonization
out of the metanarratives of globalization, the triumph of the nation-state,
colonial modernity, or post-Enlightenment reason is, in fact, to provincial-
ize Europe.

Chakrabarty and others are quite right to point out that historical asym-
metry is reproduced in the practice of historians: scholars who examine
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Asia or Africa refer continuously to European models and European styles
of history writing, whereas those who study Europe are free to ignore or
compartmentalize the experience of Asians and Africans and need not refer
to modes of apprehending the past outside their own imaginations.62 On an
imperial scale, Zulus or Bengalis, whatever their political strategies were to
be, had a much greater need to learn the English language and frame their
projects in relation to European models than Europeans had to learn Zulu
or Bengali or envisage the modes of understanding that Zulu or Bengali
brought to their histories.63 But scholars have enormous difficulty in sep-
arating the asymmetry of power from a totality. They can show that such
successful challenges to power as antislavery, anticolonial, and anti-
apartheid movements did not fully overthrow the inequalities they chal-
lenged or escape the frameworks of social order that imperial expansion
produced. Scholars are less willing to acknowledge to what extent asym-
metrical power is assailable power, or that the terrain labeled “Europe”
might in fact change even as other people seem to be conducting their bat-
tles for recognition on “European” terms. Chakrabarty, in the end, con-
tributes to the asymmetry he rightly deplores by focusing his attention on
what he calls a “hyperreal” Europe instead of taking on a more historical,
more provincial Europe.64

There is no ready formula for analyzing power structures that are nei-
ther symmetrical nor dichotomous. The work that has gone under the
name of colonial studies and postcolonial theory is both vital and insuffi-
cient to such a task, vital because of the fundamental role of imperialism
and colonialism in shaping the geography of power, insufficient because
discussion at the general level of the colonial does not tell us enough about
the ways in which conflict and interaction have reconfigured imaginative
and political possibilities. As we address ways in which people of different
origins within states or in international fora can interact, our task becomes
much more difficult as we recognize that the issue is not difference per se,
but rather a history that has placed differences in fundamentally unequal
relationship.65 But such relationships are not static either. We are not faced
with a dichotomous choice between a universality that is really European
and an alternative that can be located within an irreducible “community,”
and rather than resolve the tensions in favor of one such pole, we are best
off using those tensions to think through issues and conflicts in their
painful concreteness.

Scholarship in the 1980s and afterward has rewritten French, British,
Spanish, and American histories to show that Europe was reshaped in the
colonies even as people in Asia, Africa, the Pacific, and the Americas were
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confronting the categories of colonizers. This work has invested these his-
tories with a moral fervor as well as an expanded horizon of inquiry. We
should not lose that fervor, even while taking inspiration from it to explore
the historical trajectories of colonial situations. We can examine the con-
straints imposed by the insinuation of Western social categories into daily
life and political ideology in conquered spaces without assuming that the
logic imminent in those categories determined future politics. We can rec-
ognize the instability and contested nature of colonizing ideologies and ask
how political leaders in the colonies sought to reinterpret, appropriate, de-
flect, and resist the political ideas they gleaned from colonial rulers, their
own experiences, and their connections across colonial boundaries.

We do not need to romanticize anticolonial movements in their moment
of triumph or treat colonial history as if the actions of the colonized never
changed its course up to the final crisis; colonialism was as much threatened
by fissures within its modes of action and representation as by the threat
that the last might become first.66 We can probe the continued traces today
of colonial histories while still acknowledging that these histories are not
reducible to a colonial effect. Far from having to choose between examin-
ing the complexities of a colonial past and broadening our sense of the op-
portunities and constraints of the future, a critical and sensitive historical
practice can help us retain our focus on the possibilities of political imagi-
nation and the importance of accountability for the consequences of our
actions.
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2 The Rise, Fall, and Rise of 
Colonial Studies, 1951–2001

33

When Georges Balandier published “La situation coloniale” (The Colonial
Situation) in 1951, colonial empires were at the heart of profound debates
and struggles. By the 1970s, colonialism had been banished from the realm
of legitimate forms of political organization. What remained “colonial” in
world politics passed itself off as something else. The burst of scholarship
on colonial societies in the 1980s and 1990s thus appears paradoxical, and
so too does the lack of response and follow-up to Balandier’s brilliantly in-
cisive article in the two decades after its appearance.

Colonialism, about which European publics—including left publics—
had been ambivalent for decades, was an object of attack in the 1950s and
1960s, but not an object for careful examination. French Algeria, above all,
attracted the attention of French scholar-intellectuals. They argued in-
tensely about the wrongs being done by France, as colonizer and as brutal
agent of repression. Some opened up a multisided debate about the possi-
bilities and dangers of reform within the French system and the possibili-
ties and dangers of independence.1 But analytically, Balandier may have
won too easy a victory: once the colonial situation had been identified, it be-
came something recognizable, compartmentalized, and—in not too many
years—transcended.

Sub-Saharan Africa in the 1950s had particular salience for that side of
French progressive opinion which believed that a humanist, socialist, or
revolutionary tradition originating in Europe could foster progress in the
colonial world. Parts of the Left fought valiantly to give meaningful con-
tents to ideas of French citizenship, education, and development, and anti-
colonial forces within Africa sometimes sought to use such ideas for their
own purposes rather than assuming that national sovereignty was the only
alternative to empire. African and European intellectuals took up the



challenge implied in Senghor’s famous phrase—that Africans should as-
similate what Europe had to offer but without being assimilated—and de-
bated the extent to which the universal values of freedom and social
progress and the particularities of African culture were compatible.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the great subjects for scholarly attention, in an-
thropology and sociology above all, were the “-izations”: modernization,
urbanization, industrialization. Balandier himself turned his focus in that
direction, not to applaud such processes but to engage them critically. What
was lost to scholarly eyes was colonialism in the sense that Balandier’s ar-
ticle delineated it: as a relationship of power, deriving from a particular his-
tory and with profound but complex social, economic, political, and cultural
meanings.2 At the height of decolonization struggles, notably during the
Algerian war, intellectuals were most likely to see colonialism as a solid ob-
stacle that should and could be removed. It was the process and conse-
quences of the removal that were exciting, not the object blocking the path.
Many students thought that all they needed to know about colonialism was
its horrors, and a text from Fanon was sufficient to convey that. Historians,
by the 1960s, also started to look away from colonial history, for to study it
too much, even critically, was to reinforce the old canard that real history
meant the history of white people in Africa; the new history that new na-
tions needed was a history of either the precolonial past or the anticolonial
past; colonial history could be taken as a too-familiar given.

The burst of interest in colonial studies in the 1980s needs explanation.
It clearly reflects the failures of modernization projects in their liberal and
radical guises.To some, the trend that has come to call itself postcolonial the-
ory reflects growing awareness that colonial societies could not be seen as
“out there,” a consequence of European expansionism that could be clearly
marked and eventually excised. Rather, the incorporation into a European-
centered system of physical, political, and cultural power of a large portion
of the world’s population via colonization profoundly shaped European as
well as Afro-Asian history. To a growing extent in recent decades, the pres-
ence of intellectuals of ex-colonial origin in visible academic and literary in-
stitutions in Europe, the United States, and Australia facilitated a discussion
of the centrality of the colonial experience to world history. And the in-
creasing visibility of colonial immigrants in Europe—although this is in fact
a much longer history than is commonly recognized—made plausible the
argument that colonial situations cannot be bounded in either time or place,
that they are fundamental to any history of the present, in London as much
as Calcutta.

More cynically, one might argue that the increased prominence of colo-
nial studies comes at a time when intellectuals are profoundly disillusioned
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with their own possibilities for influencing social change. To locate racial
and cultural hierarchy and exclusion in the heart of “post-Enlightenment
rationality” is to make such a sweeping point that one is justified in doing
nothing about it. Such a move privileges one side of the intellectual’s place
in society, that of the critic.

My goal in this chapter is not to resolve the issues it raises. A serious in-
tellectual history of writing on colonialism could be done, but not here and
not by me; to link such a history to political trends in the post-1945 era in
a nonreductionist way is even more difficult. What makes intellectuals
think what they think is always elusive—the intellectual in question may
be the last to know—and figuring out what resonates with a larger public
is more elusive still. This article is intended to provoke discussion and re-
flection on the way that the “colonial situation” has moved in and out of
intellectual focus. I am particularly interested in issues of framing: how un-
posable questions come to be asked, how angles of vision change.

the end of empire and the 
marginalization of colonial studies

Balandier’s 1951 article is notable for taking the sociological tradition in a
new direction. His emphasis was on the colonial problem in the postwar era
as a “totality.”What was new was primarily the unit of analysis: not the eth-
nic group favored by anthropologists of his era3 but a unit in which power
was actually exercised, which nonetheless needed to be analyzed in the com-
prehensive way that anthropology had emphasized. Here, the emphasis
would be not on kinship and witchcraft, but on military conquest, economic
extraction, and racist ideology. Equally important was his historical sensi-
bility: colonization was a historically specific process, and the crisis of the
postwar moment exposed “the totality of relationships between colonial
peoples and colonial powers and between the cultures of each of them . . .
when the antagonism and the gulf between a colonial people and a colonial
power are at their maximum.”4 As Balandier later pointed out, his new de-
parture came out of prewar discussions over Marcel Mauss’s concern with
analyzing society not in terms of fixed forms but as a “total social phenom-
enon” that was living and in motion, and it was profoundly inflected by the
experience of war, with the immediacy of a historical “situation.”5

The most important predecessor and a companion piece to Balandier’s
article was Max Gluckman’s “Analysis of a Social Situation in Modern Zu-
luland,” originally published in 1940 and cited by Balandier.6 Gluckman
broke with the notion of the bounded ethnic group and wrote about whites
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and blacks, officials and subjects within the same framework. His was an
essay on the micropolitics of a colonial situation, just as Balandier’s was on
the macropolitics of the colonial situation. Rereading these two essays a
half century later, I am struck by the possibilities that they opened up for
an analysis of power relations within colonial societies and for allowing the
units of analysis to vary with the relationships and networks as they were
established over space and through interaction. They significantly prefig-
ure some of the best work in anthropology and history of the last twenty
years, and they run counter to the debunking of anthropology as a field that
could not avoid its preoccupation with the “savage slot.”7 In comparison to
recent anthropological writing that posits a vaguely defined mutual consti-
tution of “the local” and “the global,” concepts like the situation, the social
field, and the network in 1950s anthropology offered opportunities for an-
alyzing actual territory-crossing patterns of movement and connection
(see chapter 5). Balandier’s article resolutely insisted that such processes
could not be usefully designated as “culture contact”—Malinowski’s for-
mulation—but should be understood above all in terms of a system for the
exercise of power.

Situational anthropology had its fullest development in the work of the
Copperbelt anthropologists of the 1950s, notably A. L. Epstein, J. Clyde
Mitchell, and Gluckman himself. It was the situation analyzed by Gluck-
man rather than that of Balandier that was their focus: analysis of the ways
in which urban migrants constituted distinct sets of social relations in the
mine town—notably based on class relations—as compared to their vil-
lages of origin.8 They were opening up new fields to anthropological analy-
sis, but they were also eliding the central issue of Balandier’s article. Analy-
sis of the colonial situation was being trumped by the process of
socio-economic change that seemed to be overwhelming it.

Modernizing the Colonial Situation
By 1955, Balandier himself was putting urbanization at the center of his vi-
sion of social change. In a series of studies, culminating in his Sociologie des
Brazzavilles noires (1955),9 he presented a picture of precarious living con-
ditions, rapid mobility, breakdown of previous kinship structures, and indi-
vidualization but continued connections with regions of origin. What Ba-
landier found in the towns was not the colonial planner’s dream, but
“makeshifts” and “unrest,” Africans struggling to build new communities
in their own ways. Balandier used developmentalist rhetoric: social classes
were “embryonic,” “what might be called a middle class spirit is gaining
ground” among certain groups. But counter-evolutionary tendencies were
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clear as well, and the deepening roots of a working class in some neighbor-
hoods did not, after all, diminish rural connections or the flux and reflux
between other neighborhoods and village life or the harsh conditions born
of insecurity and instability.10 The modernization project of late colonial-
ism was not just incompletely realized, but badly realized.

One cannot appreciate the fascination of social scientists in the early
1950s with the dynamics of social change without recognizing the height-
ened sense of possibility in this era. Fundamental conceptions of how the
world was ordered were in question: a neat division of labor between dy-
namic social sciences focused on Europe—sociology, economics, political
science, history—and an anthropology focused on static, primitive Africa,
divided into discrete tribal units.11 For economists and sociologists, a new
domain of intellectual conquest was opening up; for anthropologists, units
of analysis as well as subjects for investigation were no longer self-evident.

The sense of new possibility did not line up on a “pro-” versus “anti-”
colonial front. With the British Colonial Development and Welfare Act of
1940 and its French equivalent, the Fond d’Investissement pour le Dé-
veloppement Economique et Social (FIDES) of 1946, and with the reorgan-
ization of scientific research within colonial establishments, the leading
colonial powers signaled their reorientation toward a modernized imperi-
alism and their need for new sorts of expertise.12 Both the French Socialists
and the British Labour Party were divided over the question of whether or
not colonial regimes could be converted into forces for economic and social
progress, without which “traditional” societies might be condemned to a
backward and uncompetitive existence.13

Colonial regimes in the 1950s were moving targets for criticism, for
they sought to reposition themselves in a progress-oriented world. The
colonial civil servant who “knew his natives”—so important to French and
British administrations and to both country’s ethnographic establishments
in the interwar years—lost status to new sorts of experts, not just in rela-
tion to technical issues of health, engineering, and medicine but to a sense
that social problems, labor most notably, could be managed in a rational
way as well. Socialist and Communist approaches to the colonial world
were determinedly modernizing too. Nationalist parties often claimed that
only they could offer a true modernization in the interests of Africans. So-
cial movements in Africa—the labor movement most prominently—were
using the rhetoric of modernization to advance their claims for the re-
sources needed to for them to advance.14

Balandier’s position—and that of his colleagues—reflects an ambivalent
engagement with the shifting project of social engineering in the 1950s.
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His opportunities for research support were shaped by the needs of the ad-
ministration for different kinds of knowledge, and Balandier saw his con-
tribution as simultaneously practical and theoretical. The possibility of in-
fluencing social change in Africa stemmed from his ability to make a case
for particular policy approaches based on his stature as a social scientist. It
was not a position of innocence–of self-conscious distancing from any colo-
nial taint. Nor was it uncritical. From 1949, Balandier conducted research
projects that in his view helped solve administrative problems, advanced
the sociology of Africa, and confronted decision-makers with the social
consequences of their actions.

On the whole, social scientists working in sub-Saharan Africa in the
1950s were more eager to see what Africans could do with the opportuni-
ties of a decolonizing world than to dwell on the specificity of the colonial
situation. It is worth noting the discrepancy between the mid-1950s poli-
tics of social change south of the Sahara and that in Algeria. By 1954, when
the Algerian war began, African social and political movements had won a
major victory in the struggle for a nonracial labor code, and they were con-
tinuing to claim one form of equivalence after another.15 By 1956, French
officials were so frustrated with the escalating claims on French resources
that they now favored devolving substantial budgetary authority to elected
territorial legislatures, who would be constrained by the willingness of
their own electorates to vote the necessary taxes. African cities were privi-
leged loci for colonial planning efforts, for African associations to make
claims to “modern” resources, and for a wide variety of ways in which city-
dwellers tried to make their lives. Balandier, Paul Mercier, and others were
revealing the complexity of this urban situation: they deflated social engi-
neers’ project to remake the world in their own image, but still provided
planners with useful information.16 Their findings helped African leaders
document the precariousness and insalubrity of the living conditions faced
by most Africans. They both underscored the importance and revealed the
failings of theories of transition from tradition to modernity.

The politics of decolonization in sub-Saharan Africa in the 1950s
seemed to offer what the Algerian war denied: the opportunity of center-
ing political debate and social science research on the possibilities of social
and economic transformation rather than on the fact of rule itself. In the
end, the French government would decide that the costs of an empire of
claim-making citizens were more than it was willing to pay, while African
political leaders would find that desires for cultural and political autonomy
needed to be conjugated with the quest for material improvement.17 The
Algerian war, meanwhile, was opening a colonial sore that would, for years
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thereafter, prove too painful to examine in such a complex and nuanced
manner.18

Social science research would soon prove of interest not just to colonial
regimes contemplating the costs and possible benefits of modernizing im-
perialism, but to African leaders playing an increasing role in the self-
government of African territories and eventually in their sovereign auton-
omy.19 The most widely shared theme of 1950s social science research in
sub-Saharan Africa, notably in sociology and anthropology, was “adapta-
tion,” particularly adaptation to the city. Research pointed to new forms of
association that cut across ethnic lines—from occupational groupings to
mutual aid societies—but also to “tribal” associations that developed among
migrants from a particular place and which gave new significance to urban
ethnicity.20 When UNESCO, in cooperation with the French government,
sponsored a conference in 1954 in Abidjan entitled “Social Impact of Indus-
trialization and Urban Conditions in Africa,” urban studies had matured
sufficiently to allow for an extensive exchange of information and the pub-
lication two years later of a 743-page book on the subject. Most contribu-
tors to the UNESCO volume wrote in a progressive mold: labor forces and
urban populations were growing; women were coming to the cities; families
were being raised in urban environments. No one seemed to want to resur-
rect the fantasy of primitive Africa.Although classes were often called “em-
bryonic,” at least the metaphor implied they would one day be born. At the
same time, most of the papers revealed relentless poverty and insecurity in
African cities; they presented evidence of joblessness, which colonial offi-
cials were slow to see; they reported on low skill levels among workers and
the continued presence of “large floating populations” in cities. Not only a
sense of common language and a common past but the insecurities of urban
life encouraged the maintenance of rural ties. The quest to fit African ur-
banization and industrialization into a universal model was strong among
the urban specialists, but so too was the willingness to bring out the coun-
tertendencies and complexities in the urbanization process, as well as the
pain it entailed.21

Among social scientists, the most influential competitor for this empir-
ically focused, engaged form of scholarship was a more teleological, theo-
retically-driven vision of modernization. This eventually acquired the
name of modernization theory. Modernization theory had two tenets that
went beyond other progress-oriented theories of social change: first, “tra-
dition” and “modernity” were dichotomous, modernization being under-
stood “in terms of the goals toward which its is moving”; second, moder-
nity, like tradition, was a package, and modernization signified a series of
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co-varying changes, from subsistence to market economies, from subject to
participant political culture, from ascriptive status systems to achievement
status systems, from extended to nuclear kinship, from religious to secular
ideology.22 To some leading American exponents of modernization theory,
this conception of change was an explicit alternative to a communist vision
of progress.23

The differences in politics and perspective among social scientists fo-
cused in the 1950s and 1960s on modernization were considerable. Some—
W. W. Rostow, for instance—believed that people all over the world must
tread the same path pioneered by Europe, and if they deviated it was to
their detriment. Others argued that capitalism, as it then was structured,
prevented the poor from following such a path, and they looked to another
path—also based on European models—which would lead to socialism.
There were pessimistic variants that stressed the obstacles and dangers
along whichever path was chosen, and there were scholars—notably an-
thropologists like Balandier—who saw the complexities and problems of
social change and questioned the existence of an a priori end point and the
duality between tradition and modernity, but still were moved by the op-
portunity for new ways of life and higher standards of living that were
opening to people of all origins in the era of decolonization.

Intellectuals and scholars, as well as political leaders, from former
colonies were attracted to the idea of modernization. Notable among them
was W. Arthur Lewis, born in the British Caribbean, who early in his career
wrote pamphlets denouncing colonial rule and the planter class in the West
Indies and went on to become a founding father of development econom-
ics. He never lost his disdain for colonial regimes that retarded the advance
of the modern sector, but his efforts were redirected toward analysis of the
bases and implications of that sector’s growth. He looked to liberation in a
dual sense: from the backwardness of colonial capitalism toward a more dy-
namic variant and from the backwardness of tradition into a modern world
now open to all.24

The failures of modernization theory, disillusionment with the develop-
ment process, and heightened sensitivity to the imperiousness of Western
social science should not lead the present-day observer to miss the
poignancy of the era of development, when a young and talented scholar
from the British West Indies was writing the textbook on how an academic
discipline should restructure itself and how the relations of rich and poor
should be remade.

Colonial economies and colonial societies were discussed within such
approaches, but in a particular way: as the baseline against which progress
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could be measured or as marks of the rigidity that dynamic nationalists,
committed revolutionaries, or forward-looking experts were overcoming.
Forms and strategies of modernization were hotly debated precisely be-
cause the decline of colonial empires seemed to be opening up such possi-
bilities for liberation, as well as the dangers following from the reordering
of world power.

Psychologizing the Colonial Situation
Balandier, in the first pages of his article, criticized O. Mannoni’s Psycholo-
gie de la colonisation (1950) for treating colonization from a “purely psy-
chological or psychoanalytical point of view”; he accused Mannoni of fo-
cusing on an ill-defined aspect of the colonial situation rather than the
situation as a totality. The elision of the psychological and the sociological
must have caused alarm bells to go off in a social scientist steeped in the
Durkheimian tradition.

Balandier’s dislike of Mannoni’s psychologizing was shared by Aimé
Césaire, as was his critique of the notions of primitive Africa and of culture
contact. Césaire’s Discourse on Colonialism (1955) was as ardent as Ba-
landier’s article was measured. Most commentators emphasize Césaire’s
searing denunciation of colonialism’s power to “decivilize” and “brutalize”
the colonizer as much as the colonized. Less noted is that anticolonialism,
for Césaire, did not take the sole form of a movement for national inde-
pendence. His book ends with a call for the “salvation of Europe” both by a
“new policy founded on respect for peoples and cultures” and by “Revolu-
tion” (with a capital R) that would establish within Europe a classless soci-
ety. Césaire, since 1945, served as a deputy from Martinique in the French
legislature (and he became mayor of Fort-de-France as well); he had been a
prime mover in the drive to gain for Martinique the status of a French de-
partment.25

Césaire balanced his concern for African cultural specificity—shorn, in
his writings, of association with a racial mystique—with a direct address to
issues of social and political power. Like Balandier, he didn’t quite fit the
trends of the late 1950s, and particularly the way the eventual movement
for territorial independence put social questions on the back burner.26 But
if Balandier by 1955 was recentering his argument on social change, Cé-
saire remained focused on colonialism—as a relationship of power among
people and between classes rather than as a relation between nations.

However, the psychologizing version of the colonial situation continued
to resonate among influential writers, albeit in an increasingly critical
form. Albert Memmi’s The Colonizer and the Colonized (1957) stressed
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the psychological effects on both parties of living in a colonial situation. It
is an often insightful and even poignant book—especially in its treatment
of the leftist intellectual’s dilemma in the face of struggles over colonial-
ism—but the two figures of its title remain stripped of history, social rela-
tions, or aspirations other than the fact of colonization. Colonization to
Memmi was a “disease of the European,” and those among the colonized
who worked with Europeans could only be seen in pathological terms. De-
colonization could then be understood in terms of the model of disease and
cure. “If he [the colonized] ceases to be a colonized—he will become some-
thing else . . . a man like any other.”27

The most durable of the psychologizing accounts is of course Frantz
Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1961).28 Even more striking than the
text itself has been the extent of its influence. Many scholars today are still
content to use this text as the best description of what French colonialism
was really like. Yet Fanon’s insistence on the Manichean nature of colonial
society was more an attempt to define a politics that excluded a middle
ground than to describe an observable reality. Above all, he was attacking
the contention of other French-speaking intellectuals that a “colonialisme
du progrès” was still a possibility; hence his insistence on the total reversal
of colonialism: “The last shall be first and the first last.”29 Fanon was try-
ing to eliminate the options that modernizing imperial governments, mod-
ernizing social scientists, and modernizing nationalists were seeking to de-
velop. The language of mental pathology served as an indictment not only
of colonial brutality, but of rival positions among its critics.

Fanon saw nationalism as a petit bourgeois ideology espoused by those
intent on stepping into the colonial structure rather than turning it upside
down. He had little interest in the history of Algeria or Africa and no sym-
pathy for négritude or any other assertion of racial or cultural specificity,
except insofar as it created symbols of anticolonial determination. The only
history he saw was a history of oppression. His sociology of struggle was
deterministic: the Algerian petite bourgeoisie was pathological, able only to
imitate the colonizer; the working class had become an aristocracy intent
on capturing the privileges of white workers. The peasantry and the
lumpen proletariat, by contrast, were the true anticolonialists.

The Algerian revolution, pace Fanon, was a highly differentiated move-
ment—moving between overlapping mobilizations and internecine strug-
gles—growing out of a differentiated colonial situation. The struggle
against the exploitation and humiliation of French colonialism in Algeria
was a long one, and the importance of frustrated claims to a meaningful
version of French citizenship, of the Communist connections of the hun-
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dreds of thousands of Algerians who had worked in France as well as in Al-
geria, of the Islamist politics within the Algerian population, of regional
tensions within Algeria, and of alliances with Nasser’s Egypt and other ex-
ternal forces are not easily reduced to a distinction between true anticolo-
nialist and pathologized social categories. What is notable is how Fanon’s
attempt to redirect the struggle in Algeria served as a substitute for a social
analysis of colonialism and of the Algerian revolution.30

Historicizing the Colonial Situation
It might be more accurate to entitle this section, which focuses on the 1950s
and 1960s, “Historicizing Africa, Except for the Colonial Situation.”
African history, particularly in anglophone scholarship, took shape by dif-
ferentiating itself from colonial history. K. Onwuka Dike’s Trade and Poli-
tics in the Niger Delta (1956)31 was a foundational text, written by a Niger-
ian trained by British imperial historians, staking out new territory by
writing about the interaction of European and Africa traders, focusing on
the structure and actions of the African trading houses. Dike’s preface was
more militant than his text: he argued for an African perspective using
African sources to write African history. What followed was a matter-of-
fact study of interaction, using a range of sources. But the distancing from
imperial history was clear.

His followers went further: the most important objective for an African
historian in the 1960s was to show that Africa really did have a history,
above all a history of African initiative. J. F. Ade Ajayi argued that colo-
nialism should be considered an “episode in African history.” It was no
more important than any other episode. Above all, Ajayi and his colleagues
posited a direct link between precolonial and postcolonial history, both in-
stances of African self-rule, the former legitimating the latter.The other ac-
ceptable topic was African resistance, and Terence Ranger linked this topic
directly with the nationalist movements that had led African states to
independence: resistance to conquest created traditions and forged linkages
across ethnic divides, which would provide a mobilizing base later on.32

The domination of precolonial history and resistance was never com-
plete; the very fact that African history was becoming a legitimate subject
in the 1960s created room for students to spread out beyond the norm. The
older school of history framed by the actions of European states and white
colonists did not die out, although it was stripped of the racial assumptions
of a bygone era and strengthened by more sophisticated historical method-
ologies.33 But the Africanizing of African history was still the central item
on the agenda of the 1960s.
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Anthropology in these years seemed uncertain where it was going, its
hegemonic position within African studies now challenged by historians,
political scientists, and sociologists. What remained strong was its field-
work tradition, an insistence that detailed empirical research be the basis of
whatever was done: urban anthropology continued to be the most impor-
tant subfield that focused explicitly on a dynamic present, while much
work on religion, spirit possession, dispute resolution, and other classic
topics continued, with perhaps a more explicit sense that research had to be
located in time, but less often a specific effort to undertake examination of
the colonial past.34

Economizing the Colonial Situation
What spurred a reexamination of the colonial situation was above all the
discovery that it was not so easily banished. This became evident first of all
in economics—building a “national economy” proved difficult and the con-
straints of international capitalism severe. The sense that the break with
the past was more elusive and complex than anticipated took on an in-
creasingly political aspect, in particular after the coup that overthrew
Nkrumah and the Biafran war.

The word neocolonial expressed this disillusionment, to some extent an
indictment of African regimes that had remained too cozy with former
colonial powers or with the United States, and more profoundly a critique
of a world economy that imposed tight constraints on African economic
policy or of Western powers that punished independent states which devi-
ated too far from certain expectations. The trouble with the neocolonial
concept was that it provided a framework too simple for analyzing with
precision just what had changed and what had not.

The most influential theoretical work of the 1970s, however, did not
focus on the colonial situation in particular. Rather, the emphasis was on
the longer term and on capitalism. Walter Rodney in How Europe Under-
developed Africa (1972) took his theoretical lead from Latin American the-
orists of underdevelopment and dependency and fashioned this theory into
a comprehensive and penetrating analysis of the history of Africa’s eco-
nomic relations to European capitalism. Although Rodney dealt specifically
with the colonial era, the lynchpin of his analysis appeared earlier, with the
slave trade and the incorporation of Africa into an unequal and exploitative
world economy. Immanuel Wallerstein’s writings on the world-system of
capitalism also placed the focus on an earlier era. Much more satisfying was
detailed work done on particular colonial institutions, situations, and time
periods.35
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A more theoretically sophisticated approach came from the French
school of Marxist anthropology. The focus was still not on colonialism per
se, but on the “articulation of modes of production.” But by putting so
much emphasis on the articulation and not simply on the production, such
theories justified close examination of how the intersection played out. By
drawing attention to Marx’s notion of primitive accumulation—the sepa-
ration of producers from the means of production—in defining capitalism,
Marxist anthropology opened the question of how to analyze the specific
forms in which access to resources was mediated, hence to the role of states
in regulating and enforcing access and in regulating the different forms of
labor.

At one level of abstraction, this school tended toward a functionalist an-
swer to the complex question of why colonial capitalism preserved non-
capitalist modes of production: so that they could pay some of the social
costs of reproduction and thereby lower capital’s wage bill. But if that an-
swer was too simple, the theoretical debate gave rise to good questions that
were both empirical and theoretical: just what was the relationship of dif-
ferent modes of resource control? What were the different possibilities and
shortcomings in varying labor regimes, in different organizations of agri-
culture? How could one analyze the strengths and weaknesses of colonial
states in regulating, stimulating, or suppressing such processes? How did
the efforts of Africans to use family and kinship ties to balance different
economic strategies within the constraints of colonial rule operate over
time?36

The theoretical ferment of the 1970s and early 1980s reinforced a tradi-
tion of empirical research that had all along been strong in African studies.
This served economic history quite well, and the complexities uncovered
raised serious questions about the more rigid theoretical claims of world-
system theory and the articulation of modes of production.37 That eco-
nomic patterns didn’t quite conform to theoretical predictions put a bigger
focus on agency and on the social and cultural dimensions of economic be-
havior: on what mining capitalists or import-export firms could think
about organizing and what they could accomplish, how African traders
could build diasporic networks, how workers could navigate between vil-
lage production, temporary jobs, and longer-term urban activities, and what
state officials could imagine and what they could do.38

A renewed interest in colonial states and societies reflected growing dis-
comfort with theoretically driven agendas that focused on economic and
social process. Modernization theory had provided a model of a supposedly
ongoing process, but research—when conducted with integrity—revealed
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that change was a much more convoluted process. Economic models
claimed that certain relationships were persistent because they were func-
tional to capitalism, but it wasn’t clear that capital was getting its way. And
most important, the ferment that had caused the opening of new perspec-
tives in the social sciences, the collapse of a world order based on the rela-
tionship of imperial center to colonies, was not resolving itself in the pro-
duction of new principles of international order. Transitional societies
weren’t transitioning, and the baseline for change, the end point, and
everything in between were very much in question three decades after Ba-
landier had called for an integrated analysis of the colonial situation.

the colonial situation—again

By the late 1970s, the colonial question was no longer a political issue. The
remnants of white rule in Africa struggled to maintain their place in world
politics by asserting themselves as nation-states. Meanwhile, scholars’ re-
newed interest in the colonial situation had much to do with confronting
intellectual dead-ends and disappointments in the previous decades. The
colonial was not proving to be a temporally bounded and readily excisable
element of world history.

Anthropology Puts Itself in the Picture
Talal Asad’s collection Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter (1973)
was an important breakthrough not because it was a disciplinary mea culpa,
confessing anthropology’s multifaceted complicity in colonial projects, but
because it focused attention on the ambiguity of the relationship.39 An-
thropolgists had both served and criticized colonial regimes; they had fre-
quently been in a position to bear witness to activities that regimes would
have preferred to go unseen and unreported.40 In the interwar years, an-
thropologists had had to work within the structures of “indirect rule” or
“association,” and their work reinforced the historically problematic no-
tion that “tribe” was the fundamental unit of African society. Yet the in-
formation that anthropologists collected often complicated this very pic-
ture. In the 1960s, historians seeking to replace a view of age-old cultural
solidarity with one of regional interaction, adaptation, and change could
reinterpret older ethnographic data, turning the regional distribution of
cultural traits into evidence for boundary crossing instead of for the in-
tegrity of bounded units. And they could draw on earlier challenges, such
as Gluckman’s or Godfrey Wilson’s, to the tribal school of Africanist
anthropology.41
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The effort to see social and natural sciences as part of history and not
simply as neutral observers has been one of the most stimulating trends in
historical and anthropological analysis in the last decades: botany, geogra-
phy, medicine, and ecology, as well as history, anthropology, and develop-
ment studies, have been subject to such scrutiny.42 Such analysis has its
simplistic versions too, particularly a tendency to read all analytic schemes
into an imposed “modernity.” It is easy to miss the possibility that social
and natural science can be reinterpreted and selectively used as well as
imposed.43

Locating the Colonial Situation within European Civilization
Edward Said’s Orientalism, published in 1978, showed how deeply certain
visions of Asiatic societies were woven into canonical European literature.
Colonization was no longer in exotic places, but in the heart of European
culture.44 Said’s influence has been profound, and not limited to literary
studies: his approach opened up analysis of a wide range of cultural pro-
ductions and their representations of difference, power, and progress (see
chapter 1). Examining the mutual constitution of an “occident” and an
“orient” has helped to explain how different kinds of political processes be-
came imaginable or inconceivable. Some scholars have insisted that the
very meaning of a term like Africa needs to be taken apart.45

The bandwagon effect in colonial studies has brought with it consider-
able repetitiveness and distortion. The trope of otherness or alterity has be-
come a cliché in literary studies, problematic not just because of its in-
creasing banality but because it discourages attention to nondualistic forms
of cross-cultural linkage. Looking for a “textual colonization” or a
“metaphoric colonization” distinct from the institutions through which
colonial power is exercised risks making colonialism appear everywhere—
and hence nowhere (chapter 1). Even the most engaging of such texts, such
as Homi Bhabha’s elegant short essay on mimicry, leaves the two stick fig-
ures of colonizer and colonized interacting with each other independent of
anything except their mutual relationship.46 Bhabha’s emphasis on hy-
bridity problematizes the dualistic nature of previous arguments about cul-
ture in colonial contexts, but the very abstracting of his figures makes it
hard to give content to this hybridity or to see how modes of interaction
and engagement might differ from each other.

Rehistoricizing the Colonial Situation
In anthropology from the 1980s, one can see at last a return to the agenda
that Balandier left on the table thirty years previously. The anthropological
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perspective on this resurrected object of study is important in a double
sense: an application of anthropological analysis to a different sort of soci-
ety, that defined by a mission community or a colonial regime, and an ex-
tension of the fieldwork method to archival sources, which would be exam-
ined with the same kind of quest for the relationship of different parts of the
story to each other. Thomas Beidelman’s Colonial Evangelism (1982) was a
pioneering text in this regard, among other things for the author’s noting
that this was a rereading of field notes from earlier research, reflecting his
new awareness that the missionaries were as interesting a community to
study as the indigenous population.47

An influential program for an anthropology of colonialism came from
John and Jean Comaroff, whose study of the missionary project among the
Tswana situates missionaries in relation to the tensions in English society
from which they emerged and the tensions within South Africa—between
government, settlers, and missionaries—in which they operated. Their
concern is not simply with the mission as a social entity, but with the long-
term impact of the experience, particularly the insinuation of new dis-
courses and practices into daily life, in such a way that notions of age and
kinship among Tswana become less useful as guides to daily interactions,
and new relations between individuals and the mission institutions, be-
tween people and commodities, between people and the labor market be-
come ordinary parts of life. They face greater difficulties in using historical
sources to demonstrate the ways in which Tswana forms of self-represen-
tation actually changed than in documenting the missionaries’ intentions
and perceptions; it is not clear how far “the colonization of the mind” went
beyond the minds of missionaries.48 But the rootedness of this project in
multiple contexts and interactions—all laden with power relationships,
with conflicts over racial and cultural distinctions—points to key themes in
the resurgence of an anthropology of colonialism.49

The field has been greatly influenced by Michel Foucault, and much dis-
cussion has revolved around the question of how and to what extent the
modes of “governmentality” that he saw as characteristic of modern Eu-
rope were worked out in a field of power that included both metropoles and
colonies. The grid of understanding through which colonizing regimes
enumerated and described their subjects drew on and perfected such insti-
tutions as the census, but developed specifically colonial modes of classifi-
cation—tribe, caste. The Foucauldians have contributed to a far-reaching
discussion of what power means, but how far one wants to go with such an
approach is open to question. If Foucault saw power as “capillary,” it was ar-
guably arterial in most colonial contexts—strong near the nodal points of
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colonial authority, less able to impose its discursive grid elsewhere, often
little interested in obtaining or dispensing much knowledge about its sub-
jects. Colonial rule in many contexts depended not on making the individ-
ual subject understandable within the categories of the state, but on a col-
lectivized and reified notion of traditional authority. When, after World
War II, French and British officials, reversing past policies, decided to shape
an African working class using the mechanisms developed in Europe of in-
dustrial relations and the welfare state, they faced a large obstacle in the ab-
sence of civil registers and other mechanisms of tracking the individual
body or understanding the social body. Efforts to delineate a realm within
which the “modern subject” could actually be found widened cleavages
within colonial societies—between wage workers and non–wage workers,
between urban and rural. To the extent that Foucauldian approaches open
up a debate over such issues, they have proved useful, but if the overall ex-
perience of nineteenth- and twentieth-century colonizers is slotted into a
notion of “colonial governmentality” or “colonial modernity,” the effort
obscures more than it reveals. Equally important to consider is whether the
Foucauldian approach gives adequate tools to understand the deflections,
reinterpretations, and reconfigurations to which indigenous peoples sub-
jected colonial power systems.50

If to an earlier generation of scholars what was colonial about colonial
societies appeared obvious, to a new generation this has become a central
issue. Ann Stoler has pointed to social reproduction both as a key marker
of the fundamental problem of colonial societies and a key index of the
variability of colonial regimes. The distinction between colonizer and colo-
nized, rather than being self-evident, had to be continually reproduced,
which led colonial regimes to pay inordinate attention to relatively small
categories of people on crucial fault lines: racially mixed children, coloniz-
ers who “went native.” In some circumstances, a male settler, trader, mili-
tary man, or official could see in colonial society a domain where he could
exercise masculine privilege, ignoring the consequences. But movements in
late-nineteenth-century European colonies toward a more regulated colo-
nialism consistent with bourgeois virtues subjected the sexual and repro-
ductive dimensions of colonization to control and sanction. There was a
danger of reproducing the wrong kind of colonization.51

Later in the twentieth century, as I have argued elsewhere, French and
British indifference to how wage labor was reproduced—a task that could be
foisted off on rural villages steeped in their peculiar and ill-understood cul-
tural matrixes—turned into an obsession with reproducing the right kind
of working class. To this end, the families of male wage workers needed to
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be brought out of their primitive contexts into locations near places of work,
where the workers and their children could be properly acculturated and
subject to surveillance. Such a move would open up questions of why a
specifically colonial system of control made sense when African men,
women, and children were being subjected to the same kind of regulatory
regime as those in France or Britain—a question that cut to the heart of the
colonial question in the decade after World War II.52

If for a time the study of resistance eclipsed the study of what was being
resisted, influential currents now focus on the complexity and mutual con-
stitution of both phenomena. The most influential scholarship has come
from the Subaltern Studies collective of Indian historians. Influenced by
Foucault and Gramsci and rebelling against both the nationalist and Marx-
ist traditions in Indian history, they have examined the ways in which the
imposition of a kind of colonial governmentality in India shaped the very
conditions in which knowledge could be obtained and organized. They have
also tried to reveal that there existed a much richer range of oppositional
movements and ways of thinking than colonial or nationalist elites were
capable of seeing or acknowledging. In Ranajit Guha’s formulation, the
particular form of power in colonial situations—domination without hege-
mony, he terms it—has given rise to particular forms of subaltern politics,
in which the very nonhegemonic nature of the state allowed subaltern
groups a considerable measure of autonomy. Such an argument is sugges-
tive but not convincing: nineteenth- and twentieth-century colonial
regimes had neither the capacity for coercive domination that Guha attrib-
utes to them nor a disinterest in articulating hegemonic strategies, however
inconsistent. The history of anticolonial politics does not easily split into
autonomous subalterns and colonized elites channeled into patterns of op-
position bounded by the categories of imperial rulers; the politics of en-
gagement are more complex than that. The idea of a post-Enlightenment
rationality defining the terms in which both colonial power and opposition
could be articulated represents a confining reading of both European and
Afro-Asian histories, and above all of the ways they shaped each other.
Nonetheless, the debates provoked by Subaltern Studies scholars—as in-
tense among Indian historians as they are influential outside—have given
to the study of colonial societies a vitality that it lacked fifteen years ago.53

To a significant extent, the former focus on the political structure of the
colonial state and the economics of empires has more recently taken a back-
seat to an emphasis on cultural conceptions of politics. But the colonial
state, as a construct and an object for empirical investigation, has not gone
away. It remains the object of considerable attention, but still of puzzle-

50 / Colonial Studies



ment. A breakthrough text was a 1979 article by John Lonsdale and Bruce
Berman, “Coping with the Contradictions.”54 They took off from the then
influential contention in Marxist state theory that the state was not a mere
instrument of capital but “semiautonomous.” Only a state capable of dis-
tancing itself from the immediate imperatives of capital could, paradoxi-
cally, provide the conditions for the orderly reproduction of capitalism. It
had to referee disputes among factions of capitalist classes and be sure that
excessive exploitative zeal did not bring on conflict that might threaten the
system. Extended to colonial situations, the semiautonomy argument drew
attention to the disjunction between the imperial state, centered in a met-
ropolitan location, and the colonial states that were its offshoots. Neither
the state nor capital was unified; imperial/colonial interests could diverge,
and tensions could be considerable. Most important, the colonial state ex-
isted in relation to different modes of production, each animated by people
distinct from each other, distinctions that were crucial if a clear order were
to be preserved and if capital were to exploit the labor power it found in the
colonies. Such labor power was not simply there for the taking; rather the
state had to hitch itself to the interests of indigenous elites in order to gain
access to the labor power that imperial capital needed. Each colonial state
had to manage a particularly complex set of contradictions, if that state was
to promote the interests of “its” economic actors in a competitive world
economy. It would be simplistic to assume that colonial states actually
managed these contradictions very well or that empires effectively inte-
grated their diverse parts. Such an approach opens the door to exploring a
range of structures, strategies, and capabilities of such states, as well as a
range of outcomes.

Lonsdale and Berman have helped take political economy out of a re-
ductive approach to the state. Their approach is compatible with more We-
berian or Foucauldian approaches, open to thinking about the cultural id-
ioms in which power is expressed and contested. But the study of colonial
states still produces curiously wooden results. Two of the more important
overviews by political scientists are cases in point. Crawford Young’s The
African State in Comparative Perspective (1994) takes the Congolese term
for the brutal state, bula matari, as an exemplar of colonial states across
time and space, missing the basic ways in which colonial states reconsti-
tuted their forms of governance and their reigning ideologies in interaction
with their subjects. Mahmood Mamdani’s Citizen and Subject (1996) ar-
gues that colonial regimes, above all in the 1920s and 1930s, ruled through
“decentralized despotisms,” and that these structures constituted the
framework within which opposition had to act, so that decolonization en-
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tailed deracialization but not detribalization. His case for interwar colonial
policy is a strong one, but he misses the extent to which Africans developed
networks that cut across these divisions, and most importantly the strength
of the claims to citizenship that exploded in the late 1940s and 1950s. In-
stead of a colonial legacy determining postcolonial political structures, it is
more telling—and more tragic—to emphasize the openings of those years
and the closures that followed them.55

But the problem within colonial studies is more fundamental than this
particular analysis. The explosion of colonial studies in the 1980s and
1990s, and particularly their popularity in literary studies, has been mis-
leading as well as eye-opening, for the field has become unmoored from
analysis of processes unfolding over time. An even greater abstraction—to
turn the exercise from the historical and institutional specificity of Ba-
landier’s analysis of the colonial situation into a “critique of modernity” or
an “ethnography of modernity”—is a notable departure, which makes the
identification of structures, agency, and causality fade from view (see chap-
ters 1 and 5).

Colonial Situations: Widening Perspectives on Empire
The reading of colonialism against modernity, post-Enlightenment ratio-
nality, or liberalism is in part a consequence of the bias within colonial/
postcolonial studies in the past two decades toward the empires of Western
Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. British India and French
and British Africa occupy privileged places in this literature. There is a very
rich scholarship on the Iberian empires of the sixteenth century onward,
but how it is to be integrated with scholarship on the more recent period is
less evident. Empires necessarily reproduced difference, but they did not
necessarily reproduce a self-other distinction. Imperial rule always entailed
command, but patrimonial forms of authority, systems of rule that recog-
nized corporate structures within empires, rule via ethnic networks and
group structures, and recruitment of high-level administrative personnel
from conquered provinces complicate the relationship of ruler and ruled, of
insider and outsider. Even the history of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies can be reconfigured if the range is expanded beyond the usual notion
of imperialism as a projection of a European state. It is not terribly de-
manding to ask historians of Europe to acknowledge that colonies mat-
tered. It is another thing to ask them to rethink the narrative of the growth
of the nation-state. That the Haitian Revolution should stand alongside the
French one because it immediately threw into question the universe to
which universal rights was applied—in metropolitan France as well as
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overseas—is to suggest a more radical revisioning of historiography (chap-
ter 6).

Imperialisms existed in relation to one another. Interaction was not only
a matter of high diplomacy but also a question of how different ways of ar-
ticulating ideologies and social norms traveled. The possibilities for orga-
nizing colonial societies could shift sharply in particular conjunctures. To
take the end of the nineteenth century as an example, one can examine how
different imperial trajectories intersected in the scramble for Africa, the
American recolonization of the Philippines and Puerto Rico, the uncom-
pleted reform efforts in the Ottoman, Romanov, and Habsburg Empires,
the clash of a growing Japanese imperialism and a stalled Russian one, and
the crises of a Chinese empire beset from without and challenged from
within. Likewise, the rapidity of decolonization in the fifteen years after
World War II can only be understood as a conjunctural, interactive phe-
nomenon of wide scale.

Finally, empires established circuits along which personnel, commodi-
ties, and ideas moved, but were also vulnerable to redirection by traders and
subordinate officials. Empires were crosscut by circuits that they could not
necessarily control—the ethnic diaspora of Chinese traders in Southeast
Asia, for example, or the diasporas created by imperialism and enslave-
ment, such as the linkages established by African Americans across the At-
lantic world. Benedict Anderson has used the idea of a circuit to explain the
origins of creole nationalisms, but that was only one form of political imag-
ination that grew up within and across colonial systems.56 The metanarra-
tive of a long-term shift from empire to nation risks masking these diverse
forms of political imagination in a singular teleology.

To add a plural to the colonial situation is not to diminish the impor-
tance of the specific forms of colonization that spread out from Europe in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Rather, it enables an analysis of the
importance of such a process, and its limitations as well.

conclusion

Colonial history in the era of decolonization has suffered a double form of
occlusion. From the 1950s into the 1970s, the idea of modernization oc-
cluded the colonial. In the 1980s and 1990s, the idea of modernity occluded
history. It was into the hopes for making a new future that the specificity
of Balandier’s 1951 project disappeared for a time. The bitterness of the
dénouement of French colonialism in Algeria, as much as the transition 
of modernizing imperialism into dependent sovereignty in sub-Saharan
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Africa, fostered the nonreckoning that accompanied and followed the end
of empires. More recently, the treatment of colonization as an ugly reflec-
tion of modernity placed the unevenness of colonizing processes and the
small and profound effects of the evasions, deflections, and struggles within
colonized territories in a vaguely defined metahistory rather than in the
situations in which people actually acted.

The most thought-provoking dimension of the “new” scholarship on
colonial situations, in relation to the “old,” is the way it calls into question
the position of the observer, not simply in terms of social biases but in
terms of the ways in which forms of knowledge and conceptions of change
are themselves shaped by a history of which imperialism is a central ele-
ment. But looking back at the scholarship of the early 1950s, one cannot es-
cape its political engagement, the sense among intellectuals that what they
said mattered. They could try to reshape discourses, criticize certain kinds
of interventions, identify oppression or indifference where they saw it, re-
form political and economic structures where possible, point out the unin-
tended consequences of interventions, and above all affirm that the orga-
nization of power across the world needed to be rethought and remade.
Such scholarship—be it modernization theory or Balandier’s notion of a
colonial situation—was a call to action, and it was subject to examination
and opposition based on its real-world influences and effects. Now, it is not
so clear what anyone should do next, once one has located colonialism as
post-Enlightenment rationality’s evil twin.

To look back on Balandier’s 1951 article is to reenter an era when the
definition of the possible in world politics changed fundamentally. Colonial
empires were a fact of political life in 1940. In 1951, their normality and
their future were more in doubt, and struggles to retain, reform, and elim-
inate colonial systems were all ongoing. By the 1960s, a normative trans-
formation had taken place on a worldwide level; the colonial empire was no
longer a legitimate or viable form of political organization. This transfor-
mative process took in not only political structures but the very way in
which people and roles could be talked about and understood. Extreme
forms of defining certain people as irredeemably “other” still resurface, and
they lie beneath the surface in much of the media, as well as in academic
discussions. They are also fiercely contested within Europe and the United
States, just as in the former colonies. Africans, meanwhile, face the oppo-
site danger: of submergence in notions of generalized economic or political
behavior, namely that the individual person or the individual territory is
supposed to function within an open world market and a generalized sys-
tem of sovereignty, whose basic contours are taken as a given in which peo-
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ple and governments must either sink or swim.57 Aimé Césaire had this fig-
ured out by 1956: “There are two ways to lose oneself: by a walled segre-
gation in the particular or by a dilution in the ‘universal.’”58

Balandier’s 1951 article was an effort to address the uncertainty and
complexity of a dynamic period. Africans, he insisted, were not living
within tribal cages from which their emergence was always temporary and
risky. They lived within a system of power exercised on a large territorial
scale and drawing on even broader symbolic resources, but they maneu-
vered within and challenged that system. Fifty years later, Balandier’s con-
tribution retains the vitality of writing that is both engaged and rigorous.
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Concepts in Question





3 Identity
with rogers brubaker

59

“The worst thing one can do with words,” wrote George Orwell half a cen-
tury ago, “is to surrender to them.” If language is to be “an instrument for
expressing and not for concealing or preventing thought,” he continued,
one must “let the meaning choose the word, and not the other way about.”1

The argument of this paper is that the social sciences and humanities have
surrendered to the word identity; that this has both intellectual and politi-
cal costs; and that we can do better. Identity, we will argue, tends to mean
too much (when understood in a strong sense), too little (when understood
in a weak sense), or nothing at all (because of its sheer ambiguity). We take
stock of the conceptual and theoretical work identity is supposed to do, and
suggest that this work might be done by terms that are less ambiguous and
unencumbered by the reifying connotations of identity.

We argue that the prevailing constructivist stance on identity—the at-
tempt to soften the term, to acquit it of the charge of essentialism by stip-
ulating that identities are constructed, fluid, and multiple—leaves us with-
out a rationale for talking about identities at all and ill-equipped to examine
the “hard” dynamics and essentialist claims of contemporary identity pol-
itics. “Soft” constructivism allows putative identities to proliferate. But as
they proliferate, the term loses its analytical purchase. If identity is every-
where, it is nowhere. If it is fluid, how can we understand the ways in which
self-understandings may harden, congeal, and crystallize? If it is con-
structed, how can we understand the sometimes coercive force of external
identifications? If it is multiple, how do we understand the terrible singu-
larity that is often striven for—and sometimes realized—by politicians
seeking to transform mere categories into unitary and exclusive groups?
How can we understand the power and pathos of identity politics?



Identity is a key term in the vernacular idiom of contemporary politics,
and social analysis must take account of this fact. But this does not require
us to use “identity” as a category of analysis or to conceptualize identities
as something that all people have, seek, construct, and negotiate. Concep-
tualizing all affinities and affiliations, all forms of belonging, all experi-
ences of commonality, connectedness, and cohesion, all self-understandings
and self-identifications in the idiom of identity saddles us with a blunt, flat,
undifferentiated vocabulary.

We do not aim here to contribute to the ongoing debate on identity pol-
itics.2 We focus instead on identity as an analytical category. This is not a
merely semantic or terminological issue. The use and abuse of identity, we
suggest, affects not only the language of social analysis but also—insepa-
rably—its substance. Social analysis—including the analysis of identity
politics—requires relatively unambiguous analytical categories. Whatever
its suggestiveness, whatever its indispensability in certain practical con-
texts, identity is too ambiguous, too torn between “hard” and “soft” mean-
ings, essentialist connotations, and constructivist qualifiers, to serve well
the demands of social analysis.

the “identity” crisis in the social sciences

Identity and cognate terms in other languages have a long history as tech-
nical terms in Western philosophy, from the ancient Greeks through con-
temporary analytical philosophy. They have been used to address the
perennial philosophical problems of permanence amidst manifest change,
and of unity amidst manifest diversity.3 Widespread vernacular and social-
analytical use of identity and its cognates, however, is of much more recent
vintage and more localized provenance.

The introduction of identity into social analysis and its initial diffusion
in the social sciences and public discourse occurred in the United States in
the 1960s (with some anticipations in the second half of the 1950s).4 The
most important and best-known trajectory involved the appropriation and
popularization of the work of Erik Erikson (who was responsible, among
other things, for coining the term identity crisis).5 But as Philip Gleason
has shown,6 there were other paths of diffusion as well. The notion of iden-
tification was pried from its original, specifically psychoanalytic context
(where the term had been initially introduced by Freud) and linked to eth-
nicity on the one hand (through Gordon Allport’s influential 1954 book
The Nature of Prejudice) and to sociological role theory and reference
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group theory on the other (through figures such as Nelson Foote and
Robert Merton). Symbolic interactionist sociology, concerned from the
outset with “the self,” came increasingly to speak of “identity,” in part
through the influence of Anselm Strauss.7 More influential in popularizing
the notion of identity, however, were Erving Goffman, working on the pe-
riphery of the symbolic interactionist tradition, and Peter Berger, working
in social constructionist and phenomenological traditions.8

For a variety of reasons, the term identity proved highly resonant in the
1960s,9 diffusing quickly across disciplinary and national boundaries, es-
tablishing itself in the journalistic as well as the academic lexicon, and per-
meating the language of social and political practice as well as that of social
and political analysis. In the American context, the prevalent individualist
ethos and idiom gave a particular salience and resonance to identity con-
cerns, particularly in the contexts of the 1950s thematization of the “mass
society” problem and the 1960s generational rebellions. And from the late
1960s on, with the rise of the Black Power movement, and subsequently
other ethnic movements for which it served as a template, concerns with
and assertions of individual identity, already linked by Erikson to “com-
munal culture,”10 were readily, if facilely, transposed to the group level.The
proliferation of identitarian claim-making was facilitated by the compara-
tive institutional weakness of leftist politics in the United States and by the
concomitant weakness of class-based idioms of social and political analysis.
As numerous analysts have observed, class can itself be understood as an
identity.11 Our point here is simply that the weakness of class politics in the
United States (vis-à-vis Western Europe) left the field particularly wide
open for the profusion of identity claims.

Already in the mid 1970s, W. J. M. Mackenzie could characterize iden-
tity as a word “driven out of its wits by over-use,” and Robert Coles could
remark that the notions of identity and identity crisis had become “the
purest of cliches.”12 But that was only the beginning. In the 1980s, with the
rise of race, class, and gender as the “holy trinity” of literary criticism and
cultural studies,13 the humanities joined the fray in full force. And “iden-
tity talk”—inside and outside academia—continues to proliferate today.14

The “identity” crisis—a crisis of overproduction and consequent devalua-
tion of meaning—shows no sign of abating.15

Qualitative as well as quantitative indicators signal the centrality—
indeed the inescapability—of identity as a topos. In recent years, two new
interdisciplinary journals devoted to the subject, complete with star-stud-
ded editorial boards, have been launched.16 And quite apart from the per-
vasive concern with identity in work on gender, sexuality, race, religion,
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ethnicity, nationalism, immigration, new social movements, culture, and
“identity politics,” even those whose work has not been concerned prima-
rily with these topics have felt obliged to address the question of identity.
A selective listing of major social theorists and social scientists whose main
work lies outside the traditional homelands of identity theorizing yet who
have nonetheless written explicitly on identity in recent years includes
Zygmunt Bauman, Pierre Bourdieu, Fernand Braudel, Craig Calhoun, S. N.
Eisenstadt, Anthony Giddens, Bernhard Giesen, Jürgen Habermas, Claude
Lévi-Strauss, Paul Ricoeur, Amartya Sen, Margaret Somers, Charles Tay-
lor, Charles Tilly, and Harrison White.17

categories of practice and 
categories of analysis

Many key terms in the interpretative social sciences and history—race, na-
tion, ethnicity, citizenship, democracy, class, community, and tradition, for
example—are at once categories of social and political practice and cate-
gories of social and political analysis. By categories of practice, we mean,
following Bourdieu, something akin to what others have called native or
folk or lay categories. These are categories of everyday social experience,
developed and deployed by ordinary social actors, as distinguished from the
experience-distant categories used by social analysts. We prefer the ex-
pression category of practice to the alternatives, for while the latter imply
a relatively sharp distinction between native or folk or lay categories on the
one hand and scientific categories on the other, such concepts as race, eth-
nicity, or nation are marked by close reciprocal connection and mutual in-
fluence between their practical and analytical uses.18

Identity, too, is both a category of practice and a category of analysis. As
a category of practice, it is used by “lay” actors in some (not all!) everyday
settings to make sense of themselves, of their activities, of what they share
with, and how they differ from, others. It is also used by political entrepre-
neurs to persuade people to understand themselves, their interests, and
their predicaments in a certain way, to persuade certain people that they are
(for certain purposes) “identical” with one another and at the same time
different from others, and to organize and justify collective action along
certain lines.19 In these ways the term identity is implicated both in every-
day life and in identity politics in its various forms.

Everyday identity talk and identity politics are real and important phe-
nomena. But the contemporary salience of identity as a category of practice
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does not require its use as a category of analysis. Consider an analogy. Na-
tion is a widely used category of social and political practice. Appeals and
claims made in the name of putative nations—for example, claims to self-
determination—have been central to politics for a hundred and fifty years.
But one does not have to use nation as an analytical category in order to
understand and analyze such appeals and claims. One does not have to take
a category inherent in the practice of nationalism—the realist, reifying
conception of nations as real communities—and make this category central
to the theory of nationalism. 20 Nor does one have to use race as a category
of analysis—which risks taking for granted that race exists—in order to
understand and analyze social and political practices oriented to the pre-
sumed existence of putative races.21 Just as one can analyze “nation-talk”
and nationalist politics without positing the existence of nations, or “race-
talk” and race-oriented politics without positing the existence of races, so
one can analyze “identity-talk” and identity politics without, as analysts,
positing the existence of identities.

Reification is a social process, not only an intellectual practice. As such,
it is central to the politics of ethnicity, race, nation, and other putative iden-
tities. Analysts of this kind of politics should seek to account for this
process of reification. We should seek to explain the processes and mecha-
nisms through which what has been called the “political fiction” of the na-
tion—or of the ethnic group, race, or other putative identity—can crystal-
lize, at certain moments, as a powerful, compelling reality.22 But we should
avoid unintentionally reproducing or reinforcing such reification by un-
critically adopting categories of practice as categories of analysis.

The mere use of a term as a category of practice, to be sure, does not dis-
qualify it as a category of analysis.23 If it did, the vocabulary of social analy-
sis would be a great deal poorer, and more artificial, than it is. What is prob-
lematic is not that a particular term is used, but how it is used. The
problem, as Loïc Wacquant has argued with respect to race, lies in the “un-
controlled conflation of social and sociological . . . [or] folk and analytic
understandings.”24 The problem is that nation, race, and identity are used
analytically a good deal of the time more or less as they are used in prac-
tice, in an implicitly or explicitly reifying manner, in a manner that implies
or asserts that nations, races, and identities exist and that people “have” a
nationality, a race, an identity.

It may be objected that this overlooks recent efforts to avoid reifying
identity by theorizing identities as multiple, fragmented, and fluid. 25 Es-
sentialism has indeed been vigorously criticized, and constructivist ges-
tures now accompany most discussions of identity.26 Yet we often find an
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uneasy amalgam of constructivist language and essentialist argumenta-
tion.27 This is not a matter of intellectual sloppiness. Rather, it reflects the
dual orientation of many academic identitarians as both analysts and pro-
tagonists of identity politics. It reflects the tension between the construc-
tivist language that is required by academic correctness and the founda-
tionalist or essentialist message that is required if appeals to identity are to
be effective in practice.28 Nor is the solution to be found in a more consis-
tent constructivism, for it is not clear why that which is routinely charac-
terized as “multiple, fragmented, and fluid” should be conceptualized as
identity at all.

the uses of IDENTITY

What do scholars mean when they talk about identity? What conceptual
and explanatory work is the term supposed to do? This depends on the con-
text of its use and the theoretical tradition from which the use in question
derives. The term is richly—indeed, for an analytical concept, hopelessly—
ambiguous. But one can identify a few key uses:

1. Understood as a ground or basis of social or political action, identity is
often opposed to interest in an effort to highlight and conceptualize non-
instrumental modes of social and political action.29 With a slightly dif-
ferent analytical emphasis, it is used to underscore the manner in which
action—individual or collective—may be governed by particularistic
self-understandings rather than by putatively universal self-interest.30

This is probably the most general use of the term; it is frequently found
in combination with other uses. It involves three related but distinct
contrasts in how action is conceptualized and explained. The first is be-
tween self-understanding and (narrowly understood) self-interest.31

The second is between particularity and (putative) universality. The
third is between two ways of construing social location. Many (though
not all) strands of identitarian theorizing see social and political action as
powerfully shaped by position in social space. In this they agree with
many (though not all) strands of universalist, instrumentalist theoriz-
ing. But social location means something quite different in the two 
cases. For identitarian theorizing, it means position in a multidimen-
sional space defined by particularistic categorical attributes (race, eth-
nicity, gender, sexual orientation). For instrumentalist theorizing, it
means position in a universalistically conceived social structure (for ex-
ample, position in the market, the occupational structure, or the mode of
production).
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2. Understood as a specifically collective phenomenon, identity denotes a
fundamental and consequential sameness among members of a group or
category. This may be understood objectively (as a sameness “in itself”)
or subjectively (as an experienced, felt, or perceived sameness). This
sameness is expected to manifest itself in solidarity, in shared disposi-
tions or consciousness, or in collective action. This usage is found espe-
cially in the literature on social movements;32 on gender;33 and on race,
ethnicity, and nationalism.34 In this usage, the line between identity as a
category of analysis and identity as a category of practice is often
blurred.

3. Understood as a core aspect of (individual or collective) selfhood or as a
fundamental condition of social being, identity is invoked to point to
something allegedly deep, basic, abiding, or foundational. This is distin-
guished from more superficial, accidental, fleeting, or contingent aspects
or attributes of the self, and is understood as something to be valued, cul-
tivated, supported, recognized, and preserved.35 This usage is character-
istic of certain strands of the psychological (or psychologizing) litera-
ture, especially as influenced by Erikson,36 though it also appears in the
literature on race, ethnicity, and nationalism. Here too the practical and
analytical uses of identity are frequently conflated.

4. Understood as a product of social or political action, identity is invoked
to highlight the processual, interactive development of the kind of col-
lective self-understanding, solidarity, or groupness that can make collec-
tive action possible. In this usage, found in certain strands of the new so-
cial movement literature, identity is understood both as a contingent
product of social or political action and as a ground or basis of further
action.37

5. Understood as the evanescent product of multiple and competing dis-
courses, identity is invoked to highlight the unstable, multiple, fluctuat-
ing, and fragmented nature of the contemporary “self.” This usage is
found especially in the literature influenced by Foucault, poststructural-
ism, and postmodernism.38 In somewhat different form, without the
poststructuralist trappings, it is also found in certain strands of the liter-
ature on ethnicity—notably in situationalist or contextualist accounts of
ethnicity.39

Clearly, the term identity is made to do a great deal of work. It is used to
highlight noninstrumental modes of action; to focus on self-understanding
rather than self-interest; to designate sameness across persons or sameness
over time; to capture allegedly core, foundational aspects of selfhood; to
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deny that such core, foundational aspects exist; to highlight the processual,
interactive development of solidarity and collective self-understanding;
and to stress the fragmented quality of the contemporary experience of
self, a self unstably patched together through shards of discourse and con-
tingently activated in differing contexts.

These usages are not simply heterogeneous; they point in sharply dif-
fering directions. To be sure, there are affinities between certain of them,
notably between the second and third, and between the fourth and fifth.
And the first usage is general enough to be compatible with all of the oth-
ers. But there are strong tensions as well. The second and third uses both
highlight fundamental sameness—sameness across persons and sameness
over time—while the fourth and fifth uses both reject notions of funda-
mental or abiding sameness.

Do we really need this heavily burdened, deeply ambiguous term? The
overwhelming weight of scholarly opinion suggests that we do.40 Even the
most sophisticated theorists, while readily acknowledging the elusive and
problematic nature of identity, have argued that it remains indispensable.
Critical discussion of identity has thus sought not to jettison but to save the
term by reformulating it so as to make it immune from certain objections,
especially from the dreaded charge of essentialism. Thus Stuart Hall char-
acterizes identity as “an idea which cannot be thought in the old way, but
without which certain key questions cannot be thought at all.” What these
key questions are, and why they cannot be addressed without identity, re-
main obscure in Hall’s sophisticated but opaque discussion.41 Hall’s com-
ment echoes an earlier formulation of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s, characteriz-
ing identity is “a sort of virtual center [foyer virtuel] to which we must
refer to explain certain things, but without it ever having a real exis-
tence.”42 Lawrence Grossberg, concerned by the narrowing preoccupation
of cultural studies with the “theory and politics of identity,” nonetheless
repeatedly assures the reader that he does “not mean to reject the concept
of identity or its political importance in certain struggles” and that his
“project is not to escape the discourse of identity but to relocate it, to
rearticulate it.”43 Alberto Melucci, a leading exponent of identity-oriented
analyses of social movements, acknowledges that “the word identity . . .
is semantically inseparable from the idea of permanence and is perhaps, for
this very reason, ill-suited to the processual analysis for which I am argu-
ing.”44 Ill-suited or not, identity continues to find a central place in
Melucci’s writing.

We are not persuaded that identity is indispensable. We will sketch
below some alternative analytical idioms that can do the necessary work
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without the attendant confusion. Suffice it to say for the moment that if
one wants to argue that particularistic self-understandings shape social and
political action in a noninstrumental manner, one can simply say so. If one
wants to trace the process through which persons sharing some categorical
attribute come to share definitions of their predicament, understandings of
their interest, and a readiness to undertake collective action, it is best to do
so in a manner that highlights the contingent and variable relationship be-
tween mere categories and bounded, solidary groups. If one wants to ex-
amine the meanings and significance people give to constructs such as race,
ethnicity, and nationality, one already has to thread one’s way through con-
ceptual thickets, and it is not clear what one gains by aggregating them
under the flattening rubric of identity.And if one wants to convey the sense
of a self being constructed and continuously reconstructed out of a variety
of competing discourses—and remaining fragile, fluctuating, and frag-
mented—it is not obvious how the word identity captures the meaning
being conveyed.

strong and weak understandings of identity

Our inventory of the uses of identity has revealed not only great hetero-
geneity but a strong antithesis between positions that highlight funda-
mental or abiding sameness and stances that expressly reject notions of
basic sameness. The former can be called strong or hard conceptions of
identity, the latter, weak or soft conceptions.

Strong conceptions of identity preserve the common-sense meaning of
the term—the emphasis on sameness over time or across persons.And they
accord well with the way the term is used in most forms of identity poli-
tics. But precisely because they adopt for analytical purposes a category of
everyday experience and political practice, they entail a series of deeply
problematic assumptions:

1. Identity is something all people have, or ought to have, or are searching
for.

2. Identity is something all groups (at least groups of a certain kind—e.g.,
ethnic, racial, or national) have, or ought to have.

3. Identity is something people (and groups) can have without being aware
of it. In this perspective, identity is something to be discovered, and
something about which one can be mistaken. The strong conception of
identity thus replicates the Marxian epistemology of class.
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4. Strong notions of collective identity imply strong notions of group
boundedness and homogeneity. They imply high degrees of groupness,
an identity or sameness between group members, a sharp distinctiveness
from nonmembers, a clear boundary between inside and outside.45

Given the powerful challenges from many quarters to substantialist un-
derstandings of groups and essentialist understandings of identity, one
might think we have sketched a straw man here. Yet in fact strong concep-
tions of identity continue to inform important strands of the literature on
gender, race, ethnicity, and nationalism.46

Weak understandings of identity, by contrast, break consciously with
the everyday meaning of the term. It is such weak or soft conceptions that
have been heavily favored in theoretical discussions of identity in recent
years, as theorists have become increasingly aware of and uncomfortable
with the strong or hard implications of everyday meanings of identity. Yet
this new theoretical common sense has problems of its own. We sketch
three of these.

The first is what we call “clichéd constructivism.” Weak or soft concep-
tions of identity are routinely packaged with standard qualifiers indicating
that identity is multiple, unstable, in flux, contingent, fragmented, con-
structed, negotiated, and so on. These qualifiers have become so familiar—
indeed obligatory—in recent years that one reads (and writes) them
virtually automatically. They risk becoming mere placeholders, gestures
signaling a stance rather than words conveying a meaning.

Second, it is not clear why weak conceptions of identity are conceptions
of identity. The everyday sense of identity strongly suggests at least some
self-sameness over time, some persistence, something that remains identi-
cal, the same, while other things are changing. What is the point in using
the term identity if this core meaning is expressly repudiated?

Third, and most important, weak conceptions of identity may be too
weak to do useful theoretical work. In their concern to cleanse the term of
its theoretically disreputable hard connotations, in their insistence that
identities are multiple, malleable, fluid, and so on, soft identitarians leave
us with a term so infinitely elastic as to be incapable of performing serious
analytical work.

We are not claiming that the strong and weak versions sketched here
jointly exhaust the possible meanings and uses of identity. Nor are we
claiming that sophisticated constructivist theorists have not done interest-
ing and important work using soft understandings of identity. We will
argue, however, that what is interesting and important in this work often
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does not depend on the use of identity as an analytical category. Consider
three examples.

Margaret Somers, criticizing scholarly discussions of identity for focus-
ing on categorical commonality rather than on historically variable rela-
tional embeddedness, proposes to “reconfigur[e] the study of identity for-
mation through the concept of narrative,” to “incorporate into the core
conception of identity the categorically destabilizing dimensions of time,
space, and relationality.” Somers makes a compelling case for the impor-
tance of narrative to social life and social analysis, and argues persuasively
for situating social narratives in historically specific relational settings. She
focuses on the ontological dimension of narratives, on the way in which
narratives not only represent but, in an important sense, constitute social
actors and the social world in which they act. What remains unclear from
her account is why—and in what sense—it is identities that are constituted
through narratives and formed in particular relational settings. Social life
is indeed pervasively “storied”; but it is not clear why this storiedness
should be axiomatically linked to identity. People everywhere and always
tell stories about themselves and others, and locate themselves within cul-
turally available repertoires of stories. But in what sense does it follow that
such “narrative location endows social actors with identities—however
multiple, ambiguous, ephemeral, or conflicting they may be”? The major
analytical work in Somers’s article is done by the concept of narrativity,
supplemented by that of relational setting; the work done by the concept of
identity is much less clear.47

Introducing a collection on Citizenship, Identity, and Social History,
Charles Tilly characterizes identity as a “blurred but indispensable” con-
cept and defines it as “an actor’s experience of a category, tie, role, network,
group or organization, coupled with a public representation of that experi-
ence; the public representation often takes the form of a shared story, a nar-
rative.” But what is the relationship between this encompassing, open-
ended definition and the work Tilly wants the concept to do? What is
gained, analytically, by labeling any experience and public representation
of any tie, role, or network as an identity? When it comes to examples, Tilly
rounds up the usual suspects: race, gender, class, job, religious affiliation,
national origin. But it is not clear what analytical leverage on these phe-
nomena can be provided by the exceptionally capacious, flexible concept of
identity he proposes. Justly well known for fashioning sharply focused,
hardworking concepts, Tilly here faces the difficulty that confronts most
social scientists writing about identity today: that of devising a concept soft
and flexible enough to satisfy the requirements of relational, constructivist
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social theory, yet robust enough to have purchase on the phenomena that
cry out for explanation, some of which are quite hard.48

Craig Calhoun uses the Chinese student movement of 1989 as a vehicle
for a subtle and illuminating discussion of the concepts of identity, interest,
and collective action. Calhoun explains students’ readiness to “knowingly
risk death” in Tiananmen Square on the night of June 3, 1989, in terms of
an honor-bound identity or sense of self, forged in the course of the move-
ment itself, to which students became increasingly and, in the end, irrevo-
cably committed. His account of the shifts in the students’ lived sense of
self during the weeks of their protest—as they were drawn, in and through
the dynamics of their struggle, from an originally “positional,” class-based
self-understanding as students and intellectuals to a broader, emotionally
charged identification with national and even universal ideals—is a com-
pelling one. Here too, however, the crucial analytical work appears to be
done by a concept other than identity—in this case, that of honor. Honor,
Calhoun observes, is “imperative in a way interests are not.” But it is also
imperative in a way identity, in the weak sense, is not. Calhoun subsumes
honor under the rubric of identity, and presents his argument as a general
one about the “constitution and transformation of identity.” Yet his funda-
mental argument in this paper, it would seem, is not about identity in gen-
eral, but about the way in which a compelling sense of honor can, in ex-
traordinary circumstances, lead people to undertake extraordinary actions,
lest their core sense of self be radically undermined.49

In his edited volume on Social Theory and the Politics of Identity, Cal-
houn works with this more general understanding of identity. “Concerns
with individual and collective identity,” he observes, “are ubiquitous.” It is
certainly true that we “know of no people without names, no languages or
cultures in which some manner of distinctions between self and other, we
and they are not made.”50 But it is not clear why this implies the ubiquity
of identity, unless we dilute identity to the point of designating all practices
involving naming and self-other distinctions. Calhoun—like Somers and
Tilly—goes on to make illuminating arguments on a range of issues con-
cerning claims of commonality and difference in contemporary social
movements. Yet while such claims are indeed often framed today in an
idiom of identity, it is not clear that adopting that idiom for analytical pur-
poses is necessary or even helpful.

in other words

What alternative terms might stand in for identity, doing the theoretical
work identity is supposed to do without its confusing, contradictory con-
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notations? Given the great range and heterogeneity of the work done by
identity, it would be fruitless to look for a single substitute, for such a term
would be as overburdened as identity itself. Our strategy has been rather
to unbundle the thick tangle of meanings that have accumulated around
the term identity, and to parcel out the work to a number of less congested
terms. We sketch three clusters of terms here.

Identification and Categorization
As a processual, active term derived from a verb, identification lacks the
reifying connotations of identity.51 It invites us to specify the agents that
do the identifying. And it does not presuppose that such identifying (even
by powerful agents, such as the state) will necessarily result in the internal
sameness, the distinctiveness, the bounded groupness that political entre-
preneurs may seek to achieve. Identification—of oneself and of others—is
intrinsic to social life; identity in the strong sense is not.

One may be called upon to identify oneself—to characterize oneself, to
locate oneself vis-à-vis known others, to situate oneself in a narrative, to
place oneself in a category—in any number of different contexts. In mod-
ern settings, which multiply interactions with others not personally known,
such occasions for identification are particularly abundant.They include in-
numerable situations of everyday life, as well as more formal and official
contexts. How one identifies oneself—and how one is identified by others—
may vary greatly from context to context; self- and other-identification is
fundamentally situational and contextual.

One key distinction is between relational and categorical modes of iden-
tification. One may identify oneself (or another person) by position in a re-
lational web (a web of kinship, for example, or of friendship, patron-client
ties, or teacher-student relations). On the other hand, one may identify
oneself (or another person) by membership in a class of persons sharing
some categorical attribute (such as race, ethnicity, language, nationality, cit-
izenship, gender, sexual orientation, and so on). Craig Calhoun has argued
that, while relational modes of identification remain important in many
contexts even today, categorical identification has assumed ever greater im-
portance in modern settings.52

Another basic distinction is between self-identification and the identifi-
cation and categorization of oneself by others.53 Self-identification takes
place in dialectical interplay with external identification, and the two need
not converge.54 External identification is itself a varied process. In the ordi-
nary ebb and flow of social life, people identify and categorize others, just
as they identify and categorize themselves. But there is another key type 
of external identification that has no counterpart in the domain of self-
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identification: the formalized, codified, objectified systems of categorization
developed by powerful, authoritative institutions.

The modern state has been one of the most important agents of identi-
fication and categorization in this latter sense. In culturalist extensions of
the Weberian sociology of the state, notably those influenced by Bourdieu
and Foucault, the state monopolizes, or seeks to monopolize, not only le-
gitimate physical force but also legitimate symbolic force, as Bourdieu puts
it. This includes the power to name, to identify, to categorize, to state what
is what and who is who. There is a burgeoning sociological and historical
literature on such subjects. Some scholars have looked at identification
quite literally: as the attachment of definitive markers to an individual via
passport, fingerprint, photograph, and signature, and the amassing of such
identifying documents in state repositories. When, why, and with what
limitations such systems have been developed turns out to be no simple
problem.55 Other scholars emphasize the modern state’s efforts to inscribe
its subjects onto a classificatory grid: to identify and categorize people in re-
lation to gender, religion, property ownership, ethnicity, literacy, criminal-
ity, or sanity. Censuses apportion people across these categories, and insti-
tutions—from schools to prisons—sort out individuals in relation to them.
To Foucauldians in particular, these individualizing and aggregating modes
of identification and classification are at the core of what defines govern-
mentality in a modern state.56

The state is thus a powerful identifier, not because it can create identities
in the strong sense—in general, it cannot—but because it has the material
and symbolic resources to impose the categories, classificatory schemes, and
modes of social counting and accounting with which bureaucrats, judges,
teachers, and doctors must work and to which nonstate actors must refer.57

But the state is not the only identifier that matters. As Charles Tilly has
shown, categorization does crucial organizational work in all kinds of social
settings, including families, firms, schools, social movements, and bureau-
cracies of all kinds.58 Even the most powerful state does not monopolize the
production and diffusion of identifications and categories; and those that it
does produce may be contested.The literature on social movements—“old”
as well as “new”—is rich in evidence on how movement leaders challenge
official identifications and propose alternative ones.59 It highlights leaders’
efforts to get members of putative constituencies to identify themselves in
a certain way, to see themselves—for a certain range of purposes—as iden-
tical with one another, to identify emotionally as well as cognitively with
one another.60

The social movement literature has valuably emphasized the interac-
tive, discursively mediated processes through which collective solidarities
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and self-understandings develop. Our reservations concern the move from
discussing the work of identification—the efforts to build a collective self-
understanding—to positing identity as their necessary result. By consider-
ing authoritative, institutionalized modes of identification together with
alternative modes involved in the practices of everyday life and the projects
of social movements, one can emphasize the hard work and long struggles
over identification, as well as the uncertain outcomes of such struggles.
However, if the outcome is always presumed to be an identity—however
provisional, fragmented, multiple, contested, and fluid—one loses the ca-
pacity to make key distinctions.

Identification, we noted above, invites specification of the agents that do
the identifying. Yet identification does not require a specifiable identifier; it
can be pervasive and influential without being accomplished by discrete,
specified persons or institutions. Identification can be carried more or less
anonymously by discourses or public narratives.61

There is one further meaning of identification, briefly alluded to above,
that is largely independent of the cognitive, characterizing, classificatory
meanings discussed so far. This is the psychodynamic meaning, derived
originally from Freud.62 While the classificatory meanings involve identi-
fying oneself (or someone else) as someone who fits a certain description
or belongs to a certain category, the psychodynamic meaning involves
identifying oneself emotionally with another person, category, or collectiv-
ity. Here again, identification calls attention to complex (and often ambiva-
lent) processes, while the term identity, designating a condition rather than
a process, implies too easy a fit between the individual and the social.

Self-Understanding and Social Location
Identification and categorization are active, processual terms, derived from
verbs and calling to mind particular acts of identification and categorization
performed by particular identifiers and categorizers. But we need other
kinds of terms as well to do the varied work done by identity. Recall that
one key use of identity is to conceptualize and explain action in a nonin-
strumental, nonmechanical manner. In this sense, the term suggests ways
in which individual and collective action can be governed by particularistic
understandings of self and social location rather than by putatively uni-
versal, structurally determined interests. Self-understanding is therefore
the second term we would propose as an alternative to identity. It is a dis-
positional term that designates what might be called situated subjectivity:
one’s sense of who one is, of one’s social location, and of how (given the first
two) one is prepared to act. As a dispositional term, it belongs to the realm
of what Pierre Bourdieu has called sens pratique, the practical sense—at
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once cognitive and emotional—that persons have of themselves and their
social world.63

The term self-understanding, it is important to emphasize, does not
imply a distinctively modern or Western understanding of the self as a ho-
mogeneous, bounded, unitary entity. A sense of who one is can take many
forms. The social processes through which persons understand and locate
themselves may in some instances involve the psychoanalyst’s couch and
in others participation in spirit possession cults.64 In some settings, people
may understand and experience themselves in terms of a grid of intersect-
ing categories; in others, in terms of a web of connections of differential
proximity and intensity. Hence the importance of seeing self-understand-
ing and social locatedness in relation to each other, and of emphasizing that
both the bounded self and the bounded group are culturally specific rather
than universal forms.

Like the term identification, self-understanding lacks the reifying con-
notations of identity. Yet it is not restricted to situations of flux and insta-
bility. Self-understandings may be variable across time and across persons,
but they may be stable. Semantically, identity implies sameness across time
or persons; hence the awkwardness of continuing to speak of identity while
repudiating the implication of sameness. Self-understanding, by contrast,
has no privileged semantic connection with sameness or difference.

Two closely related terms are self-representation and self-identification.
Having discussed identification above, we simply observe here that, while
the distinction is not sharp, self-understandings may be tacit; even when
they are formed, as they ordinarily are, in and through prevailing dis-
courses, they may exist, and inform action, without themselves being dis-
cursively articulated. Self-representation and self-identification, on the
other hand, suggest at least some degree of explicit discursive articulation.

Self-understanding cannot, of course, do all the work done by identity.
We note here three limitations of the term. First, it is a subjective, auto-
referential term. As such, it designates one’s own understanding of who
one is. It cannot capture others’ understandings, even though external cat-
egorizations, identifications, and representations may be decisive in deter-
mining how one is regarded and treated by others, indeed in shaping one’s
own understanding of oneself. At the limit, self-understandings may be
overridden by overwhelmingly coercive external categorizations.65

Second, self-understanding would seem to privilege cognitive aware-
ness.As a result, it would seem not to capture—or at least not to highlight—
the affective or cathectic processes suggested by some uses of identity. Yet
self-understanding is never purely cognitive; it is always affectively tinged
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or charged, and the term can certainly accommodate this affective dimen-
sion. However, it is true that the emotional dynamics are better captured by
the term identification (in its psychodynamic meaning).

Finally, as a term that emphasizes situated subjectivity, self-under-
standing does not capture the objectivity claimed by strong understandings
of identity. Strong, objectivist conceptions of identity permit one to distin-
guish “true” identity (characterized as deep, abiding, and objective) from
“mere” self-understanding (superficial, fluctuating, and subjective). If
identity is something to be discovered, and something about which one can
be mistaken, then one’s momentary self-understanding may not corre-
spond to one’s abiding, underlying identity. However analytically prob-
lematic these notions of depth, constancy, and objectivity may be, they do
at least provide a reason for using the language of identity rather than that
of self-understanding.

Weak conceptions of identity provide no such reason. It is clear from the
constructivist literature why weak understandings of identity are weak,
but it is not clear why they are conceptions of identity. In this literature, it
is the various soft predicates of identity—constructedness, contestedness,
contingency, instability, multiplicity, fluidity—that are emphasized and
elaborated, while that which they are predicated of—identity itself—is
taken for granted and seldom explained. When identity itself is elucidated,
it is often represented as something—a sense of who one is,66 a self-
conception67—that can be captured in a straightforward way by “self-
understanding.” This term lacks the allure, the buzz, the theoretical pre-
tensions of identity, but this should count as an asset, not a liability.

Commonality, Connectedness, Groupness
One particular form of affectively charged self-understanding that is often
designated by identity—especially in discussions of race, religion, ethnic-
ity, nationalism, gender, sexuality, social movements, and other phenomena
conceptualized as involving collective identities—deserves separate men-
tion here. This is the emotionally laden sense of belonging to a distinctive,
bounded group, involving both a felt solidarity or oneness with fellow
group members and a felt difference from or even antipathy to specified
outsiders.

The problem is that identity is used to designate both such strongly
groupist, exclusive, affectively charged self-understandings and much
looser, more open self-understandings, involving some sense of affinity
or affiliation, commonality or connectedness to particular others, but lack-
ing a sense of overriding oneness vis-à-vis some constitutive “other.”68
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Both the tightly groupist and the more loosely affiliative forms of self-
understanding—as well as the transitional forms between these polar
types—are important, but they shape personal experience and condition
social and political action in sharply differing ways.

Rather than stirring all self-understandings based on race, religion, eth-
nicity, and so on into the great conceptual melting pot of identity, we would
do better to use a more differentiated analytical language. Terms such as
commonality, connectedness, and groupness could be usefully employed
here in place of the all-purpose identity. This is the third cluster of terms
we propose. Commonality denotes the sharing of some common attribute,
connectedness the relational ties that link people. Neither commonality nor
connectedness alone engenders groupness—the sense of belonging to a dis-
tinctive, bounded, solidary group. But commonality and connectedness to-
gether may indeed do so. This was the argument Charles Tilly put forward
some time ago, building on Harrison White’s idea of the catnet, a set of per-
sons comprising both a category, sharing some common attribute, and a
network.69 Tilly’s suggestion that groupness is a joint product of “catness”
and “netness”—categorical commonality and relational connectedness—is
suggestive. But we would propose two emendations.

First, categorical commonality and relational connectedness need to be
supplemented by a third element, what Max Weber called a Zusammenge-
hörigkeitsgefühl, a feeling of belonging together. Such a feeling may in-
deed depend in part on the degrees and forms of commonality and con-
nectedness, but it will also depend on other factors, such as particular
events, their encoding in compelling public narratives, prevailing discursive
frames, and so on. Second, relational connectedness, or what Tilly calls
“netness,” while crucial in facilitating the sort of collective action Tilly was
interested in, is not always necessary for groupness. A strongly bounded
sense of groupness may rest on categorical commonality and an associated
feeling of belonging together with minimal or no relational connectedness.
This is typically the case for large-scale collectivities such as “nations”:
when a diffuse self-understanding as a member of a particular nation crys-
tallizes into a strongly bounded sense of groupness, this is likely to depend
not on relational connectedness, but rather on a powerfully imagined and
strongly felt commonality.70

The point is not, as some partisans of network theory have suggested, to
turn from commonality to connectedness, from categories to networks,
from shared attributes to social relations.71 Nor is it to celebrate fluidity
and hybridity over belonging and solidarity. The point in suggesting this
last set of terms is rather to develop an analytical idiom sensitive to the
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multiple forms and degrees of commonality and connectedness, and to the
widely varying ways in which actors (and the cultural idioms, public nar-
ratives, and prevailing discourses on which they draw) attribute meaning
and significance to them. This will enable us to distinguish instances of
strongly binding, vehemently felt groupness from more loosely struc-
tured, weakly constraining forms of affinity and affiliation.

three cases: IDENTITY and its 
alternatives in context

Having surveyed the work done by identity, indicated some limitations and
liabilities of the term, and suggested a range of alternatives, we seek now to
illustrate our argument—both the critical claims about identity and the
constructive suggestions regarding alternative idioms—through a consid-
eration of three cases. In each case, we suggest, the identitarian focus on
bounded groupness limits the sociological—and the political—imagina-
tion, while alternative analytical idioms can help open up both.

A Case from Africanist Anthropology: “The” Nuer
African studies has suffered from its version of identitarian thinking, most
extremely in journalistic accounts that see Africans’ “tribal identity” as the
main cause of violence and of the failure of the nation-state. Academic
Africanists were troubled by this reductive vision of Africa since at least the
1970s and attracted to a version of constructivism, well before such an ap-
proach had a name.72 The argument that ethnic groups are not primordial
but the products of history—including the reifying of cultural difference
through imposed colonial identifications—became a staple of African stud-
ies. Even so, scholars tended to emphasize boundary formation rather than
boundary crossing, the constitution of groups rather than the development
of networks.73 In this context, it is worth going back to a classic of African
ethnology: E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer.74

Based on research in northeast Africa in the 1930s, The Nuer describes a
distinctively relational mode of identification, self-understanding, and so-
cial location, one that construes the social world in terms of the degree and
quality of connection among people rather than in terms of categories,
groups, or boundaries. Social location is defined in the first instance in terms
of lineage, consisting of the descendants of one ancestor reckoned through
a socially conventional line: patrilineal, via males in the case of Nuer, via fe-
males or more rarely via double descent systems in other parts of Africa.
Children belong to the lineage of their fathers, and while relationships with
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the mother’s kin are not ignored, they are not part of the descent system. A
segmentary lineage can be diagrammed as shown in figure 2.

Everybody in this diagram is related to everybody else, but in different
ways and to different degrees. One might be tempted to say that the peo-
ple marked in circle A constitute a group, with an identity of A, as distinct
from those in circle B, with an identity of B. The trouble with such an in-
terpretation is that the very move which distinguishes A and B also shows
their relatedness, as one moves back one generation and finds a common
ancestor, who may or may not be living but whose social location links peo-
ple in A and B. If someone in set A gets into a conflict with someone in set
B, such a person may well try to invoke the commonality of “A-ness” to
mobilize people against B. But someone genealogically older than these
parties can invoke the linking ancestors to cool things off. The act of going
deeper in a genealogical charter in the course of social interaction keeps
reemphasizing relational visions of social location at the expense of cate-
gorical ones.

One could argue that this patrilineage as a whole constitutes an identity,
distinct from other lineages. But Evans-Pritchard’s point is that segmenta-
tion represents an entire social order, and that lineages themselves are re-
lated to one another as male and female lineage members are to each other.
Let us then consider marriage. Virtually all segmentary societies insist on
exogamy; and, in evolutionary perspective, the prevalence of exogamy may
reflect the advantages of cross-lineage connectedness. So the male-centered
lineage diagram presumes another set of relationships, through women
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figure 2. A segmentary patrilineage. Lines represent descent; marriage partners
come from another lineage; children of daughters belong to the lineage of the
husband and are not shown; children of sons belong to this lineage and are repre-
sented here.



who are born into the lineage of their fathers but whose sons and daugh-
ters belong to the lineage they married into.

One could then argue that all the lineages which intermarried constitute
the “Nuer” as an identity distinct from “Dinka” or any of the other groups
in the region. But here recent work in African history offers a more nuanced
approach. The genealogical construction of relationality offers possibilities
for extension more supple than the twentieth-century scholar’s tendency to
look for a neat boundary between inside and outside. Marriage relations
could be extended beyond the Nuer (both via reciprocal arrangements 
and coercively by forcing captive women into marriage). Strangers—
encountered via trade, migration, or other form of movement—could be in-
corporated as fictive kin or more loosely linked to a patrilineage via blood
brotherhood. The people of northeastern Africa migrated extensively, as
they tried to find better ecological niches or as lineage segments moved in
and out of relations with each other.Traders stretched their kinship relations
over space, formed a variety of relationships at the interfaces with agricul-
tural communities, and sometimes developed lingua franca to foster com-
munication across large spatial networks.75 In many parts of Africa, one
finds certain organizations—religious shrines, initiation societies—that
cross linguistic and cultural distinctions, offering what Paul Richards calls a
“common ‘grammar’” of social experience within regions, for all the cul-
tural variation and political differentiation that they contain.76

The problem with subsuming these forms of relational connectedness
under the “social construction of identity” is that linking and separating get
called by the same name, making it harder to grasp the processes, causes, and
consequences of differing patterns of crystallizing difference and forging
connections. Africa was far from a paradise of sociability, but war and peace
both involved flexible patterns of affiliation as well as differentiation.

One should not assume that the principles of a sliding scale of connec-
tion are unique to small-scale “tribal” society. We know from the study of
larger-scale political organizations—with authoritative rulers and elabo-
rate hierarchies of command—that kinship networks remained an impor-
tant principle of social life. African kings asserted their authority by devel-
oping patrimonial relations with people from different lineages, creating a
core of support that crosscut lineage affiliations, but they also used lineage
principles to consolidate their own power, cementing marriage alliances
and expanding the size of the royal lineage.77 In almost all societies, kinship
concepts are symbolic and ideological resources, yet while they shape
norms, self-understandings, and perceptions of affinity, they do not neces-
sarily produce kinship groups.78
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To a greater extent than the forms of domination that preceded it, colo-
nial rule attempted a one-to-one mapping of people with some putatively
common characteristic onto territory. These imposed identifications could
be powerful, but their effects depended on the actual relationships and
symbolic systems that colonial officials—and indigenous cultural entre-
preneurs as well—had to work with, and on countervailing efforts of oth-
ers to maintain, develop, and articulate different sorts of affinities and self-
understandings. The colonial era did indeed witness complex struggles over
identification, but it flattens our understanding of these struggles to see
them as producing identities. People could live with shadings—and contin-
ued to do so day by day, even when political lines were drawn.

Sharon Hutchinson’s remarkable reanalysis of Evans-Pritchard’s “tribe”
takes such an argument into a contemporary, conflict-ridden situation. Her
aim is “to call into question the very idea of ‘the Nuer’ as a unified ethnic
identity.”79 She points to the fuzziness of the boundaries of people now
called Nuer: culture and history do not follow such lines. And she suggests
that Evans-Pritchard’s segmentary schema gives excessive attention to the
dominant male elders of the 1930s, and not enough to women, men in less
powerful lineages, or younger men and women. In this analysis, it not only
becomes difficult to see Nuerness as an identity, but imperative to examine
with precision how people tried both to extend and to consolidate connec-
tions. Bringing the story up to the era of civil war in the southern Sudan in
the 1990s, Hutchinson refuses to reduce the conflict to one of cultural or re-
ligious difference between the warring parties and insists instead on a deep
analysis of political relationships, struggles for economic resources, and spa-
tial connections.

In much of modern Africa, indeed, some of the most bitter conflicts have
taken place within collectivities that are relatively uniform culturally and
linguistically (Rwanda, Somalia) and between loose economic and social
networks based more on patron-client relations than ethnic affiliation (An-
gola, Sierra Leone), as well as in situations where cultural distinction has
been made into a political weapon (Kwa Zulu in South Africa).80 To explain
present or past conflict in terms of how people construct and fight for their
identities risks providing a prefabricated, presentist, teleological explana-
tion that diverts attention from questions such as those addressed by
Hutchinson.

East European Nationalism
We have argued that the language of identity, with its connotations of
boundedness, groupness, and sameness, is conspicuously ill suited to the
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analysis of segmentary lineage societies—or to present-day conflicts in
Africa. One might accept this point yet argue that identitarian language is
well suited to the analysis of other social settings, including our own, where
public and private identity talk is widely current. But we are not arguing
only that the concept of identity does not travel well, that it cannot be uni-
versally applied to all social settings. We want to make a stronger argu-
ment: that identity is neither necessary nor helpful as a category of analy-
sis, even where it is widely used as a category of practice. To this end, we
briefly consider East European nationalism and identity politics in the
United States.

Historical and social scientific writing on nationalism in Eastern
Europe—to a much greater extent than writing on social movements or
ethnicity in North America—has been characterized by relatively strong or
hard understandings of group identity. Many commentators have seen see
the post-Communist resurgence of ethnic nationalism in the region as
springing from robust and deeply rooted national identities—from identi-
ties strong and resilient enough to have survived decades of repression 
by ruthlessly antinational Communist regimes. But this “return-of-the-
repressed” view is problematic.81

Consider the former Soviet Union. To see national conflicts as struggles
to validate and express identities that had somehow survived the regime’s
attempts to crush them is unwarranted. Although anti-nationalist, and of
course brutally repressive in all kinds of ways, the Soviet regime was any-
thing but anti-national.82 Far from ruthlessly suppressing nationhood, the
regime went to unprecedented lengths in institutionalizing and codifying
it. It carved up Soviet territory into more than fifty putatively autonomous
national homelands, each belonging to a particular ethnonational group;
and it assigned each citizen an ethnic nationality, which was ascribed at
birth on the basis of descent, registered in personal identity documents,
recorded in bureaucratic encounters, and used to control access to higher
education and employment. In doing so, the regime was not simply recog-
nizing or ratifying a pre-existing state of affairs; it was newly constituting
both persons and places as national.83 In this context, strong understand-
ings of national identity as deeply rooted in the pre-Communist history of
the region, frozen or repressed by a ruthlessly antinational regime, and re-
turning with the collapse of Communism are at best anachronistic, at worst
simply scholarly rationalizations of nationalist rhetoric.

What about weak, constructivist understandings of identity? Construc-
tivists might concede the importance of the Soviet system of institutional-
ized multinationality, and interpret this as the institutional means through
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which national identities were constructed. But why should we assume it is
identity that is constructed in this fashion? To assume that it is risks con-
flating a system of identification or categorization with its presumed re-
sult, identity. Categorical group denominations—however authoritative,
however pervasively institutionalized—cannot serve as indicators of real
groups or robust identities.

The formal institutionalization and codification of ethnic and national
categories implies nothing about the depth, resonance, or power of such
categories in the lived experience of the persons so categorized. A strongly
institutionalized ethno-national classificatory system makes certain cate-
gories readily and legitimately available for the representation of social re-
ality, the framing of political claims, and the organization of political action.
This is itself a fact of great significance, and the breakup of the Soviet Union
cannot be understood without reference to it. But it does not mean that
these categories will have a significant role in framing perception, orient-
ing action, or shaping self-understanding in everyday life—a role that is
implied by even constructivist accounts of identity.

The extent to which official categorizations shape self-understandings,
the extent to which the population categories constituted by states or po-
litical entrepreneurs approximate real groups—these are open questions
that can only be addressed empirically. The language of identity is more
likely to hinder than to help the posing of such questions, for it blurs what
needs to be kept distinct: external categorization and self-understanding,
objective commonality and subjective groupness.

Consider one final, non-Soviet example. The boundary between Hun-
garians and Romanians in Transylvania is certainly sharper than that be-
tween Russians and Ukrainians in Ukraine. Here too, however, group
boundaries are considerably more porous and ambiguous than is widely as-
sumed. The language of both politics and everyday life, to be sure, is rigor-
ously categorical, dividing the population into mutually exclusive ethno-
national categories, and making no allowance for mixed or ambiguous
forms. But this categorical code, important though it is as a constituent el-
ement of social relations, should not be taken for a faithful description of
them. Reinforced by identitarian entrepreneurs on both sides, the categor-
ical code obscures as much as it reveals about self-understandings, masking
the fluidity and ambiguity that arise from mixed marriages, from bilin-
gualism, from migration, from Hungarian children attending Romanian-
language schools, from intergenerational assimilation (in both directions),
and—perhaps most importantly—from sheer indifference to the claims of
ethno-cultural nationality.
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Even in its constructivist guise, the language of identity disposes us to
think in terms of bounded groupness. It does so because even constructivist
thinking on identity takes the existence of identity as axiomatic. Identity is
always already “there,” as something that individuals and groups “have,”
even if the content of particular identities, and the boundaries that mark
groups off from one another, are conceptualized as always in flux

This tendency to objectify identity deprives us of analytical leverage. It
makes it more difficult for us to treat groupness and boundedness as emer-
gent properties of particular structural or conjunctural settings rather than
as always already there in some form. The point needs to be emphasized
today more than ever, for the unreflectively groupist language that prevails
in everyday life, journalism, politics, and much social research as well—the
habit of speaking without qualification of Albanians and Serbs, for exam-
ple, as if they were sharply bounded, internally homogeneous groups—not
only weakens social analysis but constricts political possibilities in the
region.

Identity Claims and the Enduring 
Dilemmas of “Race” in the United States
The language of identity has been particularly powerful in the United
States in recent decades. It has been prominent both as an idiom of analy-
sis in the social sciences and humanities and as an idiom in which to artic-
ulate experience, mobilize loyalty, and formulate symbolic and material
claims in everyday social and political practice.

The pathos and resonance of identity claims in the contemporary United
States have many sources, but one of the most profound is that central
problem of American history—the importation of enslaved Africans, the
persistence of racial oppression, and the range of African American re-
sponses to it. The African American experience of “race” as both imposed
categorization and self-identification has been important not only in its
own terms, but from the late 1960s on as a template for identity claims of
all sorts, including those based on gender and sexual orientation, as well as
those based on ethnicity or race.84

In response to the cascading identitarian claims of the last three decades,
public discourse, political argument, and scholarship in nearly every field of
the social sciences and humanities have been transformed. There is much
that is valuable in this process. History textbooks and prevailing public nar-
ratives tell a much richer and more inclusive story than those of a genera-
tion ago. Specious forms of universalism—the Marxist category of worker,
who always appears in the guise of a male, the liberal category of citizen,
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who turns out to be white—have been powerfully exposed. First-genera-
tion identitarian claims themselves—and scholarly literatures informed by
them—have been criticized for their blindness to crosscutting particulari-
ties: African American movements for acting as if African American
women did not have gender-specific concerns, feminists for assuming that
all women were white and middle-class.

Constructivist arguments have had a particular influence in American-
ist circles, allowing scholars to stress the contemporary importance of im-
posed identifications and the self-understandings that have evolved in di-
alectical interplay with them, while emphasizing that such self- and
other-identified groups are not primordial but historically produced. The
treatment of race in the historiography of the United States is an excellent
example.85 Even before social construction became a buzz-word, scholars
were showing that far from being a given dimension of America’s past, race
as a political category originated in the same moment as America’s re-
publican and populist impulses. Edmund Morgan argued that in early-
eighteenth-century Virginia, white indentured servants and black slaves
shared a subordination that was not sharply differentiated; they sometimes
acted together. It was when Virginian planter elites started to mobilize
against the British that they needed to draw a sharp boundary between the
politically included and the excluded, and the fact that black slaves were
more numerous and necessary as laborers and less plausible as political
supporters led to a marking of distinction, which poor whites could in turn
use to make claims.86 From such an opening, historians have charted sev-
eral key moments of redefinition of racial boundaries in the United
States—and several points at which other sorts of ties showed the possibil-
ity of giving rise to other kinds of political affiliation. Whiteness and black-
ness were both historically created and historically variable categories.
Comparative historians, meanwhile, have shown that the construction of
race can take still more varied forms, showing that many people who were
black under North American classificatory systems would have been some-
thing else in other parts of the Americas.87

American history thus reveals the power of imposed identification,
but it also reveals the complexity of the self-understandings of people de-
fined by circumstances they did not control. Pre–Civil War collective self-
definitions situated black Americans in particular ways in regard to
Africa—often seeing an African (or an “Ethiopian”) origin as placing them
close to the heartlands of Christian civilization. Yet early back-to-Africa
movements often treated Africa as a cultural tabula rasa or as a fallen civi-
lization to be redeemed by African American Christians.88 Asserting one-
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self as a diasporic people did not necessarily imply claiming cultural com-
monality—the two concepts have been in tension with each other ever
since. One can write the history of African American self-understanding as
the rise over time of a black nationality, or one can explore the interplay of
such a sense of collectivity with the efforts of African American activists to
articulate different kinds of political ideologies and to develop connections
with other radicals. The most important point is to consider the range of
possibilities and the seriousness with which they were debated.

It is not the historical analysis of social construction as such that is prob-
lematic, but the presumptions about what is constructed. Whiteness or race
is taken as the typical object of construction, not other, looser forms of
affinity and commonality. Setting out to write about identifications as they
emerge, crystallize, and fade away in particular social and political circum-
stances may well inspire a rather different history than setting out to write
of an identity, which links past, present, and future in a single word.

Cosmopolitan interpretations of American history have been criticized
for taking the pain out of the distinct ways in which that history has been
experienced: above all, the pain of enslavement and discrimination, and of
struggle against enslavement and discrimination, a history that marks
African Americans in ways that white Americans do not share.89 Here is
where calls for the understanding of the particularity of experience res-
onate powerfully, but it is also here that the dangers of flattening those his-
tories into a static and singular identity are serious. There may be gains as
well as losses in such a flattening, as thoughtful participants in debates over
the politics of race have made clear.90 But to subsume further under the
generic category of identity the historical experiences and allegedly com-
mon cultures of other groups as disparate as women and the elderly, Native
Americans and gay men, poor people and the disabled is not in any obvious
way more respectful of the pain of particular histories than are the univer-
salist rhetorics of justice or human rights. And the assignment of individ-
uals to such identities leaves many people—who have experienced the un-
even trajectories of ancestry and the variety of innovations and adaptations
that constitute culture—caught between a hard identity that doesn’t quite
fit and a soft rhetoric of hybridity, multiplicity, and fluidity that offers nei-
ther understanding nor solace.91

The question remains whether we can address the complexity of his-
tory—including the changing ways in which external categorizations have
both stigmatized and humiliated people and given them an enabling and
empowering sense of collective selfhood—in more supple and differenti-
ated language. If the real contribution of constructivist social analysis—

Identity / 85



that affinities, categories, and subjectivities develop and change over time—
is to be taken seriously and not reduced to a presentist, teleological account
of the construction of currently existing groups, then bounded groupness
must be understood as a contingent, emergent property, not an axiomatic
given.

Representing contemporary American society poses a similar prob-
lem—avoiding flat, reductive accounts of the social world as a multichrome
mosaic of monochrome identity groups. This conceptually impoverished
identitarian sociology, in which the intersection of race, class, gender, sex-
ual orientation, and perhaps one or two other categories generates a set of
all-purpose conceptual boxes, has become powerful in American academia
in the 1990s—not only in the social sciences, cultural studies, and ethnic
studies, but also in literature and political philosophy. In the remainder of
this section, we shift our angle of vision and consider the implications of
the use of this identitarian sociology in the latter domain.

“A moral philosophy,” wrote Alisdair MacIntyre, “presupposes a sociol-
ogy”;92 the same holds a fortiori of political theory.The problem with much
contemporary political theory is that it is built on questionable sociology—
indeed precisely on the group-centered representation of the social world
just mentioned. We are not taking the side of universality against particu-
larity here. Rather, we are suggesting that the identitarian language and
groupist social ontology that informs much contemporary political theory
occludes the problematic nature of groupness itself and forecloses other
ways of conceptualizing particular affiliations and affinities.

There is a considerable literature now that is critical of the idea of uni-
versal citizenship. Iris Marion Young, one of the most influential of such
critics, proposes instead an ideal of group-differentiated citizenship, built
on group representation and group rights. The notion of an “impartial gen-
eral perspective,” she argues, “is a myth,” since “different social groups
have different needs, cultures, histories, experiences, and perceptions of so-
cial relations.” Citizenship should not seek to transcend such differences,
but should recognize and acknowledge them as “irreducible.”93

What sort of differences should be ratified with special representation
and rights? The differences in question are those associated with “social
groups,” defined as “comprehensive identities and ways of life,” and distin-
guished from mere aggregates on the one hand—arbitrary classifications of
persons according to some attribute—and from voluntary associations on
the other. Special rights and representation would be accorded not to all so-
cial groups, but to those who suffer from at least one of five forms of op-
pression. In practice, this means “women, blacks, Native Americans, Chi-
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canos, Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-speaking Americans, Asian Amer-
icans, gay men, lesbians, working-class people, old people, and mentally and
physically disabled people.”94

What constitutes the groupness of these “groups”? What makes them
groups rather than categories around which self- and other-identifications
may but certainly do not necessarily or always crystallize? This is not ad-
dressed by Young. She assumes that distinctive histories, experiences, and
social location endow these groups with different “capacities, needs, cul-
ture, and cognitive styles” and with “distinctive understandings of all as-
pects of the society and unique perspectives on social issues.”95 Social and
cultural heterogeneity is construed here as a juxtaposition of internally ho-
mogeneous, externally bounded blocs.The “principles of unity” that Young
repudiates at the level of the polity as a whole—because they “hide differ-
ence”—are reintroduced, and continue to hide difference, at the level of the
constituent groups.

At stake in arguments about group-differentiated or multicultural citi-
zenship are important issues that have been long debated outside as well as
inside the academy, all having to do in one way or another with the relative
weight and merits of universalist and particularist claims.96 Sociological
analysis cannot and should not seek to resolve this robust debate, but it can
seek to shore up its often shaky sociological foundations. It can offer a
richer vocabulary for conceptualizing social and cultural heterogeneity and
particularity. Moving beyond identitarian language opens up possibilities
for specifying other kinds of connectedness, other idioms of identification,
other styles of self-understanding, other ways of reckoning social location.
To paraphrase what Adam Przeworski said long ago about class, cultural
struggle is a struggle about culture, not a struggle between cultures.97 Ac-
tivists of identity politics deploy the language of bounded groupness not
because it reflects social reality, but precisely because groupness is ambigu-
ous and contested. Their groupist rhetoric has a performative, constitutive
dimension, contributing, when it is successful, to the making of the groups
it invokes.98

Here we have a gap between, on the one hand, normative arguments and
activist idioms that take bounded groupness as axiomatic and, on the other
hand, historical and sociological analyses that emphasize contingency, flu-
idity, and variability. At one level, there is a real-life dilemma: preserving
cultural distinctiveness depends at least in part on maintaining bounded
groupness, and hence on policing the “exit option,” and accusations of
“passing” and of betraying one’s roots serve as modes of discipline.99 Crit-
ics of such policing, however, would argue that a liberal polity should
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protect individuals from the oppressiveness of social groups as well as that
of the state.At the level of social analysis, though, the dilemma is not a nec-
essary one. We are not faced with a stark choice between a universalist, in-
dividualist analytical idiom and an identitarian, groupist idiom. Framing
the options in this way misses the variety of forms that affinity, common-
ality, and connectedness can take—hence our emphasis on the need for a
more supple vocabulary. We are not arguing for any specific stance on the
politics of cultural distinction and individual choice, but rather for a vocab-
ulary of social analysis that may help open up and illuminate the range of
options. The politics of group “coalition” that is celebrated by Young and
others, for example, certainly has its place, but the groupist sociology that
underlies this particular form of coalition politics—with its assumption
that bounded groups are the basic building blocks of political alliances—
constricts the political imagination.100

We need not in fact choose between an American history flattened into
the experiences and cultures of bounded groups and one equally flattened
into a single national story. Reducing the heterogeneity of American soci-
ety and history to a multichrome mosaic of monochrome identity groups
hinders rather than helps the work of understanding the past and pursuing
social justice in the present.

conclusion: particularity and 
the politics of identity

We have not made an argument about identity politics. Nonetheless, the
argument does have political as well as intellectual implications. To per-
suade people that they are one; that they comprise a bounded, distinctive,
solidary group; that their internal differences do not matter, at least for the
purpose at hand—this is a normal and necessary part of politics, and not
only of what is ordinarily characterized as identity politics. It is not all of
politics, and we do indeed have reservations about the way in which the
routine recourse to identitarian framing may foreclose other equally im-
portant ways of framing political claims. But we do not seek to deprive any-
one of identity as a political tool, or to undermine the legitimacy of mak-
ing political appeals in identitarian terms.

Our argument has focused, rather, on the use of identity as an analyti-
cal concept. Throughout the article, we have asked what work the concept
is supposed to do, and how well it does it. We have argued that the concept
is deployed to do a great deal of analytical work—much of it legitimate and
important. The term identity, however, is ill suited to perform this work,
for it is riddled with ambiguity, riven with contradictory meanings, and en-
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cumbered by reifying connotations. Qualifying the noun with strings of
adjectives—specifying that identity is multiple, fluid, constantly renegoti-
ated, and so on—does not solve the Orwellian problem of entrapment in a
word. It yields little more than a suggestive oxymoron—a multiple singu-
larity, a fluid crystallization—but still begs the question of why one should
use the same term to designate all this and more. Alternative analytical id-
ioms, we have argued, can do the necessary work without the attendant
confusion.

At issue here is not the legitimacy or importance of particularistic
claims, but how best to conceptualize them. People everywhere and always
have particular ties, self-understandings, stories, trajectories, histories,
predicaments. And these inform the sorts of claims they make. To subsume
such pervasive particularity under the flat, undifferentiated rubric of iden-
tity, however, does nearly as much violence to its unruly and multifarious
forms as would an attempt to subsume it under “universalist” categories
such as interest.

Construing particularity in identitarian terms, moreover, constricts the
political as well as the analytical imagination. It points away from a range
of possibilities for political action other than those rooted in putatively
shared identity—and not only those that are praised or damned as univer-
salist. Identitarian political advocates, for example, construe political coop-
eration in terms of the building of coalitions between bounded identity
groups. This is one mode of political cooperation, but not the only one.

Kathryn Sikkink and Margaret Keck, for example, have drawn attention
to the importance of “transnational issue networks,” from the antislavery
movement of the early nineteenth century to international campaigns
about human rights, ecology, and women’s rights in recent years. Such net-
works necessarily cross cultural as well as state boundaries and link partic-
ular places and particularistic claims to wider concerns. To take one in-
stance, the anti-apartheid movement brought together South African
political organizations that were themselves far from united—some shar-
ing universalist ideologies, some calling themselves Africanist, some as-
serting a quite local, culturally defined identity—with international church
groups, labor unions, pan-African movements for racial solidarity, human
rights groups, and so on. Particular groups moved in and out of cooperative
arrangements within an overall network; conflict among opponents of the
apartheid state was sometimes bitter, even deadly. As the actors in the net-
work shifted, the issues at stake were reframed.At certain moments, for ex-
ample, issues amenable to international mobilization were highlighted,
while others—of great concern to some would-be participants—were
marginalized.101
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Our point is not to celebrate such networks over more exclusively iden-
titarian social movements or group-based claims. Networks are no more
intrinsically virtuous than identitarian movements, and groups are intrin-
sically suspect. Politics—in southern Africa or elsewhere—is hardly a con-
frontation of good universalists or good networks versus bad tribalists.
Much havoc has been done by flexible networks built on clientage and fo-
cused on pillage and smuggling; such networks have sometimes been linked
to “principled” political organizations; and they have often been connected
to arms and illegal merchandise brokers in Europe, Asia, and North Amer-
ica. Multifarious particularities are in play, and one needs to distinguish be-
tween situations where they cohere around particular cultural symbols and
situations where they are flexible, pragmatic, readily extendable. It does not
contribute to precision of analysis to use the same words for the extremes
of reification and fluidity, and everything in between.

To criticize the use of identity in social analysis is not to blind ourselves
to particularity. It is rather to conceive of the claims and possibilities that
arise from particular affinities and affiliations, from particular commonali-
ties and connections, from particular stories and self-understandings, from
particular problems and predicaments in a more differentiated manner. So-
cial analysis has become massively, and durably, sensitized to particularity
in recent decades; and the literature on identity has contributed valuably to
this enterprise. It is time now to go beyond identity—not in the name of an
imagined universalism, but in the name of the conceptual clarity required
for social analysis and political understanding alike.
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4 Globalization

91

There are two problems with the concept of globalization, first the “global,”
and second the “-ization.” The implication of the first is that a single sys-
tem of connection—notably through capital and commodities markets, in-
formation flows, and imagined landscapes—has penetrated the entire
globe, and the implication of the second is that it is doing so now, that this
is the global age. There are certainly those, not least of them the advocates
of unrestricted capital markets, who claim that the world should be open to
them, but that does not mean that they have gotten their way. But many
critics of market tyranny, social democrats who lament the alleged decline
of the nation-state, and people who see the eruption of particularism as a
counterreaction to market homogenization give the boasts of the globaliz-
ers too much credibility. Crucial questions don’t get asked: about the limits
of interconnection, about the areas where capital cannot go, and about the
specificity of the structures necessary to make connections work.

Behind the globalization fad is an important quest for understanding the
interconnectedness of different parts of the world, for explaining new
mechanisms shaping the movement of capital, people, and culture, and for
exploring institutions capable of regulating such transnational movement.
What is missing in discussions of globalization today is the historical depth
of interconnections and a focus on just what the structures and limits of the
connecting mechanisms are. It is salutary to get away from whatever ten-
dencies there may have been to analyze social, economic, political, and cul-
tural processes as if they took place in national or continental containers;
but to adopt a language that implies that there is no container at all, except
the planetary one, risks defining problems in misleading ways. The world
has long has been—and still is—a space where economic and political rela-
tions are very uneven; it is filled with lumps, places where power coalesces



surrounded by those where it does not, places where social relations be-
come dense amid others that are diffuse. Structures and networks penetrate
certain places and do certain things with great intensity, but their effects
tail off elsewhere.

Specialists on Africa, among others, have been drawn into the globaliza-
tion paradigm, positing “globalization” as a challenge that Africa must
meet or else as a construct through which to understand Africa’s place in a
world whose boundaries are apparently becoming more problematic. My
concern here is with seeking alternative perspectives to a concept that em-
phasizes change over time but remains ahistorical, and which seems to be
about space, but which ends up glossing over the mechanisms and limita-
tions of spatial relationships. Africanists, I argue, should be particularly
sensitive to the time depth of cross-territorial processes, for the very no-
tion of Africa has itself been shaped for centuries by linkages within the
continent and across oceans and deserts—by the Atlantic slave trade, by the
movement of pilgrims, religious networks, and ideas associated with Islam,
by cultural and economic connections across the Indian Ocean. The concept
cannot, I will also argue, be salvaged by pushing it backward in time, for the
histories of the slave trade, colonization, and decolonization, as well as the
travails of the era of structural adjustment fit poorly in any narrative of
globalization—unless one so dilutes the term that it becomes meaningless.
To study Africa is to appreciate the long-term importance of the exercise of
power across space, but also the limitations of such power. The relevance of
this history today lies not in assimilation of old (colonial) and new (global)
forms of linkages but in the lessons it provides about both the importance
and the boundedness of long-distance connections. Historical analysis does
not present a contrast between a past of territorial boundedness and a pres-
ent of interconnection and fragmentation, but rather a back-and-forth, var-
ied combination of territorializing and deterritorializing tendencies.

Today, friends and foes of globalization debate “its” effects. Both assume
the reality of such a process, which can either be praised or lamented, en-
couraged or combated.1 Are we asking the best questions about issues of
contemporary importance when we debate globalization? Instead of as-
suming the centrality of a powerful juggernaut, might we do better to de-
fine more precisely what it is we are debating, to assess the resources pos-
sessed by institutions in different locations within patterns of interaction,
to look toward traditions of transcontinental mobilization with consider-
able time depth?

Globalization is clearly a significant native’s category for anyone study-
ing contemporary politics. Anyone wishing to know why particular ideo-
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logical and discursive patterns appear in today’s conjuncture needs to ex-
amine how it is used. But is it also a useful analytic category? My argument
here is that it is not. Scholars who use it analytically risk being trapped in
the very discursive structures they wish to analyze. Most important in the
term’s current popularity in academic circles is how much it reveals about
the poverty of contemporary social science faced with processes that are
large-scale, but not universal, and with the fact of crucial linkages that cut
across state borders and lines of cultural difference but which nonetheless
are based on specific mechanisms within certain boundaries. That global
should be contrasted to local, even if the point is to analyze their mutual
constitution, only underscores the inadequacy of current analytical tools to
analyze anything in between.

Can we do better? I would answer with a qualified yes, but mainly if we
seek concepts that are less sweeping, more precise, which emphasize both
the nature of spatial linkages and their limits, which seek to analyze change
with historical specificity rather than in terms of a vaguely defined and un-
attainable endpoint.

views of globalization

The first style of talking about globalization can be termed the Banker’s
Boast. With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the market orientation of
Communist China, investments supposedly can go anywhere. Pressure
from the United States, the IMF, and transnational corporations brings
down national barriers to the movement of capital. This is in part an argu-
ment for a new regulatory regime, one which lowers barriers to capital flow
as well as trade, and which operates on a global level. It is also an argument
about discipline: the world market, conceived of as a web of transactions,
now forces governments to conform to its dictates. Globalization is invoked
time and time again to tell rich countries to roll back the welfare state and
poor ones to reduce social expenditures—all in the name of the necessity of
competition in a globalized economy.2

Next comes the Social Democrat’s Lament. It accepts the reality of glob-
alization as the bankers see it, but instead of claiming that it is beneficial for
humankind, it argues the reverse. The social democratic left has devoted
much of its energy to using citizenship to blunt the brutality of capitalism.
Social movements thus aim for the nation-state—the institutional basis for
enforcing social and civic rights. Whereas the enhanced role of the nation-
state reflected organized labor’s growing place within the polity, globaliza-
tion has allegedly undermined the social project by marginalizing the
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political one. In some renderings, globalization must therefore be fought,
while in others, it has already triumphed and there is little to do except
lament the passing of the nation-state, of national trade union movements,
of empowered citizenries.3

Finally comes the Dance of the Flows and the Fragments. This argument
accepts much of the other two—the reality of globalization in the present
and its destabilizing effect on national societies—but makes another move.
Rather than homogenize the world, globalization reconfigures the local—
but not in a spatially confined way. People’s exposures to media—to dress,
to music, to fantasies of the good life—are highly fragmented; bits of im-
agery are detached from their context, all the more attractive because of the
distant associations they evoke. Hollywood imagery influences people in
the African bush; tropical exoticism sells on rue du Faubourg St. Honoré.
This detachment of cultural symbolism from spatial locatedness paradoxi-
cally makes people realize the value of their cultural particularity. Hence, a
sentimental attachment to “home” by migrants who don’t live there but
who contribute money and energy to identity politics. As flows of capital,
people, ideas, and symbols move separately from one another, the dance of
fragments takes place within a globalized, unbounded space.4

There is something in each of these conceptions. What is wrong with
them is their totalizing pretensions and their presentist periodization. The
relationship of territory and connectivity has been reconfigured many
times; each deserves particular attention.5 Changes in capital markets,
transnational corporations, and communications in the last decades deserve
careful attention, but one shouldn’t forget the vast scale in which invest-
ment and production decisions were made by the Dutch East Indies Com-
pany—linking the Netherlands, Indonesia, and South Africa and connect-
ing to ongoing trading networks throughout Southeast Asia—in the
seventeenth century. Some scholars argue that the “really big leap to more
globally integrated commodity and factor markets” was in the second half
of the nineteenth century, that “world capital markets were almost cer-
tainly as well integrated in the 1890s as they were in the 1990s.” Such ar-
guments work better for OECD countries than elsewhere and do not ade-
quately express qualitative change, but economic historians still stress that
the great period of expansion of international trade, investment, and inter-
dependence was the decades before 1913, followed by a dramatic loss of
economic integration after 1913. For all the growth in international trade
in recent decades, as a percentage of world GDP it has only barely regained
levels found before World War I. Paul Bairoch finds a historical record of
“fast internationalization alternating with drawback” rather than evidence
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of “globalization as an irreversible movement.” The extensive work now
being done on specific patterns of production, trade, and consumption, on
national and international institutions, and on existing and possible forms
of regulation is salutary; however, fitting it all into an “-ization” frame-
work puts the emphasis where it does not belong.6

The movement of people, as well as capital, reveals the lumpiness of
cross-border connections, not a pattern of steadily increasing integration.
The high point of intercontinental labor migration was the century after
1815. Now, far from seeing a world of lowering barriers, labor migrants
have to take seriously what states can do. France, for example, raised its bar-
riers very high in 1974, whereas in the supposedly less globalized 1950s
Africans from French colonies, as citizens, could enter France and were
much in demand in the labor market. Aside from family reconstitution,
labor migrations to France have become “residual.”7 Clandestine migration
is rampant, but the clandestine migrant cannot afford the illusion that
states and institutions matter less than flows. Illegal (and legal) migration
depends on networks that take people some places but not others. Other
sorts of movements of people follow equally specific paths. Movements of
diasporic Chinese within and beyond Southeast Asia is based on social and
cultural strategies that enable mobile businessmen and migrating workers
to adjust to different sovereignties while maintaining linkages among
themselves. As Aihwa Ong argues, such movements do not reflect dimin-
ishing power of the states whose frontiers they cross or undermine those
states; rather, such states have found new ways of exercising power over
people and commodities.8 We need to understand these institutional mech-
anisms, and the metaphor of global is a bad way to start.

The deaths of the nation-state and the welfare state are greatly exagger-
ated. The resources controlled by governments have never been higher. In
OECD countries in 1965, governments collected and spent a little over 25
percent of GDP; this has increased steadily, reaching close to 37 percent in
the supposedly global mid 1990s.9 Welfare expenditures remain at all-time
highs in France and Germany, where even marginal reductions are hotly
contested by labor unions and social democratic parties and where even con-
servatives treat the basic edifice as a given.The reason for this is contrary to
both the Bankers’ Boast and the Social Democrat’s Lament: politics. This
point has been emphasized in regard to Latin America: both France and
Brazil face tough international competition, but in France the welfare state
can be defended within the political system, whereas in Brazil globalization
becomes the rationale for dismantling state services and refraining from the
obvious alternative—taxing the wealthy. In the more developed Latin
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American countries, taxes as a percentage of GNP are less than half the lev-
els of western Europe.10 There are alternatives to acting in the name of glob-
alization, which the Brazilian state has chosen not to pursue.

But one should not make the opposite mistake and assume that in the past
the nation-state enjoyed a period of unchallenged salience and was the un-
questioned reference point for political mobilization. Going back to the
antislavery movements of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
political movements have been transnational, sometimes focused on the
empire as a unit, sometimes on civilization, sometimes on a universalized
humanity. Diasporic imaginations go far back too—the importance of de-
territorialized conceptions of Africa to African Americans from the 1830s is
a case in point.

What stands against globalization arguments should not be an attempt
to stuff history back into national or continental containers. It will not fit.
The question is whether the changing meaning over time of spatial link-
ages can be better understood in a some other way than globalization.

Globalization is itself a term whose meaning is not clear and over which
substantial disagreements exist among those who use it. It can be used so
broadly that it embraces everything and therefore means nothing, but for
most writers, it carries a powerful set of images, if not a precise definition.
Globalization talk takes its inspiration from the fall of the Berlin Wall,
which offered the possibility or maybe the illusion that barriers to cross-
national economic relations were falling. For friend and foe alike, the ideo-
logical framework of globalization is liberalism—arguments for free trade
and free movement of capital. The imagery of globalization derives from
the World Wide Web, the idea that a weblike connectivity of every site to
every other site is a model for all forms of global communications. Politi-
cal actors and scholars differ on “its” effects: diffusion of the benefits of
growth versus increasing concentration of wealth, homogenization of cul-
ture versus diversification. But if the word means anything, it means ex-
panding integration, and integration on a planetary scale. Even differenti-
ation, the globalizers argue, must be seen in a new light, for the new
emphasis on cultural specificity and ethnic identification differs from the
old in that its basis now is juxtaposition, not isolation.

For all its emphasis on the newness of the last quarter century, the cur-
rent interest in the concept of globalization recalls a similar infatuation in
the 1950s and 1960s: modernization.11 Both are “-ization” words, empha-
sizing a process, not necessarily fully realized but ongoing and probably in-
evitable. Both name the process by its supposed endpoint. Both were in-
spired by a clearly valid and compelling observation: that change is rapid
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and pervasive. And both depend for their evocative power on a sense that
change is not a series of disparate elements but their movement in a com-
mon direction. Modernization theory failed to do the job that theory is
supposed to do, and its failure should be an illuminating one for scholars
working in the globalization framework. Modernization theory’s central
argument was that key elements of society varied together and this clus-
tering produced the movement from traditional to modern societies: from
subsistence to industrial economies, from predominantly rural to predom-
inantly urban societies, from extended to nuclear families, from ascriptive
to achieved status, from sacred to secular ideologies, from the politics of the
subject to the politics of the participant, from diffuse and multifaceted to
contractual relationships (see chapter 5).

The flaws of modernization theory parallel those of globalization. The
key variables of transition did not vary together, as much research has
shown. Most important, modernization, like globalization, appears in this
theory as a process that just happens, something self-propelled. Modern-
ization talk masked crucial questions of the day: were its criteria Eurocen-
tric, or even based on an idealized vision of what American society was sup-
posed to be like? Was change along such lines just happening or was it
being driven—by American military might or the economic power of cap-
italist corporations?

The contents of the two approaches are obviously different, and I do not
wish to push the parallel beyond the observation that modernization and
globalization represent similar stances in relation to broad processes. Both
define themselves by naming a future as an apparent projection of a pres-
ent, which is sharply distinguished from the past. For the social scientist,
the issue is whether such theories encourage the posing of better, more pre-
cise questions or slip over the most interesting and problematic issues of
our time.

capitalism in an atlantic 
spatial system—and beyond

So let me start somewhere else, with C. L. R. James and Eric Williams.12

These books are both solidly researched analyses, and they are political
texts. I intend to talk about them in both senses, to emphasize how reading
them allows us to juxtapose space and time in a creative way. James was
born in the British colony of Trinidad in 1901. He was a Pan-Africanist and
a Trotskyite, an activist in anti-imperialist movements in the 1930s that
linked Africa, Europe, and the Caribbean. Black Jacobins (1938) was a his-
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tory of the Haitian revolution, from 1791 to 1804, and it showed that in the
eighteenth century as much as the twentieth economic processes and po-
litical mobilization both crossed oceans.

To James, slavery in the Caribbean was not an archaic system. The or-
ganizational forms that became characteristic of modern industrial cap-
italism—massed laborers working under supervision, time-discipline in
cultivation and processing, year-round planning of tasks, control over res-
idential as well as productive space—were pioneered on Caribbean sugar
estates as much as in English factories. The slaves were African; the capital
came from France; the land was in the Caribbean. Eric Williams, historian
and later prime minister of Trinidad, elaborated the process by which the
transatlantic connections were forged, arguing that the slave trade helped
bring about capitalist development in England, eventually the industrial
revolution.

Slavery was not new in Africa or in Europe. What was new was the in-
terrelationship of Africa, Europe, and the Americas, which changed the way
actors in all places acted, forced a change in scale, and gave a relentless logic
to the expansion of the system into the nineteenth century.

When the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen was being
discussed in Paris, it did not occur to most participants that the categories
might embrace people in the colonies. But colonials thought they did, first
planters who saw themselves as property-owning Frenchmen, entitled to
voice the interests of their colony vis-à-vis the French state, then the gens
de couleur, property-owning people of mixed origin, who saw themselves
as citizens too, irrespective of race. Then slaves became aware both of uni-
versalistic discourse about rights and citizenship coming from Paris and the
weakening of the state as republicans, royalists, and different planters
fought with each other. James stresses the “Jacobin” side of the rebellion:
the serious debate in Paris over whether the field of application of the uni-
versal declaration was bounded or not, the seizure by slaves of this dis-
course of rights, the mixture of ideals and strategy that led a French gover-
nor to abolish slavery in 1793 and try to rally slaves to the cause of
Republican France, and the multisided and shifting struggle of slave-led
armies, full of alliances and betrayals, which ended in the independence of
Haiti. He mentioned that two-thirds of the slaves at the time of the revo-
lution were born in Africa, but he was not particularly interested in that
fact or its implications.

The year of Black Jacobins’ publication, 1938, was the centenary of
Great Britain’s decision to end the intermediary status (“apprenticeship”)
through which slaves passed as they were emancipated. The British gov-
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ernment, which had for years emphasized its emancipatory history, now
banned all celebrations of the centenary. A series of strikes and riots had
taken place in the West Indies and central Africa between 1935 and 1938;
celebrating emancipation might have called attention to the meagerness of
its fruits. James brings this out in his text. His intervention tied a history
of the liberation accomplished in 1804 to the liberation he hoped to see—
in the British as well as in the French empires—in his own time.

His text had another significance. Haiti did not go down in history as the
vanguard of emancipation and decolonization; it was for colonial elites the
symbol of backwardness and for nineteenth-century abolitionists an em-
barrassment. James wanted to change that record, to make the Haitian rev-
olution a modern uprising against a modern form of exploitation, the van-
guard of a universal process. Michel-Rolph Trouillot has called attention to
what James left out in order to do this, what he calls the “war within the
war,” another layer of rebellion by slaves of African origin who rejected the
compromises the leadership was making—for it was seeking to preserve
plantation production, some kind of state structure, and some kind of rela-
tionship with the French—all of which these slaves rejected. Trouillot notes
that the upper class of Haiti likes to claim direct descent from the national-
ists of 1791; to do so takes a willful act of silencing.13

In spite of all James left out for his 1938 purposes, he disrupts present-
day notions of historical time and space in a fruitful way. The revolution
happened too early. It began only two years after the storming of the
Bastille. The nation-state was being transcended as it was being born; the
universe to which the rights of man applied was extended even as those
rights were being specified; slaves were claiming a place in the polity before
political philosophers had decided whether they belonged; and transoceanic
movements of ideas were having an effect while territorially defined social
movements were still coming into their own. Many of the questions being
debated in James’s time were already posed, with great forcefulness, be-
tween 1791 and 1804. So too some of the questions James didn’t want to
pose, as Trouillot has reminded us.

Looking at 1791 and 1938 together allows us to see politics in cross-
continental spatial perspective, not as a binary opposition of local authen-
ticity against global domination, and to emphasize struggle over the mean-
ing of ideas as much as their transmission across space. The French Revo-
lution installed liberty and citizenship in the lexicon of politics, but it did
not fix their meanings, the spatial limits of the concepts, or the cultural cri-
teria necessary for their application. If some political currents (in 1791 or
2000) sought a narrow, territorially or culturally bounded definition of the
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rights-bearing citizen, others (in 1791 or 2000) developed deterritorialized
political discourses. This dialectic of territorialization and deterritorializa-
tion has undergone many shifts since then.

James’s argument is an “Atlantic” one, Williams’s as well. Both empha-
size a specific set of connections, with worldwide implications to be sure,
but whose historical actuality is more precisely rooted. The development of
capitalism is at the core of their argument: capital formation via the
African-European-American slave trade, the interconnectedness of labor
supply, production, and consumption, and the invention of forms of work
discipline in both field and factory. The struggle against this transoceanic
capitalism was equally transoceanic.

Atlantic perspectives have been considerably extended via Sidney
Mintz’s analysis of the effects of Caribbean sugar on European culture,
class relations, and economy, and Richard Price’s studies about the cultural
connections of the Caribbean world. Such studies do not point to the mere
transmission of culture across space (as in other scholars’ search for
“African elements” in Caribbean cultures), but look instead at an intercon-
tinental zone in which cultural inventiveness, synthesis, and adaptation
take place, both reflecting and altering power relations.14

The Atlantic perspective does not necessarily have this ocean at its core.
There were many shorelines and islands that were all but bypassed by the
colonizing-enslaving-trading-producing-consuming system, even at its
eighteenth-century peak. And there were places in other oceans (such as
Indian Ocean sugar-producing islands) that were Atlantic in structure even
if they were in another ocean. Powerful as the forces James and Williams
wrote about, they had their histories, their limitations, their weaknesses.
One can, as these authors show, write about large-scale, long-term
processes without overlooking specificity, contingency, and contestation.

oceans, continents, and intertwined histories

But the history of long-distance connections goes back farther than the his-
tory of capitalism centered in northwestern Europe and the Atlantic Ocean.
Take the following sentence from an historian’s article: “There have been
few times in history when the world has been so closely interconnected—
not only economically, but also in culture and tradition.”15 Is she writing
about the globalization era of the late twentieth century? Actually, she is
describing the Mongol empires of the fourteenth century: an imperial sys-
tem stretching from China to central Europe, laced with trade routes and
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featuring linked belief systems (a marriage of kinship and warrior ideology
from East Asia and Islamic learning and law from western Asia), a balance
of nomadic, agricultural, and urban economies, and a communications sys-
tem based in relays of horsemen that kept the imperial center informed.

Analyzing regional connections and culture—in large empires or net-
works of trade and religious linkages—means coming to grips with the
lumpiness of power and economic relations and the way such asymmetries
shifted over time.16 Attempts to posit a transition from multiple worlds to
a single world system with a core and a periphery have been mechanistic
and inadequate to understand the unevenness and the dynamics of such 
a spatial system. Rather than arguing for a sixteenth- or seventeenth-
century world system—and then assigning causal weight to the logic of the
system itself—one can argue that structures of power and exchange were
not so global and not so systematic and that what was new was in the do-
main of political imagination.17 With the widespread Portuguese and
Dutch voyages and conquests, it became possible to think of the world as
the ultimate unit of ambition and political and economic strategy. But it
still required considerable scientific progress, in cartography for example,
to give content to such imaginings, let alone to act on such a basis. The re-
lationship among different regional trading systems, religious networks,
projections of power, and geographical understandings presents a complex
and highly uneven historical pattern.

Empires are a particular kind of spatial system, boundary-crossing and
also bounded. There is now abundant scholarship on their ambiguity: their
structure emphasizes difference and hierarchy, yet they also constituted a
single political unit, and hence a potential unit of moral discourse. Jurists in
Spain from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century debated the moral au-
thority of an imperial ruler to subordinate certain subjects but not others,
to take the land of some but not others. Imperial forces often recognized
and profited from preexisting circuits of commerce, but they could also be
threatened by networks they did not control and by the unpredictable ef-
fects of interaction between agents of empire and indigenous commercial
and political actors. Empires generated creole societies that might distance
themselves from the metropole even as they claimed “civilizational” au-
thority by association with it.18

A seminal intervention into these issues—in some ways breathing new
life into the James-Williams argument—comes from a historian of China,
Kenneth Pomeranz. He notes that the economies of Europe and China be-
fore 1800 operated in quite different ways but that it makes little sense to
say that one was better, more powerful, or more capable of investment and
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innovation than the other. Instead of a single center of a world economy, he
finds several centers with their own peripheries. The central regions in
China and those in northwestern Europe were not notably unequal in their
access to resources needed for industrialization. But after 1800, they di-
verged. He argues that different kinds of relations with regional peripheries
shape this divergence. China’s trading and political connections with South-
east Asia brought it into relationship with a periphery that was in many
ways too similar: rice-growing, trade-oriented communities. European ex-
pansion, however, both built upon and built differentiation, in terms of ecol-
ogy and in terms of labor. The slave plantation in European colonies devel-
oped resource complementarities with key regions in Europe that the
Chinese empire could not emulate. China could not overcome resource
blockages in food and fuel that the industrializing regions of Western Eu-
rope were able to surmount. The different forms of imperial projection—
the specific blockages overcome or not overcome—shaped the divergence.19

Africa’s place within such a picture is crucial: the possibility of moving—
by force—labor from Africa to parts of the Americas (where indigenous
populations had been marginalized or killed off) allowed European empires
to develop labor complementarities and to turn land complementarities into
something useable.African slaves grew sugar on Caribbean islands that sup-
plied English workers with calories and stimulants. But how could such a
frightful complementarity come about? Only with powerful commercial
and navigational systems to connect parts of this Atlantic system.Only with
an institutional apparatus—the colonial state—capable of backing up the
coercive capability of individual Caribbean slave owners, of defining an in-
creasingly racialized system of law that marked enslaved Africans and their
descendants in a particular way, and of enforcing property rights across dif-
ferent parts of an imperial system, but whose power was vulnerable in ways
James pointed out.Only by developing connections to African states,mostly
unconquered, and African trading systems, and then by influencing those
relationships in a powerful—and horrendous—manner.20

But to understand the contrast—and the interrelation—of coastal West
Africa and the heartlands of capitalist agriculture and early industrializa-
tion in England, one must look at the ways in which production was or-
ganized, not just the way it fit into a wide spatial system. Marx stressed the
importance in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries of “primitive ac-
cumulation,” the separation of producers from the means of production. It
was this process that forced the possessors of land and the possessors of
labor power to face each day the necessity to combine their assets with
some degree of efficiency. Feudal landlords, slave owners, and peasants all
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could respond—or not respond—to market incentives, but capitalists and
workers were trapped.

One can argue that in most of Africa one is at the other extreme, and
therefore Africa should play a crucial role in the study of capitalism, how-
ever paradoxical this might now appear. For a combination of social and
geographic reasons, what Albert Hirschman calls the “exit option” was par-
ticularly open in Africa.21 There were a few places with the resources for
prosperity, but many places with adequate resources for survival, and cor-
porate kinship structures made mobility into a collective process. Africa’s
islands of exploitation were linked by trading diasporas and other socio-
cultural linkages, so that movement and the juggling of alternative politi-
cal and economic possibilities remained key strategies. This does not mean
that Africa was a continent of tranquil villages, for efforts were being made
to overcome precisely the challenges of kinship groups and physical dis-
persal. The would-be king tried to get hold of detached people—those who
fell afoul of kinship group elders or those whose own groups had fallen
apart—to build a patrimonial following. But anyone who built up land re-
sources had to face the problem that laborers could flee or use their corpo-
rate strength to resist subordination. Expanding production often meant
bringing in outsiders, often through enslavement. Power depended on con-
trolling the external.

And here we have an intertwining of histories that cannot simply be
compared. The British economy in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies was prepared to use its overseas connections in a more dynamic way
than had the Iberian imperialists of an earlier epoch. African kings were
vulnerable at home and found strength in their external connections. The
slave trade meant different things to different partners: for the African king
it meant gaining resources (guns, metals, cloth and other goods with redis-
tributive potential) by seizing someone else’s human assets, rather than
facing the difficulties of subordinating one’s own population. Raiding
slaves from another polity and selling them to an outside buyer external-
ized the supervision problem as well as the recruitment problem. Over
time, the external market had increasing effects on the politics and eco-
nomics of parts of West and Central Africa, effects that were unpredictable
to the first rulers who became enmeshed in this transatlantic system. It fos-
tered militarized states and more efficient slave-trading mechanisms. This
militarization was, from the point of view of African participants in the
process, an unintended consequence of the fatal intertwining: outlets for
war captives created a new and insidious logic that began to drive the en-
tire system of slave catching and slave marketing.
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So while one set of structures were enhanced in Africa by the slave
trade, another set—the “modern” institutions of production, commercial-
ization, and capital movement described by James and Williams—devel-
oped between the Caribbean and Europe. The Atlantic system depended on
the connection of vastly different systems of production and power and had
different consequences for each point in the system.

When Europeans finally decided in the early nineteenth century that
the slave trade was immoral, the odium of it was attached to Africans who
continued to engage in such practices, and Africans moved from being the
Enslavable Other to the Enslaving Other, an object for humanitarian de-
nunciation and intervention.22 What was most “global” in the nineteenth
century was not the actual structure of economic and political interaction,
but the language in which slavery was discussed by its opponents: a lan-
guage of shared humanity and the rights of man, evoked by a transatlantic
social movement that was both Euro-American and Afro-American. This
language was used first to expunge an evil from European empires and the
Atlantic system and, from the 1870s onward, to save Africans from their
alleged tyranny toward each other. The actual impetus and mechanisms of
European conquest were of course more particular than that. Colonial in-
vasions entailed the concentration of military power in small spaces, the
movement of colonial armies onward, and a strikingly unimpressive colo-
nial capacity to exercise power systematically and routinely over the terri-
tories under European rule. A globalizing language stood alongside a struc-
ture of domination and exploitation that was lumpy to an extreme.

This is little more than a sketch of a complex history. From the six-
teenth-century slave trade through the nineteenth-century period of im-
perialism in the name of emancipation, the interrelation of different parts
of the world was essential to the histories of each part of it. But the mech-
anisms of interrelation were contingent and limited in their transformative
capacity—as they still are. In that sense, the Atlantic system was not en-
tirely systematic, nor was it an eighteenth-century “globalization.”

doing history backwards: colonization 
and the antecedents of globalization

Scholars working within globalization paradigms differ over whether the
present should be considered the latest of a series of globalizations, each
more inclusive than the last, or else a global age distinct from a past in which
economic and social relations were contained within nation-states or em-
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pires and in which interaction took place among such internally coherent
units. Both conceptions share the same problem: writing history backwards,
taking an idealized version of the “globalized present” and working back-
wards to show how everything either led up to it (“proto-globalization”) or
how everything, until the arrival of the global age itself, deviated from it. In
neither version does one watch history unfold over time, producing dead
ends as well as pathways leading somewhere, creating conditions and con-
tingencies in which actors made decisions, mobilized other people, and took
actions that both opened and constrained future possibilities.23

Let us take an example from where I left off in the last section: colo-
nization by European powers in Africa in the late nineteenth century. At
first glance, this fits a metahistory of integration—however ugly some of
its forms may have been—of apparently isolated regions into what was be-
coming a singular, European-dominated globality.24 Colonial ideologists
themselves claimed that they were “opening” the African continent. But
colonization does not fit the integrative imagery associated with globaliza-
tion. Colonial conquests imposed territorial borders on long-distance trad-
ing networks within Africa and imposed monopolies on the growing exter-
nal trade of this time, damaging or destroying more articulated trading
systems crossing the Indian Ocean and the Sahara Desert and lining the
West African coast. Africans were forced into imperial economic systems
focused on a single European metropole. More profoundly, colonial terri-
tories were highly disarticulated politically, socially, and economically: col-
onizers made their money by focusing investment and infrastructure on
extremely narrow, largely extractive forms of production and exchange.25

They taught some indigenous peoples some of what they needed to inter-
act with Europeans, and then tried to isolate them from others whose divi-
sion into allegedly distinct cultural and political units (“tribes”) was em-
phasized and institutionalized. There might be a better case for calling
colonization deglobalization rather than globalization, except that the prior
systems were constituted out of specific networks, with their own mecha-
nisms and limits, and except that colonial economies were in reality cross-
cut by numerous networks of exchange and socio-cultural interaction (also
dependent on specific mechanisms and bounded in particular ways). To
study colonization is to study the reorganization of space, the forging and
unforging of linkages; to call it globalization, distorted globalization, or de-
globalization is to hold colonization against an abstract standard with little
relation to historical processes.

Was decolonization a step toward globalization? It was literally a step
toward internationalization—that is, a new relationship of nation-states,
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which is what globalizers, with reason, try to distinguish from globaliza-
tion. Newly independent states were at pains to emphasize their national
quality, and economic policy often relied on import-substitution industri-
alization and other distinctly national strategies to shape such an economic
unit.

Does the era of Structural Adjustment Plans, imposed on now-hapless
African states by international financial institutions such as the IMF, at last
represent the triumph of globalization on a resistant continent? That cer-
tainly was the goal: IMF policy is consistent with the Banker’s Boast, an im-
posed lowering of barriers to capital flows, reduction of tariff barriers, and
aligning of currency on world markets.

But was that the effect? It takes a big leap to go from the Banker’s Boast
to a picture of actual integration. In fact, Africa’s contribution to world
trade and its intake of investment funds was larger in the days of national
economic policy than in the days of economic openness.26 Shall we call this
the age of globalizing deglobalization in Africa or of distorted globaliza-
tion? Is Africa the exception that proves the rule, the unglobalized conti-
nent, and is it paying a heavy price for its obstinacy in the face of the 
all-powerful world trend? The problem with making integration the stan-
dard—and measuring everything else as lack, failure, or distortion—is that
one fails to ask what is actually happening in Africa.

The downsizing of governments and the loosening of investment and
trade regulations are important trends, but they reflect the force of pro-
globalization arguments within institutions like the IMF more than an on-
going process. Rule-making is not production, exchange, or consumption.
All of those depend on specific structures, and these need to be analyzed in
all their complexity and particularity. Africa is filled with areas where in-
ternational investors do not go—even when there are minerals that would
repay investors’ efforts. To get to such places requires not deregulation, but
institutions and networks capable of getting there.

One could make related arguments about China—where the state’s eco-
nomic role and importance in mediating relations to the outside world are
far too strong for the globalization paradigm–or Russia, where oligarchs
and mafias imply a model focused on networks more than integrative
world markets. Africa now appears to belong to the half of the globe that is
not globalized. Better, however, to emphasize not a globalizing (or deglob-
alizing) Africa (or China, or Russia), but rather changing relationships of
externally based firms and financial organizations, indigenous regional
networks, transcontinental networks, states, and international organiza-
tions.27 Some linkages, such as the relationships of transnational oil com-
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panies to the state in Nigeria or Angola, are narrowly extractive in one di-
rection and provide rewards to gatekeeping elites in the other. There is
nothing weblike about this. At another extreme are the illicit networks that
sent out diamonds from the rebel-controlled areas of Sierra Leone and An-
gola and brought in arms and luxury goods for warlords and their follow-
ers. Such networks were built out of youth detached from their villages of
origin (or kidnapped from them), and flourished in contexts where young
men had few routes to a future other than joining the forces assembled by
a regional warlord. These systems were linked to diamond buyers and arms
sellers in Europe (sometimes via South Africa, Russian, or Serbian pilots),
but they depended on quite specific mechanisms of connection. Rather 
than integrating the regions in which they operated, they reinforced frag-
mentation and reduced the range of activities in which most people in a
violence-torn region could engage.28 The diamond-arms nexus recalls the
slave trade of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, for there too,
as James and Williams understood very well, were historical processes un-
folding in Africa that made no sense except in their relationship to the At-
lantic system.The modern version provides a product to be enjoyed by peo-
ple in distant lands—who do not necessarily ask where the diamond came
from, any more than the consumers of sugar in nineteenth-century Eng-
land wanted to know about the blood in which their sugar was soaked. And
now, there are “international issue networks” developing to tell the dia-
mond users in Europe and North America about this blood, using a uni-
versalistic language similar to that of the antislavery movement of the
early nineteenth century.

more than local and less than global:
networks, social fields, diasporas

How does one think about African history in ways that emphasize spatial
connection but do not assume the global? The vision of the colonial official
or the 1930s anthropologist, of Africa divided neatly into culturally dis-
tinct, self-conscious units, did not work, despite the tendency of official
myths to create their own reality. By the 1950s and 1960s, anthropologists
were using other concepts: the “social situation,” the “social field,” and the
“network.” The first two emphasized that in different circumstances
Africans constructed distinct patterns of affinity and moral sanction and
moved back and forth between them; class affiliation might be operative in
a mine town, deference to elders in a village. Conquest itself created a
“colonial situation,” as Georges Balandier described it in his pathbreaking
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article of 1951, defined by external coercion and racialized ideology within
a space marked by conquest boundaries; Africans, far from living within
their bounded tribes, had to maneuver within—or try to transform—the
colonial situation. The network concept stressed the webs of connection
that people developed as they crossed space, countering the somewhat arti-
ficial notion of situations as being spatially distinct.29

These terms did not provide a template for analyzing a structure, but
they directed the researcher toward empirical analysis of how connections
were formed, toward defining units of analysis by observation of the bound-
aries of interaction.They encouraged studying the channels through which
power was exercised. These concepts thus had their limits, and they did not
address the kinds of macro-processes to be found in the historical analysis
of James or Williams. Nevertheless, one can use such a framework to study
the merchant diasporas of West Africa—in which Islamic brotherhoods as
well as kinship and ethnic ties maintained trust and information flows across
long distances and during transactions with culturally distinct popula-
tions—or the long-distance migrant labor networks of southern Africa.30

The network concept puts as much emphasis on nodes and blockages as on
movement, and thus calls attention to institutions—including police con-
trols over migration, licensing, and welfare systems. It thus avoids the
amorphous quality of an anthropology of flows and fragments.

These concepts open the door to examination of the wide variety of
units of affinity and mobilization, the kinds of subjective attachments peo-
ple form and the collectivities that are capable of action. One is not limited
by supposedly primordial identifications, to the tribe or race for instance, or
to a specific space. One can start with identification with Africa itself and
study the diasporic imagination, for Africa as a space to which people at-
tached meaning was defined less by processes within the continental
boundaries than by its diaspora. If slave traders defined Africa as a place
where they could legitimately enslave people, their victims discovered in
their ordeal a commonality that defined them as people with a past, a place,
a collective imagination.

When African American activists in the early nineteenth century began
to evoke images of Africa or “Ethiopia,” they were making a point within a
Christian conception of universal history more than a reference to partic-
ular cultural affinities. The meanings of Africa-consciousness have been
varied, and their relationship to the particulars of Africa even more so.
J. Lorand Matory argues that certain African “ethnic groups” defined
themselves in the course of an African-American dialogue under the influ-
ence of former slaves who returned to the region of their fathers and ad-
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vocated forms of collective identification that transcended local divisions
and were based as much on an imagined future as a claimed past.31

The spatial imagination of intellectuals, missionaries, and political ac-
tivists, from the early nineteenth to the mid twentieth century was thus
varied. It was neither global nor local, but was built out of specific lines of
connection and posited regional, continental, and transcontinental affini-
ties. These spatial affinities could narrow, expand, and narrow again. Pan-
Africanism was more salient in the 1930s and early 1940s than in the
1950s, when territorial units became more accessible foci of claims and
when political imagination became (for a time at least) more national.
French officials in the postwar decade tried to get Africans to imagine
themselves in a different way, as citizens of a Union Française, and African
politicians tried to use this imperial version of citizenship to make claims
on the metropole. But imperial citizenship was riddled with too many con-
tradictions and hypocrisies to constitute to most Africans a plausible case
for supranational identification. French officials, aware of the cost of mak-
ing imperial citizenship meaningful, backed away from it, using the word
territorialization in the mid 1950s to emphasize that in conceding power to
Africans the government was devolving on them the responsibility of
meeting the demands of citizens with the resources of individual territo-
ries.32 Among the various possibilities—pan-African visions, large-scale
federations, and imperial citizenship—the territorially bounded citizenship
that Africans received was the product of a specific history of claims and
counterclaims.

One needs to look at other circuits: religious pilgrimages to Mecca and
networks of training that Muslim clerics followed all over the Sahara
Desert, from the eighth century, and intensely from the eighteenth; re-
gional systems of shrines in Central Africa; religious connections between
Africans and African American missionaries. The linkage between intra-
African and extra-African networks is an old one: the Brazil-Angola-
Portugal slave-trading nexus; trans-Saharan commercial, religious, and
scholarly networks connecting to Hausa and Mandingo systems within
West Africa; a trading system extending from Mozambique Island through
the Red Sea, southern Arabia, and the Persian Gulf to Gujarat; a Dutch-
pioneered system that connected Indonesia, South Africa, and Europe, with
tentacles reaching into the interior of southern Africa; the network of mer-
chants and professionals across coastal West Africa, with links to Brazil,
Europe, the Caribbean, and the West African interior, shaping racially 
and culturally mixed coastal communities; and, more recently, the horrifi-
cally effective networks of diamond and arms smugglers connecting Sierra
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Leone and Angola to Europe. One cannot argue that networks are soft and
cozy whereas structures are hard and domineering.33

And one can look at the border-crossing “issue networks,” of which the
antislavery movement of the early nineteenth century was the great pio-
neer.34 Anticolonial movements from the 1930s onward were able to make
the once-ordinary category of “colony” into something unacceptable in in-
ternational discourse largely because they linked activists in African towns
and cities with principled groups in metropoles, who in turn tied those is-
sues to the self-conception of democracies. In South Africa in the early
twentieth century, scholars have found in a single rural district linkages to
church groups emphasizing Christian brotherhood, to liberal constitution-
alist reforms in cities, to African American movements, and to regional or-
ganizations of labor tenants.35 The shifting articulations of local, regional,
and international movements shaped a political repertoire that kept a vari-
ety of possibilities alive and suggested ways of finding help in the African
diaspora and in Euro-American issue networks. In the end, South African
whites, who prided themselves on their connections to the “Christian” and
“civilized” west, lost the battle of linkages.

Perhaps social democrats have better things to do than lament. The cur-
rent efforts of trade unions and NGOs to challenge “global” capitalism via
“global” social movements—such as those against sweat shops and child
labor in the international clothing and shoe industries or the movement to
ban “conflict diamonds”—have precedents going back to the late eigh-
teenth century, and they have won a few victories along the way. Argu-
ments based on the rights of man have as good a claim to global relevance
as arguments based on the market. And in both cases, discourse has been
far more global than practice.

rethinking the present

The point of these short narratives is not to say that nothing changes under
the sun. Obviously, the commodity exchange system, forms of production,
the modalities of state interventions into societies, capital exchange sys-
tems, let alone technologies of communication, have changed enormously.
The slave-sugar-manufactured goods commodity circuits of the eighteenth
century had a vastly different significance for capitalist development in
that era than the diamond-arms circuit does today. My argument is for pre-
cision in specifying how such commodity circuits are constituted, how con-
nections across space are extended and bounded, and how large-scale, long-
term processes, such as capitalist development, can be analyzed with due
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attention to their power, their limitations, and the mechanisms that shape
them. One can, of course, call all of this globalization, but that is to say lit-
tle more than that history happens within the boundaries of the planet and
therefore all history is global history. However, if one wants to use global-
ization as the progressive integration of different parts of the world into a
singular whole, then the argument falls victim to linearity and teleology.
The globalizers are right to tell us to look at long-distance connections. The
difficulty is to come up with concepts that are discerning enough to say
something significant about them. Like modernization theory, globaliza-
tion draws its power from uniting diverse phenomena into a singular con-
ceptual framework and a singular notion of change. And that is where both
approaches occlude rather than clarify historical processes.

But what about reversing the argument—admitting that there is little
point in refining globalization by adding a historical dimension, and turn-
ing instead to the other position that some globalizers take: that the global
age is now, and it is clearly distinguished from the past? Here, my argu-
ment has not been against the specificity of the present, but whether char-
acterizing it as global distinguishes it from the past. Communications rev-
olutions, capital movements, and regulatory apparatuses all need to be
studied and their relationships, mutually reinforcing or contradictory, ex-
plored. But we need more refined theoretical apparatus and a less mislead-
ing rhetoric than that provided by globalization—whether Banker’s Boast,
Social Democrat’s Lament, or the Dance of the Flows and Fragments. I have
argued this both by looking at the variety and specificity of cross-territo-
rial connecting mechanisms in past and present, and the misleading conno-
tations of the “global” and the “-ization.”

The point goes beyond the academic’s quest for refinement: a lot is at
stake in the kinds of questions brought to the fore by the conceptual ap-
paratus. International financial institutions that tell African leaders that
development will follow if they open their economies will not get to the
bottom of that continent’s problems unless they address how specific struc-
tures within African societies, within or across borders, provide opportuni-
ties and constraints for production and exchange and how specific mecha-
nisms in external commodity markets provide opportunities and blockages
for African products. State institutions, oligarchies, warlords, regional ma-
fias, commercial diasporas, oligopolistic foreign corporations, and varied
networks shape the nature of capitalism and its highly uneven effects. Cap-
italism remains lumpy.36

It is no surprise that journalists and academics alike react with a sense of
wonder to the multiplicity of forms of communication that have opened up
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(but are available only to some) and to the border-crossing strategies of
many firms (but not others). The globalization fad is an understandable re-
sponse to this sense of connectivity and opportunity, just as modernization
theory was to the collapsing rigidities of European societies in the 1950s
and the escape from the constraints of colonial empires. Globalization can
be invoked to make a variety of claims, but it can also constrict the political
imagination, occlude the power and importance of the long history of
transnational mobilizations, and discourage focus on institutions and net-
works that can offer opportunities as well as constraints.

Of course, all the changing forms of transcontinental connections, all the
forms of integration and differentiation, of flows and blockages, of the past
and present can be seen as aspects of a singular but complex process, which
we can label globalization. But that is to defend the concept by emphasiz-
ing how little it signifies. Words matter. The incessant talk about globaliza-
tion—the word, the images associated with it, and arguments for and
against “it”—both reflect and reinforce fascination with boundless connec-
tivity. Yet scholars do not need to choose between a rhetoric of containers
and a rhetoric of flows. They do not need to decide whether Africa is part of
a necessary and universal trend or a peculiar and frustrating exception; in-
stead they can analyze how it and other regions are linked and bounded.
Not least of the questions we should be asking concerns the present: what
is actually new? What are the limits and mechanisms of ongoing changes?
And above all, can we develop a differentiated vocabulary that encourages
thinking about connections and their limits?
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5 Modernity

113

The word modernity is now used to make so many different points that
continued deployment of it may contribute more to confusion than to clar-
ity. Scholars who use the term are trying to address issues of great im-
portance for debates over past, present, and future. Modernity is evoked 
in public debate, and such uses demand attention. But modernity is not 
just a “native’s category”; it is employed as an analytic category as well—
defining a subject for scholarly inquiry—and that is where its value is in
doubt. Four perspectives on modernity run through much of the academic
literature:

1. Modernity represents a powerful claim to singularity: it is a long and
continuing project, central to the history of Western Europe, and in turn
defining a goal to which the rest of the world aspires. This singularity is
applauded by those who see new opportunities for personal, social, and
political advancement as liberation from the weight of backwardness and
the oppressiveness of past forms of Western imperialism.

2. Modernity, again, is a bundle of social, ideological, and political phenom-
ena whose historical origins lie in the West, but this time it is condemned
as itself an imperial construct, a global imposition of specifically Western
social, economic, and political forms that tames and sterilizes the rich di-
versity of human experience and the sustaining power of diverse forms
of community.

3. Modernity is still singular; it is indeed a European project and a Euro-
pean accomplishment, to be defended against others who may knock at
the gate but whose cultural baggage renders the mastery of modernity
unattainable.



4. Modernity is plural. We have “multiple modernities” and “alternative
modernities.” These arguments either bring out the way in which non-
Western peoples develop cultural forms that are not mere repetitions of
tradition but bring their own perspectives to progress. Or else such in-
terpretations focus on colonized intellectuals or leaders who explicitly
engage the claims of Western agents to represent all that was modern
and seek to put forward alternatives that are forward-looking but self-
consciously distinct.

The first three usages of modernity are centered on Europe, whether in
a positive or negative sense. The fourth version is more pluralistic, but is
open to a double critique. On the one hand, it is not clear why an alterna-
tive modernity should be called a modernity at all. If any form of innova-
tion produces a modernity, then the term has little analytic purchase. On
the other hand, if alternative modernities all represent alternatives to a Eu-
ropean modernity, then one package of cultural traits is being awarded a
European pedigree while other packages are being linked across time to a
people, however defined, as in Chinese modernity or Islamic modernity.
Both the idea of package-making and its time-transcending, essentializing
association with a particular people demand scrutiny.

The vast literature keeps multiplying a further confusion: is modernity
a condition—something written into the exercise of economic and political
power at a global level? Or is it a representation, a way of talking about the
world in which one uses a language of temporal transformation while
bringing out the simultaneity of global unevenness, in which “tradition” is
produced by telling a story of how some people became “modern”? If we
are talking about a condition, then the question is whether modernity, as
an analytic category, encourages us to ask good questions about what that
condition is. If we are talking about representations, then the question is
whose? Might a scholar’s conviction of the importance of the modernity
problematic lead to the imposition of one modernity, or any modernity, on
other people’s conceptual schemas? Some insist that modernity is both a
condition and a representation of that condition, indeed that it is the con-
dition, the predicament of the present: “Modernity is a global condition
that now affects all our actions, interpretations, and habits, across nations
and irrespective of which civilizational roots we may have or lay claim to.”1

But if modernity is everything and everything is modernity, is the concept
helping us distinguish anything from anything else?

A few brave souls have come to question the usefulness of the concept:
John Kelly wishes “not for alternative modernities but alternatives to
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‘modernity’ as a chronotope necessary for social theory.”2 But most soldier
on, in their own ways, quite inconsistent with each other. Whether moder-
nity appears as a bright but distant star—the aspirations of diverse people
for a world with less poverty and less tyranny—or as the hubris of those
who would remake the world by the dictates of their own notions of ra-
tionality, these are powerful concerns, and the question is not whether they
are worth pondering, but whether the concept of modernity has enough
clarity to advance thinking about them.

The usual response of a scholar faced with the conceptual confusion that
bedevils modernity is to plunge more deeply into the subject: let the users
of the term fight it out; may the best modernity win. My argument is the
reverse: scholars should not try for a slightly better definition so that they
can talk about modernity more clearly. They should instead listen to what
is being said in the world. If modernity is what they hear, they should ask
how it is being used and why; otherwise, shoehorning a political discourse
into modern, antimodern, or postmodern discourses, or into “their” moder-
nity or “ours,” is more distorting than revealing.

In colonial studies, modernity has had an especially powerful valence,
producing both a useful critique and a constricting abstraction. The power
of the concept comes from the assertion that modernity has been the model
held up before colonized people: a marker of Europe’s right to rule, some-
thing to which the colonized should aspire but could never quite deserve.
The critique of modernity seethes with resentment and longing. In weav-
ing together modernity and colonialism, critics have tried to force a re-
thinking not only of colonialism but of an entire vision of change that con-
tinues to condemn Africans and Asians to the role of “catching up.” This is
an important, in some ways essential, critique to think with and through.
But it is also a confining one, both as a way of studying history and as a po-
litical project. In both senses, the critique itself keeps modernity on an in-
tellectual pedestal, and the insistence that modernity be the reference point
in a quest for alternatives makes it more difficult to talk about salient issues
in altogether different terms.

Modernity has been a claim-making concept—in certain moments of
history, not all moments, and not all places at the same time. Imperial ide-
ologues, at various points in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, put
forth either transformative or static versions of a modernity argument:
that bringing the backward into the modern world justified colonization, or
that Europe’s essential modernizing capacity compared to Africa’s inherent
backwardness justified long-term rule over Africa. But to argue, as does
Partha Chatterjee, that “the question that frames the debate over social
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transformation in the colonial period is that of modernity” is to mistake ar-
guments within colonial history—set against other arguments and other
tendencies—for an essence of colonialism.3

For the political activist, modernity is only one of the terms in which
claims can be made. The act of abstracting a claim from its specific referents
and reframing it in terms of modernity has the virtue of linking it to other
claims but the weakness of diminishing the stakes that women and men
might have in the specific issue at hand. An argument phrased in terms of
modernity may be convincing to someone for whom the self-image of
being on the side of progress is important, and it may be repulsive to some-
one who fears the loss of familiar solidarities. It is good historical practice
to recognize the discursive and material constraints within which colonized
people asserted themselves and to see how in the course of struggle certain
options were precluded, but if we start out with an assumption of an “in-
commensurable” difference between a package of Western modernity and
alternatives packages rooted in African or Asian communities, the possible
trajectories of political action, past and future, are narrowed from the start.4

The trade unionists of French West Africa in the 1950s whom I have stud-
ied (see chapter 7) did very well for their members by translating colonial
officials’ desire to see their policies as progressive into concrete claims for
wages, family allowances, and other benefits. That trade unionists found a
useful lever within imperial ideology does not mean that they—let alone
the rank and file—bought the package French officials had in mind or used
resources to build the kinds of families French officials wanted for them.
Their strategy had political, social, and cultural costs too, and understand-
ing them is part of the story of decolonization and its aftermath.

The colonial question is not the modernity question, even if issues of
modernity arise within colonial history. And if we recognize that about the
colonial past, perhaps we can pose issues about the future with more preci-
sion and without reproducing the polarities that we want to dismantle. In
the following pages, I point both to the proliferation of meanings of moder-
nity—and hence its confusion when used in the singular—and to the pro-
liferation of modernities, and the vanishing analytical utility of the term in
the plural. The most incisive tenet of modernization theory, its insistence
that modernity constituted a package, has been modified in more recent
scholarship by a willingness to consider that packages might differ from
each other, without focusing on the issue of packaging itself. But, I will
argue, posing the issue at that level of abstraction gives an artificial coher-
ence to the concept of modernity and separates it from the debate and
struggle that have attended the use of such constructs in historical situa-
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tions. The use by historians and others of the concept of colonial modernity
flattens history, elevating messy histories into a consistent project and un-
derplaying the efforts of colonized people to deflect and appropriate ele-
ments of colonizing policies, taking apart the packaging that the critics of
modernity leave intact. Even less helpful is language in which the abstract
category “modernity” becomes a causal agent. Although colonization was
of the era in which it occurred, to identify the villain as modernity is to
avoid rather than foster debate over the political and ethical issues that
matter most.

of “-ity”s and “-ization”s

For someone of my generation, coming of intellectual age in the 1970s,
there is an irony to the modernity fad of the 1990s and 2000s. We cut our
eye teeth—the ones that chew up concepts—on modernization. This con-
cept was the most sweeping of all the “-ization”s that were then in vogue:
urbanization, commercialization, industrialization, proletarianization.
These words seemed to take the life out of politics and history, for they
posited self-propelled movements of large-scale change that could be ana-
lyzed scientifically, leaving little room for the actions of human agents or
for the importance of struggle. Of all such concepts, modernization was the
one we loved to hate. Its best-known texts, W. W. Rostow’s for instance,
seemed unreflexively to assume that American society—as understood in
the 1950s—represented the telos toward which all the world would con-
verge.5 Modernization theory was both analytic and normative, its insis-
tence on the historical inevitability of modernization its most powerful ar-
gument for jumping on the bandwagon.6

There were many critiques of modernization theory.7 Some were em-
pirical: the theory implied an observable trend toward global homogeniza-
tion around critical social indicators, while research indicated divergent
pathways toward ends that were not so clear. Others thought American
modernization theorists were looking toward the wrong modernity; they
reversed Rostow’s anticommunist manifesto to argue that Marxism de-
fined a preferable form of modernization. By the mid 1970s, world-systems
theory turned modernization into a global dualism: modernization really
happened in the “core” because the “periphery” was blocked in its back-
wardness. But adding peripheralization to the self-propelling “-izations”
did not solve the problem of understanding the causes and limits of inte-
grating tendencies.8
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Someone my age is thus struck by the irony of opening virtually any
scholarly journal, from International Organization to Social Text, and
finding that the most teleological of the teleologies are still alive and well,
espoused not only by apologists for the World Bank’s economic policies, but
by people who regard themselves as critics. Some of the apologists have re-
vived modernization in the form of globalization—just as self-propelled
and homogenizing, but now with the discipline of all-pervasive, near-
instantaneous market transactions and continent-hopping media substi-
tuted for the broader social logic of modernization theory. Some of their
critics lament globalization without questioning that “it” defines our era
(see chapter 4).

Meanwhile, the scholarly reader has in the last few years been inun-
dated with book after book sporting titles like Habitations of Modernity,
Modernity at Large, Other Modernities, Modernity: An Ethnographic Ap-
proach, Consuming Modernity, Overcome by Modernity, Critically Mod-
ern, and African Modernities, or with such subtitles as Village Modernity
in West Africa or The Dialectics of Modernity on a South African Frontier.9

Do the “-ity”s imply that the “-ization”s have done their work and pro-
duced the condition toward which the labeled process was leading? Has all
the work that has gone into critical theory merely reproduced American
sociology of the 1950s, reversing modernity’s valence from positive to neg-
ative, while leaving it intact?

In its time, the idea of modernization could be attractive and inspiring,
evoking an aspiration for a life that could be understood and changed for
the better. A younger generation in the two decades after World War II—
in Africa, India, or Europe itself—could distinguish itself from the stodgy
traditionalism of its ancestors. Modernity could also provoke anxiety over
the loss of intimacy and community, the increasing power of impersonal
institutions over social and cultural life, and the dangers of projects of so-
cial transformation destroying individual freedom—an anxiety that ap-
peared all the more acute in Europe after World War II. But the possibili-
ties of attaining modernity were most attractive to those who did not have
it, and by the 1950s much of the world’s colonized population was insisting
their aspirations be taken into account. Claims to be for or against moder-
nity have not gone away, nor have the aspirations that inspired such claims
been fulfilled.

Both the anxieties and the aspirations deserve to be pondered; it is no
wonder that discussions of modernity are often fraught. For both scholar
and activist, the question is whether considering modernity as a coherent
construct enables one to express the range of aspirations for a better life
and whether such a construct points to the realities of an imperious, total-

118 / Concepts in Question



izing imposition. To emphasize the irony that self-proclaimed efforts to
free slaves, emancipate women, and improve economies led to the arro-
gance and destructiveness of colonialism might capture important mo-
ments within a broader history yet miss others, not least of them the
poignancy of claims coming from people once excluded from the material
and cultural resources Europe claimed as its own.

the multiplying modernities
The Now and the New
The most ordinary meaning of modern is that which is new, that which is
distinguishable from the past.10 In this sense, modernity is, was, and always
will be with us, a point nicely illustrated in a recent debate over the types
of art that belong in the Museum of Modern Art. A major donor of impor-
tant art work claimed that modern indeed means “new” and that after fifty
years a painting should be transferred out of the Modern to a museum
whose task was to preserve the old. Against this claim, critics argued that
modern art “has a recognizable style very different from what preceded it
in the West.” Hence “great works of modernism will always be modern,
much as the masterpieces of the Renaissance will always be Renaissance
masterpieces.” If one holds to the former notion of modern art, then it is a
moving category: something that is modern today will no longer be mod-
ern tomorrow. If one holds to the second, then one has to take up the chal-
lenge of defining what makes a style distinct. On this point, the 1950s mod-
ernizers had no doubts: they knew modernity when they saw it and didn’t
hesitate to specify the criteria.11

The modern as “now” conception produces another kind of difficulty: is
everything and everyone modern? In Peter Geschiere’s ethnography of
witchcraft in contemporary Cameroon, The Modernity of Witchcraft, his
deep research and careful argumentation show that witchcraft accusations
are part and parcel of struggles over material and political resources as they
actually exist, not some sign of ongoing tradition. The argument is persua-
sive, the link to the state and regional economies compelling, but it is not
clear whether anything in contemporary Cameroon could be other than
modern. Such arguments have been useful antidotes to the typical repre-
sentation of African cultural and religious practice as backward, but once
tradition is peeled off the spectrum, modernity occupies the entire space.
Twenty years from now everything will still be modern, but it could pos-
sibly be quite different. Trying to escape from the false dichotomy of
modern and traditional, we find ourselves with a concept whose main value
is to correct past misuses of the same word.12
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A Set of Attributes (Good Ones)
Hence the importance of thinking carefully about the opposite approach,
which defines modernity by its attributes. Classic modernization theory
derived its notion of a transition from tradition to modernity from Talcott
Parsons’s concept of “pattern variables.” The interrelation of these attrib-
utes over time gave the theory its force. Daniel Lerner’s 1968 formulation
included self-sustaining growth in the economy, public participation in the
polity, “diffusion of secular-rational norms in the culture,” increased mo-
bility—including personal freedom of physical, social, and psychic move-
ment—and transformation of “the modal personality that equips individ-
uals to function effectively in a social order that operates according to the
foregoing characteristics.” The modern personality is “striving.”13 Wilbert
Moore put industrialism at the center, and saw it as shaping an entire 
way of life: a rational perspective on decision-making, adapting to labor
markets, working in a hierarchical structure, and adapting to new social
situations in places of residence.14 Some modernization theorists thought
that movement in one variable—economic growth was often seen as the
instigator—would bring about change in predictable directions in the 
others. Others, such as Rostow, thought a minimum threshold of change
was necessary to trigger the others. Still others set out modernization 
as a clearly delineated path that some people might choose not to follow—
at a tremendous cost.15 Then came the pessimistic and authoritarian mod-
ernizers, convinced that some if not most non-Western peoples would 
not follow the—still singular—path, leading to political and social patholo-
gies that would have to be kept in check by those who had made the
transition.16

If the early modernizers saw their focus as society, economics, and poli-
tics, their critical concepts were also cultural, and in later considerations of
the project of modernity, as in the writing of Daniel Bell, this element came
to the fore: modernity entailed a “sea change of consciousness. . . . What
defines the modern is a sense of openness to change, of detachment from
place and time, of social and geographical mobility, and a readiness, if not
eagerness, to welcome the new, even at the expense of tradition and the
past.” Modernity implied a market economy, but an antibourgeois spirit, a
rejection of the stuffiness of the past, of the taken-for-grantedness of social
arrangements and forms of expression as well as of the received Word of
religion; it entailed “rejection of classicism; of order, symmetry, proportion;
of realism”; it questioned the “exact relation of sign to object”; it proposed
a “pragmatic theory in which usage and experiment dictate interpretation
and meaning.”17
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The empirical critique of modernization theory took apart such associa-
tions: the linkage of market economies to secularization worked neither for
the classic case of capitalist development in the Britain—where religion was
a potent force—nor for the trading diasporas of Islamic communal groups
in West Africa; elites claiming sacred authority, from northern Nigeria in
the 1960s to Iran today, used up-to-date media technologies to underscore
their status; nineteenth-century Europeans reacted to the loosening of cer-
tain social constraints by fascination with the occult, spiritualism, and new
forms of religious expression as much as by individualistic rationalism;agri-
cultural innovators in late-nineteenth-century Africa used extended kin-
ship networks to mobilize capital and labor, and far from development turn-
ing extended families into nuclear ones, it brought new resources into larger
kinship groups. The covariance of commercialization, secularization,
achievement orientation, rationalism, and individuation fit poorly in the
history of “modern” Europe or “modernizing” Africa or Asia.18

A Set of Attributes (But Not So Good)
The package in some of the most recent work is not radically different.Take
Charles Taylor: “By modernity I mean that historically unprecedented
amalgam of new practices and institutional forms (science, technology, in-
dustrial production, urbanization), of new ways of living (individualism,
secularization, instrumental rationality), and of new forms of malaise
(alienation, meaninglessness, a sense of impending social dissolution).”
Modernity lay at the end of a “long march,” which “is perhaps ending only
today.”19

For the critics of modernity, the package is the problem: the creation 
of a certain kind of politics and a certain kind of subject. For Dipesh
Chakrabarty,

The phenomenon of “political modernity”—namely, the rule by mod-
ern institutions of the state, bureaucracy, and capitalist enterprise—is
impossible to think of anywhere in the world without invoking certain
categories and concepts, the genealogies of which go deep into the intel-
lectual and even theological traditions of Europe. Concepts such as citi-
zenship, the state, civil society, public sphere, human rights, equality
before the law, the individual, distinctions between public and private,
the idea of the subject, democracy, popular sovereignty, social justice,
scientific rationality, and so on all bear the burden of European thought
and history.20

Thus if someone like Bell sees modernity as expanding the possibilities of
thought, Chakrabarty sees it as constricting. For the human to be thought
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of as an abstract figure and for reason to be the mode in which the question
of a better life was broached entailed a loss of other ways of thinking and
other ways of putting together community life. Not only did the concepts
that constituted modernity fit together, but their emergence can be located
in European history, hence the claim by Chakrabarty and others to be pro-
ducing a critique of “post-Enlightenment rationality.”

An Epoch
The critique of modernity slips from a conception of modernity as a pack-
age of concepts and institutions to modernity as an epoch: a “distinct and
discontinuous period of human history.”21 The modern era stretches from
the Enlightenment to a time when the categories and institutions in ques-
tion lost their grip on people’s imaginations, sometimes identified as post-
modernity. If postmodernity hasn’t yet come about, it is what the critics of
modernity would like to encourage, by destabilizing our supposedly uni-
versalistic, self-confident assumptions about the use of reason to under-
stand the world and change it.

The critique of modernity is influenced by Foucault, the object of whose
critical analysis is the modern governmentality that emerged from the En-
lightenment era. Some scholars refer to a “colonial modernity” or a “colo-
nial governmentality” that is the manifestation of the Foucauldian process
of creating a certain kind of subject (see below). To the extent that moder-
nity can be defined by notions like governmentality, there are at least some
contents that define the era.22 But this move comes at a high cost, for it
projects these concepts onto a two-century-long history of Europe that is
much messier than that. Secularism remained embattled to different de-
grees and in different ways throughout Western Europe, the relationship
of reason to subjectivities of different sorts was shifting and deeply preoc-
cupying for centuries, and—most important—the very critiques of disci-
plining processes, of positivist reason, of rule-bound expression that some
herald as the “post-” of postmodernism were in fact fundamental to de-
bates among self-conscious modernists. When Chakrabarty asserts that
European thought, especially that of “leftist intellectuals,” was so sodden
with the notions of secularism and reason that it “ceded to the fascists all
moments of poetry, mysticism, and the religious and mysterious” and that
“Romanticism now reminds them only of the Nazis,” he reveals how far
the Europe he wants to “provincialize” is from any Europe that existed. In-
stead of looking at the conflicting ways in which inhabitants of this
province actually thought, he has been content to let the most simplistic
version of the Enlightenment stand in for the European Province’s much
more convoluted history.23
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The strange fate of the word modernism is indicative of a more general
problem. Modernism is now used to denote the ideology that strives for
modernity. Yet this view of modernism is largely an invention of postmod-
ernism, which needed (contradicting its own claims to avoid metanarrative)
a clearly bounded modernism that it could critique, transcend, and succeed.
But the people who called themselves modernists in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries defined themselves—“bitterly,” as one scholar
puts it—against “the modernity of our industrial civilization and its major
ideologies.”24 Many saw themselves as an avant-garde situated in opposi-
tion to the stuffiness of bourgeois culture, against formalism in art, and in
favor of subjectivist, self-critical understanding of human experience. They
were part of a longer, multisided debate beginning in the Enlightenment it-
self over the uncertainties of ways of knowing.25 If the postmodernists
write as if modernist social theorists were all incarnations of Talcott Par-
sons and modernist architects were all versions of Le Corbusier, the mod-
ernism of social theory at the juncture of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies was antipositivist, and its art gave rise to dada, constructivism, and
surrealism.26 In short, modernism entailed a critique of what is today iden-
tified as . . . modernism.

The issue here is more profound than a misreading of European intel-
lectual and cultural history. The effort to provincialize Europe would be
more meaningful if the all-dominating post-Enlightenment rationality
were seen in relation to the questioning, contestation, and critique that
were and are part of history.

If much of the discussion of modernity flattens time during the last two
hundred years, it ignores much of what went before, not just in Europe but
elsewhere. The benchmark technologies of nineteenth-century European
governmentality—censuses and cadastral surveys, a professional bureau-
cracy watching and classifying a population, mechanisms to monitor and
correct misallocations of the food supply—were already centuries old in the
Chinese empire. A leading student of comparative politics pushes China’s
“modern structure” back to the seventh century.27 Modernity must have
begun a long time ago.

Bernard Yack addresses the underlying issue, arguing against the confla-
tion of modernity as substance—a set of distinct attributes—and modernity
as an epoch. For modernity to constitute an era, he points out, whatever
makes it distinct must not only be present but also be its defining feature.
To think of a modern epoch brings us back, yet again, to identifying features
that define it, hence to something like the bundle of traits signaled by 1960s
modernization theorists.28 The idea of a modern period—usually post-
1789—has an obvious appeal, not least to history departments, who rou-

Modernity / 123



tinely classify their courses as premodern and modern, a distinction dubi-
ous enough when applied to Europe but often exported elsewhere. There is
an “of course” dimension to this distinction when one thinks about a
twelfth-century French peasant juxtaposed with a twenty-first-century
Parisian, just as there is when one compares the Parisian to a stereotypical
African pastoralist. Perhaps looking at Europe from the vantage point of its
former colonies—and noting the confusions of temporality and simultane-
ity to which “modernity” gives rise—will point to the misleading coherence
implied by the notion of a modern era, and the need for more precise ways
of thinking about change, in all parts of the world.

A Process (Singular), or “Capitalism-Plus”
While the marking of a modern era—with an artificial coherence and minus
its conflicts and contradictions—is misleading, a more supple move has been
to narrate modernity, to see it as an unfolding of related processes over time.
Modernity is the consequence of the rise of capitalism, of states, and of bu-
reaucracy. Anthropologist Charles Piot calls modernity “those everyday
forms of culture, politics, and economy associated with the rise of industrial
capitalism in Europe of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries
and disseminated globally by European imperial expansion—forms, how-
ever, which have no essence and whose content is unstable and shifting.”29

Or take this definition from sociologists Roger Friedland and Deirdre
Boden: “We treat modernity simply as the intertwined emergence of capi-
talism, the bureaucratic nation-states, and industrialism,which, initiating in
the West but now operating on a global scale, has also entailed extraordinary
transformations of space and time.”30 And finally this from political scien-
tist Timothy Mitchell: “We should acknowledge the singularity and uni-
versalism of the project of modernity, a universalism of which imperialism
is the most powerful expression and effective means; and, at the same time,
attend to a necessary feature of this universalism that repeatedly makes its
realization incomplete. . . . If the logic and movement of history—or of
capitalism, to use an equivalent term—can be produced only by displacing
and discounting what remains heterogeneous to it, then the latter plays the
paradoxical but unavoidable role of the ‘constitutive outside.’”31

These authors define modernity by its cause: capitalism did it, or some
combination of capitalism, imperialism, and state-building. But they are
much less clear about what it is whose causation they delineate. This con-
ception only appears historical: the history they evoke is canned, a three-
hundred- or four-hundred-year story that we need only name. There is a
significant divergence here from classic modernization theory: these ap-
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proaches refuse the notion of a certain pathway that others, in their sepa-
rate ways, will follow. Modernity exists and can exist only on a global scale,
and the task of the scholar is not to compare discrete instances of it but to
analyze the relationship of particular cases to the totality.32 The long story
of modernity is still about the making of a package, but we have only an
evocation of the process of making and no specification of its contents.

Let us call this way of narrating movement toward modernity “capital-
ism-plus.” The development of capitalism in Europe and its extension via
imperialism and world markets to the rest of the world (never mind that
empires linking distant territories predate capitalism by centuries) are seen
as the motor of history, but seeking to avoid the economistic version of
Marxist theory, such arguments bring in state-building and bureaucratiza-
tion. Going beyond the Parsonian notion of covariance of social, cultural,
and economic pattern variables, these arguments insist on a causative pri-
ority for capitalism, with the other variables going along with it.

Anthony Giddens also hinges his view of modernity on the capitalism-
plus argument, but, like 1950s modernization theorists, he specifies its re-
sults. Modernity is the homogenization of space and time, from the rich and
varied ways in which people situated themselves in their contexts to an im-
personal interchangeability. The argument derives from Marx’s analysis of
commoditization—the way in which the development of capitalism makes
human labor, like material objects, into goods exchangeable for any other
goods from any place. The workers’ time becomes sellable by the hour, re-
gardless of social context. These arguments can be extended, via an analysis
of bureaucracy or the participation of individual citizens in electoral
processes, into a notion of disenchantment (Weber’s term), the depersonal-
ization of social interaction, and the transformation of different forms of
personal affinity and emotionally laden connections into transactions
among individuals and between individual citizens and the state.33

The best historical scholarship on capitalism has emphasized that the
story needs to be pulled apart rather than mushed together: it brings out
different trajectories of capitalist development; the extent to which differ-
ent forms of production are articulated with each other; the importance of
state protection, regulation of markets, and support to particular capitalist
classes; the varied trajectories of capitalist economies; the unevenness and
segmentation of labor markets; the varied roles of gender in the organiza-
tion of production; and the importance of territorially bounded institutions
for containing the contradictions and dangers of capitalism and deterritori-
alized exchange.34 If, on the contrary, one moves beyond the specific effects
of capitalist development (or state-building, for that matter), one recreates
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modernization theory’s problem of treating modernity as fully integrated
and coherent. One misses the reappropriations of the tangibleness of space
or the particularity of conceptions of time, from Manchester to Madras.
The new modernity, like the old modernization, puts such emphasis on
secularization that it misses the acute importance of religion to the most
dynamic periods of British and American history in the nineteenth century
(or in the United States today), let alone the great variety of relationships
between religion and social change elsewhere in the world.35 In slipping all
too easily from identifying the importance of capitalism as a mode of pro-
duction to making broad assertions about cultural and political life, the
capitalism-plus school leaves us with a generic picture of the very processes
whose importance it has emphasized.

Responses to modernity, in these arguments, are sometimes varied, and
some analyses (see below) give more weight than others to the variations.
But modernity can only be singular and universal.36 “It” has concrete man-
ifestations—visible in the landscape, describable in government institu-
tions, tangible in our taken-for-granted social relations, in our conceptions
of space and time, in the place of religion in our lives, in our notions of pri-
vate zones and public life, in our aesthetic notions, and in our sense of who
we are.

But what if we think of modernity as a representation, as the end point
of a certain narrative of progress, which creates its own starting point (tra-
dition) as it defines itself by its end point? To see modernity as the story of
the “it”—without necessarily accepting the tangibility of the it—is a useful
way of seeing things, but it is a demanding one, for it is convincing only as
an empirical argument: Do people tell a story of progress? Which people? Is
it a story about the West, about the United States, about England, about
China, about the world as a whole? Is tradition modernity’s invention of its
negation in some or all such representations? If the narrative is our concern,
how do we write about the fact that in a single place some intellectuals might
believe that modernity can be defined scientifically and that their society
fulfills those criteria, while others may disagree on either or both points?
Some believe modernity is a good (and identifiable) thing, some a bad thing,
and some that it is a good story or a bad story. It might be a story told by in-
tellectuals or by ordinary people, by the person writing the account in ques-
tion or the people about whom the account is written.

A Process (Multiple)
But if some emphasize the global, unitary process of capitalist development
and European imperialism, others emphasize that its effects were multiple:
Donald M. Nonini and Aihwa Ong use the plural to define their focus:
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“global capitalism and its modernities.”37 The possessive pronoun makes
modernities wholly derivative from capitalism but implies that one needs
another term to designate capitalism’s effects. Here we have the pluralizing
version of the capitalism-plus argument.

Indeed, even some veteran modernization theorists, like Shmuel Eisen-
stadt, have joined the multiple modernities school. Conceding that the con-
vergence theory does not work, they add theme and variations to the older
modernization theory, softening but not giving up the notion of connected
socio-cultural traits moving from tradition to modernities.38 Others take
off from the capitalism-plus argument and permit a wider degree of varia-
tion. Lisa Rofel writes, “Modernity enfolds and explodes by means of
global capitalist forms of domination in conjunction with state techniques
for normalizing its citizens.” But “if one relocates modernity by viewing it
from the perspective of those marginalized or excluded from the univer-
salizing center, then it becomes a mutable project developed in unequal
cross-cultural dialogues and contentions.” Her book not only documents
particular forms of the project in Communist and post-Communist China,
but the diverse understandings one can develop of its effects and meanings
through the lens of gender.39 Another China scholar, Aihwa Ong, goes fur-
ther. She emphasizes “how non-western societies themselves make moder-
nities after their own fashion, in the remaking of the [sic] rationality, cap-
italism and the nation in ways that borrow from but also transform
western universalizing forms.”40 Her argument goes against the conten-
tion that modernity must be singular and global, emphasizing that the
making of modernity, not just responses to it, is plural.

Others go still farther toward autonomous modernities. For Huri Islam-
oglu, the goal is “bringing into focus the universality of the experience of
modernity, beyond the narrow confines of western Europe.” With Peter
Perdue, she defines modernity as “the multiple institutional forms, or or-
derings of social reality, that since the sixteenth century responded to and
enabled commercial expansion and competition among different political
entities.”41 That leaves virtually nothing out. The concept of modernity,
multiplied, therefore runs the gamut, from a singular narrative of capital-
ism, the nation-state, and individualism—with multiple effects and re-
sponses—to a word for everything that has happened in the last five hun-
dred years.

The Avant-Garde, the Tradition of Modernity,
or Just About Anything
At the extreme, we have truly arrived at the telos. To Arjun Appadurai and
Carol Breckenridge, “Modernity is now everywhere, it is simultaneously
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everywhere, and it is interactively everywhere.”42 Or else modernity is
conflated with all of human history in the last several centuries. Marshall
Berman takes Marx’s famous phrase from the Manifesto, “All that is solid
melts into air,” and moves beyond Marx’s focus on the way commodity re-
lations dissolve social ties. From the sixteenth to the eighteenth century,
“people are just beginning to experience modern life”; after the 1790s, “a
great modern public abruptly and dramatically comes to life”; in the twen-
tieth century, “the process of modernization expands to take in virtually
the whole world.” Modernity, to Berman, was experienced as adventure,
power, flux, and joy, as well as disintegration and anguish. His is a restless
modernity, avant-gardist, a project as much as a realization. He links a
Marxist historical conception to the famous evocation of Baudelaire:
“Modernity is the transitory, the fugitive, the contingent.” And he antici-
pates what Harry Harootunian says about interwar Japan: “For Japanese,
modernity was speed, shock, and the spectacle of constant sensation.”43

These are grand themes of intellectual and cultural history, but Berman’s
schematization does not do the necessary historical work in regard to Eu-
rope, let alone elsewhere. The interplay of change and stability in social
thought and social behavior is much more convoluted than his celebra-
tionist/condemnatory rhetoric.

Bernard Yack is well justified in his riposte: “All that is solid is not melt-
ing.” He cites the example of the supposedly most modern of the modern
political systems, the United States, where an attitude prevails that is close
to “ancestor worship” of the Constitution and where political institutions
of 2002 as much as 1802 exhibit high degrees of inertia.44 Some British his-
torians claim that the special feature of British modernity is a high degree
of continuity, avoidance of too much avant-gardism and too much imagi-
nation, and the care with which a tradition of Britishness is preserved amid
incremental change.45 The stability of property regimes in Western democ-
racies is notable as well, and care needs to be taken about commonplace in-
vocations (modern or postmodern) of flux and rootlessness.

As Jürgen Habermas points out, conservative writers on modernity like
Daniel Bell juxtapose the avant-gardist, restless, all-questioning aspect of
cultural modernism to a social, political, and economic modernity that they
see as rationalist, orderly, and disciplined. The latter is claimed as the
achievement of European history; the former is blamed for the ills of the
present: hedonism, failure of social identification, a culture of transgressiv-
ity, narcissism, withdrawal from the mundane affairs of the world. This bi-
furcated notion of modernity, Habermas points out, obscures the complex-
ity of the social, political, and economic processes in a capitalist world—the
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destructiveness of capitalism as well as its failures to fulfill promises of so-
cial betterment. Postmodernists, while celebrating (and claiming for them-
selves) the cultural transgressivity that alarms Bell, are also wont to over-
look the gritty details of social and economic life and to hold a disdainful
irony toward those (modernists!) who actually think they can do some-
thing to make life a little better.

As the modernities proliferate, the capacity to distinguish modernity
from anything else is diminished. John and Jean Comaroff take this ten-
dency to its logical conclusion, “In itself, ‘modernity’ has no a priori telos
or content. It is colorless, odorless, and tasteless. . . . [M]odernity is not
an analytic category. It is an ideological formation; an unstable, often in-
choate one, to be sure, but an ideological formation nonetheless.” But do
they mean it to be quite as colorless as this quotation implies? Not really:
“Modernity, itself always historically constructed, being understood here
as an ideological formation in terms of which societies valorize their own
practices by contrast to the specter of barbarism and other marks of nega-
tion.” This formulation would make ancient Rome and China of two thou-
sand years ago modern, and makes the observer, not the native, the one who
decides when modernity appears. And then the Comaroffs’ modernity gets
even less like a native’s category, whether the native be Rostow or a Tswana
elder: “Modernity, as an ideological formation, may have grown out of the
history of European capitalism. But, like capitalism, it has not remained
there. It has seeded itself, in various and complex ways, across the globe.”
Here we have the “‘multiple’ and ‘alternative’ modernities.” Yet there is an
“it” that is seeded and multiplied, a story of Western capitalism, now with
the emphasis on its varied ideological effects, on the richness and variety of
its representations. We may not know, in advance, what these representa-
tions are, but we already know, it seems, what is being represented. If peo-
ple have different modernities, the reason the Comaroffs consider these
representations to be modernities is that they assume that each person’s
narration is linked to theirs: that each person is telling a tale of progress,
whose roots are in capitalism and imperialism—even if it takes an anthro-
pologist to point that out.46

In the second volume of their rich and insightful study Of Revelation
and Revolution, subtitled The Dialectics of Modernity on a South African
Frontier, the modernity in question has become more coherent and more
clearly part of a grand narrative. They are interested in “the postenlight-
enment self that was especially vital to its place in Protestant theology,
practice theory, and the history of modernity.” In studying how Protestant
missionaries brought such a self to Africa, they show how the missionary
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message and the missionary practice insinuated a series of practices into
Tswana life: they describe forms of dress, house styles, cleanliness—
personal habits that mark the individual—and they analyze the undermin-
ing of collective habits, particularly notions of healing and ritual. They end 
up with the “struggle—endemic to colonialism in general and to the civi-
lizing mission in particular—over the making of the modernist [sic] sub-
ject. . . . All of these things came together in the construction of the
right-minded, right-bearing, propertied individual; a being untangled from
‘primitive’ webs of relations and free to enter both contracts and the
church.”What they will find in the “fissures” of this discourse will turn out
to be the roots of “black resistance,” but the struggle—“conversation,”
they sometimes term it—between missionaries and Tswana has indeed
produced a modernity out of which new phases of struggle come.47 There
is much to mull over in this valuable ethnography and complex analysis,
but in the end, whose modernity is it about?

A case can be made for a modernity that situates itself as an alternative
to one laid out by missionaries or colonizers intent on remaking indige-
nous societies. The most explicit case for this comes in the essays of Dipesh
Chakrabarty and other subalternists, notably their elucidation of a Bengali-
modern position. Chakrabarty documents that a number of Bengali intel-
lectuals in the late nineteenth century engaged British claims to represent
progress and British indictments of features of Hindu culture. He shows
that the goal of these thinkers was to lay out a progressive Hinduism that
sought to make good use of aspects of British technology, law, and social
practices, but which also saw that Hindu civilization was not static and that
elements of it could be built upon to create a more prosperous and pro-
gressive India that was still true to its cultural values. The crucial question
in such examinations is empirical: Did such thinkers specifically fight their
battles on the turf of modernity, engaging a vision that represented itself as
modernizing and proposing an alternative to it? Or can one characterize
their thought more precisely using other terminology, and particularly can
one avoid confusion of present-day frameworks with those of their own
time?48

In less historically rich cases, the danger is that any notion of improve-
ment or progress—of directed change or change welling up from social
processes—becomes another modernity.49 Whether one emphasizes the
engagement of non-European thinkers with European thought or their use
of frameworks that can be called “their own,” the formulation of alterna-
tive modernity is empty unless one can demonstrate both the alternative
and the modernity. That depends on analysis of how people formulate their
conceptions, which might or might not fall into a language or a form of ar-
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gument that they see as modernity.50 Setting out to do an anthropology of
modernity, in other words, is not a good research strategy. Finding a dis-
course of modernity could be a revealing demonstration.

The alternative modernity argument of Chakrabarty or Gyan Prakash
has the virtue of bringing out the diversity and complexity of the ways in
which South Asian thinkers came to grips with a situation in which they
confronted not only the material might of a colonizing power but that
power’s claim to represent progress. The force of their argument depends
on their juxtaposition of the multiplicity of forms of reason in South Asia
with the singularity of post-Enlightenment rationality in Europe, the uni-
formity of European modernity throughout the entire era after the En-
lightenment.51 The pleasure of seeing Europeans become the people with-
out history is offset by the difficulty this juxtapositional approach poses to
seeing if the writings and actions of people in the colonies ever forced Eu-
ropeans to rethink their own ideological constructs.

Making Claims and Making Revolutions
The intellectual cost of proliferating modernities has been powerfully
spelled out by James Ferguson, for it is precisely the singularity and uni-
versality of the modern that made it so compelling in a certain historical
moment. Ferguson points out that the appeal of modernization—to African
mineworkers in the 1950s and 1960s as much as to political leaders or de-
velopment professionals—has been its claim that economic and social stan-
dards can be made to converge at the level of the most affluent societies.
For most Africans, he insists, modernity has quite concrete meanings—
health facilities, education, decent pensions, opportunity to sell one’s crops
and obtain useful commodities from elsewhere—and the language of mod-
ernization gave them a basis for asserting claims: if you think we should be
modern, help us find the means. In his sensitive ethnography of Zambian
mine workers in an era when their hard-won wages and pensions have
been eroded by inflation, when facilities that once seemed to be improving
have collapsed, when childhood mortality that seemed to be declining is
resurgent, Ferguson writes the story of modernization as a story of claims
made, expectations that they might at least in part be realized, and bitter
disappointment about the modernization that never came to be.

The issue here is not whether modernity is singular or plural, but how
the concept is used in the making of claims. Modernization—as a policy as
much as a theory—pointed in its heyday to the depth of global hierarchy
and promised that eventually material standards would converge upward.
Not only have such hopes been dashed—especially since the crises of the
1970s wiped out most of the modest but significant economic growth many
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African countries had experienced previously—but influential interna-
tional organizations and many academics have turned modernization from
a policy goal into a static hierarchy, as Ferguson argues. A new economic
orthodoxy in the 1980s and 1990s spurned policy initiatives to promote de-
velopment, but classified countries by how well their economies did ac-
cording to the criteria of the market. Meanwhile, Ferguson notes, anthro-
pologists looking for multiple modernities miss the importance and the
tragedy of this story of possibilities opened and closed in a decolonizing
world.52

Donald Donham makes a different case for a singular notion of moder-
nity being used to mobilize a population during the Ethiopian revolution.
Focusing on a rural area far from the center of the old Ethiopian monarchy,
he shows how an ideology that emphasized repudiation of the regime—and
the Ethiopian past—in favor of a radically new future gained force through
the interaction of peasants, mission converts, students, and soldiers. His
analysis is compelling because he locates a specific conjuncture in the
1970s, when Haile Selassie’s own project of top-down modernization came
apart and Marxist radicals portrayed the status quo as backwardness. By
the 1980s, this forward-looking, mobilizing ideology had turned into a new
form of state coercion, and by the 1990s the modernizing impetus was
lost.53 This historically located approach contrasts with the metahistorical
one, where the specificity of claims, representations, and ideological posi-
tioning disappears into a three-hundred-year history that is named (capi-
talism, bureaucratization, modernity) rather than analyzed.

The ghost of Talcott Parsons hovers over current writing about moder-
nity as much as his personage hovered over the modernization debate.54

But as soon as one takes apart the fixity of his package of pattern variables
and posits multiple trajectories leading to multiple modernities, the intu-
itive salience of the label modern becomes more problematic. Everything is
simultaneously modern; modernity is everything that history made;
modernity is everywhere the constructed relationship of the modern to the
traditional. Such conceptions beg many historical questions, not least of
them when and why the “moderns” tried to make everyone else modern
and when and why they did not.

packaging, repackaging,
and unpacking modernity

In modernization theory, the idea that changes in economic, political, de-
mographic, and cultural life all changed together added up to a compelling
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vision of an entire world remade. The critics of modernization theory were
most effective in taking apart the package, forcing a more careful examina-
tion of different elements of a changing social picture and their connection
to each other.

The critique of modernity restores the package, now insisting that it is a
bad one. The alternative modernity argument is a repackaging argument,
for it leaves intact the Western notion of modernity, then proposes alter-
native packages.55 As long as the package idea is retained, the alternative
contains a premise that has political implications as dangerous as those of
the modern in the eyes of its critics. To call, in Japan of the 1920s and 1930s,
for example, for a Japanese modernity was to posit a bounded Japanese en-
tity moving forward through time, in contrast to both the imperialist
modernity of the West and the modernities—or worse still, nonmoderni-
ties—of other peoples. Harry Harootunian has shown the diverse ways in
which Japanese intellectuals took apart the package of modern culture they
perceived as the consequence of Western capitalism, but the effort of some
of these people to put together another package created an “eternalized”
order with a reified sense of what it meant to be Japanese.56 Whether such
discourses in other instances followed this direction—toward national
chauvinism—is a problem for historical analysis, but my point here is that
one has to be just as careful about celebrating multiple modernities as
about attributing to a singular modernity more coherence than it has.

If one’s focus is on how different people respond to colonization and cap-
italism, it is important to keep the spectrum of possibilities open: empirical
analysis might well reveal a singular modernity to which people laid claim;
or the package might be seen as singular but rejected in the name of “tra-
dition”; or people might see both opportunities and constraints in the eco-
nomic niches and social networks that open up, to which they will react
with varying mixtures of instrumentality and enthusiasm; or they might
think their thoughts and make their claims with little regard to the tradi-
tional/modern, internal/external polarities.57 Here is where the scholars’
modernity—that is, modernity as an analytic category—is likely to get in
the way of understanding whatever indigenous categories need to be
investigated.

What does it mean, in Europe or elsewhere, to claim to be modern?
Bruno Latour reverses European assertions of making a breakthrough in
scientific and social thought when he insists, “We have never been mod-
ern.” In order to be modern, he argues, “the moderns” had to distinguish
themselves from the ancients, rejecting the “entire work of mediation,” yet
the moderns have created the types of analysis that make possible modes
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of mediation and hybridity. Modern reason depends on making distinctions
that determine how humans will act and how humans will understand their
world—between nature and society, between ancient and modern—yet
reason shows the impossibility of these distinctions, the proliferation of
“hybrids.” The modern who narrates European history since the eigh-
teenth century in terms of modernity does so by willfully occluding every-
thing that doesn’t fit, violating the very canons of modern reason.58

If one can follow Latour in taking modernity away from the Europeans
and follow many scholars of Asia and Africa who insist that “we have al-
ways been modern,” one is left with a concept that has played an important
role in making claims but does little analytic work.59 Most problematic of
all is giving the package of modernity causal significance. Modernity ap-
pears as an agent in this typical phrase: “Modernity changed the represen-
tation of space and time.” Or again, the agency of the modern appears in a
scholar’s call for “a critical interrogation of the practices, modalities, and
projects through which modernity inserted itself into and altered the lives
of the colonized.”60 Perhaps this is abbreviated, imprecise phraseology; the
author really means to say that people who operated within the represen-
tational framework of modernity did the acting. But the writing is indica-
tive of a deeper problem: the package of modernity substitutes for analysis
of debates, actions, trajectories, and processes as they took place in history.61

What does it mean to make modernity the agent? Colonialism is an as-
pect of modernity in the here-and-now sense of modernity, but then it
could hardly be anything else. The people responsible for the murderous
wars of colonial conquest, for the cruelties of colonial labor recruitment, for
the wanton violence of repression from the 1904–7 Herero revolt to the
1947 Madagascar revolt were “moderns.”

Colonialism was very much part of the twentieth century. So too was
anticolonialism. So was fascism and antifascism, racism and antiracism.
People made their moral and political choices. They did so within specific,
often conflicting, ideological constructs and historical contexts. Some may
have claimed to speak for modernity when arguing for or against racial dis-
crimination, but neither those actors nor those frameworks can be reduced
to modernity. And colonialism, like Nazism, drew vitally on notions whose
history—from empires with a long continuous history to notions of com-
mand and status—extends back in time and cannot be reduced to post-
Enlightenment rationality, liberalism, or science. It is no more helpful to
credit the end of colonialism in the 1960s to the march of modernity than
to claim that modernity conquered the Zulu in the 1870s. That the mod-
erns’ capacity for rational organization was used to organize transportation

134 / Concepts in Question



of deportees to Auschwitz and to police the migrations of Africans in
apartheid South Africa is not an argument against building railroads, and
the murderous consequences of such “development” projects as Stalin’s or
Mao’s versions of forced collectivization are not convincing arguments
against efforts to build national healthcare institutions.62 A whiggish view
of progress, in which evil after evil falls before the increasing power of
human rationality, is more persuasively countered by efforts to locate ideo-
logical and political responsibility historically than by maintaining the ar-
gument at the level of agentless abstractions.

These concerns are all too real today. While some (but not all) Islamic
mullahs attack “Western modernity” as a degenerate, antireligious totality,
some (but not all) American mullahs attack Islam as being “antimodern.”
Difficult issues are being debated about the options open to societies in the
Middle East and elsewhere, about the constraints, limits, and effects of
American power in different regions, about the relevance in different con-
texts of “universal” notions of the rights of women and “Islamic” notions
of modesty and status.63 Historians have no privileged vantage point to in-
tervene on such issues, but they can remind people of the range of ways in
which problems can be framed and that any framing will have its conse-
quences. Framing debates in terms of modernity, antimodernity, and alter-
native modernities has not provided a precise or suggestive vocabulary for
analyzing the relationship of different elements of change, the alternative
ways in which political issues can be framed, or conflicting dreams of the
future.

the critique of universalism—
and of particularism

Both the value and the limits of thinking about modernity in colonial sit-
uations may be approached by contrasting two arguments, one well dis-
seminated and well received in the American academy, by the Indian histo-
rian Dipesh Chakrabarty, the other little known beyond francophone
Africanist circles and controversial within them, by the Cameroonian jour-
nalist Axelle Kabou. The contrast will be revealing. Let us begin with
Chakrabarty’s contribution to the critique of modernity.64

Chakrabarty is in no way attempting a blanket denial of social science
theory tainted by association with the West—he has himself both con-
tributed to and used Marxist theory.65 He does not want to allow—as many
Marxists and others have done—a stylized interpretation of Western his-
tory to become a benchmark for all other histories, positing a modernity
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that others cannot quite attain. Instead, he insists that “modernist” con-
ceptions of modernity miss the way imperialism constructed Europe and
India in the same process, as modernity and backwardness incarnate. He ar-
gues that the most deadly manifestation of backwardness—ethnic chau-
vinism and intolerance—is itself part of the modernizing project, for its im-
petus to classify and enumerate the population turned shades of difference
into rigid units around which power was organized and resources allocated.
Liberal theory is incapable of understanding—and certainly incapable of
fashioning the political mechanisms to deal with—communal feeling or re-
ligious values because of its insistence that the relevant unit of under-
standing is the universal human being, the individual.66 A modernity of
enlightenment and secularism implies a tradition of irrationality and su-
perstition. But, he argues, it is precisely in recognizing the limits of rational
analysis—the existence of worlds not amenable to classification and enu-
meration, of cultural practices not reducible to either irrationality or ra-
tional calculation—through a philosophy of “difference” and “noncom-
mensurability,” that one can better understand how India was produced
and acquire a fuller sense of how diverse people within those boundaries
understand themselves and articulate their aspirations.67

Chakrabarty denies that he seeks “a simple rejection of modernity,
which would be, in many situations, politically suicidal.” He accepts “the
immense practical utility of left-liberal political philosophies,” and hopes
that a fuller understanding of just what these notions signify historically
will “help teach the oppressed of today how to be the democratic subject of
tomorrow.”68 It is not so much the thought of rejecting liberal ideals with
which Chakrabarty wants to leave his readers, but his sense of the loss that
attends the history of modernity.

Axelle Kabou fears the loss that attends Africa’s failure to engage with
modernity. Her book has a question as its title: What If Africa Refused De-
velopment?69 She admits most readers would think the question absurd—
African governments have made the “battle for development” into the ra-
tionale for their existence. Yet she argues that this assertion is a myth, for
African elites’ reaction to the idea of development is not that they should
organize to promote it, but quite the contrary: elite ideology revolves
around on the one hand a culture of blame—a history of slaving and colo-
nization and of a “neocolonial plot” responsible for Africa’s woes—and on
the other hand a claim that cultural authenticity defines a higher value
than Western-oriented development allows. Development is central to elite
ideology not because it sets a goal to which people can aspire (and against
which an elite’s performance could therefore be measured), but precisely
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because its failure reinforces the elite’s continued claim to power, as the
guardians of African authenticity against neocolonialism. When such an
elite talks about development, it is therefore to demand handouts from
abroad—reparations, aid—rather than to demand efforts from within. The
origins of such a way of thinking, she acknowledges, lie in the brutality and
humiliation of colonization. But now, elite ideology encourages a view that
“development is ‘something for whites,’” while the elite gives itself over to
pursuit of its own narrow interests and to extravagance and waste. It has no
desire to encourage “coherence, transparence, rigor,” let alone analysis of
what causes poverty and how it can be countered, but claims authority as
the representative of “cultural self-defense.” Kabou insists that a “culture
of particularism” is invoked by an elite to justify “the most retrograde be-
havior and the actions most prejudicial to the liberty and dignity of
Africans.”70

If her contempt is directed at a corrupt and dictatorial leader like
Mobutu—whose political program went by the name of “authenticity”—
she is also critical of the more intellectually serious arguments, such as
those of Cheikh Anta Diop, which invoke African cultural particularism in
opposition to the West. Kabou’s argument is not that one should abandon
the one for the other, but that those aspects of African cultures that can be
used creatively and positively should be encouraged and the others dis-
carded. She in effect argues that the cultural incommensurability between
Western and non-Western cultures that Chrakrabarty asserts is what
needs to be overcome. The vision of an authentic African culture opposed
to a neocolonial West is for Kabou self-serving for a corrupt elite and “sui-
cidal” for Africa as a whole.71

Whereas Chakrabarty seeks to undermine the power of universality,
Kabou rejects the ideological power of particularity. And her conclusion
goes directly against the critique of Enlightenment rationality central to
Chakrabarty’s arguments: “The Africa of the 21st century will be rational
or it won’t be.”72

Neither of these arguments is uncontested within its own geographic
reference point.73 To some extent,African intellectuals might be reacting to
a colonial discourse that compartmentalized Africa into tribes, whereas In-
dian intellectuals react to the colonial construction of an essentialized, sin-
gular India. In any case, these two regions have much in common: not just
terrible poverty that has resisted national development programs and for-
eign assistance, but the failure of state institutions to provide all people
with education and health facilities, and widespread discrimination against
women in regard to education, marriage, and inheritance.74 In both regions,
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intercommunal conflict stems not from primordial cultural particularism
but from a colonial and postcolonial history that hardened differentiation
into institutionalized distinction. Postcolonial states failed to enhance or
fairly distribute the resources that all needed, encouraging political and
cultural entrepreneurs to turn sentiments of affinity into the mobilization
of a communal faction that fought others for their due.75

The critique of universalism and the critique of particularism refer to
different longings and different anxieties that are important parts of colo-
nial and postcolonial experience. Both of these thoughtful and important
arguments help us understand that the ways in which issues are framed in
political discourse are neither self-evident nor innocent of the exercise of
power in colonial and postcolonial situations. But both remain at too high
a level of abstraction to explain how any framing developed in the course
of interaction or struggle or to help us reframe issues in the future and dis-
cuss responsibility for specific actions.

There are real political dilemmas here, as the long debate among schol-
ars of India about the past and present relationship of women’s rights and
community values has brought out.76 Which right trumps which: that of
an individual—a woman—to choose her spouse or make another decision
as she wishes, or the right of a collectivity to “its” particularistic belief,
which subordinates her right to make such decisions to that of other mem-
bers, say male elders? Some would argue that the “liberal” position—that
the woman should be free to choose, even if she chooses her own subordi-
nation—should govern here, but the critique of modernity holds that this
response is insufficient. An individual woman might exercise choice, but
she can choose to abide by the values of the community only if those val-
ues are preserved. Yet liberalism or citizenship theory have little to say
about preserving communities, except to treat them as voluntary organiza-
tions. The survival of a community, one can argue, depends on its ability to
police its boundaries, to hold its members to the values fundamental to it,
and to make community membership more than something people turn on
and off at will. Because a question like marriage is not simply a private mat-
ter, but one in which state and community both have an interest, the mod-
ern, liberal notion of religion or culture as a separate domain doesn’t help
us out of the dilemma. But if one goes too far in such a defense of commu-
nity, we are left with a view of community and culture as self-contained—
a position that is historically and sociologically inaccurate and politically
untenable, for it immunizes any political system from interrogation except
in the terms of those who dominate it. This logic brings us back to Kabou’s
fears.

138 / Concepts in Question



What gets us out of the dilemma—or at least to a better understanding
of it? Veena Das asks a very simple but profound question: Who has the
most at stake? Where can a woman find support against the intrusiveness
of her community as well as against the intrusiveness of the state or do-
gooder outsiders? In an argument over a woman’s rights and duties in mar-
riage, the woman herself should be at the center, for her entire framework
of relationships and individual and familial affinities is affected. Similarly,
in writing about arguments between advocates of gender equality and of
patriarchal traditions in South Africa, Cathi Albertyn and Shireen Hassim
emphasize the importance of activists and the invocation of constitutional
norms in forcing a debate, while insisting that the debate be pragmatic and
specific, and not a zero-sum confrontation between feminism and tradi-
tionalism.77 Such confrontations are by no means certain to produce com-
promises and mutual understanding, but the traditional as well as the na-
tional communities in question are themselves products of centuries of
interaction and confrontation. One outcome is predictable: in a cultural
confrontation over gender questions between a side that keeps uttering
“universal human rights” and another that keeps saying “community val-
ues,” the issues and the stakes the women face are likely to be lost.

The interconnection—and commensurability—of different parts of the
world is not only a historical fact but a resource, for good, for bad, and for
much that lies in between. Rights talk is effective insofar as it provides a re-
source—for example, for women critical of patriarchy to find allies and ar-
guments beyond the local, regional, or national system of gender relations.
Its power lies less in its association with “modernity” than with links to
issue networks beyond a community.78 Community talk is a resource as
well, deployed against overbearing forces that threaten to sweep people be-
fore the tide of a supposedly universal history. One can recognize, with
Chakrabarty, that “universal” values come with the baggage of colonial
history and, with Kabou, that appeals to cultural specificity can be self-
serving and constraining, but recognize that imposition from outside and
defense of autonomy are not the only two alternatives. Organizational and
discursive resources can bring together people across borders—contin-
gently and with awareness of the asymmetrical power relations involved.
How such confrontations play out cannot be predetermined: the gentle and
the good do not necessarily triumph over the harsh and the oppressive. But,
as Sheldon Pollock observes, if we can think about the tensions of univer-
sality and particularity without making “particularity ineluctable” or “uni-
versalism compulsory,” we can think more historically about the past and
more constructively about the future.79
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Critics of modernity have been accused at times of giving aid and com-
fort to communitarian sentiments that, in practice, entail intolerance, indi-
rectly lending credence to a right-wing argument for a specifically Hindu
conception of Indian society. This is far from the intention or the argu-
ments of such critics as Chatterjee and Chakrabarty. The problem is rather
that they do not provincialize Europe enough, allowing community to ap-
pear as the antidote to imperialistic universality, or “our modernity” to be
contrasted with “theirs.” That universalism was less universal and less Eu-
ropean in practice than it was in theory, shifting in response not only to the
particularities encountered in the colonies but to reconfigurations of ide-
ologies and practices some Europeans thought were their own. Having re-
vealed how much the modern and the traditional were constructed in the
process of colonialism, critics of modernity keep constructing these cate-
gories rather than finding ways to break out of them.80 There is little to be
gained in arguing that the solutions to the world’s problems lie within
modernity or outside it. A historical simplification leads to a misframing of
contemporary issues.

This leads me to my second major example of how the concept of
modernity frames debate in a less than fruitful way: James C. Scott’s much-
cited Seeing Like a State. Scott’s target is what he calls “high modernism,”
by which he means a “muscle-bound” version of “the rational design of so-
cial order commensurate with the scientific understanding of natural
laws.”81 Scott, like many others, misuses the word modernism, ignoring
the critique, dissent, subjectivity, indeed wild creativity that was funda-
mental to modernism (see above), and leaving only a one-dimensional view
of scientific rationality. From there, Scott argues that high modernism com-
bined with what he calls “state simplifications,” the administrative order-
ing of nature and society in a way that rendered it “legible” to planners
who wished to reorder nature and society, plus two more factors, an au-
thoritarian state and a weak civil society, to produce a “pernicious combi-
nation” responsible for the cases described in his book. Scott cites many
ways in which the state’s urge to produce “legibility” resulted in sterile,
grid-like layouts in planning of city maps and in large-scale schemes for re-
ordering productive systems. He concentrates on extreme cases, notably
high-modernist urban planning in Brasília, the capital of Brazil, Lenin’s
revolutionary party and Stalin’s collectivization, compulsory villagization
in Tanzania after 1968, and various experiments in agricultural planning.
The example of the Nazis hovers around the edges, mentioned but not an-
alyzed as a “high-modernist utopianism of the right.”82 In contrast to the
high modernism that he condemns, Scott uses the Greek work mētis, which
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he glosses as practical, locally rooted knowledge, the mixture of ideals for
change with acceptance of the messiness of life, a more personal sense of
human relations.

The best example of high modernism that appears in Scott’s text is
James C. Scott himself. He has simplified each of his cases to render it “leg-
ible,” taking away the patron-client relationships and mechanisms of per-
sonal rule that fingered enemies and turned plans into political infighting
in the Soviet Union, the ways in which local power brokers in rural Tanza-
nia manipulated their local and central connections to build a very unra-
tionalized form of power, the networks that sprang up among the poor in
Brasília or in Tanzania to gain access to resources outside of official chan-
nels, the way in which landowners in areas of supposedly modernist agri-
culture turned appeals to market rationality and scientific practice into par-
ticularistic access to resources, undermining reform in the interests of
self-aggrandizement. The simplifying logic of high modernism, in each of
Scott’s cases, turns out to be anything but simplifying, not so much because
of resistance as because the supposedly modern apparatus of rule was itself
laced through with particularistic mechanisms. Scott acknowledges some of
the difficulty in demonstrating that modernism was ever truly high, claim-
ing that the difficulties of implementing high-modernist plans show their
inherent impossibility. But throughout the book he slips in the opposite di-
rection, from projects that meet his extreme criteria to denunciation of the
very fact of “seeing like a state.”83

Lacking here is a “control group”—forms of mētis that are distinct from
high modernism and produce preferable outcomes. Let me suggest an ex-
ample of “high mētis” to be set against Scott’s examples of high mod-
ernism: the Zaire of Mobutu Sésé-Séko. No modernist he, no believer in
making the state the instrument of a social ideal. Mobutu practiced the pol-
itics of personal fiefdom. He was known to claim supernatural as well as
governmental powers; his local knowledge was acute. He operated through
henchmen whose ties to him and to their own followers were highly per-
sonal. And he worked quite cooperatively and pragmatically with interna-
tional banks, with architects who built modern-looking buildings, and so
on. The outcome in Mobutu’s Zaire is not an obvious improvement on that
achieved in Nyerere’s Tanzania.

That is not to defend Nyerere’s villagization program, let alone Stalin-
ism, nor is it to deny the dangers of excess zeal in the direction of too much
planning or, for that matter, too much faith in nonregulated markets or in
the notion that “small is beautiful.” But what Scott has failed to show is
that his two central concepts, the state and high modernism, are helpful in
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separating hubristic excess from balanced social reform. In the future, we
will face, as in the past, situations where people claim that knowledge and
planning will improve lives. Some problems may be confronted on a large
scale only, some would best not be. The grandiose has indeed appeared in
state projects, but has hardly been limited to the modern world: pyramids,
road networks, aqueducts, and claims to constitute a universal empire were
part of ancient empires. Scott is at pains to insist that he is not for banish-
ing every reformist ideal from the realm of politics, but he can only add an-
other layer of rationalist analysis—the critique of the big plan—to his de-
nunciation of rationalist social planning, missing the spirit of critique and
skepticism that has been intrinsic to modernism.84 Scott’s passing claim
that he does not mean to favor unfettered market capitalism begs the ques-
tion of what kinds of structures are capable of countering the power of cor-
porate capitalism.85 We need to make distinctions, and condemning the sys-
tematic and celebrating the messy will not help us make them.

colonial modernity?

I have already suggested that viewing the history of Europe through the
frame of modernity obscures the ongoing, unresolved conflicts at the heart
of European culture and politics. The same can be said about the history of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century colonization. The notion of colonial
modernity has attained a certain cachet in history and other disciplines. To
the extent that some, most famously Schumpeter, have argued that colo-
nialism was atavistic—that colonies gave a field of play to an aristocratic,
militaristic outlook no longer tenable in Europe itself—refutation of the
nonmodern character of colonialism is in order.86

But colonial modernity signifies something stronger than the here-and-
now definition. “In the colonial world,” writes David Scott, “the problem of
modern power turned on the politico-ethical project of producing subjects
and governing their conduct.” The “formation of colonial modernity” rep-
resented a “discontinuity in the organization of colonial rule characterized
by the emergence of a distinctive political rationality—a colonial govern-
mentality—in which power comes to be directed at the destruction and
reconstruction of colonial space so as to produce not so much extractive-
effects on colonial bodies as governing-effects on colonial conduct.”87 An-
toinette Burton refers to “the determination of the colonial state and its
cultural agencies to produce colonial modernities through the regulation of
cultural difference as read onto the bodies of men and women—through
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technologies of science, the law, ethnography, spirituality, motherhood,
marriage, travel-writing and the postcard.” Achille Mbembe asserts, “Like
Islam and Christianity, colonization is a universalizing project. Its ultimate
aim is to inscribe the colonized in the space of modernity.”88

There were colonial initiatives in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
that might be described this way.89 But does it make sense to say that the
sum of such efforts produced a “colonial modernity” or that colonial policy
makers in this era, or some section thereof, intended them to do so? The
formulations cited above mistake arguments within colonial regimes for an
essence of colonial rule in the “modern” era.

The most vigorous case for the imposition of modern governmentality
on colonies comes from historians of India. It hinges on the importance
British officials attached to institutions that defined the subject in relation
to the state: the census, the cadastral survey, and more generally the col-
lection of knowledge that defines a “population” and can be used to main-
tain surveillance and superintend social change. Bernard Cohn’s pioneering
analyses of knowledge-gathering mechanisms convincingly showed that
India was as important a laboratory for working out such systems in the
nineteenth century as were the British Isles.90 But if an Indian history of
censuses and classifications is supposed to reveal colonial modernity in the
nineteenth century, then what is one to make of the fact that the first cen-
sus in Kenya that counted indigenous people was conducted only in 1948,
and that before then officials showed no interest in taking one?91 Colonial
states did not necessarily want or need to see individual subjects in relation
to the state or to classify and enumerate them on various axes; they be-
longed in tribes and could be governed through the collectivity. Whereas
European governments may have wanted to separate populations into the
sane and the insane, the criminal and the orderly, and to devise institutions
that marked their subjects, colonial institutions often put more stress on
the maladjustment of the collectivity than of the individual, and colonial
penology continued into the post–World War II era to make use of pre-
cisely those punishments that from a Foucauldian perspective should have
been supplanted by modern governmentality—flogging, collective punish-
ment of villages and kinship groups, and penal sanctions for contract viola-
tions.92 Colonial regimes in Africa were notably unable to routinize and
normalize their exercise of power, and they were equally incoherent in
their efforts to harness “tradition” and “traditional rulers” to a stable pat-
tern of governance.93

Certainly, several nineteenth-century colonial regimes had their ver-
sions of James Mill, who saw little possibility of progress within indigenous
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cultural traditions and hoped for a thoroughgoing remaking of India.94 But
then one should consider the extent to which the Indian government pulled
its punches: its unwillingness to undertake the necessary risks and expen-
ditures to foster economic development, the constraints it felt because of
the delicacy of its relationship with Indian elites, its caution in individual-
izing land tenure or developing industry, its miserable record in education
and health, and its willingness to live, to an embarrassingly large extent,
from indigenous land revenue collection and commercial networks.95 If
many officials thought better knowledge of Indian society would convey
more power, ignorance was just as characteristic of the regime, and “infor-
mation panics and ideological frenzies . . . reflected the weakness of the
new quasi-bureaucratic state in its own hinterland.”96

In colonial Africa, modernization projects were important in certain mo-
ments and certain contexts. Meanwhile, the inability and disinterest of
regimes in establishing an apparatus of routine control lay behind some of
the worst instances of colonial violence; early-twentieth-century economic
policy included the coercive, brutal extraction of resources in King Leo-
pold’s Congo or the “old empire” style of the concessionary company in
France’s Equatorial Africa, and conflicts continued between colonizers who
favored the grab-what-one-can approach and those who sought to build
structures favoring long-term profitability and expansion. The best success
stories of colonial economies, such as cocoa production in the Gold Coast or
Nigeria, reflected above all the initiatives of African farmers, and colonial
authorities happily benefited from their efforts without asking too many
questions about the producers’ subject positions or how they adapted “tra-
ditional” kinship systems to agricultural innovation.97

If one is to take seriously the “civilizing mission” enunicated by the
government of the French Third Republic at the end of the nineteenth
century, then one should take note of the important argument of J. P.
Daughton that colonial rulers devoted few resources—teachers, doctors,
engineers—to the cause, but that the inveterate foes of secular republican-
ism, the Catholic Church, sent a vastly larger body of men into the empire,
aimed not at civilizing but at converting, at fostering a social order far more
hierarchical and traditionalist than that advocated at home and overseas by
republican modernizers. And one should note as well that even the repub-
lican government backed off its civilizing mission after World War I in
favor of a politics of retraditionalization.98 If British missionaries sought to
extract individuals from a web of social relations and integrate them as in-
dividuals into markets and institutions of governance, then what is one to
make of the effort of the state to marginalize those people—labeled “de-
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tribalized natives”—who had gone the farthest in detaching themselves
from custom and kinship? Religious conversion and education had propo-
nents who wished to colonize minds, but the empires spent little money on
such objectives until, after 1945, they realized in near panic that their ef-
fort to relegitimize and reinvigorate their empires demanded skilled per-
sonnel whom they had not produced and forms of political incorporation
that they had heretofore blocked.

Should one consider colonial campaigns against indigenous forms of
slavery, widow burning, or child marriage as part of a coherent campaign to
impose a universal notion of the rights-bearing individual on backward
cultures? Or is there something pathetic about these colonial initiatives, an
admission that their transformative ambitions could never be realized and
that the best they could do was to mark certain “primitive practices,” to iso-
late them from their social context, to try to excise them from a “traditional
society,” and then to represent the colonial state’s failure to do so as evi-
dence of the irredeemable backwardness of the colonized?99 In the first
decades after conquest in both French and British Africa, some policy mak-
ers advocated vigorous programs to turn slavery into wage labor and to
open new areas to commerce, but they soon learned the limits of how much
they could manipulate African productive systems.100 In the 1920s and
1930s, France and Britain considered and rejected programs of using met-
ropolitan resources to build better infrastructure in African colonies and
contented themselves with a less dynamic vision of colonial economies,
colonial labor, and rule over “traditional” societies.

But by the 1940s, policy makers in France and Britain felt they needed a
more systematic effort to develop productive resources, a more thorough
program of socializing workers to regular employment and urban living,
and a more forward-looking image for colonial policy.101 There is therefore
a good case to be made for identifying projects of modernization within
specific conjunctures in colonial history, just as one can distinguish mo-
ments when the nontransformation of “traditional societies” played a key
role in colonial ideology. But designating the entire experience as colonial
modernity takes the force out of such arguments and discourages asking
why and through what processes they emerged in a particular moment.
Most importantly, one could easily pass over the way in which African mo-
bilizations—as in the critical moments during and after the world wars—
forced colonial regimes to reconfigure their policies, which in turn pre-
sented African social and political movements with new fissures to widen
in the regime, new strategies of rule to counter, and new bases for large-
scale mobilization.102
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In the period after World War II, colonial modernizers, ahead of the aca-
demic modernization theorists, saw a package of covarying characteristics as
markers of progress on the road from stultifying tradition to dynamic
modernity. The question of whether the mission convert, newly trained
teacher, or skilled worker accepted the package as a whole was now impor-
tant. Colonial officials in the 1950s feared that an African who had acquired
the technical skills to perform a certain job still might lack the motivation
and social reinforcement to adapt to all aspects of an industrial or urban sit-
uation and might—like the partially converted Christian—backslide. Many
officials were so taken with their modernizing role that they saw Africans
who did not follow the script as willfully hostile to progress rather than
quaintly backward, which helps to explain the bitter brutality of the repres-
sion of supposedly antimodern movements, notably Mau Mau.103

Extensive historical, anthropological, and sociological research on how
such initiatives played out has revealed the unpackaging of this modern-
ization effort.The mission station, even earlier, could become a site for con-
tinuing older patterns of kinship and peasant production protected from
the predations of white settlers or rival communities. The payment of fam-
ily wages intended to wean African workers from the resources of home
villages could instead give men resources to promote extended families and
to combine wage labor with trading networks and peasant farming. Urban
migrants could reinforce rather than discard their rural connections and
build within the city varied associational and personal networks. Western
medicine could be incorporated into an enlarged repertoire of healing
methods. Literacy could be used to record “tradition,” to assert the contri-
butions of Africa to humanity, or to forge networks of letter writers and pe-
titioners who could challenge missionaries and government authorities. At
the same time, economic expansion and modernization projects themselves
exacerbated cleavages and insecurities, and people worked hard to develop
old and new social networks, to straddle different kinds of economic activ-
ities, and to make use of different kinds of cultural resources to reduce in-
security and, hopefully, to build a better future.104

Neither the temporal patterns nor the contents of change fit the colonial
modernity package—or alternative packages—but the story of this volatile
moment (see chapter 7) suggests another way of looking at the language of
modernity: as a claim-making device. A vivid example of the deployment
of such a discourse came from unions representing African government
employees during a major strike in Senegal in 1946. At the bargaining
table, the union spokesmen silenced their French counterparts by saying,
“Your goal is to elevate us to your level; without the means, we will never
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succeed.”105 Such claims were powerful because they linked well-organized
social movements to colonial officials’ eagerness to find a basis of legiti-
macy for an inclusive and unified imperial polity and their hope that
Africans could, in fact, become productive and orderly participants in such
a polity. Such claims would soon challenge the French government’s illu-
sions that it could direct—and pay for—a modernized imperialism.

Only by renouncing the central tenets of empire could the French gov-
ernment escape the implications of its modernizing ideology, notably the
claim on French resources. But if France was willing at this point to move
away from the logic of empire, it did not repudiate the logic of moderniza-
tion. Indeed, officials were able to accept giving up colonial administration
in part because they convinced themselves that Africans had acquired a
vested interest in maintaining the “modern” structures that they had put
in place, hence in continued cooperation with France, now between sover-
eign nations with unequal economic resources.106 Such an argument made
decolonization imaginable, but the very idea of the package that was mod-
ernization occluded rather than fostered officials’ understanding of how
postcolonial African polities would evolve.

We see here how the idea of modernization was used in a particular con-
text, and we can trace the effects of its usage and its relation to politics on
the ground. It is the intensity of this historically rooted process of making
claims and counterclaims in the name of modernization that John Co-
maroff misses when he asserts that the multiple modernities he wishes to
examine “have nothing to do with processes of modernization.”107

In the postwar conjuncture, British and French governments and
African and Asian social and political movements brought forth different
modernization projects. So too did the United States government and its
rival modernizer, the Soviet Union. Such diverse initiatives shaped for a
time an international consensus that put modernization alongside sover-
eignty among the objectives of international organizations. For some state
actors, the goal was to manage change in the era of decolonization. But for
others, the point was to open new issues, to make claims on the resources
of the “developed” world. For academics, the evident need for new knowl-
edge and new theory gave them a part to play in a global drama. In this con-
text, modernization theory both emerged and was called into question.108

How wide was the opening for intellectuals and activists to think about
issues such as these? The critique of modernity recognizes that political
contestation takes place within frameworks, and the history of colonization
and decolonization has shaped the structures within which economic and
social issues are debated, and the language with which they are discussed—
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structures that remain unequal and languages that privilege certain modes
of understanding. The question is whether treating colonial modernity as a
package focuses on a set of closures without recognizing the openings that
have been pried wider in the recent and more distant pasts. Literary scholar
Simon Gikandi, for example, brings out the effort of Nigerian novelist
Amos Tutuola to write, in his imaginative and evocative The Palm Wine
Drinkard, outside the “symbolic economy of European modernity.” But
the critic won’t let the novelist have his way: he insists that modernity
must be for Africans an impossibility and a necessity, an impossibility be-
cause modernity “established its normativity by marking the African as
one of its ‘others,’ subjects excluded from the informing categories of mod-
ern identity,” and a necessity “because we cannot think of African pasts and
futures except through the institutions and philosophies imposed on the
continent through the modern (colonial) project.” Yet Gikandi, like other
critics, carries forth the work that he claims modernity has done, insisting
that there really was a “modern project,” that colonialism was part of it,
and that there are no alternatives.109 The literary imagination, as much as
the political one, is being pushed back into the categories of tradition,
modernity, antimodernity, and postmodernity—by scholars who claim to
be revealing their conceptual tyranny. Perhaps a reading of the past giving
more space to openings—to different ways of framing and reframing vi-
sions and issues—will provide a less closed outlook on the future.

conclusion

We seem to be living modernization twice, the first time as earnestness, the
second time as irony. But in juxtaposing the dream of using reason to make
the world more prosperous, egalitarian, and responsive to the wishes of its
inhabitants with the hubris of social engineering and the reinscription of
hierarchy within nominally egalitarian systems, we risk missing the power
and poignancy of dreams and aspirations and the range and complexity of
efforts at transforming colonized societies. The critics lay bare the dangers
of modernity’s invention of “universal man” to be the model for the entire
world, erasing the colonial origins of that man and the invention of his tra-
ditionalist, non-European “other” as his foil. But if they insist that moder-
nity is a set of attributes or that modernity has a genealogy that can be re-
duced to capitalism and imperialism, critics award “modernity” to the most
West-centered version of the story and look away from the importance of
debate and struggle in shaping what reason, liberalism, equality, and rights
can be claimed to mean.
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The struggles were unequal, but they were not one-sided. Colonial
voices might have to shout to be heard in European capitals, but at critical
moments, the intensity of colonial conflicts, uncertainties about colonial
policies, disagreements between those who wanted to save souls and those
who wanted to exploit bodies, and competing visions of national missions
and national interests provided fissures that colonized subjects, from Olau-
dah Equiano or Toussaint L’Ouverture in the 1790s to Muslim Indian ac-
tivists in 1900 London to Senghor and Césaire in Paris in the 1930s and
1950s—along with known and unknown union organizers, peasant rebels,
participants in millennial movements, and authors of pamphlets—were
able to pry open.

There has been no unidirectional trend toward political inclusiveness,
toward enhancing people’s choice of modes of livelihood, or toward repre-
senting their collective or individualistic aspirations in the body politic, but
political opportunities, struggles, and constraints are at times reconfigured.
What is lost in opposing a European, capitalist, imperialist “modernity” to
“alternative modernities” or a space of the nonmodern is the boundary-
crossing struggle over the conceptual and moral bases of political and social
organization. The asymmetry of conceptual power—the ability to make
claims stick and to alter definitions of what is a debatable issue and what is
not—is all the more reason to keep one’s focus on how such concepts were
used in historical situations.

My purpose has not been to purge the word modernity and certainly not
to cast aside the issues that concern those who use the word. It is to advo-
cate a historical practice sensitive to the different ways people frame the re-
lationship of past, present, and future, an understanding of the situations
and conjunctures that enable and disable particular representations, and a
focus on process and causation in the past and on choice, political organiza-
tion, responsibility, and accountability in the future.
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6 States, Empires, and 
Political Imagination

153

General Charles de Gaulle, speaking in Normandy on June 16, 1946, as-
serted that here “on the soil of the ancestors the State reappeared.” After
the nightmare of defeat, the French state would now reestablish “national
unity and imperial unity.” This dualism of nation and empire recurred
throughout the speech: the state would “assemble all the forces of la patrie
and the French Union”; it would unite “all the Empire and all of France.”
De Gaulle distinguished “the metropole” from “the overseas territories at-
tached to the French Union by very diverse ties,” while evoking the “future
of 110 million men and women who live under our flag and in an organi-
zation of federal form.” The majority of these French people did not live in
European France.1

The French state, de Gaulle made clear, was not the French nation, and
the nation was not the state. The state, represented by its president and its
parliament, was the empire, renamed the French Union. It consisted on the
one hand of what de Gaulle called the Republic, the nation, or la patrie, re-
cently augmented by the “overseas departments,” namely France’s “old
colonies” of the Caribbean promoted to the same status as the departments
of mainland France, and on the other hand of La France d’Outre-Mer, that
is, colonies, renamed overseas territories, and associated states (formerly
protectorates, like Morocco and parts of Indochina). Algeria was territori-
ally part of the Republic but its population was not treated equally. France,
in 1946, was not a nation-state, but an empire-state.

Opposition to French rule often took such broad, imperial terms as well.
Movements for national independence can only be understood in relation
to other movements that made claims to rights and resources on the basis
of belonging to Greater France, a singular political and moral unit. Anti-
colonial movements were not a stage along an inevitable pathway from



empire to nation, but part of a wider pattern of struggle whose culmination
in the multiplication of nation-states was conjunctural and contingent.

In this chapter, I will argue that both the way the leaders of empire-
states thought about their polity and the forms in which political contesta-
tion took place reflect “thinking like an empire.”2 Where to find a balance
between the poles of incorporation (the empire’s claim that its subjects be-
longed within the empire) and differentiation (the empire’s claim that dif-
ferent subjects should be governed differently) was a matter of dispute and
shifting strategies. Balances were continually upset by the actions of peo-
ple in the colonies. Far from being an anachronistic political form in the
“modern era,” this imperial perspective applies to France, Britain, and other
important states of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

In this brief, schematic, and selective presentation of the importance and
durability of imperial systems, I will look back to the precedents of Roman
and Mongol empires, and their influence on subsequent imperial systems
throughout Europe and Asia. I will contend that imperial polities—“old”
and “new”—constituted a system in which any serious competitor for geo-
political influence had to think and act like an empire.

One can claim that modern empires were projections of nation-states,
and indeed some advocates of colonization in the late nineteenth century
argued this way: colonies should be expressions of national power, and their
resources used for national purposes. But such arguments were made
within states with long histories of competing in imperial terms, and this
point of view was part of a more varied address to the tension of incorpo-
ration and differentiation. Political leaders in the metropole regularly dis-
agreed over the extent to which empires were zones of exploitation or a
moral space—in which issues like slavery, forced labor, religious conver-
sion, and education had to be confronted. The most extreme example of the
pendulum swinging toward dichotomous differentiation rather than a ten-
sion of incorporation and differentiation was Nazi Germany, and there the
division between German and non-German was as much within national
territory as in zones of conquest. And the Thousand-Year Reich proved
short-lived, in the face of the resources of the British and Soviet imperial
systems, and of the empire-in-spite-of-itself, the United States.

I draw on both older and newer scholarship that has brought out the im-
portance and durability of imperial state-making and unmaking.3 Nation
was indeed part of the repertoire of political movements and political
thinkers, at least from the eighteenth century. Some argue that the roots of
the national idea in Europe go back farther than that, to when the notion of
the people became separable from the notion of the king.4 Others find the
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origins of nationalism not in Europe, but within the wider space of Euro-
pean empires, as creole elites imagined their North and South American
“communities” as separable from the imperial polities that had spawned
them.5 The idea of a polity built around the linguistic homogeneity of a
body of people—who emphasized their “horizontal” connections with each
other over “vertical” loyalty to higher authority—became a possibility
that political leaders and thinkers could consider and debate, and at times it
galvanized people’s imaginations.

But nation was not a possibility that all political actors exercised, least of
all in those states with the greatest military and political capacity at the
time, Britain, Spain, and France. They did not cease to act like old empires,
turn themselves into nation-states, and then conquer new territories in the
interest of national power. The story of France, for example, needs to ac-
commodate the profound ways in which the relationship of national and
imperial space was thrown into question, from the Saint Domingue revo-
lution of 1791–1804 through the differential incorporation of European
spaces into the Napoleonic empire, through the debates from 1848 to 1946
over the statuses of “citizen” and “subject” in different parts of Greater
France, up to the final crisis of a supranational France, challenged as much
by people claiming an equal share of imperial resources as by those who
wanted to exit the empire altogether. France only became a nation-state 
in 1962, when it gave up the last vital element of its imperial structure,
Algeria.

The trajectory of empire to nation needs to be questioned for another
reason. The persistence of the old empires of Eurasia—the Habsburg, Ot-
toman, and Romanov—until 1917–23 presents a problem for those who
consider the “modern” era as the time of nation-states.The problem is usu-
ally solved by describing these empires as anachronistic holdovers from an
age of aristocracy, clinging to their imperial identifications in the face of the
inevitable national challenges that mounted over the course of the nine-
teenth century. Recent historical scholarship has made clear the power of
imperial concepts among reformers and oppositional movements in all the
empires. Nationalism was part of the repertoire of political opposition, but
not necessarily the most important one.

The dismemberment of these empires after World War I should not be
projected backward. And the collapse of the Russian Empire in this period
gave rise to another imperial form, the Soviet Union, with its highly cen-
tralized political system intent on remaking society, yet organized around
the maintenance of distinct national republics within it. Most important is
the overlap of different political forms: a variety of empires and states with
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supranational bases of power, with dependencies, clients, and annexed ter-
ritories and subordinated populations, have shared the world stage through
most of history—including the recent past.6

Empires did inspire loyalty and identification from a portion of their
subjects, but more often they depended on contingent accommodation.7

They provoked opposition in the name of solidaristic identification of con-
quered people and opposition based on seeking contingent accommodation
with a different empire. Often they were undercut by their own agents or
settlers, who found ways of acquiring power and wealth by bypassing the
imperial center. Imperial leaders sometimes thought they could perfectly
balance incorporation and differentiation, but the greatest of empires fell
victim to the hubris of thinking they could extend control indefinitely.8

Empires perpetrated violence because they were strong and because
they were weak. Terror tactics—mass slaughter during conquests, collec-
tive punishments on villages and kinship groups thereafter—were hall-
marks of colonization and lasting features of maintaining control, marry-
ing new technology to an age-old tactic in aerial bombardments during
rebellions in British-mandated Iraq and Spanish Morocco in the 1920s,9 in
British Kenya and French Algeria in the 1950s, and in Portuguese Africa in
the 1970s. This terrify-and-move-on aspect of colonial control reflected the
weakness of routinized administration and policing in colonial territories
and the need to keep the costs of administration and discipline low, what-
ever the claims of civilizing missions or rule of law.

The old empires lasted for centuries, while the new ones, such as the
African colonies of the French, British, and Belgians, lasted only decades.At
first glance, the new empires had more effective technological and organi-
zational means of exerting and maintaining power. The striking aspect of
these comparisons is the extent to which “modern” European states in
Africa did not exercise such power. Colonial rule was empire on the cheap,
creating a patchwork of economic exploitation rather than a systematic
transformation, ruling through an often ossified system of “tribal” au-
thority rather than trying to create the docile individual subjects of sup-
posedly modern governmentality (see chapter 5). When France and Britain
at last tried to move beyond the mediocrity of their transformative efforts
to forge a development-oriented empire after World War II, the entire en-
terprise rapidly came apart.

That strong imperial states should have found acceptable the exercise of
relatively weak power in certain circumstances is so puzzling that many
commentators prefer the myths of total exploitation or of modern govern-
mentality to examining a more confusing reality. One can get partway to a
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better understanding of these phenomena by looking at the ambiguous re-
lationship of imperialism and capitalism over time. Capitalists have been
flexible enough to profit from and discard colonial empires; they have had
a range of means—and required a range of coercive and administrative
mechanisms of support—to integrate their systems of production into dif-
ferent parts of the world; they have encountered limits and obstacles in
doing so; they will continue to need state structures to bail them out of the
endless difficulties to which capitalism’s unevenness leads; and they may
well adapt, as in present-day Europe, to new forms of supranational poli-
tics. The course of this uneven development helps to explain why Western
European powers were in a position to conquer new territory in the late
nineteenth century, whereas the Ottoman and Chinese empires were on
the defensive, and why European powers did not fully use their power to
remake the societies they conquered, either to transform them in their own
image or to maximize extraction from them. At the same time, the fact that
empire was a political space helps us to understand why slavery, forced
labor, and land alienation were hotly debated in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century France and Britain and not just taken as acceptable means of accu-
mulating wealth as long as they were “out there.”

Despite the evocation of empire in current American political debate, we
need to think about empire not because it is about to be resurrected, but be-
cause it was such an important constituent of political life for so long, until
so recently, and with such important effects. We do need to think about the
range of alternative political forms and of political imagination that have
been available in different situations in history.

all roads lead to rome—or to mongolia

The Arc de Triomphe, built to commemorate Napoleon’s conquests, har-
nessed the symbolism of ancient Rome to the glorification of the emperor
who followed in the footsteps of the French Revolution and the Enlighten-
ment.The British empire, in much of its official architecture and sometimes
in its rhetoric, also harked back to the Roman empire as the model of con-
quering glory linked to enlightened authority spread outward from a civi-
lizational center.10 The imperial architecture of Hitler and Mussolini de-
ployed a stultifying classicism to symbolize the durability and authority
they claimed.

Rome proclaimed itself to be a universal empire.11 It did not see itself
sharing space with other political entities, and recognized only barbarism
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beyond its borders. Future empires might proclaim the universality of the
principles they purported to represent but had to coexist with others pro-
claiming similar (Western) or other (Islamic, Chinese) universalisms. The
Roman Empire not only expanded at the expense of barbarians, but took
slaves from outside, which gave its richest landowners alternatives to ex-
ploiting the empire’s own subjects. The early empire sprang from a city-
state, with authority residing not in a nationality but in a specifically
Roman aristocracy and Roman citizenry, which incorporated selected
members of new territories while keeping a tight hold on offices. Romans
acknowledged their own mixed ancestry but asserted that they had become
an “imperial people,” destined to rule far and wide.12

As emperors extended their reach, they recruited subordinates more
widely, and the Roman/non-Roman distinction was reduced in favor of a
ruler/ruled distinction mediated by the recruitment of local elites. Citizen-
ship became more attainable in the far reaches of the empire.13 J. G. A.
Pocock cites the case of St. Paul, who had “never seen Rome” but could as-
sert the legal rights of a Roman citizen. In that way,“of the various patterns
of legally defined rights and immunities available to subjects of a complex
empire made up of many communities, he enjoys access to the most uni-
form and highly privileged there is.” In 212 a.d. all nonslave subjects of the
Roman Empire became citizens.14 The imperial space of Rome was no mere
authoritarian fiction. Elites from distant provinces could aspire to leader-
ship in the empire if they obeyed authority, learned Latin, and developed
the appropriate skills and connections. Roman emperors did not have to be
Roman, or even Italian.

The precedent of imperial citizenship would echo in France after World
War II: attempting to underscore the political and moral unity of the em-
pire, it declared all subjects to be citizens. It then faced a barrage of claims in
the name of citizenship, which in the twentieth century entailed far more
burdens on the state than the notion had implied 1734 years previously.

Scholars of Roman antiquity complicate this picture of imperial radiance
in ways that parallel modern-day discussion of the tensions within colonial
empires. S. E. Alcock has queried the famous duo of collaboration/resis-
tance to conquest, arguing that in the eastern Roman Empire, Greeks could
make use of imperial structures and ideologies in more supple ways, play-
ing off their own claims as a prior empire, using patronage, service, or eco-
nomic niches within the Roman empire for individual and family gain, and
preserving a modicum of cultural distinctiveness within the economic and
cultural structures of the Roman system. Romans accepted their junior role
in the genealogy of imperial culture, for as the poet Horace put it, “Greece,
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the captive, took her savage victor captive, and brought the arts to rustic
Latium.”

Nevertheless, the Roman Empire was a model for future efforts to in-
scribe imperial culture in time and space, in public space and the routines
of daily life: through its aqueducts and roads, which constituted a level of
state services not regained in Western Europe for centuries, its marking of
urban space through temples, arenas, and paths, its distinctive private ar-
chitecture, and its calendar and alphabet. Yet even outside Greece, as Greg
Woolf has argued, the influence of the conquered upon the practices of the
conquerors was considerable. While a distinctly Roman imperial culture
came into being, that culture was the product of interaction across the space
of empire, not a set of practices emanating from the city of Rome. Gary
Miles refers to institutions and culture within the empire as “a series of re-
gional and local hybrids, each of which combined Roman and native ele-
ments in a distinct way.”15 Hybridity—that favorite concept of postcolonial
studies—seems to have begun in Rome, as did the inscription of imperial-
ism on a colonized landscape.

The universal pretensions of the Roman Empire provide another sort of
precedent: of the dangers of hubris and overextension, even in empires that
have no rival of near-equivalent power and in which “national” revolts were
not a factor.16 The story of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire fasci-
nated the British elite in the early nineteenth century and is invoked by con-
temporary political pundits in regard to American unipolar hegemonism.
For our purposes, the story reminds us that consideration of the extension
of power, whether called cultural imperialism, modern governmentality, or
globalization, should always be accompanied by a consideration of limits.

A not-so-old imperial system provides another model and another an-
cestry for long-persisting imperial state systems—the empires of the
Eurasian steppe and their offshoots of the twelfth through fifteenth cen-
turies, including the Mongol empires of Chinggis Khan,Kublai Khan,Timur,
and others. These systems are important not only for their enormous ex-
tent—at their peak from the outskirts of Vienna to the Pacific edge of Asia—
which belies the notion of rapid electronic communications as the crucial
variable in shrinking space, but also for their historical influence.The steppe
empires spawned three of the greatest empires that persisted into 
the twentieth century, Qing China, Russia, and the Ottomans, just as Rome
stands at the head of the putative genealogies of Byzantium,the Holy Roman
Empire, Britain, France, Spain, the Netherlands, Portugal,Austro-Hungary,
and Germany. The Mongols provide a contrast to Rome, for they lacked a
single geographic center, yet they linked a large number of geographically
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dispersed, culturally diverse people into political dependence on a single
authority.The polities that grew up under steppe influence were enormously
varied—from the centralized bureaucratic system of Qing China to the rel-
ative autonomy of incorporated groups in the Ottoman Empire.

The Mongol empires originated in nomadic societies on the fringes of
more settled areas.Their ability to change the scale of political control came
from their mobility, enabling them to plunder outside their own base—
particularly in regions more capable of generating an agricultural sur-
plus—and thus to attract followers and keep the raiding and expanding
going. The fundamental dynamic was not ethnic solidarity, but patrimonial
affinity to a ruler and dynastic expansion. The Mongols were capable of
rapidly attracting people of diverse origins, but vulnerable to breakup at
times of succession, when the affinity of subordinates might be up for
grabs. These empires thus existed, over time, in the plural, although the
greatest of the khans established in their lifetimes singular domination
over enormous territory. Khans created multiple military units, which
could be played off against each other but which created high incentives for
cooperation, as long as the empire kept expanding and new resources be-
came available. Just as Mongol consolidation depended on the symbiosis of
nomadic raiders and the sedentary communities that produced appropri-
able wealth, the ideology of their empire came to depend on the relation-
ship of Mongol warriors to a cross-ethnic, universalistic religion, Islam.
Quite distinct from the imperial systems fostered by Islam in the Arabian
peninsula, Mongol polities were ruled by people from the periphery of Is-
lamic religious incorporation. These imperial leaders became the patrons of
learned Islamic scholars, largely Persian-speakers, and turned the great
cities of the Mongol conquest, such as Samarkand, into centers of learning
and teaching and of Islamic architecture and art.17

Mongol polities had to expand to survive, and they did so over extraor-
dinary distances, with relays of horsemen keeping the moving center in-
formed. They were vulnerable to anything that pluralized the singular di-
rection of patrimonial loyalty.

New kinds of empire appeared at the edges of the old. The Ottomans, a
Turkic-speaking group and a minor player in the region, moved into Ana-
tolia, taking over a zone where Greeks and Romans had once ruled, and
where Mediterranean traders from Venice and elsewhere had long had in-
fluence. Ottoman armies moved into the Balkans and in 1453 captured Con-
stantinople, itself the product of imperial expansion and fission.

These conquests transformed government and administration, but not
the multi-ethnic, incorporative nature of the polity. Increasingly centered

States, Empires, and Political Imagination / 161



on Istanbul, combining military power, tribute and land revenue, and com-
merce extending over the eastern Mediterranean, across Anatolia, and into
central Europe, the Ottomans developed an intricate administrative appa-
ratus, based on extensions of the sultan’s household, the development of a
bureaucracy, a state-sponsored hierarchy of scholars, and an “Ottoman im-
perial idiom in architecture, poetry, and historiography.” This empire, like
that of the Romans, could siphon off people of different regions into an
elite that was, above all else, Ottoman, while not assimilating or destroy-
ing the distinctiveness of the people who contributed taxes, soldiers, and
other resources to the imperial center. Instead, different religious and eth-
nic entities, termed millets, were recognized as collectivities within the em-
pire.18 Eventually, Ottoman sultans took on the mantle of defending the
caliphate—the political offshoots of Mohammed’s Islamic polity.

The Russian Empire also emerged from the edges of Mongol empires,
from a client of a peripheral khanate. The success of the Grand Princedom
of Moscow obscured its origins and eventually, thanks to influences spread-
ing from Byzantium, produced a state attached to the Orthodox faith. The
emergent Russian empire over time reoriented its claims to legitimacy
against “Mongol hordes” or the “Tatar yoke.” When Russia directed its ex-
pansive, Christianizing, integrating tendencies toward the Central Asian
regions, it rarely acknowledged that its own political roots lay in that
direction.19

China’s Qing dynasty also sprang from Mongol-related people. The
conventional wisdom has long underplayed the differentiated, imperial na-
ture of the Chinese polity and overplayed the state’s homogenizing, sini-
cizing tendencies. The Manchu dynasty, such arguments go, was militarily
victorious over its predecessors in 1644, but Confucianism, the Mandari-
nate, and the Han won the culture wars, pulling the conquerors into a char-
acteristically Chinese political system. China was an empire becoming a
nation-state: large and powerful, but not reproducing the differentiation
from which it sprang. Recent scholarship by historians using Manchu
sources has complicated the thesis of Han Chinese cultural hegemony and
with it the national character of China. Mark Elliott argues that the core of
the Manchus’ strategy of rule was to use the essentially Han bureaucracy,
but to emphasize their own distinctiveness. Manchus dressed differently,
spoke a different language, lived in separate quarters, and were organized
into separate military units. In this way, the emperor was able to keep the
best-trained bureaucrats at arm’s length from the dynastic and military
sources of power. The strategy was hard to sustain over generations, but at
its height this enormous empire maintained its unity by combining sys-
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tematic administration with culturally differentiated political organization.
Even at the end of the nineteenth century, opponents of the imperial dy-
nasty attacked its legitimacy because it was Manchu—foreign—thus link-
ing their cause to struggles elsewhere against European imperialists.20

Just as the empire perspective suggests reconsideration of the standard
wisdom of sinologists, thinking about China suggests reconsideration of
the conventional association of certain forms of governmentality with
post-Enlightenment Europe. The most basic aspects of Foucauldian gov-
ernmentality—the development of state instruments of surveillance and
intervention in regard to the individual subject—were already developed in
China several centuries earlier, notably censuses and cadastral surveys, net-
works of state schools, and state granaries. As R. Bin Wong writes, “The
Manchu state had at its disposal a repertoire of strategies for creating social
cohesion developed by earlier rulers that far exceeded what European
rulers of multilingual empires could even imagine.”21 If modernity has its
criteria (chapter 5), imperial modernity in its Roman and Chinese variants
seems to be ancient.

empire as moral unit and trading network:
theory and practice in early western 
european empires

The literatures on the Spanish conquest of the peoples of the Americas and
the Portuguese seaborne empires are rich, so an interloper ventures into
this domain with trepidation. I wish to make a simple point: such ventures
defined a space of empire. They were not, indeed could not have been, an
extension of national power.22 They were vast but not global, depending on
the organization of commercial, political, and military networks through
key nodal points outside of which their power tailed off rapidly, and vul-
nerable to rival networks that might cross the lines of connection. But em-
pires could also become a moral space, the unit in regard to which righteous
political behavior was debated and which provided a framework for the
propagation of religion. For all the violence of conquest, the brutality of ex-
tractive colonialism, the devastation wreaked by European diseases, the
cultural violence done against small communities and large indigenous
empires, and the exploitation and dependence inflicted on indigenous peo-
ple and imported Africans, the Spanish empire—for one—could not escape
the force of a debate among its own ideologues about the political status of
the people taken into it. The famous argument of Bartolomé de Las Casas
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for placing limits on the subjugation of the indigenous populations of the
Americas was part of an extended and passionate discussion among jurists
and moral philosophers in Spain.

The Spanish Empire wasn’t entirely Spanish and certainly not national;
it was “a cosmopolitan conglomerate.” Its rulers emerged from the confu-
sions of European dynastic politics, and under Charles V in 1519 it ex-
tended over, but hardly integrated, much of central and eastern Europe,
Burgundy, modern Holland and Belgium, Castile, Aragon, parts of Italy,
and the conquered territories of the New World; it was “the most far-
flung empire the world had ever known.” Its emperor—a native French
speaker—had to learn Castilian Spanish on the job.23

Its claims to moral authority were based on the defense of Christianity,
on the idea of a Catholic monarchy. It saw itself operating under Catholic
notions of universal law, and it expanded “Christian universalism far be-
yond the old boundaries.”24 The new conquests began shortly after the end
of another interempire conflict: the expulsion of the Moors from Spain in
1492. Both the institutions, such as the reward of seigneurial land and priv-
ileges to warriors, and the spirit of Christian crusade affected the overseas
domain. While the defeat of Muslims and the expulsion of Jews from Spain
were defining events of a Christian empire, so too were the trans-European
networks that made the empire possible: financial and military resources
coming from places later known as Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands,
and even from Jews. The navy was Genoese and scholars were trained in
Italy.

Conquering the Americas depended on the ability of small bands of in-
vaders to exploit the conflicts within American societies, especially those
involving their own empires, notably the Inca. The conquistadors mur-
dered, pillaged, and terrorized; they also made alliances and married
women from indigenous nobilities, which gave them a sense of mystical as-
sociation with the empires they had in fact destroyed. The Church did as
much as the Crown to make settlement long-term, and missions were agri-
cultural colonies as much as sites of conversion, and they contributed their
share of exploitation.25

If, in the American domains, the holders of land grants (encomienda)
originating with the Crown claimed the right to exploit Indians resident on
their lands, Crown and Church asserted that the counterpart of that right
was an obligation to minister to their souls—to treat them not in relation
to a self-other dichotomy but as part of a hierarchical, divinely sanctioned
order. Jurists and philosophers debated whether Incas and Mayas, coming
from something they could recognize as civilization, could be ruled but not
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expropriated, whereas people lower in the hierarchy were subject to legiti-
mate expropriation of land and other forms of wealth. Compared to terri-
tories of other empires of the era, New Spain was an elaborately adminis-
tered royal domain. For the landholder, in this as in any other empire, the
king was far away, and brutality and patriarchal authority ran close to-
gether. Yet settlers were still part of an imperial, hierarchical, imagined
community in which juridical and moral issues were questions for the em-
pire as a whole.26

What the idea of a Christian empire signified to the indigenous people
of Spanish America also turns out to be complex: research highlights the
interaction, for example, between Andean and European religious ideas in
producing not simply a regional Christianity but a variety of religious
practices. The religious possibilities would be different but equally complex
in plantation zones, where African religious ideas and practices came with
the slave trade.27

Some scholars contrast Spanish encomienda-based system—which in-
corporated land and labor—to the seaborne orientation of the Portuguese.
But the most important point is that imperial systems were shaped as they
developed, influenced by prior state structures and royal goals but not de-
termined by them. To be sure, Portuguese expansion early on drew its
strength from the concentration of naval power in the taking of nodal
points in Indian Ocean and Southeast Asian trading networks, leading to
the development of commercial/military enclaves. These empires were dis-
continuous, as opposed to the territorial contiguity in Spanish, British, and
French mainland America.28 But over time, notably in Brazil, Angola, Sri
Lanka, and other areas, Portuguese power was drawn into deeper relations
and conflict with indigenous polities, and power became more territorial-
ized.29 Settlers there faced the issue of obtaining or importing and control-
ling labor, just as in the trading enclaves they depended on interaction with
indigenous trading networks and polities. Spanish colonization in the
Americas was torn between brutal extraction, especially of gold and silver,
and the interest of the Crown and some settlers in building a more stable,
manageable, and productive New Spain, a task made no easier by the deadly
effects of Old World diseases. Spain meanwhile was capable of following
the Portuguese pattern of tapping into a regional trading system, as it did
in the Philippines. Different modes of exercising imperial power had as
much to do with the conquered as the conquering.

The so-called early modern era also witnessed the rise of the Dutch East
India Company, the British East India Company, and similar entities. They
were corporate actors—with national charters but primary responsibility
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to their shareholders—and they slid from setting up commercial outposts,
trading networks, and in some cases productive enterprises into exercising
administrative authority over territories and people, then more deeply into
forging empire-states. They were more selective about developing territo-
rial empires than about establishing and controlling sea routes. Particularly
in their early decades, the economic force of the merchant companies de-
rived from their ability to tap onto existing systems of trade, production,
and capital formation. The very fact of administering people and territory
drew the companies into an increasingly governmental, imperial mode of
action. Kerry Ward describes the Dutch East India Company’s transoceanic
punitive strategies—exiling conquered rulers or banishing Dutch servants
from Southeast Asia to South Africa, punishing South African slaves by
forced labor on nearby islands—that made the Indian Ocean region into a
space of imperial discipline.30 Scholars now present a more complex picture
than the earlier dichotomy between Northern European–based empires
based mainly on the rational exploitation of economic linkages and South-
ern European empires intent on power through the extension of a monar-
chical, Catholic polity. All imperial ambitions were varied and changing
from the start.31

It would be misleading to see the world after Columbus as a playing out
of a singular expansionist dynamic. The success of overseas empires de-
pended on choosing where to deepen involvement—using but not overex-
tending increasing military disparities with non-European polities—and
where to limit ambition.32 Empires were vulnerable to the still powerful in-
digenous polities around them, to downturns in trading systems they did
not fully control, to the vagaries of interempire warfare, and to the possi-
bility—given that their strength was a network focused on Amsterdam or
Lisbon—that their own agents or settlers might see an interest in finding a
niche in a different part of the overall trading system.33 Overseas empires
provided, ever since Magellan’s circumnavigation of the earth, a space 
of imagination that was global, but a field of power that was limited and
delicate.

The different forms of colony-making, from trading enclave to planta-
tion zone, to settlement, to various combinations of the above, posed dif-
ferent problems of governance, defense, and expansion. Caribbean slave
plantation colonies were dependent on imperial centers to deter slave re-
volts and protect high-value land from other empires, but in North Amer-
ica community development and expectations derived from British notions
of government brought to the fore questions of settler autonomy that
would one day explode. Except where settlers could claim a major place in
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administering colonies, empires had little choice but to govern conquered
indigenous communities through some form of what later was called indi-
rect rule—they lacked the institutions and above all the revenue to do very
much governing themselves—and that entailed prudence about escalating
demands and reliance on authority systems whose basis in religion (local
or universalistic) and other beliefs could be alien to the colonizing power.34

Trading empires sprang into being because of the vitality of previous com-
mercial networks, but those networks did not necessarily evolve to suit a
particular imperial power.

For all the limitations to the power and transformative ambitions of the
pre-1800 empires, the early colonizations had enormous influence on later
expansion and consolidation. John Darwin emphasizes the importance of
“bridgeheads” in the expansion of the British Empire in the Victorian era:
a pragmatic government, choosing where to press different strategies for
economic and diplomatic advantage, focused territorial ambitions on areas
that had already been integrated into economic networks, sometimes being
drawn into more aggressive action by traders, settlers, or military men on
the spot.35 Likewise, Portugal’s colonization of the interiors of Angola 
and Mozambique was part of the late-nineteenth-century “scramble for
Africa,” but its being in a position to move inward reflected its earlier forms
of empire in the region.

Let me skip ahead to the crisis of Spanish empire in the New World, at
the beginning of the nineteenth century. Benedict Anderson has placed
these revolutions at the core of his interpretation of “creole nationalism”
emerging from the “imagined communities” of colonial settlers whose so-
cial “circuits” increasingly bypassed Spain, while print communications
defined a national imaginary. But the pattern of the revolution qualifies
this story: the imperial imaginary among creole elites was viable and com-
pelling well into the revolutionary process. After Napoleon’s conquest of
Spain in 1808, the colonies remained a repository of sentiment in favor of
the Spanish monarchy. As Spanish elites sought to restore the monarchy,
the split between “Peninsulares” (the people of metropolitan Spain) and
creoles was not so much a matter of people having gone separate, national
ways but of a dispute over the allocation of power and the control of trade.
The Spanish legislative body (the Cortes), which included representatives
from both regions, declared itself part of “a single monarchy, a single na-
tion, and a single family,” then failed to make good on the premise of im-
perial equality, notably in regard to representation in the Cortes and pro-
tection of creoles’ economic interests. Creoles also feared that metropolitan
Spain would not make the moves necessary to avoid a more radical revolu-
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tion: better a North American–type revolution than a Haitian one.36 Cre-
ole nationalism was less a cause of the crisis of 1810–12 than a consequence
of the breakdown of the single, imperial family, after which creoles devel-
oped a new language of nationality in the face of strong tensions within the
new states of the Americas.37 The breakup of an empire over its rulers’ in-
ability to manage an imperial polity—in which different categories of peo-
ple asserted the right to rule over still others—echoed the crises of the
British Empire in North America and the French in Saint Domingue and
foreshadowed the end of the French and British empires 150 years later.

the first modern empire? 
napoleon between new and old regimes

The Napoleonic empire should have a prominent place in any consideration
of imperialism in the era following the Enlightenment and the French
Revolution. But Napoleon had the bad taste to disrupt narratives of post-
Enlightenment modernity.

It would have been easier for the nation story if Napoleon’s imperial ad-
ventures had been based on the French citizen’s commitment to his nation
and his willingness to fight for its domination over other people, and if
Napoleon’s openness to scientific ideas and rational, meritocratic organiza-
tion had fully constructed an individual French subject in relation to the
state, without mediating status groups or hierarchies. But Napoleon’s his-
tory was ambiguous. The French Revolution had indeed seen the value of
raising an army of volunteers motivated to fight for “la patrie en danger,”
but it had given up this idea well before Napoleon took power. Mass levees
of soldiers began in 1793 and systematic conscription in 1798. The idea that
national sentiment meant young men would willingly die for their country
may be convincing to twentieth-century scholars, but it was insufficient to
postrevolutionary leaders. Napoleon systematized conscription—it was in-
deed one of the primary mechanisms through which the state penetrated so-
ciety—but the society it penetrated was not specifically French. Napoleon’s
conquests both demanded and fed a conscription machine in all conquered
territories. Only a third of the army that attacked Russia in 1812 came from
places that had been part of France before the Revolution.Within and with-
out “France,” resistance to recruitment and desertion were considerable
problems. That they diminished over time reflects less the triumph of a na-
tional order than the routinization of state power throughout the empire.38

Michael Broers rejects the idea of the Napoleonic empire as a “pure and
simple extension of France, la Grande Nation,” and argues instead that
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some parts of what is now France, such as the Vendée, lay outside the core,
while Napoleon’s “inner empire” included parts of western Germany,
northern Italy, and the Low Countries—reflecting a territorial conception
rooted in the earlier empire of Charlemagne. The Napoleonic system 
was built in the core at the same time that it was built in the non-French-
speaking parts of the empire.39 The empire—which at its height encom-
passed 40 percent of Europe’s population40—was differentiated space. Parts
of the core were turned into departments like those of France; in other
regions a dynastic principle—Napoleon’s own family as local rulers—
prevailed; and in others Napoleon worked through a hegemonic principle,
maintaining a subordinate, allied dynasty and the fiction of still distinct
states under his overrule.

The Napoleonic regime exhibited the arrogance of the revolutionary
template: that France, or more accurately Paris, was the source of the for-
mula for administering territory, and that local traditions of municipal or
regional governance should be swept away in favor of administration
through prefects. Napoleon’s officials held Italians in contempt, considered
parts of Germany backward and feudalistic, and admired parts of Germany
that seemed to be like France.41 Popular religion and church power would
both be suppressed; the Napoleonic code would provide the model of civil
law throughout the empire; conscription and taxation would be general-
ized. These measures would support an administration capable of linking
the center with all localities. For a time, this project proved attractive to cer-
tain elites in the conquered territories, who saw Napoleon as liberating
them from local tyrannies and feudalistic aristocracies.42

For all of Napoleon’s interest in harnessing geography, ethnography,
and other forms of scientific knowledge to the cause of rational adminis-
tration, his thinking was also shaped by an older vision of empire, hence his
fascination with Rome and Charlemagne. Napoleon retained important as-
pects of an old-regime empire. He made many of his generals and top sup-
porters into nobles, and he did likewise with some of the elites in conquered
regions. The most favored of these were awarded principates and duchies as
grand fiefs, heritable under primogenitor. His armies, like those of old, were
allowed to engage in undisciplined extraction, undercutting the appeal of
enlightened rule to anti-aristocratic “patriots” in many conquered areas.43

In parts of the empire where compromise with regional aristocracies was
necessary, Napoleon’s otherwise relentless drive against feudal and Church
power was set aside and noble privileges allowed to remain.44

Most revealing was Napoleon’s decision in 1802 to restore slavery in the
Caribbean islands. The abolition of slavery in 1793–94 had followed de-
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bates, forced upon Paris by the Haitian rebellion, over whether the rights
of man and the citizen applied to the empire as well as the metropole, and
it reflected the calculation that France needed the military support of ex-
slaves to defend itself against aristocratic counterrevolution in Saint
Domingue and the invasion of rival empires (Britain and Spain). The logic
of citizenship—the expectation of support in exchange for recognition of
one’s legitimate place in the polity—and the logic of empire combined in
unpredictable ways in the post-Revolutionary empire.45 Napoleon at-
tempted to take all this away, failing after a long and convoluted struggle
in Haiti and succeeding, despite resistance, in Martinique and Guadaloupe
in 1802. This was a restorationist move in the fullest sense of the word: it
reflected Napoleon’s links to an ancien régime set of planters in the islands
(including but hardly limited to connections through his wife Josephine,
the daughter of sugar planters) and it reflected the older view of colonies as
exceptional places against the Revolution’s tendency to at least debate the
universality of its principles and laws.

Resistance to Napoleon’s rule doesn’t fit the nation/empire dichotomy.
Although Napoleon lost the initial support of local patriots, he gained more
support by his strategies of co-optation of elites into an imperial, rather
than French, nobility. There was armed opposition, most notably in Spain,
Calabria, and Tyrol, but it was as much opposition to regional elites who
were both collaborating with Napoleon and expropriating local resources as
it was opposition to “foreign” rule.46 An intellectual opposition—most fa-
mously from Benjamin Constant—opposed a vision of Napoleonic mili-
tarism, greed, and destruction to nations peacefully trading and interacting
with each other.47 But what stopped Napoleon were other empires, most
notably the two supranational empires on the edges of Europe’s central
continental space, Britain and Russia, both of whom could draw resources
from outside the contested region.48

Napoleon’s only major defeat by what could be called a national libera-
tion movement occurred at the hands of Haiti’s ragtag and often divided
armies of slaves, ex-slaves, and free people of color, with some help from
France’s imperial enemies and more from tropical microbes. Napoleon’s
other overseas venture, the 1798 conquest of Egypt, proved short-lived,
with British intervention playing a role in leaving this territory to another
imperial system, the Ottoman. His motives in Egypt were a peculiar
concatenation of a desire to push his imperial genealogy back to the
pharaohs and an effort to bring science and rational rule to a piece of the
backward Ottoman Empire.49 In neither case was the outcome his to deter-
mine. In 1803, Napoleon was reputed to say, “Damn sugar, damn coffee,
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damn colonies!” as he decided to sell off his biggest piece of New World real
estate, Louisiana, to the United States for cash to finance his other imperial
dreams.50 We are left with a picture of one of the great state-building proj-
ects of the postrevolutionary era shaping a state that was neither a nation
nor an empire clearly divided between a national core and a subordinate pe-
riphery, but a more finely differentiated entity, whose Frenchness was both
narrower (personal, dynastic, Paris-centered) than France and wider (the
claim that French values were universal).

The imperial conception of France was echoed later in a regime that
called itself the Second Empire (1852–71) and whose ruler called himself
Napoleon III. The first Napoleon’s juridical and administrative innovations
also had a wide influence in Europe, in rival empires as well as in his own.
Napoleon’s conquests opened up a debate about what Europe itself was,
where appropriate boundaries lay, and what kinds of governments could
claim legitimate authority. The 1815 Congress of Vienna, at which the vic-
tors discussed a post-Napoleonic future, was a formative event in bringing
political leaders into a self-conscious discussion about how such a future
could be decided. The Congress claimed to restore legitimate sovereigns,
but reduced the numbers of small states and allowed France to remain a
large one. It made declarations about state morality, such as an insistence
that states prevent trading in slaves. With British, Germanic, Russian, and
Austrian-Hungarian empires as major actors, it was far from clear that the
new Europe would be a Europe of nations. It would be a Europe with a small
number of serious players, interacting, competing, and at times fighting
with each other, each using supranational resources in order to survive.The
idea of a Europe-wide consensus among major players would be reinforced
later in the century by the Conferences of Berlin (1884–85) and Brussels
(1890–91), which set out the rules of the expansion of overseas empires and
the definition of boundaries. Empire-making was a basic part of nine-
teenth-century European history.

empires as transformative agents:
french and british colonial empires

The mainstreams of French and British historiography long treated
colonies as something “out there,” marginal to a history that remained na-
tional, or else as a projection of national culture and power. The former
viewpoint has been countered by excellent studies that put metropole and
colony in the same analytic field,51 but the latter one has been given a new
lease on life by the contention that the British empire offers a model for the
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dissemination of market economies, order, and democratic values.52 Such
arguments had a place within the histories of French and British empires.
In France, the civilizing mission argument was particularly strong after
1871, during the Third Republic. France would spread liberty, equality, and
fraternity. Until the worst days of the Algerian war, such arguments con-
vinced a portion of the French Left of the possibilities of a “colonialisme du
progrès,” replacing both the current, exploitative version of colonialism
and indigenous “feudalism.” Much of the Labour Left in Great Britain, op-
posed as it was to the land grabbing and racism of white settlers, was like-
wise seduced in the mid twentieth century by the idea of British-led devel-
opment and British-inspired self-government.53

The idea of national mission was part of a wider spectrum of colonizing
ideologies. My point here is to emphasize the imperial conception of the
British or French polity in the first instance. Britain was made through
Scotland, Wales, Ireland, Jamaica, the Thirteen Colonies, and India. Britain
grew out of a Europe-wide experience of composite monarchy—the shift-
ing movement of sovereignties through conquest and annexation, dynastic
fusion and fission. As David Armitage writes, “The rulers of composite
monarchies faced problems that would be familiar to the administrators of
any empire: the need to govern distant dependencies from a powerful cen-
tre; collisions between metropolitan and provincial legislatures; the neces-
sity of imposing common norms of law and culture over diverse and often
resistant populations; and the consequent reliance of the central govern-
ment on the co-optation of local elites.” What made an empire British was
defined both by metropolitans and provincials, and the same notions of pol-
itics that gave rise to the British empire also gave rise to the American rev-
olution.54 France was made through Saint Domingue, French conquests
and losses in North America, the Napoleonic adventure, and later Algeria,
Africa, and Southeast Asia. And the power to set the boundaries of its rev-
olutions and reactions did not just lie in Paris.

The ideas that defined a French or British sense of purpose were them-
selves emerging within the space of empire, where the relevance of rights,
obligations, and responsibilities to different categories of people was de-
bated. In the French case, the Haitian Revolution of 1791 laid out argu-
ments that persisted until the end of the Algerian war in 1962, while in the
British case, the abolitionist attack on “slavery under the British flag” be-
came the basis for many arguments about abuses and responsibilities
within the empire.

To say that empires were units of political and ethical debate is not to say
that such debates led to a steady push to include colonized people within a
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universalistic, egalitarian conception of a polity. Quite the contrary. The as-
sault on hierarchy within European polities led some political thinkers to
make sharper distinctions between who was in and who was out. Such de-
bates brought out fears of social danger—based on age, gender, race, class,
status, and personal behavior—within the polity, and much anxiety about
what the boundary of the polity was.55 The uncertainties revealed in these
debates, over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, gave
rise to some efforts to clarify the mission of “civilized” powers and other
efforts to patrol the boundary between a racially and culturally defined so-
ciety and those under its control, who might serve its national interest but
had no claims on it. There were many positions in between—and in prac-
tice a great deal of improvisation, contestation, and uncertainty.

The controversies over slavery occurring at a crucial period in the de-
velopment of state structures in France and Britain as well as debates in
Britain over the responsibility of Parliament for the actions of the British
East India Company forced rulers to clarify what they meant by governing
an empire. Lauren Benton argues that European empires’ old practice of
recognizing “legal pluralism”—different processes and different rules for
people within the space of empire—was increasingly brought under the
control of states. While this by no means eliminated separate justice, it did
emphasize state power over differentiated judicial systems. That was part
of a wider consolidation of state authority, but it had not only its limits (see
below) but also its contradictory effects. Courts became another instru-
ment through which indigenous people (bringing claims of various sorts
and contesting colonial initiatives) could try to manipulate legal systems
and make themselves into “legal actors.” The colonial state’s efforts—
partial as they were—to establish the regularity of its power to lay down
rules and define order also shaped possibilities for contesting how far that
power could go.56

Any discussion of an imperial polity must be set against colonization on
the ground. In the following pages, I will use the example of the French em-
pire to illustrate the ambiguities of citizenship at the imperial level, and the
case of the British empire to illustrate the ambiguity of the relationship of
imperialism and capitalism.

Let us begin in Paris—and Saint Domingue. The question of the uni-
verse to which the rights of man and the citizen, as spelled out in Paris in
1788, applied was immediately thrown into question by the white planters,
then the mixed-race planters, and then the slaves in Saint Domingue, and
became the subject of a transatlantic pattern of argument and struggle.
Black rebels and white revolutionaries at crucial points in the struggle be-
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came allies, briefly creating “a model for a different kind of imperial rela-
tionship,” in which freedom and citizenship for slaves would be the return
for their support of the revolution against its royalist and rival imperial en-
emies.57 Only when Napoleon tried to reverse such gains did the liberation
struggle take a clear turn toward independence. The creation of the state of
Haiti in 1804 virtually necessitated an effort on the part of the French gov-
ernment—with the anxious concordance of other powers—to treat Haiti as
a dangerous anomaly, a case of black mischief rather than a vanguard ex-
panding the meaning of the French revolution. Slaves and ex-slaves, whose
movements and communications in the greater Caribbean region were
quite extensive, carried a more emancipatory message.58

How to reconcile the dimensions of inclusion and differentiation in the
space of an empire-state would remain a focus of contestation until the
very end of empire. To some, the ambiguities appeared resolved by the dis-
tinction between subject and citizen, the former involuntarily incorpo-
rated, with obligations but no rights and no voice, the latter a participating
member of a polity (but not a homogeneous one—witness the exclusion of
metropolitan French women from suffrage before 1944). Yet the relation-
ship was always more complicated and unstable than that. The subject-
citizen distinction was worked out in Algeria between 1830, when the
conquest began, and 1865, when the government of the Second Empire ac-
knowledged the citizenship of Christian settlers of Algeria (later extended
to Jews), while declaring that Muslim Algerians had French nationality but
could acquire citizenship only at the government’s discretion and only if
they gave up the right to have their civil affairs, including marriage, filia-
tion, and inheritance, come under Islamic law. Few Muslims accepted such
a constraint; fewer still were allowed to become citizens.The fiction that Al-
geria was not a colony but a part of France was from the start compromised
by the fact that the majority of its non-Muslim settlers came from pan-
Mediterranean rather than specifically French roots and that the large ma-
jority of its population were Muslims whose affinities reflected Arab and
Ottoman linkages as well as a more locally defined Bedouin identification.59

The government was following an old imperial strategy of building up a
minority population strongly affiliated to the metropole in the hope of bet-
ter controlling another population on a different basis—while encasing this
strategy in a nineteenth-century legal framework around nationality and
citizenship.

But in older colonies France followed a different strategy. After the 1848
revolution in Europe, when slaves in the empire were at last definitively
emancipated, they went into the legal category of “citizen” and not into
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any intermediate zone, whatever prejudices French people had about ex-
slaves’ African origins or degraded social condition. In the small colonial
trading outposts that France had maintained in Senegal, the longtime in-
habitants, known as “originaires,” obtained, if not the name of citizen,
much of the citizen’s political rights, including that of electing local assem-
blies. These rights expanded to electing a deputy to the French legislature,
at first a mulatto but after the election of Blaise Diagne in 1914 a Black
African.

In these small colonies, unlike Algeria, the exercise of citizenship was
not contingent on renouncing Islamic civil status, reflecting the need of a
tiny number of French officials and traders faced with a much larger sur-
rounding African population to bring an indigenous community onto the
imperial “side.” But when France, beginning in the 1870s, proceeded to con-
quer large swaths of West and Central Africa, the conquered peoples be-
came subjects. The citizenship ideal of the Third Republic was honored by
the claim that as indigenous people became “civilized” they could apply to
become citizens, provided they renounced indigenous forms of civil law and
met standards of assimilation, which soon proved so high that few could
meet them.60

In the imperial French polity, subjecthood existed alongside citizenship,
a category in theory attainable but in practice withheld. The notion of im-
perial citizenship elaborated over decades in France contained within it the
possibilities of both a narrow, culturally specific notion of Frenchness and a
more state-centered notion focused on rights and responsibilities within a
complex polity. The state might need to call on different aspects of citizen-
ship but might also find that claims were being made upon it.61

Colonial regimes needed the collaboration of “local notables,” educated
personnel, and especially colonial soldiers. In World War I, the need for sol-
diers to defend France was acute. The Senegalese deputy, Blaise Diagne, was
in a position to demand that in exchange for his recruitment efforts among
the originaires of Senegal, their exercise of the rights of citizens would be
extended by a clear declaration that they were citizens. The war thus en-
tailed an expansion of citizenship within the empire, whose contributions
to saving France became a standard feature of French imperial imagery.

Eugen Weber has emphasized how long it took to make “peasants” in
European France into Frenchmen, into people whose provincial perspective
had given way to participation in a national political culture. The army and
the school, he claims, were key to the integrative process, which came to
fruition around World War I. Yet the same institutions that Weber sees as
so national were also operating in the French empire. They produced not a
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homogeneous Frenchness, but varying levels of acculturation, different
forms of service to French interests, and above all a sense of simultaneous
attachment, grievance, and frustrated entitlement among the segments of
the population most affected—veterans and school graduates (évolués).62

The Frenchman that institutions of state produced was not quite national.
Citizenship—especially a citizenship available but not quite—proved to

be too appealing a notion, especially after World War I. African, Viet-
namese, and Arab ex-soldiers were not just objects of a wave of sentimen-
tality about the “imperial community”; they demanded recognition. The
expansion of claim-making in Senegal, North Africa, and Indochina, and
among colonial students and workers in France—a growing presence dur-
ing and after the war—was threatening. In the 1920s, the French govern-
ment tried to check the citizenship process and emphasize an alternative
myth: the empire as the gathering together of different cultures and na-
tionalities, under an imperial umbrella that guaranteed peace and the abil-
ity to preserve distinct cultures and traditions.63 In Africa, chiefs were
given official blessing as the embodiments of authentic authority, while
Africans who had advanced the farthest along the road to assimilation were
belittled. Educational efforts languished; a proposal for a vigorous program
of building economic infrastructure was rejected. Africans in many areas
were subject to forced labor and to the casual cruelty of settlers and offi-
cials. If a few self-consciously progressive colonial ideologues thought
some Africans could be treated as equivalents to metropolitan French peo-
ple and others should be treated with respect as embodiments of distinct
cultures, the prevailing view was that Africans lived and belonged in dis-
tinct and primitive tribes.64

All this changed again after World War II, as will be examined in more
detail in chapter 7. Faced with the need for more effective use of imperial
resources to aid France’s recovery from the war yet facing an international
climate where self-determination was becoming an important principle,
with anticolonial movements in North Africa and Indochina already pos-
ing serious challenges, the French state took a firm position favoring inclu-
sion over differentiation, hoping to make “France one and indivisible” the
sole focus of political action. Early in 1946, the special and invidious judi-
cial system for subjects was abolished. Forced labor was declared illegal.
Ambitious programs of economic development and education were at last
put in place. In May 1946, all subjects were declared to be citizens, inde-
pendent of civil status regime. The 1946 Constitution posited that the
French Union—the new name for the empire—was an indissoluble body
that contained different sorts of entities: overseas departments fully incor-
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porated into the polity, “associated states” under French protection, and
overseas territories whose modernization was a state project. It would be a
union of citizens, with representation in the Paris legislature, in territorial
bodies, and in a special Assembly of the French Union.65

The French government soon found that the logic of imperial citizen-
ship—the legal equivalence of all citizens regardless of their status regimes
and cultural practices—became the basis for claims to equivalence of an
economic and social nature: for equal wages, equal benefits, equal educa-
tion, equal social services, for an equal standard of living. Some African
deputies hoped that French imperialism would evolve into a kind of feder-
alism—a multinational French polity moving beyond the tutelage of the
metropole. In Algeria, the politics of citizenship was too little, too late, and
was systematically undermined by the settlers. The Algerian revolution
was a complex form of national mobilization mediated by a crosscutting
radicalism shaped by Algerians’ experience as workers in France and by
transnational Islamic organization. The French government was caught be-
tween the threat that imperial citizenship would fail and that it would suc-
ceed too well: by 1956 leaders had begun to think that imperial citizenship
was unaffordable and that devolving power to its overseas territories was
preferable to the logic of equivalence within an indissoluble empire-state.66

In the case of Great Britain, let me emphasize another dimension of em-
pire since the eighteenth century: the relationship of empire to capital-
ism.67 Some political philosophers of the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries contrasted the peaceful interaction of merchants with the warlike
tendencies of empire builders—the “interests” versus the “passions.” More
recently, empire has been linked to capitalism, either as a good thing—the
integration of people into markets—or a bad one, generalizing exploitation
around the globe.68 But the shifting and often contradictory nature of this
relationship needs to be studied over time.

Slave plantations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries developed
in colonies: labor could not have been moved on such a scale over such dis-
tances (amid violent imperial rivalries) without a well-protected place for
them to go, and the coercive capacity of states was needed to ensure disci-
pline over the vast bodies of slaves on the industrial-scale sugar planta-
tions. The overall system mixed slave production in colonies and nonslave
production/consumption in the metropole (as well as in other colonies that
supplied food to the plantations), combined with nonempire sources of
slaves in Africa, where the mechanisms or the consequences of enslave-
ment and movement to the point of sale on the coasts did not concern
British officials or planters.69
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The Atlantic system had a brutal dynamic: cheap sugar became a regu-
lar ingredient in the diet of English wage workers, fostering factory pro-
duction; voracious slave markets gave advantages to the most militarized of
West and Central African societies.70 But just as the slave economy de-
pended on state power in certain—but not all—of its dimensions, the emer-
gence in Britain itself of a class of property owners, able to defend their ex-
clusive access to land and other property and to make the defense of
property into a routine, legitimate aspect of the legal system, would not
have taken place so effectively without a strong state—whose apparatus
had been built up with resources from the empire in the British isles, the
Caribbean, India, and North America.

Kenneth Pomeranz argues that Britain’s capacity for industrialization
only diverged from China’s around 1800. A major factor in the British case
was the complementarity that the sugar colonies allowed: a significant por-
tion of calories to feed the growing working class could be produced with-
out drawing on metropolitan resources in land and labor (the other biggest
factor was the ready availability of fuel). The core of the Chinese empire,
in contrast, extended most importantly to other regions that were agri-
cultural and commercially active; these produced revenues but not labor/
land complementarities that lowered the opportunity costs of industrial
production.71

The mere fact of empire does not explain Britain’s economic jump on
other European societies, which had tropical empires too, but an interactive
explanation of domestic and transoceanic changes helps to explain why
Britain used empire in such a dynamic fashion. Imperial commerce and the
state shaped each other: military expenses forced the state to consolidate fis-
cally and encourage a banking industry; military success, especially by the
navy, made wider commerce safer; external sources of profit for merchants
made them less dependent on paternalistic or corporatist ties at home and
made property-owning elites better able to overcome resistance to land ex-
propriation or the suppression of artisanal rights, while the ensuing capital
accumulation made Britain more able to produce low-cost commodities for
overseas markets; and economic success gave leaders confidence in political
economists’ arguments for free trade and for the universal value of labor
that was both free and disciplined.72

The late eighteenth century, however, marked a crisis in the Empire, the
loss of the Thirteen Colonies. The very strength of the imperial idea had
contributed to the American Revolution through the colonists’ sense of
themselves as part of a British imperial polity and therefore as holders of
rights that were being denied.73 Eliga Gould argues that the loss of the Rev-
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olutionary War left the British public with a “more constricted sense of na-
tionhood,” a conviction that giving up colonies was more acceptable than
changing the way things were done at home.74 The remaining empire was
seen less as a part of British society, and hence its governance was “more
authoritarian.” The sequence is important: the more Britain-centered con-
cept of empire emerged from an imperial history, rather than an imperial
history building on a national one.

Yet the narrowing of conceptions of Britishness needs to be qualified.
Gould reports the sensation caused in the 1790s by the book and public ap-
pearances of Olaudah Equiano, whose story of enslavement and liberation
took place in the space of empire. This ex-slave contributed to what was
then becoming visible in Great Britain: an antislavery movement that
treated empire as a unit of moral discourse. A critical view of the conduct
of empire was coming not only from political economists like Adam Smith,
but from a vigorous wing of Protestantism.The shadow of Saint Domingue
loomed over the British slave islands, where continual tension and periodic
slave revolts brought home the fact that exercising power over colonized
people entailed coercion, expense, and danger as well as profits. In India,
scandals over the venality and brutality of the East India Company drew
British politics into questions of imperial governance, even as the com-
pany’s deepening and widening involvement in South Asia enlarged the
space in which British claims to political hegemony and moral superiority
were in question. These debates and the continued autocratic, hierarchical
style of British imperialism were both part of empire in the age of capital-
ist development.75

Growing economic strength—alongside Britain’s victory over Napoleon
and the political and military advantage that it conferred for some decades—
helps to explain why Great Britain in much of the nineteenth century was
able to benefit from what Ronald Robinson and Jack Gallagher famously
called the “imperialism of free trade.”76 They are using imperialism as
something broader than institutionalized incorporation into a polity, and
what they describe is something less than a doctrine of foreign policy. The
point is that British authorities developed a repertoire of ways in which they
could exercise power overseas, and the entire repertoire was important to a
state presiding over mobile capital and long-distance commerce. Because of
the crucial role of the City of London’s financial markets, as well as the
British navy, Britain could often get its way by sending occasional gunboats
rather than administrators and police,and it could pressure Ottoman or Chi-
nese governments to sign unequal treaties granting extraterritoriality, com-
mercial privileges, and direct British supervision of customs receipts and
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debt payments. It could champion free trade–while often practicing some-
thing more regulated than that. P. J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins see the impor-
tance of empire—as institutionalized rule—within a broader set of imperial
practices, centered on finance and commercial services, that positioned
Britain advantageously in coordinating asymmetrical economic relation-
ships among economically vulnerable empires (Ottoman and Chinese), ex-
panding economies in former colonies (Canada,Australia), primary product
producers in Latin America, and industrial competitors and partners (Eu-
rope, United States, increasingly Japan).77

The bridgeheads of both formal and informal empire which Britain had
earlier established or which its trading vanguard set up in the mid nine-
teenth century became a basis for territorial colonization in Africa, Asia,
and the Pacific. In India, British rule became less tolerant of Indian ways of
doing things, especially after the 1857 mutiny and the government’s for-
mal takeover of authority from the British East India Company. But—
contrary to both Marx and advocates of market expansion—the British
government still hesitated when it came to transforming the basis of pro-
duction in the Indian economy, for it still needed to piggyback on indige-
nous authority, whose relations of dependence with landless subordinates
did not dissolve into capitalist relations of production.78

Imperialism might have been a complex set of transnational commercial
and financial linkages with different sorts of institutional arrangements,
but it was more than that. Britain’s initiative in abolishing the slave trade
by its citizens (1807) and slavery in its colonies (1834), plus its use of diplo-
matic and naval power to get others to give up the slave trade cannot be ex-
plained in strictly economic terms. Abolition severely damaged the sugar
economy in Britain’s Caribbean islands and benefited Spain’s colony of
Cuba, which maintained slave production until 1886.79 David Brion Davis
has argued that the ideological, rather than the narrowly economic conse-
quences, of capitalist development drove the antislavery movement. The
moment was as much an Atlantic phenomenon as slavery itself, drawing on
the growing importance of nonconformist Protestantism in middle and
upper classes and gaining support from artisans, workers, and ex-slaves. Its
success reflected the ideological needs of the elite: if it was to present a co-
herent world view that made wage labor—stripped of the protections of
community and paternalism—into a naturalized part of life, it could hardly
defend slavery in the same breath. It mattered to significant segments of
the British public that slaves with whom it shared little cultural identifica-
tion—in a British possession they had never seen—were being treated in a
manner that cast a stain on the British flag.80
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At the time of emancipation, the possibility that slaves and their de-
scendants might become rational actors in a market economy or perhaps
even participants in the politics of local legislatures was at least entertained
by humanitarians and part of the governing elite. As Thomas Holt and
Catherine Hall have shown, liberated slaves did not necessarily want to
build their lives within such frameworks. That sugar production fell dras-
tically in the islands was interpreted by some as the sign of a racial excep-
tion to universal economic laws, while the ex-slaves’ defense of another
way of life was seen as a danger to political order. Some missionaries con-
tinued to defend the emancipation project as a moral good, but others be-
came convinced that even Christian ex-slaves would backslide unless su-
pervised by whites. Increasingly harsh views of racial immutability and
inferiority developed in the postemancipation encounter itself.81

This experiential, historically located view of growing racism should be
seen alongside the approach that looks at the growth of “scientific racism”
as a part of the intellectual history of Western Europe since the eighteenth
century. Enlightenment categories in fact were used for building and de-
bating a range of racial theories, including antiracist ones.82 Arguments for
immutable racial hierarchy increasingly resonated with and reinforced
colonial experience on the ground over the course of the nineteenth cen-
tury, but the extent of debate should not be forgotten. Some nineteenth-
century writers pointed out that Africans along all coasts were interacting
more intensively with European merchants, and took this as a sign that
commerce, civilization, and Christianity might be advancing.83 Antiracism
did not imply anti-imperialism; some argued for a benevolent colonization
to uplift African people. And racist arguments could be used against impe-
rialism—that is, for not letting the empire get any more black.84 The debate
about race was pried open as well by African and African American intel-
lectuals, and increasingly by colonial subjects who became part of intellec-
tual life in London, Paris, and other European centers.85 How racializing
and univeralizing arguments played out reflected concrete issues and spe-
cific struggles.

Both reluctant and eager imperialists had to engage with a shifting
African reality in an age of growing but uncertain commerce along the
coasts of Africa. Robinson and Gallagher’s “peripheral” theory of late-
nineteenth-century imperialism asserts that the conquests originated not
in a set of imperatives generated within Europe, but out of the tensions
within older modes of Euro-African interaction leading to a breakdown in
the periphery itself, which in turn—given a highly unequal balance of mil-
itary power—led to conquest.86
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We need to step back for a moment. The “new” imperialism, especially
the “scramble for Africa” from the 1870s through the 1890s, cannot be un-
derstood except in reference to “old” rivalries of empires. To the idea of a
breakdown of the imperialism of free trade at the periphery, one must add
both the ideological shifts that made it possible for Europeans increasingly
conscious of their place in the unfolding of human progress to undertake
actions that seemed to smack of old-style militarism. Whether national
economic interests in colonial resources or markets could have been met by
other means, capital clearly existed in relation to a wider world, was always
looking for new possibilities, and had a particular need for tropical com-
modities. Peripheral breakdowns cannot explain why Britain was in the pe-
riphery in the first place, but it is important to see the range of options for
exercising economic and political power. There were influential parties
within European societies, be they the “gentlemanly capitalists” of Cain
and Hopkins or the “parti colonial” of Charles-Robert Ageron, who sought
vigorous state intervention and at times formal control.87 Their influence
was all the greater when they could argue from established interests, hence
the importance of the bridgehead argument.88

Most important is the old fact of empire on the world stage: Europe in
the 1870s was not a Europe of nation-states but of empires, old and would-
be. It was precisely the fact that the important actors were very few in
number and thought in supranational terms that turned the changing pat-
terns of economic interaction into a scramble. Great Britain had multiple
options for getting tropical resources and could put up with multiple fail-
ures. It feared, however, that other imperial powers would gain exclusive
access to sources of vital supplies or lucrative trade, and the fact that a small
number of European imperial powers did business with weaker and divided
African polities meant that once one European power started to claim ter-
ritory or exclusive access to parts of Africa, others would have to step up
preemptive colonization.

The most unstable international system is one with a small number of
powerful actors, neither a world of relatively equal sovereigns nor a world
with a single hegemon.89 Here the fact that Britain was losing its lead as an
economic power as Germany, and to a significant extent France and Bel-
gium, industrialized becomes important. It is not surprising that Great
Britain was not the first mover in the scramble but ended up with the
choicest morsels of the African cake. The paradox of imperial competition
was that each power sought imperial resources and feared exclusion from
other imperial spaces, but they also feared that allocating too many re-
sources to imperial defense or imperial development could jeopardize the
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metropole, hence the doctrine that colonies should pay for themselves, in-
cluding the costs of their own repression.

Germany’s brittleness as an empire-builder reflected its catch-up posi-
tion, its need to make economic advancement a specifically German project
in opposition to a British empire that could defend and live off its economic
lead.90 Philipp Ther has presented a compelling argument for seeing late-
nineteenth-century Germany in terms of “imperial instead of national his-
tory.” The German empire, he argues, was built of pieces of neighboring
imperial polities within Europe, and thus around people who “clearly did
not consider themselves as Germans.” The state apparatus was more Ger-
man than the society. The state project of empire-building extended over-
seas—where the quest for resources, prestige, and outlets took on more
stridency than in the British case precisely because of the consciousness of
coming late to the rivalry. Racism toward Africans went along with hard-
ening racism toward European “others,” notably the Poles. The German
Empire, Ter claims, “wanted to become a homogenous nation-state” but
wasn’t, and—if it wanted to compete with Great Britain—couldn’t become
one.91

Japan, another late industrializer and late colonizer, was caught up in the
same late-nineteenth-century conjuncture: these were the two powers
whose imperial projects came closest to building empire from a national
core, qualified by Japan’s effort to position itself as “Asian,” just as Ger-
many’s effort must be qualified by the uncertainties over where in Europe
Germanness was located.92 On the ground in Africa, Germany faced the
same constraints as did other powers. For all its brutality in suppressing the
Herero and Maji Maji revolts, Germany, as John Iliffe shows in the case of
Tanganyika, had to make compromises with indigenous elites and peasant
producers in order to make empire affordable and controllable.93

This reality check ceased to be a factor for Germany after World War I,
when it lost its colonies to the victorious empires. A self-consciously colo-
nial power without colonies, Germany was left with not just a sense of
grievance vis-à-vis its fellow European empires, but also a sense of superi-
ority unmediated by the complexities of actually ruling over people. It was
not that ruling real Africans and Asians rather than fictive ones gave
British elites a fuller sense of the humanity of the people they ruled, but
rather that ruling “others” gave the British a more realistic sense of the
limitations of their own power.94

We are now faced with the central paradox of the history of colonialism:
the limits faced by the colonizing powers with the seemingly greatest ca-
pacity to act and the fullest confidence in their own transformative power.
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Colonial states, the British among them, were thin: they needed the legiti-
macy and coercive capacity of local authority to collect taxes and round 
up labor, and they needed local knowledge. If the category of chief under
colonial administration included former kings, provincial leaders, heads 
of kinship groups, village elders, or sometimes people whom colonial 
rulers mistakenly thought influential, such people had to enforce colonial
power—under threat of dismissal or worse—but they could not be pushed
too far or they would become too discredited to serve the regime.95 The
structure of rule reinforced and rigidified the distinctiveness of subordinate
political units within the empires. Colonialism fostered the ethnicization of
Africa.96

Whereas colonial administrations’ reliance on indigenous authorities
allowed the latter to enhance and codify patriarchal dimensions of earlier
social structures, missionaries tried to slot women into their own vision of
domesticity, which they contrasted with the alleged cruelty toward women
of pagans, Muslims, and other non-Europeans.97 Redefining gender rela-
tions as part of an imperial, racialized order has been the focus of some 
of the best scholarship on nineteenth- and twentieth-century empires.
Empire-building in the nineteenth century was as much (and in some ways
more) a masculine operation than it had been in the sixteenth: men with
guns, men on ships, men superintending mines and plantations and disci-
plining reluctant and dangerous native laborers, men running bureaucra-
cies, men bringing their science, their notions of how societies and
economies should work, to benighted lands. But making empire into a way
of life seemed to many a quintessentially female task: women’s presence
would prevent white men from going native, from letting men’s “old”
urges for military and sexual conquest stand in the way of the civilizing
mission and the establishment of bourgeois culture in colonies, for provid-
ing an example to native women of what their role should be in social re-
production. These roles entailed contradictions and conflicts, as Lora
Wildenthal, for example, has brought out in the case of German colonies,
where masculine notions that they could do what they want—including
produce and in some cases confer legitimacy upon offspring with indige-
nous women—conflicted with feminine notions of restraint and domestic
order, articulated in racial and gender terms.98

A stable gender order proved as elusive as a stable racial order: colonized
women, as Luise White has shown in the case of interwar Nairobi, could
find niches in colonial sites where their activities—in the provision of
housing and food as much as sex—were too effective and entrepreneurial,
and seemed to be reproducing the wrong kind of urban working class. The
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subsequent attempt of colonial regimes to “stabilize” the colonized work-
ing class—by separating workers from their rural origins and bringing up
new generations near the place of work, living in families under the watch-
ful eyes of health and education bureaucracies—had its contradictions too.
The orderly relationship of male breadwinner and female homemaker was
broken down not only in the “informal sector,” where unsupervised labor
relations gave a larger but conflict-ridden role to entrepreneurial women,
but also in workers’ households themselves, in which the wage packet could
be used to support both an altered version of patriarchy and a more entre-
preneurial role for wives than official ideology allowed.99 The stakes that
women and men acquired in the successful combination of activities within
an extended household also increased the vulnerability of women to the
vagaries of male fidelity, male health (even before the days of HIV), and
male success in an often cruel colonial economy. Studying gender in the
“modern” empire thus reveals less a terrain of successfully imposed colo-
nial categories and rigid ordering than a terrain of conflict and contestation
over roles.100

We should be careful not to go too far in either emphasizing the in-
scription of order on colonized people or celebrating cultural adaptiveness
and autonomy, and we should certainly not forget that the limitations of
colonial power in administering and changing its domains was often expe-
rienced as arbitrariness and brutality. Conquest had depended on the abil-
ity of invading armies to concentrate firepower, intimidate, and move on.
Maintaining control, in the face of rebellions small and large, entailed ex-
emplary punishment, reaching genocidal extremes in cases like the Herero
war. Corporal punishment, collective sanctions against communities whose
members had offended the colonial order, and penal sanctions for violations
of private contracts remained staples of colonial discipline, even when offi-
cials recognized that modern governments were not supposed to do such
things. Exemplary repression did not disappear with time, as in Sétif in
French North Africa in 1945, French Madagascar in 1947, or British Cen-
tral Kenya after 1952, not to mention in the Algerian war of 1954–62. Up-
to-date ideas of policing and surveillance had their place too, but the thin-
ness of colonial administrations and the insistence that colonized people
pay the cost of their own oppression limited their possibilities.101

The crudity and humiliation that went along with colonial regimes’ in-
ability to routinize control and authority coexisted uneasily with imperial-
ism’s other pole, the notion of empire as a legitimate polity in which all
members had a stake. This side emerged starkly in wars. A million Indians
served Britain in World War I; around the same number came from the
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white dominions.Two million Africans served, mostly with little choice and
mostly as carriers and laborers, around a fifth of whom died of disease. In
World War II, the empire’s contribution would be even greater, from both
colonies and dominions.102

World War I, in British as in French Africa, was followed by an attempt
to put the genii of imperial belonging back into tribal bottles. Even earlier,
expressions of a desire to civilize or Christianize, to turn slaves into wage
workers and subsistence cultivators into export farmers, were losing their
appeal. Such efforts had proven too frustrating, while “detribalized”
Africans were proving too demanding. In the 1920s, Britain, like France, re-
jected “development” programs that would have used metropolitan funds
to improve infrastructure and enable a more rational exploitation of
colonies, and it made a virtue of necessity, defining their mission as pre-
serving traditional authority.

Throughout this time, islands of export productivity were carved out:
mining zones surrounded by vast labor catchment areas, sites of white set-
tlement where farmers received help from the state in recruiting and disci-
plining labor, and areas of cultivation by African farmers, small or medium
scale, who used family labor, tenants and clients, and sometimes wage labor.
Attempts to build either an indigenous or a settler capitalism ran up against
the situation that most Africans had some land resources, even if they were
squeezed by alienation, that colonial economies opened up new niches
which were alternatives to subservience to a landowner, and that landown-
ers themselves did not necessarily want to play by the rules of a wage-labor
economy. Infrastructure focused on the narrow pathways of an import-
export economy. Colonial economies fostered an urban sector, but not an
urban society, with the material and social resources for workers to make a
life or for officials to shape that life. Such structures permitted some firms
to make large profits, but also gave every incentive to Africans to find al-
ternatives to full involvement in a wage-labor or cash crop sector.103

In the mid 1930s the famous study of S. Herbert Frankel showed how
small a part the “new empire” was playing in British investment patterns:
most capital was going to the old, “white” colonies and to Britain’s non-
colonial trading partners. Neither Lenin’s notion of imperialism as the
highest stage of capitalism nor the apologists’ notion of colonialism as the
agent of development of a forward-moving market economy held up.104

The mediocrity of colonial economic performance made it easier for
colonial powers to slough off the dislocations of the 1929 depression into a
countryside they did not have to examine. By the end of the decade, how-
ever, British officials began to recognize that even weak economies in Africa
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and the West Indies produced social dislocation, particularly in the narrow
channels of communication and islands of wage-labor production. When
production haltingly increased (and with it inflation), a wave of strikes
began, from Barbados to Mombasa. The Colonial Office finally got serious
about a program of economic development. In India, the government’s in-
terest in development interventions only followed upon the India National
Congress’s effort to make economic development into a political issue.105

World War II was a turning point. Its profound implications included a
shaking of European self-confidence and the experience of Africans and
Asians—not least those who fought in armies defending some empires
against others—of the contingency of imperial rule. The campaign against
Hitler’s racism made colonial ideologies less self-evident. The loss of In-
donesia and Indochina to the Japanese Empire interrupted Dutch and
French power in ways from which they could not recover, leading to two
anticolonial revolutions that would remain in the minds of many as one
model of decolonization.106 In India, expectations of freedom had risen and
along with them dangers of conflict, while Britain’s heavy reliance on In-
dian troops and resources in the war had saddled it with economic and po-
litical debts from which it too could not recover.107 The events of the 1940s
shook up the apparent normality of the empire-state.

But France and Britain reacted initially to the effects of war by trying to
resecure and revitalize the parts of their empires that they retained, partic-
ularly in Africa: to turn the development idea into a mechanism for pro-
claiming the legitimacy of rule, for building up the beleaguered imperial
economy, and for raising the standard of living of colonial populations. Ex-
plaining why they failed to do so requires probing not only the changing
nature of postwar capitalism—and particularly the powerful role of the
United States—but also the inability of colonial powers, even given the
considerable economic growth of the postwar decade, to make colonial de-
velopment into a politically sustainable project within African colonies.108

In French and British Africa, colonial regimes fell apart as they became
caught between two poles: the danger of revolutionary confrontation and
an escalation of demands that threatened to turn the rhetoric of imperial
legitimacy into assertions for equivalent rights, voice, and standard of liv-
ing. If empire on the cheap ceased to be politically possible, governments at
home would have to ask whether taxpayers were willing to pay the costs of
making imperial incorporation meaningful to the poorest of imperial sub-
jects, the costs of repressing those who wanted out, or—most likely—
both.109 Capitalist firms were weighing the advantages of operating within
an imperial system against the possibilities of other relationships to state
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systems—and the costs of all such arrangements.110 The escalating de-
mands in the postwar decade for better material conditions—set alongside
demands for cultural self-expression and political power—challenged Eu-
ropean authorities, but also appealed to their hope that colonial societies
would indeed become more “modern,” productive, and predictable. In the
postwar decade, the logic of empire and the logics of development and so-
cial democracy came to a costly confluence.

By the mid 1950s, both French and British governments were thinking
more specifically than ever about the costs and benefits of particular
colonies and of colonies in general. The potential gains looked uncertain,
the potential costs high. Britain and France were by 1956 or 1957 looking
to pass their obligations—and their power—to aspiring elites within the
colonies, hoping that a positive postcolonial relationship would be more
useful than a contentious and expensive colonial one.111

By then, India, Indonesia, and other ex-colonial nations were organizing
into a bloc, turning the United Nations into a forum for anticolonial dis-
course, and trying with some success to use Cold War rivalries to make
claims on behalf of the “third world.” Important as the reconfiguration of
the postwar economy was, the undoing of empire required a change in how
politics was thought about—taking away the aura of normality attached to
empire for millennia—and this change came about through a mix of mobi-
lization in the colonies, international interaction, and domestic politics in
metropoles, where moral qualms and financial concerns attached to both
repression and reform in the colonies undermined imperial projects.

In Africa, what collapsed first was not colonialism as an obdurate, un-
changing edifice, but colonialism in its interventionist moment. If the In-
donesian and Indochinese revolutions demonstrated early on the dangers
of failing to accommodate political movements in the colonies, the rela-
tively nonviolent decolonizations in sub-Saharan Africa put the holdouts,
including Algeria and settler colonies of southern Africa, in a vulnerable
position.112

An imperial conception of geopolitics and an imperial sentimentality
lingered afterward in policies of promoting French or British culture in ex-
colonies, in preferential treatment for ex-empire commodities in European
tariff regimes, and for a time in immigration rules that sought to meet
labor needs from within the old empire. But the very process that created
nation-states in Africa and Asia also made Britain and France national en-
tities in a way they had not been before. The stakes in who was included
and excluded in the welfare state were high. If some people within Britain
and France hoped to turn the continued presence in national territory of
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people originally from the colonies into a culturally pluralistic sense of the
nation, others—like Enoch Powell in Britain and Jean-Marie Le Pen in
France—put forth a national, xenophobic view of an essential France or
Britain, a form of exclusionary racism different from the imperial notion
of holding subordinated peoples within the polity.113

The settler colonies—southern Rhodesia and Algeria, most notori-
ously—were the most difficult nuts to crack, for settlers had appropriated
the empires’ representative institutions and the ideology of development.
In Algeria, the diehard elements among settlers and the military attempted
a coup against the very state to which they proclaimed allegiance, while in
Rhodesia, white settlers declared independence because the empire that had
spawned them would no longer defend their racial privileges. In both
cases—and eventually in South Africa—settlers’ insistence that they were
not simply their own sort of “imagined community” but the overseas van-
guard of civilization, Christianity, and economic progress left them vulner-
able to the repudiation of mother country and international opinion. Em-
pire was, and remained until the 1960s, part of a global system, and when
that system lost its political and moral force, its last remaining pieces could
not sustain themselves.

This part of the chapter has gone over the ground best covered in the re-
cent burst of scholarship on colonial societies: the “modern” overseas em-
pires. What this scholarship has done best is to focus on the intertwined
way in which Europe defined itself and colonized spaces in relation to each
other. Scholars have shown how such colonial regimes constructed Africans
as bodies to be remade to fit the modern world, as racialized, gendered
selves to be molded to a particular niche in the colonial economic and social
order, or as alterity incarnate. They have studied colonialism as a certain
type of social order, with mental maps for placing different peoples and
methods of policing boundaries among them. My emphasis here has been
on how attention to the imperatives of thinking like an empire can give a
fuller picture of the overseas empires of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, both by broadening the time perspective and narrowing it. Broaden-
ing because in both new and old empires the problems of ruling over large,
distant, and expanding populations in ways that institutionalized both in-
corporation and differentiation constrained the possibilities of implement-
ing whatever project colonial rulers had, and because the extent and un-
evenness of imperial space inevitably produced tensions among colonial
elites and among different colonizing ideologies and interests. Narrower
because analysis of the construction of colonizer and colonized is most
valuable when read not against a generalized “modernity,” but against the
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shifting needs and constraints facing colonial regimes in specific moments,
the varying ability of colonized people to deflect and reinterpret all such
projects, and the actual resources devoted to mechanisms of social con-
struction. For all the emphasis on the military, technological, bureaucratic,
and cultural power of the latest round of empire-builders, the story of em-
pires is still a story of limits.

When French and British policy most emphatically—if still inconsis-
tently—embraced the goal of modernizing colonized societies, when they
repudiated their past insistence on the immutable distinctiveness of colo-
nized people, and when they leaned decisively toward the incorporative
pole of imperial systems, then empire became definitively unsustainable. In
the 1960s, a world of nation-states finally came into being, over three cen-
turies after the peace of Westphalia, 180 years after the French and Amer-
ican revolutions, and 40 years after the Wilsonian assertions of national
self-determination.

old empires in a new world:
ottomans, habsburgs, and romanovs

That the embodiments of dynastic, nondemocratic, multinational polities
could exist for nearly a century and a half after the apparent dawn of the
modern nation-state sits uneasily with the “empire to nation” teleology.114

Perhaps instead of preserving the grand narrative by dismissing these em-
pires as quaintly anachronistic, we might use their histories to rethink the
narrative. Recent scholarship has in fact illuminated the interplay of impe-
rial and local elites and imperial and national ideologies within these em-
pires, up until the moment of their imposed dissolution.

Ottoman specialists have given a picture of a dynamic empire at two lev-
els: they demonstrate the importance of Ottoman reform efforts in the
nineteenth century, to critics of the regime as well as high officials; “Ot-
tomanism” was a compelling vision for a cosmopolitan elite. Mehmed Ali
Pasha, sometimes regarded as the founder of “modern Egypt,” was a thor-
oughly Ottomanized man of Balkan origin, at the helm of an adminis-
tration from various parts of the empire whose world view was shaped 
by their imperial experience. There were tensions between the Turkish-
speaking and Arabic-speaking parts of the Egyptian elite and between the
Pasha and the Sultan—as there were between overmighty regional au-
thorities and supreme rulers in any empire. What was at stake in Mehmed
Ali’s building of an army in Egypt and his efforts at restructuring Egyptian
society was the nature of the empire, not a question of Egypt versus Ot-
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toman. When British pressure on Egypt later in the century produced a re-
bellion, a crucial dynamic came from Egyptian perceptions that the Ot-
toman elite had failed to protect them against another imperialism; this ris-
ing was as much an interempire conflict as it was a specifically Egyptian
one.115

Nineteenth-century reform from the 1839 Tanzimat onward, Selim De-
ringil argues, represented an attempt at a “civilizing mission” that parallels
those of France and Britain: efforts to sedentarize nomads, to educate illit-
erate populations, to “permeate” dimensions of Ottoman society hereto-
fore left to local elites and diverse populations. The Ottomans were in part
borrowing Western European techniques better to rival these empires that
were poaching on Ottoman territories in the Balkans and North Africa, and
in part seeking to compromise with French and British demands for recog-
nition of the citizenship rights of Christians and protection of Western Eu-
ropean commercial interests. But with the sultan’s wavering attitude to-
ward constitutional reform, “Young Ottomans” and other elites articulated
increasingly radical calls for political change, looking toward the French
Revolution, the Russian revolution of 1905, and the Meiji revolution for
precedents—still focused on revitalizing the empire as a whole.

This combination of external pressure and imperial reform had complex
effects: Sultan Abdul Hamid’s loss of Balkan territories led him to weaken
the millet system in favor of a more specifically Islamic ideology of empire,
and demands for recognition of Christian groups sometimes enhanced sec-
tarianism. These issues were being played out in imperial space, and in con-
junction with the Ottoman Empire’s acute rivalry with the neighboring
Habsburg and Russian Empires, and under pressure from Britain and
France, but with occasional diplomatic support from Britain to keep the
Russian Empire from expanding further and to ensure repayment of the
empire’s debts.116

The second trend Ottoman historiography has brought out is the rela-
tionship of Istanbul to the provinces of empire. Studies of the Arab Levant,
eastern Anatolia, Yemen, and Albania complicate the picture of imposed re-
form by showing that elites whose power base was local developed an
interest in selective accommodation with Ottoman demands. Local and
regional elites were both conveyors of Ottomanist conceptions to their
areas and architects of local interpretations of what being part of the em-
pire meant, shaping what Michael Meeker calls “Ottomanist provincial
society.”117

One can make similar arguments about the Habsburg and Russian Em-
pires: empires challenged by rival powers and social change from within re-
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sponding with projects of reform at the imperial level, facing opposition
that was both national and imperial. The critics of Habsburg conservatism,
for instance, included many who saw the imperial unit as a possibility of-
fering something to reform-minded intellectuals, to Jews, and to others
who sought a bigger field than what became national units. The “dual
monarchy,” which ceded great autonomy to Hungarian elites within the
empire, was both a concession to the vernacular elites’ aspirations for
power and a mechanism that reinforced the cooperation of German- and
Hungarian-speaking rulers, for the latter feared that their own “national”
domain could fragment because of the importance of non-Hungarians
within it, just as they had to be concerned with the fate of Hungarians out-
side the boundaries of Hungary—a problem that common inclusion in a
Habsburg polity helped to contain.118

In analyzing the Russian Empire, as Jane Burbank argues, “the use of
empire and nation as distinct and antagonistic categories is problematic and
obstructive.” The Russian autocracy had to consolidate rule against equally
imperial neighbors along some of its frontiers and elsewhere rule a spread-
out, resource-poor population. Political authority was both centralized 
and thin, because the resources available to local elites through coopera-
tion with the center made a decisive difference. Russian governments de-
ployed a range of political strategies to differentially incorporate their non-
Russian components, and their elites shared with intellectuals of Germany
and France a geographic and ethnographic interest in acquiring knowledge
about the complex cultural makeup of the empire. In its core areas as in its
periphery, the Russian “autocracy could not bring itself at this critical junc-
ture to take the giant steps toward citizenship, limited monarchy, repre-
sentational politics, and inclusive programs of cultural discipline that
proved so critical to the successful national projects in Europe in the nine-
teenth century.” The “Russian” peasant, not just the Muslim Central
Asian, was an “other,” and the government was more autocratic than na-
tional. Interempire competition in the nineteenth century pushed the
Russian, like the Ottoman, Empire in the late nineteenth century toward a
more vigorous program of “civilizing” its outer reaches, but civilizing and
Russifying could only go so far, given the tenuous arrangements by which
administrative and judicial authority was actually exercised in distant parts
of the empire. The ambiguity between empire and nation remained as
much in the imagination of critical intellectuals as in that of the ruling
autocracy.119

All three old empires had a much longer life span than the new empires
in Africa, and the Russian Empire after its collapse turned into an equally
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imperial polity, the Soviet Union.120 These empires did not wither away;
they were destroyed as a consequence of World War I—as Britain and
France brought all the force of their imperial systems to bear in a war
whose conclusion was far from evident until the intervention of another
sort of transoceanic power, the United States. Along the way, the Ottoman
Empire, imprudently allied with the German, was still capable of teaching
the British military in the Dardanelles and Iraq a few lessons about the lim-
its of a supposedly modern empire.

These empires did have basic weaknesses—most notably that they could
not equal the economic dynamism of Western Europe. What had long been
a strength of the Ottoman system—the inclusion of different communities
that occupied different niches in the imperial polity and economy and
which benefited from their inclusion within this wider structure—turned
into a weakness, for the merchants best positioned to integrate the Ot-
toman Empire into world trade were Christians (Greeks, Armenians, etc.)
or Jews, and as the economic balance tilted increasingly toward Western
Europe, they were less interested in firming up their relations with the Ot-
toman elite. As the sultan recognized the importance of forms of Western
learning but sought to contain their effect, those who were educated in the
French, English, and American schools were also tempted to move their
networks and inclinations in different directions.121 The sultan, particu-
larly after the loss of territory in the Balkans, emphasized his role as leader
of the Islamic faithful—a way of cementing his ties to the still very diverse
Arabs, Turks, and others within his domains—and placed less emphasis on
his role as leader of a multinational polity. Here was a fundamental vul-
nerability of empire: the danger of alternative networks, sources of wealth
and patronage. The dangers included not simply those of secession or
breakup of a multinational entity into homogeneous national blocks, but
also that of networks across lines of religious or cultural difference that by-
passed the imperial center.

The situation from the last quarter of the nineteenth century through
World War I cannot be deciphered simply by comparing empires. This was
a particular conjuncture. The significant actors were few in number, and
each potentially drew on resources that were not limited by a particular
population. Those resources were not necessarily supplied voluntarily, and
the large contingents of Indians, Arabs, and Africans, as well as Canadians,
New Zealanders, and Australians on the British and French sides of the
world war—not to mention the material resources, obtained under forms
of labor entailing varying degrees of coercion—were a part of the ultimate
test of strength of these imperial systems.
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Moreover, this was a time when states—empire-states, that is—were
experimenting with forms of social engineering to enhance their long-term
social cohesion and strength, and they were experimenting as well with
ways of using populations whose distinction and subordination were
clearly marked. The small number of actors and the diversity of their
make-up—with the dangers that human and material resources of empire
could be weakened or lost to a rival imperial formation—constituted a force
for instability, all the more because it encouraged other actors to pursue
imperial strategies.

World War I resulted in the coerced extinction of the Ottoman and Habs-
burg Empires, the transformation of the Russian Empire into a new—but
still imperial—form, the parceling out of the German Empire and portions
of the Ottoman to other empires, the constitution of small and vulnerable
nation-states in Central Europe, and the articulation of a doctrine of na-
tional self-determination that was undercut from the start by the fact that
it didn’t apply to the most important empires. The basic point that Donald
Quataert makes about the Ottoman Empire applies to the Habsburg and Ro-
manov Empires as well: “Neither Turkish nor Arab nor Armenian nor Kur-
dish nationalism pushed a dying Ottoman state over the nationalist cliff
after 1914.”122 The nation-state did not emerge triumphant from this war
or from the Treaty of Versailles.123 What did emerge were two would-be em-
pires, Nazi Germany and a reinvigorated Japan, which wreaked havoc
among weak new states in Central Europe and a mixture of states, colonies,
and semicolonies in the Far East and South East Asia. They threatened the
old empires and clashed with two powers that had something like the global
reach of empires but insisted they were something else.

the empire in spite of itself: the united states

Until recently, only a few scholars—seen by some as leftwing cranks—
wrote of the United States as an empire. That is no longer the case.124 And
the word empire has appeared in political debate, employed not only by
those critical of American high-handedness in relation to its democratic
pretensions, but by conservative scholars who hope to see the United States
exercise the power it has. On both poles, there is a danger of confusing the
word empire as a metaphor for extremes of power and empire as an ana-
lytic construct for a certain kind of polity.

I wish to make two simple points. First, the most important considera-
tion may well be precisely the disjuncture in American history between
image and reality, between a firmly “national” view of the polity and an ex-
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ercise of power that was at critical times something else. The disjuncture
may shape the way policy options are conceived and presented to the pub-
lic. Second, the concept of empire need not be a static one: it can be a stage
that a polity passes through. The United States may well have become a
nation-state because it pretended to be one.

As Richard White shows, one should no more push back the exclusion
of the Native American population after the mid nineteenth century into a
founding myth of unambiguous alterity than accept a founding myth of
national unity. In prerevolutionary days on the edges of European settle-
ment, the power differentials were not so extreme, and for a time rival Eu-
ropean empires interacted with different Indian empires—also multina-
tional polities—via trade, military alliances, cultural connection, and sexual
relations. These patterns changed “when Indians ceased to have the power
to force whites onto the middle ground.”125 At a later date, Indians were re-
ferred to as “domestic dependent nations,” suggesting a classic imperial
concatenation of inclusion, subordination, and differentiation. Relations
between the American government and Indians were governed by treaties,
not dissimilar to the fiction in the late nineteenth century of African chiefs
voluntarily ceding their lands and people to representatives of European
states. In the Southwest’s ambiguous borderlands, where the consequences
of Spanish colonization, American expansion, and the shifting fortunes of
different Indian polities produced a space of cultural overlap and interac-
tion, government policy in the nineteenth century was slowly “to eviscer-
ate the borderlands and then to push the border” southward.126

What was different was not only the extent of the resources that conti-
nental empire provided in North America, but also the American state’s re-
fusal of what European colonial powers took for granted: an image of itself
as a colonial regime, of keeping conquered territories as nonequivalent
parts of the polity. American institutions were at one level assimilative and
incorporative: new Americans could be made and new territories could go
through a series of stages until they became states, equivalent to other
states.127 The sea-to-shining-sea notion conveyed a certain naturalness to
American boundaries, concealing the debates over how far the limits of
continental empire would extend. That the United States had its wave of
overseas conquests in the same period, the end of the 1890s, as did other
powers, does not negate the fact that these were few in number and did not
give rise to a doctrine of imperial rule, something all the more striking in
relation to the country’s military and economic capacity.128 Within its
colonies, the U.S. government shared much of its strategies and constraints
with other colonial powers, but its preferred method for exercising power
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overseas or south of its eventual border was not conquest and incorpora-
tion, but to send in military forces, eliminate unwanted rulers, force re-
placement elites to agree to American terms (as in the humiliating treaty
with Cuba), and then withdraw, perhaps to return again. This bash and run
approach to the exercise of power overseas retains a prominent place in the
American repertoire.129

The flip side of this process of empire as a passing stage was the harsh-
ness of exclusion for those who didn’t fit. Indians were the victims of ruth-
less massacres and survivors ended up in reservations, bounded by fictions
of a form of sovereignty and a reality of marginalization. For some, at least,
there was an exit option from the reservation—but only via individual as-
similation into what Americans thought of as the mainstream. Blacks, like
Indians, had in the early eighteenth century not been so neatly set apart as
they later were, but the effort to build a Republican movement led to an
elite effort at boundary-marking. The expansion of the slave economy and
the extension of a white, male franchise would rigidify the distinction.130

After the Civil War, the 13th, 14th, and 15th constitutional amendments
implied that the only place in American society for blacks was as the equiv-
alent of everyone else, which was one reason why men of bad will worked
hard to find mechanisms to enforce exclusion.

The United States has devised many mechanisms, going well beyond the
military, to exercise power and influence overseas. Even as the current U.S.
government is becoming more unilateralist in its foreign policy, its actions
on the ground in Afghanistan and Iraq still suggest a shying away from
precisely the notions of territory and long-term sovereign responsibility
that empire implies. The closest echoes from an imperial past are the bash
and move-on dimensions that have been part of the conduct of imperial
militaries from Chinggis Khan to the British plus the “imperialism of free
trade.” From World War II—and abortively and with disastrous conse-
quences after World War I—the United States portrayed itself as an advo-
cate of a world of nation-states; it positioned itself as a mild critic of French
and British empires and a virulent opponent of the Soviet one. It supported
multilateral arrangements and bilateral agreements that both acknowl-
edged the sovereignty of new and old nations and exercised influence, and
at times power, over them. But it would only go so far. The United States
distinguishes itself as both the most powerful actor on the world scene, and
the industrial state that contributes the lowest percentage of its GNP to de-
velopment assistance.

Recent patterns are thus consistent with a longer history of the Ameri-
can empire overseas: having made itself in the nineteenth century into one
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of the great continental empires of the last two centuries, on a scale com-
parable only with Russia and the Soviet Union (and, earlier, China), the
United States stands out for its unwillingness to name what it was doing,
producing a self-defined nation-state marked by fictions of equivalent in-
clusion and structures of stark exclusion and by conflicting visions of the
role of unilateral force, rule-bound, institutionalized cooperation, and in-
formal arrangements in an international system that is no longer a world
of rival empires, no longer a world of bipolar conflict, but a world of ex-
treme inequalities of wealth and power.

connections and imaginations within,
across, and against empire

The long arms and weak fingers of empire-states have been the focus of this
chapter. But it would be misleading to juxtapose the global reach of imperi-
alism or capitalism with the community that defends its autonomy and re-
sists forces external to it.Aggressive empires and resistant communities are
part of history, but so too are other forms of connection that cross oceans
and continents, differences of religion or language, which intersect—some-
times to complement, sometimes to crosscut—the long-distance connec-
tions of empire. All I can do here is to enumerate some of the linkages that
have held ambiguous relations to empire.

Trading networks are the most obvious place to start: for example, the
Muslim groups that crossed the Sahara Desert, the Indian Ocean, the Ara-
bian Peninsula, Central Asia, the Malayan Peninsula, and the islands of
Southeast Asia. Such networks existed within Islamic polities and con-
nected entrepots ruled by others. Similarly, Chinese traders developed
dense networks in Southeast Asia and ventured as far as East Africa. With-
out Islamic and Chinese trading systems, it is far from clear that the Por-
tuguese and Dutch empires from the sixteenth century would have been
able to tap into enough wealth to pay for their administrative and maritime
infrastructure. The British East India Company was in its formative years
parasitic on the networks developed by Indian merchant communities.
South Asian traders were installed in East Africa before European colo-
nization, but they proved important agents of commercial development
within the British possessions. In the Ottoman Empire,Armenians, Greeks,
and Jews were conduits of trade and were recognized as valued but distinct
collectivities within the Ottoman system. Syrio-Lebanese had a special
place in both urban and rural commerce in French and British Africa in the
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twentieth century. Abner Cohen has argued that ethnic affinity was both a
basis for and was reinforced by long-distance trading arrangements, for
such traders needed relations of trust with people all along the route, and
the support of a substantial community at the interface of the trade route
with less mobile, local communities. But building an empire was about
tying many places to one. Hence trading mechanisms were vital to em-
pires—old and new—but could be relatively autonomous, potentially use-
ful to imperial rivals, posing the possibility of getting around the imperial
center and making it irrelevant.131

Religion was propagated by empire and cut across empire. The clash of
rival universalisms animated the Crusades, the fifteenth-century struggles
in Spain and later in the Spanish Empire, and conflict in the twenty-first
century. The missionary experience was part of the history of empire, but
missionaries often crossed imperial lines and could not control the religious
networks that sprang up among converts. Islam’s relation to empire was
ambiguous ever since the fall of the early Caliphate—and if the Ottomans
sometimes assumed the mantle of the caliph and guarantors of Islamic law,
and sometimes the role of multiconfessional emperors, the empire was a
space in which different meanings were given to Islam and different kinds
of organization and mobilization developed.The Islamic pilgrimage and the
training of Islamic scholars at different sites around the Islamic world
shaped an enormous web of connection within and across imperial systems.
The expansion of Islam during the era of European colonization in Africa
and the ability of Islamic leaders to work out a modus vivendi with colonial
rulers, who were sometimes as ambivalent about their own clerics as about
someone else’s, are other elements of the ambiguous relationship of reli-
gion and empire. African American missionaries influenced African Chris-
tianity, and African religions and African Islam influenced African Ameri-
cans in Brazil, the Caribbean, and the United States. Transatlantic religious
connections produced notions of African “nations” distinct from territori-
ally or politically defined meanings.132

The movement of people is much more complicated than the concept of
settlement conveys. The implications of the movements of colonial officials
and military personnel—not to mention missionaries, technical specialists,
and representatives of business firms—from colony to colony deserve ex-
amination. European settlers in colonies were part of the dynamics of em-
pire: transforming production as well as commerce, using labor (itself sub-
ject to voluntary and involuntary migration over long and short distances)
in new ways, and developing ties of kinship, religion, and trust across
space—both facilitating economic interaction and fostering transcontinen-
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tal communities of sentiment. Creoles at times chafed under continued rule
by the governments that had spawned their settlements, sometimes turn-
ing colonies into independent states. Such a process changed but did not
necessarily diminish settlers’ place in imperial economic and social net-
works, but it reshaped international norms of sovereignty, contributing to
a language of self-determination that could be used by people the settlers
had exploited and tried to consign to a distinct and inferior position in im-
perial social formations. In places like Algeria and Rhodesia, settlers proved
not so easy to get rid of when they no longer served the interests of em-
pire: prolonged violence and chaotic “returns” of European settlers (from
Dutch Indonesia, French Algeria, and Portuguese Angola and Mozambique,
most notoriously) were among the consequences.133

The slave trade brought people into empires against their will, and in-
dentured labor systems moved people around, making use of empires’ ad-
ministrative structures to enforce the semicoercive basis of labor contracts.
Empires often tried to keep migrant labor within their borders, but did not
necessarily succeed. The much-discussed postcolonial flows of labor from
former colonies into Britain and France had their roots in earlier migratory
patterns. France, after World War II, sought not just immigrants in general,
but colonial immigrants—from North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa—but
because they belonged to an imperial polity and after 1946 were citizens of
the French Union, they had rights and claims against the polity, which
made sense before decolonization and for a time thereafter, but produced
increasing tension as France became more of a national polity.134

Such movements, as well as that of sailors and other mobile workers to
imperial ports and the sojourns of students and professional people of colo-
nial origin in European cities, gave rise to intercolonial relationships, which
became the basis for political movements that linked Asians, Africans,
African Americans, and others even before the Bandung conference gave
rise to “third-worldism.” Empire shaped notions of space in specific ways,
through which certain places (London, imperial port cities) became nodes
of communication and imagination.135

Moreover, “transnational issue networks” within, across, and against
empires have a particular importance that belies the empire-conquest/
community-resistance framework.136 The antislavery movement was the
model: starting among British Protestants in the late eighteenth century,
largely middle-class but with important working-class elements, crossing
the Atlantic to become an Anglo-American movement, invigorated by the
conviction and symbolic importance of ex-slaves like Olaudah Equiano and
later Frederick Douglass, linked to slave colonies by missionary stations,
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this complex social movement showed that empire could be a space of
moral discourse.

Anticolonial and anti-apartheid movements followed in this lineage. In
a territory like Algeria or South Africa, the history of political mobilization
is not one of automatic unity following upon the common experience of op-
pression, but one of a range of activist stances and contingent affiliations,
sometimes punctuated by internecine conflict. The success of anticolonial
and anti-apartheid movements cannot be explained on a colony-by-colony
basis, but drew on a still wider contingent affiliation of people, inside and
outside metropoles and colonies, who convinced each other that the appar-
ent normality of colonialism or white domination could not be sustained.137

The relationship of such movements to each other shifted over time, as did
the extent to which they focused on replacing empire with nation-states or
developing other forms of political solidarity, such as pan-Africanism, pan-
Arabism, pan-Islamism, pan-Asianism, or various forms of diasporic imag-
ination. The emergence of a world of nations in the 1960s was the contin-
gent outcome of a variety of other aspirations, leaving in place the
possibility that new forms of long-distance affinity are still emerging and
manifesting themselves in active networks and institutions.138

conclusion

The most important point this chapter has made is the simplest: the funda-
mental importance of empires in world history, up to a very recent moment
in the past. We need to take seriously what it meant for a polity to think
like an empire, to conjugate incorporation and differentiation, to confront
problems of long-distance extension and recognize limits of control over
large and diverse populations. Thinking like an empire was not the same as
thinking like a nation-state, and while territorial and cultural conceptions
of “the nation” were in some situations more powerful than in others—and
at times had devastating effects—the imperative of acting like an empire-
state within a global system of empire-states was a compelling constraint
on the range of action.

Even though we need to recognize the long-term importance of empire
in modern history, we should not get carried away with the power of em-
pires, either in the sense of a nostalgic view or of its opposite, a conception
of empire as totalizing power. We should understand instead the limits of
imperial power, and especially the limits that derived from the structure of
empire itself. Because empires were big and had long communications
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routes, they depended on a range of agents, on missionaries, settlers, and
fortune-seekers and on local elites who could find an interest in imperial
circuits of commerce and power, and they were vulnerable not only to as-
sertions of autonomy and resistance to central authority, but to the growth
of circuits that bypassed the imperial center. And because empires repro-
duced rather than absorbed cultural distinction, they had to confront col-
lectivities within their borders and networks that crossed them. Empires,
old and new, had great difficulty in finding a stable balance between the in-
corporation and differentiation of populations they colonized, between ex-
ploiting older economic structures and building new ones, between main-
taining direct, bureaucratic authority and exercising power by linking
themselves to patronage structures, networks, and idioms of authority in
conquered territories. Imperial strategies of rule confronted colonized pop-
ulations with the terrible difficulty of preserving something of their own
way of life while finding means to act within new relations of power. The
confrontations that ensued had consequences that neither rulers nor ruled
could anticipate, and produced lines of political connection more varied and
complex than a dichotomy of superior and subaltern or the horizontal
affinity characteristic of nationalism. New empires did not necessarily
manage the problems of rule better than older ones, and if at times they
evinced greater transformative ambitions, their interventions still had un-
predictable effects as colonized people resisted, appropriated, deflected, and
reconfigured such efforts.

Empires like Rome declined when they had no equivalent rivals, and
they collapsed under pressure from their enemies; the role of national mo-
bilization against empires is only part of these patterns. The colonial em-
pires of Western European powers occupy a relatively small part of the his-
torical horizon, and their collapse followed that of the supposedly archaic
Ottoman, Habsburg, and Romanov empires by a mere three decades. The
post–World War II moment was not the first interconnected, systemic cri-
sis of empire: the North and South American revolutions, the Haitian rev-
olution, and the Napoleonic wars, combined with crises in Islamic empires,
shook up global power relations in the early nineteenth century, but not
the fundamentally inter-empire structure of rivalries.139 World War I
emerged from a conflict of empires who each had the potential of harness-
ing resources beyond the territory in destabilizing ways. In the aftermath
of war, only some empires were dismantled, and new forms of empire, with
a starker distinction between a national core and internal and external
“others,” brought about an even greater crisis in an international system of
nonequivalent states.
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A generalized system of nation-states—formally equivalent but in fact
riven by inequalities and asymmetrical relations of power—finally emerged
in the 1950s and 1960s.That fundamental break in the organization of world
power was more complicated than the emergence of national consciousness.
It was more complicated than a failure of will or military and economic ca-
pacity on the part of old empires weakened by two wars or the emergence
of new and rival superpowers. It was also a crisis within the empire-state
form itself, always caught between poles of incorporation and difference,but
now having to confront two developments with long antecedents that came
together in the postwar conjuncture. The first was the crisis of racial order
that the mobilization against Nazism entailed. The quest of Britain and
France for a legitimate colonialism outside a framework of racial distinction
rapidly proved unstable, providing no convincing answer in metropole or
colony as to why rule and responsibility of some people over others still
made sense.

Second was the consolidation of the welfare state and social democracy
in France and Great Britain, leaving the question of whether the empire-
state or the nation-state would be the unit in which “the social” was de-
fined. The inherent uncertainty over belonging and equivalence in the
empire-state not only worried rulers, but was the focus of a burst of mobi-
lization in colonial societies. The threat to empires was not only that of se-
cession—something the empires had faced and survived before—but that
they could not afford the costs of staying whole. In the postwar context,
empires faced not only movements demanding independence but move-
ments demanding equivalence among people who now asserted themselves
to be imperial citizens—without there being a clear line at which to stop
such claims. Sometimes—the British in Malaya and Kenya for example—
a war of liberation was successfully defeated, and independence conceded
shortly thereafter. The most self-consciously progressive imperial powers
cracked first, but the fact that colonial systems existed within a system of
empire-states meant that the holdouts had difficulty surviving amid their
independent neighbors.

The picture of national sovereignty becoming generalized in the 1950s
and 1960s needs to be qualified. One reason why French elites, especially
business elites, were willing to measure the costs and benefits of colonies in
a critical manner in the mid 1950s was that they were already thinking
about the possibilities of another sort of supranational entity, the European
Economic Community, to which a part of national sovereignty would be
ceded. Ex-colonies found their sovereignty compromised by less voluntary
mechanisms, such as indebtedness to international financial organizations
and the multidimensioned asymmetry of international relations.140
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In 1994, after decades of struggle, majority rule came to South Africa,
the last act in a long history of racialized imperialism. And in 1989 the So-
viet Union gave up its hold on Eastern Europe and later on much of the
Central Asian territories it had inherited from the tsarist empire. South
African political movements were varied in their goals, persistent and
courageous in their efforts, but their eventual success owed much to their
winning the battle of connections—they, not the self-proclaimed defenders
of a white, Christian civilization, placed their oppressors in an isolated, be-
sieged situation. South Africa is now a multiracial, multicultural, demo-
cratic polity. Whether it will find a route to social and economic justice re-
mains in question. In the Soviet Union, the communist system fell apart
from its core, through elite disaffection in relation to the perceived oppor-
tunities elsewhere as much as through the long history of principled oppo-
sition and the competition of rival powers. But the peeling away of the So-
viet empire in Eastern Europe and Central Asia, violent in places,
surprisingly peaceful in others, was possible because it was indeed an em-
pire, with distinct component parts. The Russian Federation itself remains
multinational, and it remains to be seen if it will be pluralistic. These two
instances of momentous change in the very recent past point not only to
the importance of thinking precisely and historically about the vulnerabil-
ity of structures of power and the possibilities of political mobilization
across space, but also about possibilities of change in the future.

The most important fact about empires is that they are gone. A once or-
dinary part of political life became a political impossibility. Thinking about
how this came about allows us to appreciate the limits of power at its most
extensive, the ability of people to find niches and fissures within systems of
control and constraint, the conservatism of the most progress-oriented
states, and the adaptability of supposedly traditional people. Inequality of
power, even extreme inequality, persists in other forms and with other
names. Those forms too will become objects of mobilization across space
and difference, and perhaps what is ordinary today will become politically
impossible tomorrow.
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7 Labor, Politics, and the 
End of Empire in French Africa

204

Having devoted most of this book to conceptual issues and historical argu-
ments that range widely over time and space, I turn now to a specific situ-
ation. It is a small part of a bigger story, but I want to tell it with enough
narrative density to establish the value of confronting original sources on
the politics of decolonization and to suggest the interest in pursuing related
topics.1 But this is not just any case. The conjuncture of World War II—
from a little before through the decade after—was a time of definitive
change in the political forms available to state-builders. I have argued that
the end of empire came not just through the titanic and violent struggle of
an implacable colonialism against forces of national liberation, but also
from within the system, as political fissures within imperial structures and
imperial discourses were pried open by political and social movements in
the empires. So this is a story of how African labor leaders in dialogue and
dispute with European officials brought both sides of the colonial divide to
a place where neither, in the mid 1940s, had wanted to go.

The significance of labor movements in the history of decolonization is
not that they were a necessary vanguard of a national movement; the writ-
ings in Subaltern Studies have correctly warned against narratives that ei-
ther privilege “Western” models of class or nationalist leadership or ex-
plain the disappointments of political history by a lack of such tendencies
in colonized societies (see chapter 1). Anticolonial politics in Africa drew on
anger, aspirations, and affinities expressed in a wide variety of idioms—
from notions of healing the land of its ills to millennial visions of a new
order to a melding of new and old visions of social roles among such “mid-
dle” people as schoolteachers and civil servants. A persuasive interpretation
of the success of the political parties that challenged colonial rule in Africa
is that they operated like political machines, assembling for a time diverse



groups of people whose grievances and aspirations focused on the state.2

Such a process was contingent and conjunctural.
Organized labor’s particular importance is twofold. First, the narrow-

ness of colonial economies gave relatively small numbers of workers in
transportation and commercial nodes and in mines the possibility of dis-
rupting an export-import economy, threatening to drive up the costs and
undermine the legitimacy of the much-touted postwar colonial effort at
economic development. Second, the discourse that labor movements de-
ployed in the postwar era—putting claims to resources in the terms in
which imperial rule was now asserting its justification—made them hard to
combat without calling into question the modernizing project on which
France and Britain had staked so much. Labor movements revealed to colo-
nial powers that they were endangered not only by political failure—as in
the revolutions of Indochina and Algeria—but by political success, if social
movements operated within the ideological and institutional structures
that the postwar regimes were trying to build up and used them to demand
a more progressive, more egalitarian imperial system. In the conjuncture of
postwar international politics, the question of changing the standard of liv-
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ing of Africans—in regard to health, education, agricultural and industrial
policy, as well as the conditions of workers—exposed the limits of argu-
ments that colonization would improve the lives of the colonized but the
colonizer would determine the extent and the means by which this would
come about. This chapter describes an instance of colonial control coming
apart on political territory the regime thought was its own.

It is precisely because this story is contingent and conjunctural that it
deserves special scrutiny. In the 1950s, an acute tension arose between labor
movements and nationalist politics, a tension that opened up important de-
bates on the nature of struggle and the kind of society activists wished to
build. But the advent of national rule, starting with Guinea in 1958, wit-
nessed an attempt by new leaders to resolve that tension by insisting that
the variety of mobilizations be subordinated to the task of creating a true
African nation. The labor movement was prominent among the social mo-
bilizations that had contributed to the challenge to colonial authority and
which new rulers sought to tame or suppress so that they themselves
would not be so challenged. This story of the opening of political space ends
with the closing down of that space. It points to the limits of a certain kind
of decolonization.

the postwar opening

As the war was coming to a close, leading figures of the French government
in exile acknowledged the need to turn a new page in colonial policy. They
did, but not the page they had intended to turn. The strike movement in
French West Africa’s capital city, Dakar, which lasted from December 1945
to February 1946, forced French officials into a confrontation with the so-
cial implications of colonial rule, cut away some of the major tenets of colo-
nial thinking about Africans, and underscored the need for more system-
atic political reform at a crucial moment in the postwar constitutional
debates.

Initially, the Free French vision of reform was closely bounded:
“évolués,” educated Africans, should be given a modest place in legislative
assemblies; forced labor, excessive taxation of rural populations, extrajudi-
cial punishments, and other of the most hated aspects of administration
should be (sometimes slowly) abandoned; money should be spent to de-
velop infrastructure for a more dynamic colonial economy; education and
other services should be expanded. Very little was said about wage workers.
The governor-general of French West Africa was still hoping in 1945 that
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the dangers of an “indigenous proletariat” could be avoided. The official so-
ciology of Africa contained two categories, évolué and paysan (peasant).
Economic development—as well as the hoped-for growth of the African
population—should take place within a “customary” milieu.3

Dakar’s workers disrupted this dualistic vision. Their challenge began
from a small opening, the revival after 1944 of trade unions, dormant since
1938 or 1939, especially in Dakar and especially in the civil service.4 Da-
karois évolué families were relatively well integrated into urban life, and
the first union leaders, such as Abbas Guèye of the metalworkers’ union,
Papa Jean Ka of the commercial workers’ union, and Lamine Diallo, who
headed the umbrella group of Dakar unions, the Union des Syndicats de
Dakar, came from well-established families in the areas that had been
under French control since the eighteenth century and whose inhabitants
had obtained citizenship rights (see chapter 6). They were able to establish
connections with the French union federation, Confédération Générale du
Travail (CGT) and receive some help in establishing French-style trade
union organizations.5

In 1944 and 1945, civil service unions were demanding more pay, while
the leading Senegalese politician, Lamine Guèye, was arguing for equality
for African civil servants in fulfillment of promises made by French offi-
cials. Guèye, a citizen, a socialist, former ally of the Popular Front in 1936–
38, was taking up where he had left off before the war, and would soon be
elected by Senegal’s citizens as a deputy to the Assemblée Nationale Con-
stituante in Paris, where he would play a major role in drafting the sections
of the constitution dealing with the Union Française. So far, the demands of
Senegal’s civil servants fit the French framework of évolués demanding
more equal treatment. While trying to hold down wage demands, the ad-
ministration reorganized the civil service hierarchy, assuring Africans ac-
cess to higher-paid posts while raising the standards candidates had to
meet. The reform, however, led to agitation among civil servants who felt
they would fall on the wrong side of the standards barrier.6

Workers at all levels, meanwhile, were beset by high inflation—nearly
300 percent since the beginning of the war—and shortages of imported
commodities like cloth. Although there were some wage adjustments dur-
ing this period, the Free French governments tried both in 1943 and 1945
to block wage increases, arguing that restraint was necessary to revive
production.7

In December 1945, after a few episodes of “agitation” and short strikes
of manual workers in various parts of French West Africa, about 2,800
dockers, metalworkers, and ordinary laborers in Dakar struck, demanding
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better pay and benefits. Officials tried to break the strike by using workers
who had been recruited into the noncombat part of the military—a dis-
guised form of coerced public works labor—but this proved inadequate and
they had to make concessions quickly. A week later, the workers went back
with a pay scale that was widened as well as raised, from a range of 3 to 7.75
francs per hour to 5.45 to 20.45 francs per hour. Officials heard the slogan
“equal pay for equal work” and complained that “everyone wants to be as-
similated to the European, in salary, in indemnities, in order of precedence,
in access to the hospital, etc.” The claims to equality were infectious: they
“created a sort of psychosis of demands.”8

In early January 1946, clerical and manual workers in the Syndicat des
Employés du Commerce, d’Industrie, et des Banques (EMCIBA) in Dakar
struck, paralyzing commerce and industry.Their strike stimulated the met-
alworkers to go out again. The administration’s first instincts were author-
itarian: striking workers were “requisitioned,” drafted temporarily into the
military. But the workers ignored the order.

By now, the various unions were acting in concert through the Union
des Syndicats Confédérés under the leadership of Lamine Diallo. At a mass
meeting at the racetrack, workers heard the call for a “general strike in the
most absolute sense of the word” to start in three days. Diallo sent a reso-
lution to the governor-general, telling him that “the growing development
of the working class in organization and consciousness permits it to play a
decisive role as the motor and guide of all the proletarian forces of French
West Africa.” He listed the demands of the Union des Syndicats: “Equal
pay for equal work and output,” union participation in classifying jobs, a
minimum wage triple that of official calculations, equal rates of indemni-
ties for family and residence for civil servants, regardless of classification,
including daily and auxiliary workers. The union threatened, “This move-
ment will eventually be extended to the whole of the Federation” (i.e., all
of French West Africa).9

The general strike broke out as proclaimed. It embraced most sections of
the working class, except for railwaymen and schoolteachers. The city was
shut down, from the bureaucracy to the port to domestic service and mar-
kets catering to Europeans. Two days later, the general strike spread to
Saint-Louis (seat of the territorial government of Senegal, whereas Dakar
was the headquarters for the Federation of French West Africa), shutting
down commerce and government operations. It spread to the port of Kao-
lack—from which part of Senegal’s important peanut crop was exported—
and to a lesser extent to other Senegalese towns. The Dakar strike lasted
twelve days. Officials described the atmosphere as “calm,” with restraint on
both sides and relatively few incidents.
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Even before the strike had become general, the governor-general admit-
ted he had little control, telegraphing Paris: “There is hardly any more
hope of seeing the conflict evolve favorably. On the contrary, some indica-
tions appear to allow predicting that the indigenous civil servants will join
the current strike.”10 Not finding a solution in colonial authority, the min-
ister in Paris sent to Dakar another type of official, Colonial Inspector Mas-
selot, “who specializes in questions of labor conflict” and who had recently
settled a dispute in Martinique.11 Masselot pushed for the negotiation of
contracts, based on French models, with each group of workers, hoping to
give workers an interest in orderly collective bargaining within their own
profession.

African trade unionists quickly mastered the institutions and rhetoric of
industrial relations and started to shape the dialogue. Officials had begun
negotiating over the minimum vital, the calculation of the minimal needs
of a worker, which would then define the minimum wage. They kept try-
ing to treat the process as a scientific one. But Papa Jean Ka, head of 
EMCIBA, politicized the debate: he protested “European methods of calcu-
lation,” and argued that the lists that officials used for their calculations as-
sumed there was an African standard of living distinct from a European
one, and that this was contrary to reality and French principles. He was in
effect arguing against the idea of an African way of life, an assumption
heretofore unquestioned in the separate calculations of minimum wages
for Africans and Europeans.12 The protracted negotiations blew the cover
off the official attempt to objectify minimum wage determination.

The rhetoric of Diallo and other strike leaders mixed an appeal to the
language of patriotism for greater France with assertions of proletarian in-
ternationalism. Diallo reminded everyone that “the blacks had defended
the Mother Country, now they would defend their soil, where they do not
want to be considered strangers.” And the Union des Syndicats asserted
that “the growing development of the working class in organization and
consciousness permits it to play a decisive role as the motor and guide of all
proletarian forces of French West Africa.” It kept its focus on different mea-
sures of equality: for the private sector, it focused on the minimum vital for
manual workers and a fair hierarchy of wages; for the public sector, the cen-
tral issue was applying the same rates for calculating benefits to all work-
ers, regardless of origin and position.13

Union officials in Saint-Louis displayed a capacity to manipulate French
discourse similar to that of their Dakarois colleagues. At one bargaining
session, a negotiator for clerical workers applied the assimilationist justifi-
cation of French rule to the labor question: “The evolution of this country,
the long contact of the African with whites has created needs in him. We
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have habits that we cannot abandon, needs which must be faced. If we have
children we want to give them a secondary education, we don’t want them
to stay in the cadres locaux, just as we want comfort for ourselves. All this
requires a costly course of life and we need the money that we are asking
from you.” One of his colleagues added, “Your goal is to elevate us to your
level; without the means, we will never succeed.” The official negotiators
were left speechless by this argument, but they reported it precisely to
their superiors.14

The strike was forcing French officials to decide if they actually believed
that French models pointed the way to solutions to social problems. Under
the influence of the labor expert Masselot, the bargaining turned around
the formulas of French industrial relations: labor officers sought collective
bargaining agreements in the major industries that included hierarchical
wages, based on multiples of the minimum vital and with higher ranks re-
ceiving “salaries based on those paid to similar European employees.” In
the public sector, the admission of Africans into job categories largely oc-
cupied by Europeans was not the decisive question, because officials did not
think many met the qualifications. The issue was whether the benefits re-
ceived by the higher-ranking workers should be extended to job categories
that, while formally nonracial, were largely occupied by Africans. The ben-
efits on which union demands focused and which agonized officials the
most were family allowances and the indemnity of zone: allowances, based
on wages, intended to compensate for the cost of raising a family (calcu-
lated on the number of children) and for living in places with different costs
of living. The public sector unions were demanding equal rates at all levels
of public service, down to a lowly guard at a government office.

This was a tough demand not only because of the money involved, but
because of the conceptual breakthrough: paying a government worker—
not necessarily an évolué—family allowances implied that the needs of an
African family were similar to those of a European one and that the state
should pay the cost of reproducing its African civil service. Such notions
had long been contemptuously dismissed by officials, who invoked stereo-
typical notions of African families—multiple wives, many children, child
labor—and if Governor-General Cournarie no longer defended this
panoply, he still believed that “the conditions of life of the immense ma-
jority of African civil servants are not comparable to those of their Euro-
pean colleagues.”15

But the strike was dragging on. Masselot’s use of the French formulas
for collective bargaining agreements carried more and more weight, even
among hidebound French employers. The difficulty was applying the for-
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mulas to Africans: the commercial workers’ refusal to have the minimum
wage set in relation to a supposedly African standard of living and civil ser-
vants’ insistence that African families were not too peculiar to benefit from
family allowances put pressure on officials to make a leap. They did.

In the commercial workers’ negotiations, the governor-general inter-
vened to make a classic money compromise, then worked backward to make
the numbers justify the award. He proclaimed a figure of 7.40 francs per
hour, a considerable increase over the 5.45 then in force and the 2.50 before
the December strikes.16 This would help to settle the strike, after another
week of negotiations, while defining future battle lines: the elements of the
minimum vital.

As far as family allowances for civil servants were concerned, Governor-
General Cournarie knew he had to concede on the principle and could only
try to contain the cost. Five days into the general strike, Cournarie offered
civil servants in the lowest category (cadres locaux) allowances at 20 per-
cent of the rate for the highest levels in the colonial service (cadres
généraux and cadres communs supérieurs); people in the middle rank
(cadres communs secondaires) would get 40 percent of the top rate.17

It was Diallo—who had helped bring the government workers into the
strike—who helped take them out of it and end the general phase of the
strike. The security service’s secret reports on the daily meetings of strikers
at the Champ de Courses reveal simultaneously a mass element—the urban
population assembling as a single collectivity—and tensions within the
leadership. On January 16, Diallo hinted to the daily mass meeting that a so-
lution was near. On January 18, the crowd took the spreading of the strike
to Saint-Louis as a positive sign. On January 19, Abbas Guèye, the metal-
workers’ leader, told the crowd, “You shouldn’t give yourselves illusions:
nothing has yet been done for the strikers.” But Diallo appeared with a
leader of the Saint-Louis strike with whom he had been in regular contact,
affirmed the solidarity of all strikers, and told them of his meetings with top
officials and of progress that was being made. The next day, Diallo pro-
claimed that the strike would end when “he, Lamine Diallo” gave the order.
He criticized Abbas Guèye for his pessimism, calling him “a nothing.”18

Finally, on January 25, Diallo told the meeting that the general issues
had been resolved. “He ‘gave the order’ for civil servants, auxiliaries, daily
workers and all other categories not having presented particular claims,
among others bakers, cooks, domestics, drivers, etc . . . to go back to their
posts. Despite this return, the Union [des Syndicats Confédérés] is on the
side of those who remained on strike.” That meant EMCIBA and the met-
alworkers’ union.19 The key break had been the governor-general’s conces-
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sions: better minimum wages for ordinary workers—fudging the principle
of what standard would be used to measure workers’ needs—plus family
allowances and other indemnities to all regular government workers, down
to orderlies, watchmen, mailmen, and sailors, at the rate of either 25 or 50
percent of the figure used for the high-ranking civil servants, 5 and 10 per-
cent better than the governor-general’s earlier offer.20

In the port, clerks, office workers, and auxiliaries, following Diallo’s or-
ders, went back to work on January 25, but the port remained blocked be-
cause the foremen were members of EMCIBA and were not there to sign
on and supervise the laborers. Some firms did not obey the agreement to
rehire workers. Papa Jean Ka, EMCIBA’s leader, asked workers to keep up
the strike. Considerable tension emerged among Ka, Diallo, and Abbas
Guèye, and up to five thousand people were still coming to meetings as late
as January 30.21

EMCIBA finally agreed on February 4 to divide the workforce into seven
categories, with a pay scale between 1,540 (the minimum vital) and 9,500
francs per month, plus seniority bonuses of 5 to 15 percent of the base
wage. The settlement emerged as employers divided in the face of the strik-
ers’ persistence, with one association accepting the agreement and the other
refusing, only to have the government, eager to restore labor peace, impose
the settlement throughout the commercial sector.22

The metal strike dragged on, and Masselot commented, “The capacity of
resistance of the strikers was maintained longer than one expected.” Fi-
nally, on February 12, the employers conceded wage increases slightly
higher than their earlier offer and agreed to rehire strikers, with the un-
derstanding that the final collective bargaining agreement would include a
bonus for seniority and indemnities in case of layoff. The Saint-Louis
strike, meanwhile, held together even when Dakar made its settlement and
the civil servants in that city stayed out in support of the commercial work-
ers, even when their own issues were settled on the basis of the Dakar ac-
cords. Finally, on February 4 the Chambre de Commerce de Saint-Louis ac-
cepted an agreement with the commercial workers based on the Dakar
model. The strike movement as a whole had lasted over two months.23

The governor-general commented, “Thus ended in the most complete
calm and without even the throwing of a punch the most important move-
ment of workers yet recorded in A.O.F.” The police conceded grudging ad-
miration: “The mass of indigenous workers led by about a hundred leaders
showed itself to be perfectly disciplined.” The governor of Senegal took the
strike as a serious blow to governmental authority, but one that could have
been—or still could be—worse: “If the movement had had the support of
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the peasants, we would have witnessed the economic and financial collapse
of Senegal. But if the danger is put aside for now, it continues no less to
exist and we must fend it off. Because the sudden breaking out of this gen-
eral strike has disclosed the existence of an organization whose ramifica-
tions extend to the most remote corners of the bush.”24

The challenge to colonial power was a serious one. Governor-General
Cournarie was more careful to note that strikers had kept the dispute
strictly within the realm of labor and that the leading political figure,
Lamine Guèye, had “disappointed the strikers” by avoiding any situation
in which he might have had to take a stand. Masselot, the labor expert, saw
the strike as “a movement for profound emancipation,” even though it had
focused on professional issues. For him, the challenge meant that strikes
had to be anticipated, not reacted to, and the collective bargaining agree-
ments he had helped to put in place would limit the boundaries of dispute
and define issues in ways that could be handled. The wage hierarchies “will
have the effect of classifying the workers of each establishment according
to well-determined categories [and] will mark a very clear improvement
compared to the previous situation. . . . There is a technique to organiz-
ing work, as with everything, and it cannot be improvised.”25

The story of the strike reveals above all change during the process of
conflict itself. French colonial thinking in February 1946 was not what it
was in December 1945, and that reflects the persistence of a labor move-
ment.That movement’s strength was not so much an implacable opposition
to everything that smacked of French colonialism, but instead an engage-
ment with it—the molding of postwar French rhetoric into a language of
claims, plunging into the details of French models of labor agreements in
order to claim their benefits for colonized people. At the daily meetings in
the Champ de Courses, the movement teetered between expressions of
mass solidarity and a pragmatism about getting what could be won in a sit-
uation of material deprivation. Lamine Diallo was able not only to main-
tain balance among these tendencies but to exploit it in confronting French
officials. He could threaten them with mass upheaval while negotiating
with them on terms they understood.

Within the French bureaucracy, the Inspection du Travail was empow-
ered by the events of early 1946 and by anxiety lest they repeat themselves
or spread. The Inspecteurs articulated a clear rationale for their job classifi-
cations and wage differentials, as well as for using these models as a basis
for collective bargaining with trade unions. They considered a differenti-
ated workforce the key to avoiding “social trouble and a strike which would
rapidly become general” as well as to “separate out an African elite and
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consequently maintain the attractiveness of superior positions.”26 This
conception of stability, incentives, and hierarchy in wage labor was not new
in the metropole, but its application to French Africa represents a dramatic
reversal of policy.

Meanwhile, the labor movement built on the slogan of the strike—equal
pay for equal work—to turn the language of scientific industrial relations
into a language of entitlement. It campaigned for better wages, for the equal-
ization of family allowances in the civil service and their extension to the
private sector. The Administration could not counter directly the argument
for equality, not only because it was an application of the assimilationist ide-
ology through which imperial rule was now being justified, but because of-
ficials hoped that Africans might, after all, act in the manner expected of in-
dustrial men. Governor-General Cournarie wrote in March 1946—in
confidential correspondence—“The Administration has always pushed for
the application of the principle, ‘equal pay for equal output.’” He warned
against “any difference in juridical treatment” between the races and cited
racially specific legislation in East and South Africa as negative examples.
This was a self-serving version of labor history, but its telling shaped the
terms in which other claims could be made against the state.27 Labor unions
and African politicians could use the government’s egalitarian assertions to
try to turn them into reality: the civil service would obtain equality of
salaries and benefits—including family allowances—by legislative enact-
ment in 1950, and unions and political leaders went from there to demand
a nondiscriminatory labor code and family allowances for the private sector
(see below).

The Dakar strike, like others of its era, was not exclusively the work of
a highly stabilized or skilled proletariat; it cut across divisions of occupa-
tion, status, and literacy in uniting most of Dakar’s 15,000 wage workers.
In response, the government tried to break up the similarity of circum-
stances, even at the expense of conceding substantial wage increases and
developing wider wage hierarchies for each occupational category. By
granting low-level government workers some kind of family allowances,
officials were accepting the urban labor force as a complex social entity
whose conditions of production and reproduction were crucial to control,
order, and productivity. The rapid shift in the rhetoric of the French gov-
ernment, from hoping to associate a small educated elite with its rule while
assuming peasants would see their future within their own milieu, to one
in which Africans and Europeans were arguing about the details of wage
workers’ needs and in which equality became a powerful concept across a
wide social and cultural spectrum, pointed to the instability at the core of a
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colonial government’s assertion that it could become an agent of progress
within the structures and ideologies of empire.

imperial equality in the paris legislature

The implications of contestation over equality within Greater France in the
years after the 1946 strike can be seen both in debates over constitution and
legislation in Paris and in continued on-the-ground struggles over labor
questions in Africa. Let me briefly summarize the legislative dimension
and then examine at somewhat greater length the next major episode of so-
cial struggle in French West Africa.

The year 1946 was remarkable for overturning long-established axioms
of French colonial policy. Some of this was the work of about twenty
Africans in the Assemblée Nationale Constituante, the body elected in No-
vember 1945 to write the constitution of the postwar French Republic and,
in the meantime, to legislate.There were issues that had long remained dor-
mant that could not survive in the open, after deputies prepared to force the
issue, however small a minority, were in the seat of power. The hated in-
digénat, the body of decrees giving local administrators power to inflict ar-
bitrary punishments on colonial subjects, was ended with little opposition
in a series of legislative acts and decrees early in the year. In March the cam-
paign led by Aimé Césaire, interwar activist, négritude poet, and deputy
from Martinique, for departmental status for the West Indian colonies came
to fruition. In April, what became known as the Houphouët-Boigny law,
after the deputy from Côte d’Ivoire, abolished forced labor in the colonies,
long practiced and either covered up or justified on the grounds that
Africans’ development could not be made to depend on their willingness to
work for wages. In May, the Lamine Guèye law,named after the deputy from
Senegal who introduced it, eliminated the distinction between citizen and
subject that had for a century been a key organizing principle of French colo-
nial society. The law was quite specific about the point that had done the
most to limit the spread and the attractiveness of citizenship in the past: peo-
ple were citizens regardless of their civil status, and their personal and pri-
vate affairs could be regulated under Islamic or other local codes.28 All this
was enacted while constitutional debates were going on, with Lamine
Guèye, Léopold Senghor, Césaire, and other colonial deputies playing par-
ticularly active roles in the hotly contested debates over institutions for
governing the French Union, as the empire was renamed.

African deputies argued with only partial success for strong electoral in-
stitutions and relative autonomy within their colonies and more success-
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fully for making no distinctions between the civil rights of colonial and
metropolitan citizens in all the empire. White settlers wanted local gover-
nors to have wide discretion, while progressives in Paris wanted more cen-
tralized institutions that settlers couldn’t control and which could promote
a positive social agenda. Algerian delegates were the least successful of all,
since it was all but impossible to reconcile their demands for autonomy, Eu-
ropean settlers’ insistence on dominance, and French notions of an indis-
soluble union. Debates over the details of the franchise and elected assem-
blies went on through the summer of 1946, through two constitutional
referenda.

For all the ambiguity of these discussions, the message of the constitu-
tional debate and the citizenship law—on which top officials and African
political leaders agreed—was one of equality. Everyone would be under the
same regime of penal law and have the same rights of speech and assembly;
terms like indigène were banned from official publications; any citizen
could enter European France and anyone could seek any job within the
French civil service; all French citizens were supposed to carry equivalent
identification cards.29 Equality could be claimed without giving up differ-
ence, since the citizenship law was independent of the civil code under
which personal life was administered. One could, for example, be subject to
Muslim law in family matters, vote in a French election, and claim equal
wages on an employment contract. As the Overseas Ministry’s political bu-
reau concluded, “The legislature wanted to mark the perfect equality of all
in public life, but not the perfect identity of the French of the metropole and
the overseas French.”30

The constitution framed debates without providing a method for re-
solving them: some political actors would try to twist French institutions to
maintain the privileges of white settlers and administrators within over-
seas territories; others sought to make the principle of equality meaningful
in the lives of ordinary people; still others sought to break away from
France altogether. But in the late 1940s, the end of the story was not known,
and it would be a mistake for scholars to read the generalization of inde-
pendence in the 1960s into an assumption that this was the general focus
of political aspirations at an earlier date. What is striking in regard to
French West Africa is how important the rhetoric of equality was within
the imperial system, above all in reference to the French standard of wages,
social benefits, and standard of living.

In the aftermath of the legislative breakthroughs and the general strike
of 1946, the dialogue of officials and trade unionists continued in the cam-
paign for a labor code, an issue I have analyzed at length elsewhere.31 In
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brief, the Inspection wanted the code to bring order—a French-based
order—to the workplace. They wanted a range of issues to be settled by law
and others to be settled by well-defined bargaining processes. They saw
unions as legitimate parts of social life, in Africa as much as in France. They
were not pleased that most West African unions chose to affiliate with the
Communist-linked French umbrella organization of trade unions, the Con-
fédération Générale du Travail (CGT), but even that connection put the
African unions on familiar, French territory.

The labor movement saw the labor code as guaranteeing certain entitle-
ments regardless of their ability to bargain with often hostile employers. It
wanted a code guaranteeing minimum wages based on measurable criteria
for the necessities of life, limiting working hours and guaranteeing paid va-
cations, and making explicit the right to organize and to strike. In short,
unions sought to carry the metropolitan code to the colonies, with adapta-
tions but without any dilution of substance. African deputies in the legis-
lature adopted this position, and defended it vigorously in the long debates.

Even employers wanted a code, for they had experienced in 1946 the
dangers of chaotic mechanisms of posing demands. But they kept insisting
that Africa was a special situation and the code should not replicate the
metropolitan version; rather colonial officials should have heightened pow-
ers to keep demagogic unions in check and adapt regulation to colonial
circumstances.

The colonial employers were able to stall the code—the debates over it
took six years—but not to get their way. The pressure was maintained not
just by the African deputies, who threatened to vote against the code and
thus undercut its legitimacy unless provisions they cared about were en-
acted, but also by symbolic strikes, rallies, newspaper articles, and other ac-
tions in French West Africa throughout the period. The collective action,
coordinated between Paris legislators and West African activists, culmi-
nated in a one-day strike across all of French West Africa in November
1952, just as the final, most controversial decisions were being made. It was
in one of these debates that Senghor made his famous remark, “As you
know, Africans now have a mystique of equality. In this domain, as in oth-
ers, they want the same principles to be applied from the first in the over-
seas territories as in the metropole.”32

The code came surprisingly close to meeting this aspiration in a formal
sense, and its passage encouraged unions to keep up the pressure to imple-
ment its articles in favorable ways.A huge strike in Guinea in 1953 was one
of the most noticed follow-up actions, and it soon gave way to West
Africa–wide mobilizations to bring about s provision the code had deliber-
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ately left vague, the extension of family allowances to the private sector.
This took several strikes and more strike threats and active campaigns in
newspapers, but in 1956 the generalization of family allowances to regu-
larly employed wage workers in the private sector became another labor
victory.33

imperial equality on the 
french west african railway

Now let us turn to the most dramatic labor struggle in Africa. The strike by
railway workers that began in October 1947 involved nearly 20,000 work-
ers, their families, and their communities, and lasted, in most regions, for
five and a half months. This event was made even larger by Ousmane Sem-
bene’s novel God’s Bits of Wood, which portrays the strike as a giant step
in a wider popular struggle against colonialism.34 Yet the effectiveness of
the strike lay less in the stark confrontation of subaltern and colonial power
than in the ability of the strikers to widen fissures within the institutions
and ideology of postwar colonialism. The strikers drew simultaneously on
their integration into wider supportive communities in West Africa, their
participation in a community of railwaymen united by a common work-
place but fractured by racial tensions, and their understanding of the im-
portance of both official rhetoric declaiming the equality of citizens in the
French Union and administrators’ hope that Africans could really turn out
to be the productive, orderly workers that imperial modernizers wished to
see. The partial success of the strike gave African workers a sense of collec-
tive empowerment—and thereby contributed to anticolonial struggle—
but the nature of the demands and the strike process itself bound workers
more tightly to an industrial workplace and institutions of an imperial
state, in greater contrast to the conditions of life of the people whose sup-
port had helped them so much.

The strike was about the cadre unique, the demand of African railway-
men for a single, nonracial job hierarchy, with the same benefits package for
all members, including the complicated supplements for local cost of living
and family obligations. The demand followed from the victory won by civil
servants in the Dakar strike of 1946—including family allowances—which
had been generalized over most of the civil service in French West Africa.
The cadre unique was conceded early in principle; the actual strike was over
implementation, and it was really about power, whether African workers
would actually have a voice in a formally nonracial work structure.
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In 1946 the government had made the Régie des Chemins de Fer de
l’Afrique Occidentale Française into a parastatal corporation run by a board
weighted toward government officials but including representatives of rail-
way unions and commercial interests.35 Meanwhile, the Fédération des Tra-
vailleurs Indigènes des Chemins de Fer de l’A.O.F brought together the
unions on each of the regional lines that made up the railway system:
Dakar-Niger (Senegal and Sudan); Bénin-Niger (Dahomey), Conakry-
Niger (Guinea), Abidjan-Niger (Ivory Coast).36 Dakar-Niger was the most
powerful branch, and the Fédération’s headquarters were in Thiès, a rail-
way junction and major maintenance center inland from Dakar. The Syn-
dicat des Travailleurs Indigènes du Dakar-Niger dated to the 1930s. It had
been the most conspicuous absentee from the 1946 general strike, largely
because its leader François Gning was affiliated with the Socialists then in
power in France and hence to the Government General in Dakar. His stance
led to a revolt of younger trade unionists.

Gning’s ouster was organized by a group from the Union des Jeunes de
Thiès, who were also active members of the railway union. Here developed
a conjuncture of the political ideals of a group of young, educated men and
a workforce that was largely nonliterate. The Union des Jeunes was led
from mid 1945 by a clerk (Abdoul Karim Sow) and a schoolteacher (Mory
Tall), and included people with clerical jobs on the railway. Its goals were si-
multaneously political, cultural, and intellectual—to promote “our general
development,” one leader recalled.37 Its meetings brought out a youthful
vigor in contrast to the perceived lethargy of older Senegalese politicians,
and a new combativeness toward the French, even though neither it—nor
any other significant political group—was at this time calling for inde-
pendence.38 The leaders of the Union des Jeunes were Muslim, and one of
them, Ibrahima Sarr, came from a family with connections to marabouts,
the leaders of the Muslim brotherhoods that held great influence in rural
Senegal. Sarr was a graduate of a leading trade school, “écrivain” in the
cadre local supérieure since 1938.39 The militants of the Union des Jeunes
spearheaded a “revolution” within the railway union, attacking Gning’s
noncombative approach and his disinterest in nonelite workers.40 After
public meetings and demonstrations, Gning resigned and was replaced by
Sarr, supported by a Comité Directeur led by other clerks but including
representation of all divisions.41

Sarr’s first speech showed he too could turn the rhetoric of imperial re-
form in a direction it was not necessarily intended to go. He called for “the
abolition of antiquated colonial methods condemned even by the new and
true france which wishes that all its children, at whatever latitude they
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may live, be equal in duties and rights and that the recompense of labor be
a function solely of merit and capacity.”42

Sarr broke out of Gning’s évolué-oriented way of thinking to bring the
auxiliaries into the union in a meaningful way. As of 1946, the railway em-
ployed 478 Europeans, 1,729 Africans in the various cadres, and 15,726
auxiliaries. Many auxiliaries—treated as temporary workers even after
years of service—did the same work as members of the cadres, but they
lacked job security, paid housing, and other indemnities.

Sarr’s coup was centered on Thiès, a railway hub where workers from di-
verse parts of Senegal and the Sudan shared common conditions and from
which the bonds formed at work traveled up and down the rail line that ran
from Dakar to Bamako. Within a month of his takeover, Sarr embarked on
a series of visits, beginning with the Sudan in June 1946 and culminating
in a tour of the other railway lines on the eve of the 1947 strike. He ap-
pealed for cooperation across distinctions within the workforce and for sup-
port for the union and its strike fund. The union organizations on the dif-
ferent railway lines brought themselves together as the Fédération des
Syndicats des Cheminots Africains, and ceded central direction to the
Comité Directeur of the Dakar-Niger branch, headquartered in Thiès.43

The railway union, under Sarr, put forth a double claim in August 1946:
for the cadre unique and for the integration of the permanently employed
auxiliary into the cadre. The claim went to the Commission Paritaire, the
negotiating body specified by French industrial relations law, and in April
1947 it had still not emerged. The twenty sessions of the commission were
“confused, tedious, broken up by stormy discussions.” The outright rejec-
tion of the cadre unique by the unions of white workers did not make the
situation any easier.Then, the union pulled off a theatrical coup.At the mo-
ment of a visit to Senegal by the president of the Republic and of the colo-
nial minister, Marius Moutet, it organized a three-day strike.44

In the presence of the important luminaries, the Government General
could not publicly go against principles of equality. The Commission Pari-
taire accepted the cadre unique, while the union accepted the Régie’s de-
mand to rationalize the structure of the railway by reducing the number
employed. The commission was to regulate the details.45

The real issue was power: much was at stake in how many auxiliaries
were to be integrated and how pay scales were to be combined into a single
cadre. The board of the Régie rejected the proposed settlement of the Com-
mission Paritaire. The union felt betrayed by the rejection and mobilized
for a strike, planned for October 10. The union’s final list of demands—all
rejected by the Régie—included making the integration of auxiliaries
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retroactive, revising the table of equivalences that slotted people into the
wage hierarchy of the cadre unique, revising certain barriers to promotions
within the cadre, allowing leave for family emergencies in addition to an-
nual vacations, making company lodging available to auxiliaries rather
than just to the cadres, and providing uniform, rather than hierarchical,
rates for the indemnity that compensated for local variations in cost of liv-
ing. The strike would take place not over the grand principles of equality,
but formally over a narrower, indeed mundane, set of issues.46

The strike on October 10 was virtually total. Governor-General Barthes
insisted that the strike was illegal while an arbitrator was considering the
case. He would therefore not negotiate. Three weeks into the strike, 38
Africans were at work. The strike remained remarkably solid until January,
when the Abidjan-Niger region broke away and went back to work. Even
this did not lead the rest to lose heart, although there was a small drift 
back and considerable hiring of strikebreakers. The strike lasted over five
months.

The ability of strikers to hold out so long is best explained by their inte-
gration into town-centered and family-centered networks. Through family
connections, workers had access to agricultural products and fish: the strike,
probably deliberately, took place after the harvests. Some railwaymen re-
turned to their villages of origin to lessen the strain on urban resources.
Women played a crucial role in pulling together such resources, although
there is no evidence that the women’s march that climaxes Sembene’s novel
ever happened. Testimonies so far collected stress the role of women within
family units—their efforts to find food, their work selling at local markets
and other nonwage activities to sustain family income.47 They composed
songs supporting the strike and its leaders, and taunted strikebreakers.48

Merchants in railway towns contributed money, food, and transportation
vehicles to strikers. The journal L’A.O.F. gave much publicity to the strike
and collected donations, and the French CGT gave the union a major dona-
tion, although only enough to keep such a huge labor force supplied for
about a week. The union itself had opened and stocked a cooperative, at
Thiès, and for three months it gave strikers needed items on credit. One
strike committee member boasted sardonically that the strikers were now
like marabouts: “We do not work but we have our provisions.”49

The strikers’ discipline impressed even their opponents. Sarr had or-
dered his followers to “stay home and not to indulge themselves in any
outside demonstration or any sabotage”—an order that was by all indica-
tions followed.50 In Thiès, the strikers held daily open meetings, where
doubts and concerns were aired and peer pressure maintained. Whenever
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there were signs of wavering along the Dakar-Niger line, Sarr went on tour
and reaffirmed personal ties and group loyalties.51

This was, by any standard, a long strike, and it entailed serious hardships.
The comment made by the inspecteur général du travail, Pierre Pélisson, in
January is revealing: “Here the means of defense are very different—and
singularly more effective—than in the case of metropolitan strikes.”52 It
was, Pélisson noted, the incompleteness of workers’ integration into prole-
tarian society that gave them more diverse roots than their French com-
rades. Over five months, workers of various origins, working on different
terms for the railway, stuck together, held to union discipline, and main-
tained their support networks in railway towns and surrounding villages.

The possibility of calling a general strike in support of the railwaymen
came up at union meetings in Dakar, Abidjan, and Conakry in November
1947, but each time a solidarity strike was rejected, although several unions
supplied money to the strikers. At Dakar, some veterans of 1946—Abbas
Guèye and Lamine Diallo—argued for a general strike, but the Union des
Syndicats de Dakar refused to go along. There were three reasons for the
failure of working-class unity: the railway union had itself failed to join the
general strike of January 1946; the railway union was unaffiliated with any
union federation, while most other unions were affiliated with the CGT;
and the unions of Dakar and elsewhere were at the time in the midst of
renegotiating their own collective bargaining agreements. In fact, the post-
1946 policy of the Inspection du Travail was paying off: each occupation had
a great deal to gain by working within professional boundaries.

Political parties kept aloof. The French West Africa–wide political party,
the RDA, played no role in the strike, and its newspaper, while indicating
sympathy with the cause, insisted that Sarr “is not R.D.A.,” and “It was the
business of the railwaymen and the railwaymen alone to take up their re-
sponsibilities.” Senghor is remembered by former strikers as having come
privately to the strike committee on the eve of the walkout to indicate his
support, but also for not speaking publicly in favor of the strike.53 Only in
December did the leading African politicians act: on the occasion of the
Dakar meeting of the Grand Conseil (French West Africa’s legislative
body), Houphouët-Boigny and others tried to get the governor-general to
intervene to effect a settlement.They were careful to make clear “their con-
cern not to mix politics with an affair that must remain strictly professional
and simply to bring their purely obliging support to settle a conflict whose
importance to the country is considerable.” The governor-general would
not budge, and the Grand Conseil itself was so torn by partisan bickering
that it could not even pass a bland appeal for a settlement.54
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At home, Houphouët-Boigny criticized the strikers for failing to consult
him, having bad timing, and acting inopportunely in not accepting a settle-
ment and working for their demands later. When the Ivory Coast strike
ended in early January 1948, over two months earlier than elsewhere, offi-
cials noted, “According to our information, this result is due to M. the
Deputy Houphouet, who succeeded in persuading the African railwaymen
to return to work despite the counter-propaganda of M. Sarr.”55 The im-
portance of Ivory Coast farmers within Houphouët-Boigny’s political
party was undoubtedly relevant here: they stood to lose by the continua-
tion of the strike. Senghor, meanwhile, wrote an elegant letter on the
union’s behalf to the minister of Overseas France appealing for a solution
based “on the equality of rights and duties, without discrimination based
on race or religion,” but he shied away from engagement with the mun-
dane details of a labor dispute.56

The Strike Committee, noting the lack of forthright support, criticized
both Senghor and Lamine Guèye “for having placed themselves on the side
of the Administration.”57 In January, Sudanese deputy Fily Dabo Sissoko
intrigued with government officials to try to split off the crucial Sudanese
workers from their Senegalese comrades on the most militant branch, the
Dakar-Niger. Sarr was sufficiently shaken by the danger of a split that he
thought briefly of taking up Sissoko’s initiative, but his Strike Committee
instructed him to reject it. When Sissoko, angered by the union’s refusal,
tried to get the Sudanese railwaymen to go back to work, only seven rail-
waymen in the Sudanese capital reported.58 It was only after the strike,
when the influence and importance of the railway union had been made
clear, that the most astute of the political elite, Senghor, moved to bring
Sarr and other union leaders into his orbit.

It is puzzling why the government allowed a disruptive strike to drag on
so long without either resolving the less than enormous issues or using its
power systematically to break it. The government did not requisition strik-
ers into the military; it waited a month before beginning to hire replace-
ment workers and did so diffidently and to little effect. Only in mid-
November did it prosecute Sarr for ordering an illegal strike, and despite
being convicted Sarr never served his sentence. Nor did the Régie play an-
other card it had: it did not fire its workers or—despite occasional threats—
expel the large number who lived in railway housing.59

The caution of the Régie and the administration was very much a prod-
uct of the postwar conjuncture. Railway workers represented the best hope
for the kind of stable, increasingly skilled workforce officials wanted to
build. But the very prolongation of the strike revealed that railway work-

Labor, Politics, and Empire in French Africa / 223



ers had another foot in a different sort of social entity, and the Régie
feared—probably more than was actually the case—that railwaymen could
leave the labor market altogether. The issue was conceptual as well as prac-
tical. Having committed themselves to an industrial relations model of
labor control, the colonial regime found it hard to go back to old-style colo-
nialist methods.60

But the one point to which the administration stuck until near the end
was its interpretation of the rules of the new industrial relations order.
Governor-General Barthes had taken his last opportunity before the strike
to lecture the union leaders on “the terms of the law and my intention of in-
suring that it is respected.”As late as February 3, the administration insisted
that the affair “end by the total execution of the arbitration ruling,” refus-
ing to let an inspector talk to the union about negotiated alternatives.61

The deadlock broke when a new governor-general, Paul Béchard, a So-
cialist politician rather than a colonial functionary, succeeded Barthes at the
end of January and made a series of proposals in early March. He sustained
the Régie’s hierarchical scale of indemnities and its refusal to house auxil-
iaries, but compromised on the starting date for integrating auxiliairies,
some details of reclassification, and leave policy. There would be no punish-
ment for striking; all workers in the cadres would be rehired; and striking
auxiliaries would be taken back until the staffing levels had been filled, keep-
ing in mind that workers hired during the strike would be kept on if quali-
fied. After a positive but still critical response from the union, Béchard
agreed that the union would be involved in the process of coming up with a
new staffing table—as agreed in April, the staffing structure was to be ra-
tionalized and reduced—and in deciding which workers would not be re-
hired. Workers also received a 20 percent wage increase, officially to com-
pensate for the increased cost of living. Agreement was finally reached and
work resumed on March 19.“It left no victors,no vanquished,”Béchard con-
cluded.“We will resume work calmly, and with discipline,” were Sarr’s final
words, and like his previous appeals, they were systematically followed.62

The aftermath of the strike—even more prolonged than the main
event—was the negotiations over the staff reductions. The process must
have reminded the railwaymen why they had fought so hard to make clear
their collective strength. The railway had initially claimed that it needed
only 13,500 men, not 17,000. After discussion, it settled on a figure just
under 15,000, and after further debates and attrition among the strike-
breakers, relatively few auxiliaries were left at risk. In the end, Pélisson ac-
knowledged that the union “had done its duty in defense of the railway-
men.” The process of integrating auxiliaries into the cadre unique went on
as slowly as the compressions. But the union again had something to show
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for its efforts: in 1950, over 30 percent of the railway workers were in the
cadre, as opposed to 12 percent on the eve of the strike.63

The administration now knew that restructuring the colonial labor sys-
tem would involve African agency as much as imperial design. When a
hard-nosed inspector later complained that the cost of integrating auxil-
iaries into the cadre unique was driving up freight rates on the railway, a
senior official reminded him that good labor relations in the region’s
largest enterprise were “necessary, as the strike of 1947 proved, for the
sound functioning of the Régie itself. I believe that technical progress and
social progress cannot be separated.”64

The 1947–48 railway strike was above all a contest over power within a
system of industrial relations that had only just come to French Africa. The
breakthrough in accepting work, workers, and workers’ organizations as
part of African social reality had been made in the 1946 general strike and
the April 1947 agreement. The railway job structure would look like a
French job structure rather than the racial structure of backward colonial-
ism. But the question of how power would be exercised within this struc-
ture had not been settled, and that was how the strike came about.

The railway workers proved that their voices would be heard. The gov-
ernment made its point too: African unions could fight and win, but within
certain legal and institutional structures. The very battle brought both
sides deeper into those structures, and the strike did not become a popular
liberation struggle or an exercise in colonial repression. At the end of 1948,
a government report applauded the form in which the two sides had joined
their conflict: “Social peace can only profit from such a crystallization of
forces around two poles, certainly opposed but knowing each other better
and accepting to keep contact to discuss collective bargaining agreement
and conditions of work.”65

epilogue: the mutual repudiation 
of the french reference point

The powerful dynamic described in these pages placed both the French gov-
ernment and the leadership of the West African labor movement in the
1950s somewhere very different from where they began. The government
started with the premise that the unity and indissolubility of Greater
France was the first principle of action. The willingness to generalize citi-
zenship and recognize the equivalence of African and European French
people followed—at the cost, not fully anticipated in 1946, of facing enor-
mous expense when poor people began to define equality in relation to the
French standard of living. That situation became acute because African
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workers and the leaders of trade unions forced the issue, because they
turned around the abstract, politically minded notion of equivalence
among citizens into concrete demands, and because this rhetoric resonated
between the streets of Dakar and the legislative halls in Paris. By the mid
1950s, the French state was caught between the notion of equivalence of
citizens and that of the indissolubility of empire. It could not afford equiv-
alence and had to rethink empire.

The union leadership also found itself caught in the logic of its position.
Demands made in the name of equivalence kept putting African and French
wage workers into the same category. To the extent that demands were
met, the process widened the social distance between those workers and the
rest of Africa, even though the support of wider communities had been es-
sential to the success of the strikes of 1946 and 1947–48.

Moreover, a significant portion of the trade union leadership realized
that, given the expanding franchise, the growing importance of legislative
bodies at different levels of the French Union, and the increasing vitality of
politics, they had much to gain by seeking political office and had a good
platform from which to do so. But here was a problem: trade unions gave
them a springboard, but the very success of trade unionism in its own
terms was separating their base from the wider—and now voting—public.
Sékou Touré of Guinea, one of the most effective of the radical labor lead-
ers in the struggle to pass and then implement the labor code, was among
the first to realize this as he campaigned for the territorial legislature in
1953. By 1955 and 1956, he and some of his influential colleagues were
moving in a new direction: they began to separate class struggle from
African unity, and make the latter the linchpin of their ideological position.

This move played out within the union movement itself, as Sékou Touré
led an effort to disaffiliate African unions from French partners and sought
to shift the rhetoric of the members away from class struggle and toward
identification with peasants, pastoralists, and fishermen in counterposing
the unity of Africa against the colonial state.66 Sékou Touré insisted, “Al-
though the classes of metropolitan and European populations battle and
oppose each other, nothing separates the diverse African social classes.” The
new African trade union federation he promoted severed the ties of French
West African unions with their French counterparts, and—with consider-
able unease and disagreement—decided that the liquidation of colonialism
should “take pride of place over the class struggle.”67

One dimension of this change is that the cards union leaders had played
to make claims on the French state could also be seen as alien if not humil-
iating. They implied focusing on France as the reference point. That might
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mean something to a railway worker, whose job experience paralleled that
of a French railwayman even if his home life did not, but it would not nec-
essarily be seen as positive to a pastoralist living ten miles from a railway
depot. We need to know more about the culture of politics at the local level
to understand just how perceptions and rhetoric changed in the mid 1950s.
There were undoubtedly major differences, depending on whether one is
looking at unionized workers and army veterans (for whom a lot was at
stake in the French reference point), at peasants who did not see the con-
nection, at people immersed in Islamic or locally-defined networks whose
reference points pointed elsewhere, or at intellectuals who sought to posi-
tion themselves between alternative notions of affinity and to stake out
new roles for themselves. We do know that expansion of the franchise and
the increased tempo of electoral mobilizations produced a shift away from
the rhetoric of equality so central in the late 1940s and early 1950s and to-
ward one that put more emphasis on the unity and distinctiveness of Africa
and on France as an alien, overbearing force. Within the labor movement,
there is little evidence that the impetus for repudiating class struggle came
from the rank and file. Rather, the evidence points to union leadership that
was moving out of labor issues and into electoral politics. To say this is to
note both the importance and the breadth of the feelings of humiliation
that politicians sought to tap and the extent to which rank-and-file work-
ers felt they still had something to gain from making claims within the
framework of contestation laid out in the post-1946 decade.68

French officials had enough information about unions and trade union-
ists to realize that the growing nationalism of people like Sékou Touré
might be an alternative to the cycle of demands being placed on them. Hav-
ing opened the door to claims to equivalence in 1946—hoping to short-
circuit demands for national autonomy—by 1956 they welcomed calls for
national autonomy to short-circuit demands for equivalence.

The formula they found was “territorialization.” It meant a devolution
of power, away from the Assemblée Nationale in Paris, and toward individ-
ual colonial territories. Under the law passed by the French Assemblée Na-
tionale in 1956, each territorial assembly would be elected under universal
suffrage and would choose a cabinet to work with a French governor. The
leader would be a kind of junior prime minister, and the assembly would
have real budgetary authority. That meant that political leaders who de-
pended on the vote of taxpayers would decide whether to answer demands
for higher wages for government workers, for more state schools, for more
health clinics, for more paved roads. The framework for the equivalence of
the citizen would not be Greater France—whose resources seemed enor-
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mous viewed from Africa and limited when viewed from Paris—but the re-
sources of the territory itself. Government leaders were quite explicit about
the reasons for this reversal of the unifying, assimilating thrust of postwar
colonial policy: “When you speak of assimilation to our compatriots in the
overseas territories, they understand it, first and foremost, as economic and
social assimilation and assimilation in regard to standard of living. And if
you say to them that France wants to realize assimilation overseas, they
reply: Well, give us immediately equality in wages, equality in labor legis-
lation, in social security benefits, equality in family allowances, in brief,
equality in standard of living.”69 The French government could not face the
burden of an empire of citizens.

Criticism of territorialization came from civil servants’ unions, who re-
alized that the territorial treasury would be much less able to meet their
pay claims than the French one, and from Senghor, who realized that terri-
torialization would imply “balkanization”—the division of Africa into
units too small to challenge European states. But it was a losing struggle,
for the resources that the law devolved on the territories were real, and in
each case—Senghor’s Senegal included—the first generation of elected
politicians quickly adapted themselves to the possibilities this sort of access
gave them. After the elections of 1957, African-majority governments took
power over most domestic affairs, including the budget, in their respective
territories, and trade unionists were prominently placed in the ministries.
Sékou Touré became head of the government in Guinea.

For once, the French political leadership guessed right. As labor conflicts
inevitably emerged in Dahomey, Guinea, Senegal, and other territories, the
new governments sought to contain workers’ demands in the name of na-
tional development. As Sékou Touré put it, “Trade unionism for trade
unionism’s sake is historically unthinkable in current conditions, trade
unionism of class just as much. . . . The trade union movement is obli-
gated to reconvert itself to remain in the same line of emancipation.”70 His
minister of labor, Camara Bengaly, also spelled out to the labor movement
the implications of Africans coming into authority: the labor movement
was expected to become “the precious collaborators of the authentic elected
authorities of the people and more particularly to the young Conseil de
Gouvernment in its mission to realize the happiness of all Guineans
through work done in love. . . . [T]he orientation of our trade union
movement must necessary correspond to the general policies desired by
our populations. Any conception of trade unionism contrary to this orien-
tation must be discarded, and courageously fought in order to be eliminated
definitively.”71
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Such views did not go uncontested. David Soumah, a rival and sometime
collaborator of Sékou Touré in the Guinean trade union movement,
replied, “A unity which stifles the voice of free trade unionism sets back the
emancipation of the laboring masses instead of facilitating it.”72 But the
new governments now had the patronage mechanisms to co-opt some of
the trade union leaders, the muscle to keep others under control, and for a
time at least the stature to demand unity in the name of the nation. The
union movement in Guinea, once a platform for launching the political ca-
reer of its leaders, was harshly suppressed soon after independence. Simi-
lar stories could be told about other former colonies of French West Africa.
A leader who kept the trade unionist faith during a long strike in Dahomey,
defeated by a government whose labor minister was himself a former trade
unionist, remarked bitterly: “It was easier to obtain satisfaction from a Eu-
ropean Inspecteur du Travail than it is now from an African Minister.”73

Sékou Touré meant what he said in more than one sense. Once he be-
came vice-président du conseil in Guinea, he forced the labor movement in
Guinea to tow his line of unity and African authenticity. But if such actions
were consistent with French expectations, his anticolonialism and his belief
in African rule were no less sincere. When President de Gaulle gave colo-
nial territories the choice between a degree of autonomy within the French
Community (as the French Union was renamed in 1958) and a total break
with France, Sékou Touré alone among African leaders persuaded the peo-
ple of his territory to vote for the total break. Guinea became independent
in 1958, the rest of French West Africa in 1960 by a more consensual and
negotiated route.

It is perfectly reasonable to argue that the relative gains of the labor
movement by the mid 1950s made the assertions of leaders that peasants,
pastoralists, and fishermen deserved special attention perfectly defensible.
But Sékou Touré was not asking for a debate about priorities. He was not
recognizing the tensions between different sorts of aspirations among a di-
verse population and among movements that had contributed to political
mobilization. He was using the rhetoric of unity and authenticity to deny
any autonomy to the labor movement, any recognition that workers might
have particular claims to make. The irony of this position was that the
breakup of French West Africa into distinct independent territories severed
the connections among different trade unionists across French West Africa.

The new African state would not just be marked by the borders of colo-
nial territories and not just by a kind of brittle authoritarianism that took
up where colonial authority had left off. It was shaped by the rise and fall
of an alternative kind of politics, in which different kinds of social and po-
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litical movements, labor prominent among them, opened up space in which
to make claims on imperial authority, claims that proved too much for a
colonial state to accept and too threatening to their national successors to
allow such movements to continue. The process of decolonization, not just
the heritage of colonialism, shaped the patterns of postcolonial politics.

When French leaders decided in 1956 that they would save themselves
from the implications of imperial citizenship, they were in effect giving up
what the French Union was intended to make invincible: the notion that
France was the only unit in which real power was vested and toward which
aspirations could be directed. Territorialization was—although no official
admitted this at the time—the decisive step toward decolonization. Either
citizenship, with its premises of equivalence, or empire would have to go,
and it was empire that went.

What Africans got was sovereignty. That was not the only demand that
emerged from the political mobilization of the 1940s and 1950s, but that
was the demand which, in the end, France was willing to concede. African
labor movements had, in 1946, forced the question of achieving equality of
standard of living onto the imperial agenda, and France, a decade later, had
tried to remove it from that agenda. But the issues of wages, labor condi-
tions, poverty, and opportunity never quite disappeared into the confines of
national sovereignty—into questions for African and Asian governments
for which outsiders had no responsibility—and they never quite disap-
peared into the anonymity of a world market that was supposed to allocate
global resources in an optimizing manner. Those questions are still the
focus of debates and of political mobilization.
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8 Conclusion
Colonialism, History, Politics

231

How one does history shapes how one thinks about politics, and how one
does politics affects how one thinks about history. I have argued through-
out this book for telling a story about colonialism with full attention to the
shifting trajectories of historical interaction, to the range of possibilities that
people at any time could imagine for themselves and the constraints on their
imaginations and on their possibilities of realizing their imaginations. The
story cannot be told very well as a tale of progress toward “modernity” or
as the advance of “globalization” in the face of people trying to assert their
“identity” against impinging forces. It cannot be told very well as a story of
the steady advance of the nation-state against the empire. Such tellings do
not account for the conjuncture in which empire did in fact disappear and a
world of unequal nation-states finally became the norm, at the very mo-
ment when other sorts of supranational institutions and efforts to shape
norms of international development and universal human rights compro-
mised the sovereignty that was finally being generalized.

How one writes about colonialism shapes how one thinks about the
kinds of politics that challenged colonial rulers. Perhaps the fiction of a
Manichean colonial state had its value, even if it simplified the ways in
which colonial authority was exercised and the ways in which people living
in colonies tried to make something of the situations they faced. Such a
viewpoint privileged certain forms of opposition and denied legitimacy to
others: a politics of unremitting struggle against an impenetrable colonial
edifice rather than forms of political action and claim-making that de-
pended on overlapping idioms and interaction between colonizer and colo-
nized. Both kinds of politics had their place in colonial history, and it is not
clear that either would have threatened the continued viability of colonial
empires without the other. One kind of politics threatened colonial regimes



with unending violence and the possibility of a unified opposition; the
other challenged them with the possibility that political action would pro-
duce concrete gains for different categories of people within a colony, that
ideologies might be reconfigured, and that notions of what is politically
possible or excluded might shift. The point of historical analysis is not to
commend one kind of politics or condemn another but to spell out the
range of possibilities, the different consequences that could ensue from
each, and the possibilities of different trajectories following upon particu-
lar combinations of actions.

The story of colonialism and the challenges to it, in my view, should re-
serve a large place for political struggles that crossed lines of geography and
of self-identification or cultural solidarity, partly through the mobilization
of political networks, partly through the coming together of different
strands of political action in critical conjunctures. The antislavery move-
ments of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were pioneers; the
movement of ideas and at times cooperation across the Atlantic was crucial
in making an institution that was once an ordinary, acceptable part of em-
pires into a symbol of callousness, greed, and corruption. The attack on
slavery consisted of distinct, overlapping, and common struggles of slaves
and abolitionists acting in different places and in different idioms. Aboli-
tionist mobilization throughout the Atlantic world was deeply affected by
the Haitian Revolution, as some tried to turn it into a warning against any
challenge to authority and others tried to spread the word of its emancipa-
tory potential. The ensuing history had deep implications for later formu-
lations of the colonialism question.

It is correct and important to point out the dangers of writing the his-
tory of emancipation in a way that ignores how the marking of slavery
(and, later, of colonialism) as evil also marked other forms of labor ex-
ploitation and social discrimination as acceptable, or which misses the way
in which some abolitionists made the difficulties of ex-slaves to make their
way in the “free” labor market appear to result from their failures, their
lacks. Such a critique still misses the extent to which reconfigured dis-
courses of liberation, progress, and order could be seized and turned into
something else. The practice of slave emancipation, as much as slavery, put
certain issues onto an international table.

Empire was an ordinary fact of political life as recently as 1935, much as
slavery had been in the eighteenth century. By 1955, the legitimacy of any
colonial empire was very much in question. By 1965, the colonial game was
over. The two most important competitors for global power represented
their power in other terms and exercised power by other means. In 1935,
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some political movements sought to overthrow the colonial order in the
name of new nations, but others sought to expand and make meaningful
imperial citizenship, while still others dreamed of nation in a diasporic,
nonterritorial sense. By the 1960s, the nation-state was at last becoming
the principal unit of political organization.

But the course of decolonization raised profound issues that could not be
excised from the world order—about the nature of that cultural, political,
and economic order as much as the accessibility of formerly colonized peo-
ple to its benefits. Questions of poverty and exploitation that were once im-
perial have become both national and international, generating domestic
opposition to governments that have failed to deliver on their promises of a
better life, new transnational networks and organizations attempting to link
local activists with a worldwide debate over inequality, and anxiety among
leaders in wealthy countries that the existing world order is not stable or
productive enough for their interests.There are, today, powerful actors who
defend what they conceive of as a Western model for world order and at the
same time defend the high degree of inequality of access to that model, and
there are political actors who argue against both points. Coalitions around
the world make claims for themselves and others in regard to the availabil-
ity of medicine to treat deadly diseases, the abuses of child labor, gender in-
equality, environmental degradation, and the negative effects of interna-
tional trade regulations on the poor. Others raise philosophically and
ethically difficult questions about the ways in which peaceful interaction—
within and across national borders—can be fostered while cultural differ-
ence is respected.There is no reason at this moment to be hopeful about the
outcomes of these debates and struggles, but the past gives little reason to
conclude that such struggles can never achieve tangible gains for those most
concerned. The more one emphasizes the enormous imbalances in political
power and the might of corporate capitalism today, the more important it is
to remember that empires which once seemed durable and powerful even-
tually proved to be vulnerable and impermanent.

Not all explanations of the predicaments of the present capture the tra-
jectories that got us here. One explanatory mode naturalizes the marginal-
ity of the poor: in Europe, the ability to innovate in science and technology,
to respond effectively to markets, and to develop institutions that sustain
progress and efficiency resulted in the long-term expansion of economic
resources and welfare, while in other parts of the world people lacking
those abilities exclude themselves (or are excluded by their leaders) from
participation in a globalization that is both inevitable and beneficial.1 Such
a historical vision lies behind the politics of the write-off: little can be done
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“for” people, notably Africans, who are not making it, except to subject
their governments to economic discipline, keep out their citizens who seek
entry into better labor markets, and quarantine their regimes if they act
like “rogue states” or “failed states.” The politics of the write-off is also a
politics of labeling.

A second explanation focuses on those who would self-consciously im-
prove the world. Their project has failed: it was an effort to impose an un-
wanted modernity, an unwanted universality, and unwanted forms of so-
cial and economic life on diverse peoples. This is a valuable critique of
arrogance and Eurocentrism within colonial and postcolonial institutions
that promoted planned change, but it is far from clear that such a modern-
izing project ever existed. Colonial rulers, as I argued in chapters 5 and 6,
were profoundly ambivalent about change, and the resulting practices were
subject to selectivity, appropriation, and deflection, as well as resistance.
Africans and other colonized people were able to turn the discourse of mod-
ernization into a language of claims. When development emerged as a self-
avowed colonial project with metropolitan funding, it did so in the face of
serious challenges from the West Indies and Africa in the 1930s and 1940s.
Developmentalist colonialism was pushed farther in a postwar conjuncture
when colonial states both needed to reassert their legitimacy and assure
that colonial production would become more efficient and orderly—some-
thing neither “the market” nor the previous period of colonial rule had se-
cured. The development initiatives in fact produced more conflict than they
assuaged, and the escalation of claim-making from African workers, farm-
ers, students, market women, and other groups presented colonial regimes
with a potential challenge they could not meet.

Such claim-making has not gone away, as Steven Robins notes in regard
to South Africa:“In fact throughout Southern Africa, calls for development
have become a rallying cry in the popular struggles of the urban and rural
poor demanding houses, clinics, and more state resources in a context of job
losses, grinding poverty and neo-liberal fiscal austerity.”2 This ongoing ef-
fort is not sufficiently appreciated by some of today’s critics, who offer, as
Stuart Hall puts it, “massive, gigantic and eloquent disavowal” of Eurocen-
tric models rather than alternative projects and alternative languages of
claim-making.3 Disavowal and critique do not provide an adequate under-
standing of either the struggles of the past or those of the future, in all their
concreteness.

An ahistorical approach to the past reflects and encourages an apolitical
approach to the present. To hold modernity responsible for the evils of col-
onization and the exclusions and inequities of our own time is to make such

234 / Conclusion



a profound observation that there is little one can do about it. To counter a
linear view of progress marching ever onward with a two-century view of
post-Enlightenment rationality obscures the moments and contexts in
which political choices were made and provides little insight into questions
of choice and responsibility today. It deflects to an abstraction the respon-
sibility of those individuals and collectivities who chose to support brutal
acts of occupation, who found reasons to condone forced labor and land
seizures, and who responded to political mobilization with repression and
torture. The critique of modernity or of post-Enlightenment rationality is
more about stance than about engagement.

At the same time, the celebration of Western culture’s progressive
thrust—including recent arguments that assimilate empire to the promo-
tion of global integration—use a fiction about the past as a model for the
future. In this sense, and above all in their unwillingness to focus on the
specificity of economic and political situations, the defenders of a putative
European modernizing project and its critics converge.4

I began this book by noting the possibility that the valuable efforts of
some scholars to emphasize the importance of the colonial question to
world history might put in place a generic conception of colonialism set
against European claims to be the driving force of progress, rather than
bring out a contested and contingent history. I also called attention to com-
mon ways of thinking about the past that are nevertheless ahistorical: story
plucking, leapfrogging legacies, doing history backward, and the epochal
fallacy.All of them dissociate action and consequences.They permit the cel-
ebration of resistance, but do so by distancing it from the ongoing encoun-
ters through which the colonial rule was tested, limited, and sometimes re-
shaped by those who sought niches within systems of colonial power as
well as those who fought it.

One can readily agree with Uday Mehta when he writes, “I do not claim
that liberalism must be imperialistic, only that the urge is internal to it.”5

One could just as easily write, “I do not claim that liberalism must be anti-
imperialist, only that the urge is internal to it.”As in the case of nineteenth-
century English liberalism, the crucial questions about arguments for liber-
ation and democratization today are not resolvable by epistemological
critique, but turn on the concrete possibilities permitted by our political,
economic, and social conjuncture and the political choices that people make.
Which liberalism? Whose Enlightenment? What kind of development?
Whose vision of progress? Which vision of an Islamic umma? Whose
community? Which network of connections across linguistic or cultural
divisions?
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Critical scholars are right to point to the danger that even liberation
movements can get caught up in the framing of Western conceptual cate-
gories. But the reverse is equally the case: to define modernity as the prob-
lem in today’s world is to make nonmodernity the alternative, or else to
promote alternative modernities that imply that each claimant to such a
modernity has its own essential destiny which it pursues as others chase
their own alternatives. It is salutary to warn about the dangers of assum-
ing that such terms as electoral democracy and open markets are the only
ones in which political possibilities can be discussed, obscuring the convo-
luted history by which those terms came to the once-colonized world and
precluding a search for a wider repertoire. But we lose a great deal as well
if we assume that such notions are a static package, that the powerless can-
not find in the ideology of the powerful tools that are useful in confronting
tyrants at home and abroad. However much we criticize Western idealists
who set off to foreign lands to emancipate women or save the environment,
we should not ignore the possibility that people struggling against the in-
tolerances and inequalities that lie within most communities might find
useful resonances and support from outside their boundaries.

But let us turn the question around. What is it that we can learn from a
more precise historical perspective on colonization and decolonization?
Can thinking historically about colonial situations help us think politically
about present predicaments?

History does not offer answers, and historians do not make better
prophets than anyone else. It is hard enough to do craftsmanlike work on
one’s own specialty, to confront but not be paralyzed by the unevenness
and biases of archives and oral traditions, to imagine how people in differ-
ent times and contexts thought and acted, and to recognize the assumptions
within one’s own conceptual apparatus. But if one can do better than story
plucking, leapfrogging, doing history backward, and the epochal fallacy, at
least one can engage the unfolding of historical processes. Historical analy-
sis calls attention to two points that are worth keeping in mind as one pon-
ders issues in the present: the range of possibility and constraint facing dif-
ferent political actors at any moment, and the different trajectories of
possibility and constraint that follow upon acting in one’s own time.

First, the most basic fact facing us today is that the world is intercon-
nected and unequal. This fact is not new, but the ways in which connection
and inequality are configured have changed again and again, through the
actions of the powerful and the subordinate at the most localized of social
locations and in the broadest ranges of imagination.

Capitalism provided solvents that cut into the boundedness of frame-
works within which people produced and exchanged, but it did not end the
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fact that every product is made somewhere, services are performed some-
where, and movement of goods and ideas depends on mechanisms whose
extent and power are bounded in some way. Just as the eighteenth century
slave plantation—although it grew out of and shaped transoceanic con-
nections—depended on the exercise of coercive power over people locked
into a place, today’s productive processes give rise to issues of labor disci-
pline, family life, and social order in spaces that are no less specific for the
fact of being interconnected. The wave of general strikes in colonial Africa
in the 1940s, discussed in chapter 7, were neither replicas of European
labor history nor wholly distinct from them for the fact of having occurred
in Africa; understanding them still illuminates the possibilities for mobi-
lization that occur in the reconfigured organization of capitalist production
today. Questions of the social reproduction of labor (the sustenance of
workers and the raising of new generations of workers), of the relationship
of export production to regional ecologies, and of the relationship of
networks of trade and migration to cultural affinities and divergences
remain. The specificity of these issues changes over time, but they do not
disappear with the proclamation that this is an “epoch” of capital mobility,
of the all-determining discipline of the world market, or of a “post-
Fordist” production regime. The reconfiguration of capital across space
unleashes a politics of borders and border-crossings rather than a regime
of borderlessness.

Second, the long history of antislavery, anticolonial, and anti-apartheid
movements are important precedents for thinking about political issues
today. All of these movements entailed mobilization—with vigor and
courage—by victims of empire, but they succeeded not only because local
mobilizations assaulted the orderly normality of colonial regimes but be-
cause mobilizations resonated and connected across space. Slavery, colonial
rule, and white domination all depended on long-distance connections and
on ocean-crossing ideological constructs: on the sense of normality and en-
titlement of colonial planters, settlers, and officials, and on publics in Eu-
rope accepting such arrangements as legitimate parts of an imperial polity,
a global economy, and Western civilization. The Haitian Revolution of the
1790s and the successful colonial revolutions in Indonesia and Indochina in
the 1940s and 1950s were formative parts of this reconfiguration, but so too
were countless insurrections large and small that were successfully re-
pressed, as well as mobilizations—such as those of West African labor
movements—that taught colonial rulers that change within “their” ideo-
logical frameworks could be as costly as ending colonial rule.

One can rightly point to the limitations of all these movements: they did
not end inequality and subordination, and their very success fed into—at
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least in some hands—an interpretation of an ever more enlightened West
overcoming its backwardness and liberating others from their own. Yet de-
colonization was not a moment that suddenly produced a generalized post-
colonial condition, but a process in which new possibilities for changing in-
stitutions and discourses opened up along the way—sometimes to be
thwarted by new constraints or co-opted into the self-serving machina-
tions of political elites. An ironic stance toward the language of equality
and economic progress that appeared in the decolonization struggles
should not obscure the appeal such concepts had, the disappointment and
disillusionment that came when hopes were not fulfilled, and above all the
ways in which such concepts changed when people in the colonies claimed
them for themselves.

But the change in international norms regarding some of the most fun-
damental aspects of humanity is nonetheless part of history. These were in
part the achievement of leaders who deserve heroic status and obscure peo-
ple who labored and suffered and who appear anonymously in archives,
newspapers, and memoirs, and in part the consequence of people who
struggled for something other than national liberation—for better wages,
for full citizenship within an imperial context, for a measure of social sta-
tus or recognition in a changing social situation. They were not simply the
achievements of the already like-minded, of the socially identical, of com-
munity triumphing over colonialism, globalization, or modernity. We have
much to learn from the schoolteacher in an African colony who sought
recognition for what he or she had achieved, who recorded in English the
traditions of people with whom he identified and from whom he was es-
tablishing a certain distance, and who organized a trade union and cam-
paigned for a modest increase in wages. Multiplied many times over, such
people opened up the fissures in the thin, overextended apparatus of a colo-
nial state. We could do worse than to think about how, today, analogous fis-
sures might be opened in national regimes, transnational corporations, and
international systems vulnerable precisely because of the extent of inter-
connection and mobility.

Third, the emphasis this book has given to the limitations of imperial
power suggests reexamining the language of a very current debate in inter-
national politics. Empire and colonialism are evoked as totalizing concepts,
as representing the extremes of power, cultural as well as material. On one
side, one finds a reading of the history of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century colonialism as the imposition of modernity, which set the rules 
and then belittled colonized people for being unable to play by them.
On the other side is an argument that empire was a good thing, that it 
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set a precedent for intervention in benighted, conflict-ridden societies that
should be put into practice today by the one power capable of assuming 
the mantle of empire, the United States. Some are skeptical whether the
United States is up to the high standards of the British Empire, but the point
of this reading of history is important nonetheless: it is used explicitly to
support new forms of the extension of American power.6

The historical interpretation on which this argument is based is pro-
foundly flawed, and its flaws are the mirror image of those found within
postcolonial critique. Whereas the latter uses empire to discredit moder-
nity, the former uses modernity to give credit to empire. Empire is said to
bring enlightened rule, an imposed peace, and the possibility of conducting
regional and intercontinental trade under safe and predictable conditions.
Never mind that the notion of enlightened and fair rule is based on a
stereotype that is profoundly racial—some authors even invoke the image
of the Englishman in pith helmet or the White Man’s Burden of Kipling—
or that the violence that colonial conquest did in fact suppress, namely that
associated with slave raids and slave trading, belongs on the Euro-African
side of the ledger rather than being a specifically African proclivity. Such an
argument ignores the ways in which colonial rule reinforced rather than
opened up distinctions among legal systems and ethnicized cultural differ-
ence. The pro-empire argument shares with the anti-modernity argument
a shallow reading of the history of actual empires, which were neither the
agents of the colonization of minds nor of promotion of the rule of law and
market economies. Actually existing empires, British and French as much
as Ottoman and Chinese, were rarely so consistent, and when, as in the
post–World War II era, they tried to make themselves more forward-
looking economically and more legitimate politically, they could not face
the escalation of claim-making their actions encouraged, the tensions that
followed from their economic interventions, and the high cost of making an
empire meaningful as a unit of belonging. In the end, Britain and France
abdicated responsibility for their colonial histories as they devolved power
to the nation-states emerging from the decolonization process, insisting
that whatever went wrong would be toted up on the African side of the his-
torical balance sheet.

Neither the pro-empire argument nor the denunciation of an abstracted
coloniality gives much weight to one of the most central features of the his-
tory of empires: their limitations. And neither wishes to see that the limits
apply most strikingly to the most modern and modernizing of the empires,
those of Western European powers in the late nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Capitalist empire, in India as well as Africa, turned out not to be
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so consistently capitalist after all, bureaucratic rule not so consistently bu-
reaucratic, the making of colonial subjects not so consistent in their ideas
of what kind of subject was to be produced.

Not just colonies, not just empires, but the very category of empire came
undone in the two decades after World War II, which was a time of eco-
nomic growth and systematic efforts at social engineering, in the welfare
states of Europe as well as their colonies. Yet basic questions about the re-
lationship of the world social order and the institution through which
power is exercised do not go away: capital still needs protection and regu-
lation, and hence operates in a highly uneven manner across different po-
litical units. Networks of communication and movement of people, capital,
and ideas run into no-go areas, whose valuable human and material re-
sources cannot be fully exploited and which harbor forces dangerous to
wealthy states. Africa remains an area where systematic, predictable, ex-
tensive exploitation is difficult to organize, but other historic crucibles of
empire—the Middle East, Central Asia, East Asia—fit poorly in images of
a seamless globality extended everywhere.

The usefulness of thinking about empires is not that they represent
good models for the future or a form of political power whose revival we
need to fear.7 The value of the story is in the telling, in the way in which
we talk about historical trajectories, the opening and foreclosing of possi-
bilities, the transformation of concepts as they were seized by different
people, and the relationship between struggles in particular places and the
reconfiguration of worldwide perspectives on what is normal and what is
unimaginable. Empires may have gone, but multinational polities have not.
Inequality of power is still with us. Sovereignty is still a concept that, for
all its apparent indivisibility, is very much compromised and uncertain. If
one tells the story as a movement from empire to nation-state—whether
dated from Westphalia in the seventeenth century, France in the late eigh-
teenth century, the Americas at the turn of the eighteenth to nineteenth
century, or the Treaty of Vienna of 1815—the tale gives too much continu-
ity, too much forward motion, too much weight to the concept of nation-
state, obscuring the fact that it shared imaginative space not only with
empire, in its various manifestations, but with other forms of territory-
crossing political imagination. We should neither exaggerate the impor-
tance of the nation-state in the past nor exaggerate its decline in the
present.

Even the generalization of the nation-state came at a time when the
states that were giving up empire were contemplating participation in a
very different sort of supranational institution, the European Economic
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Community, and it reflected the ability of the first “new” nations to make
themselves heard in international bodies and assail the apparent normality
of empires. What is most important about this phase of our story is its dy-
namics: empires were challenged from within and without, from below and
above, and their ultimate demise reflected a reconfiguration of norms of
power across an entire system, not just the reversal of a particular state.
The process opened space for international debates on development and
economic and social rights—debates that have not ended.

Craig Calhoun has argued that solidarity should be seen not in organic
so much as processual terms: as something growing out of collective action,
constitution-making, and efforts to make a political system into something
it was not. He raises the important question of whether such collective ef-
forts have worked nearly as well on the international as on the national
level. He worries that “the global public sphere lags dramatically,” com-
pared to other forms of international action, such as the regulation of mar-
kets or the interventions of international organizations, which are not so
democratically organized.8 The history of empires reveals important ex-
amples of efforts to make a spatially discontinuous, culturally varied, po-
litically uneven space into a unit of political mobilization, and that is why
it is worth remembering the efforts of a Toussaint L’Ouverture to bring to
Haiti key claims of the French Revolution and to transform them in the
process, of reformers within the Ottoman elite and the Young Ottomans
who challenged them to bring constitutional reform to the Ottoman Em-
pire while retaining its multinational configuration, and the efforts of a
Léopold Sédar Senghor or an Aimé Césaire to make French citizenship
meaningful to the empire, to use it as a basis for making claims to social
equality and cultural recognition, and to move beyond the French Empire
to make a universalistic argument for the contributions of Africa to world
civilization.

In the postwar decades, the rulers of the French and British empires—
and those of the United States—made clear that they could more easily tol-
erate the claims of nationalists to rule nation-states than they could the less
bounded forms of making claims on the resources of the empire or the re-
sources of the world economy. But the very struggle, from India to Algeria,
produced a worldwide debate that could not be answered by the general-
ization of sovereignty and which kept returning to issues of economic ex-
ploitation, gender inequality, and access to basic resources. Transnational
social movements and international organizations, ineffectual as they often
have been, have kept these debates alive. Scholarship on colonialism has, in
its own way, emphasized that such issues cannot be separated from the his-
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tory that defined them, and it has made clear how much is at stake in the
way these issues are framed. Studying colonial history reminds us that in
the most oppressive of political systems, people found not just niches in
which to hide and fend for themselves, but handles by which the system it-
self could be moved.
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