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A comienzos del año 2000 la directiva del Consejo Europeo de
Investigaciones Sociales de América Latina (CEISAL) encomendó a
NALACS – la organización que reúne a los latinoamericanistas
holandeses – la misión de organizar el Tercer Congreso Europeo de
Latinoamericanistas que tuvo lugar en Amsterdam el 3-6 de julio
de 2002. Fue decidido que el Centro de Estudios Latinoamericanos
(CEDLA) en Amsterdam sirviera como centro de coordinación.

El Comité Organizador de este evento decidió enfocarlo en torno
al tema de ‘Cruzando Fronteras en América Latina’. Nos complace
constatar de que al pasar de los años este tema no ha perdido su
relevancia académica. A saber, el tema de fronteras e identidades
constituye, sin duda, un pilar fundamental en todo intento dirigido
a la comprensión de los procesos políticos contemporáneos, ya sea
en Latinoamérica o en Europa. Las fronteras representan
construcciones políticas e institucionales que repercuten fuertemente
en el orden social, cultural y económico de las naciones. Sus
consecuencias muchas veces son anticipadas por la clase política en
general. Dichas fronteras pueden incluso ser vistas como símbolos
de la lucha entre las estructuras políticas y la acción social humana.
El estudio de fronteras nos permite observar cómo éstas son
construidas en ámbitos políticos de carácter nacional e internacional,
pero además como estas fronteras son a menudo el resultado del
pensamiento y del comportamiento de individuos. De esta manera,
las fronteras nos permiten detectar las muchas contradicciones que
se dan entre lo institucional y lo individual, lo internacional y lo
local, entre lo semejante y lo diferente, entre lo nuestro y lo ajeno.

Durante el congreso de Amsterdam se discutió la temática de las
Fronteras  desde las más diversas disciplinas académicas y con respecto
a las más variadas realidades latinoamericanas de hoy y del ayer.

PREFACIO
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Dicho encuentro se convirtió en un foro abierto y estimulante para
tratar como corresponde este importante tema de comienzos del
siglo veintiuno.

Tuvimos el honor de contar en Amsterdam con la presencia de
estudiosos de las más diversas regiones del mundo, con sendos
conocimientos de los diferentes países latinoamericanos y de los
más variados temas y debates. Asistieron al Congreso más de
setecientos latinoamericanistas y fueron presentadas aproxima-
damente 550 ponencias en más de 100 sesiones. En los cuatro días
del evento se discutió sobre historia, economía, literatura, sociología,
ciencia política, antropología, lingüística, geografía social, derecho,
estudios internacionales y de género. Pensamos que pese a la gran
diversidad de suntemas y de enfoques que estuvieron presente en el
Tercer Congreso Europeo de Americanistas este se caracterizó por la
unidad y por la fuerza de lo que más nos une: esa pasión por América
latina, su gente y su porvenir. Al final se brindó un programa con
ponencias sumamente atractivas y los participantes disfrutaron del
esfuerzo intelectual colectivo que se manifestó en plenitud al apsar
de los días.

En este Cuaderno tenemos el placer de reproducir el texto origi-
nal de la convocatoria para el Congreso y los textos de las tres charlas
magistrales que se presentaron durante el Congreso. Nos referimos
a las ponencias de los profesores Guillermo O’Donnell, Cynthia
Hewitt de Alcántara y Arturo Escobar. Ciertamente no hay necesidad
de presentarlos, ya que se trata de académicos de renombre mundial,
no sólo en el ámbito de los estudios latinoamericanos sino que además
de los estudios del desarrollo en general. Queremos en esta ocasión
nuevamente agradecerles a ellos por haber aceptado esta invitación
y por haber compartido con nosotros sus conocimientos e
inquietudes académicas durante ese gran evento.

La organización de este evento académico ha sido un esfuerzo
colectivo de la comunidad de latinoamericanistas holandeses quiénes
de una u otra manera han aportado su grano de arena en la concreción
de este proyecto académico. Desde ya mis especiales agradecimientos
a cada uno de los miembros del Comité Organizador con quienes
en los últimos años tuve el honor y el agrado de compartir muchísimas
horas de trabajo y de discusión sobre los diversos aspectos de este
congreso.
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Para mi personalmente fue un gran honor el haber participado
en los preparativos y en la ejecución de esta gran aventura académica.
Que gran alegría nos ha dado al ver durante el Congreso la presencia
de tantos colegas y amigos que sabemos que hicieron grandes
esfuerzos para poder haber estado allí junto a nosotros, para así
conpartir sus conocimientos y sus ideas para comprender mejor la
realidad latinoamericana.

Michiel Baud
Presidente del Comité Ejecutivo Congreso CEISAL 2002
Director CEDLA

El comité organizador

Michiel Baud (CEDLA/Universidad de Amsterdam)
Geske Dijkstra (Universidad Erasmiana de Rotterdam
Kees Koonings (Universidad de Utrecht)
Paul van Lindert (Universidad de Utrecht)
Patricio Silva (Universidad de Leiden)
Pieter de Vries (Universidad de Wageningen)
Annelies Zoomers (CEDLA)
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Guillermo O’Donnell, es catedrático de Estudios de Gobierno y
Relaciones Internacionales y ha sido director académico del Instituto
Kellog (Universidad de Notre Dame, Indiana) de 1982 to 1997.
Es considerado como uno de los científicos sociales mas prominentes
de Latino América. Es autor y editor de varios libros sobre la
evolución de las instituciones políticas en Latino América, regímenes
autoritarios, transiciones a la democracia, y teoría legal. Sus libros
incluyen Modernization and Bureaucratic Authoritarianism, Transi-
tions from Authoritarian Rule (con Philippe Schmitter y Laurence
Whitehead), y A Democracia no Brasil.

Cynthia Hewitt de Alcántara es Vice-directora de UNRISD de
Ginebra y coordinadora del programa de UNRISD sobre Tecnologías
de Información y Desarrollo Social. Antes de ir al UNRISD en 1986
fue investigadora en el Centro de Estudios Sociológicos del Colegio
de México en la Ciudad de México, y consultora en varias agencias
internacionales. Sus libros incluyen Modernizing Mexican Agricul-
ture; Anthropological Perspectives on Rural Mexico; Economic Restruc-
turing and Rural Subsistence; Real Markets: Social and Political Issues
of Food Policy Reform; and Social Futures, Global Visions.

Arturo Escobar ocupa la cátedra de Antropología en la Universidad
de Carolina del Norte en Chapel Hill. Durante los últimos diez
años sus intereses principales han sido la ecología política y la
antropología de desarrollo, movimientos sociales, y la tecno-ciencia.
Entre sus publicaciones se encuentran ‘Culture Sits in Places: Re-
flections on Globalism and Subaltern Strategies of Localization, Po-
litical Geography, ‘El Final del Salvaje: Cultura, Desarrollo y
Naturaleza en la Antropología Contemporánea’, junto a Sonia Alvarez
y Evelina Dagnino (comps.), Cultures of Politics/ Politics of Cultures:
Revisioning Latin American Social Movements.

LOS AUTORES
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ACERCA DE LAS PROBLEMÁTICAS
FRONTERAS DE AMÉRICA LATINA
CONTEMPORÁNEA.

1

Cuando recibí la invitación para presentar la conferencia inaugural
de este Congreso, la acepté con entusiasmo. Esta es para mi una
ocasión privilegiada para entrar en contacto con esta verdadera
asamblea de latinoamericanistas europeos, no sólo por el placer de
conocer personalmente a muchos de Uds. sino también por
importantes razones intelectuales que voy a mencionar a lo largo de
mi presentación.

Confieso que hace poco cambié el tema de mi conferencia. Había
comenzado a prepararla sobre un tema que me viene preocupando:
la teoría del estado, en sí misma y en lo que ella se refiere al actual
estado latinoamericano. Pero luego recibí el interesante documento
preparado por los organizadores del Congreso, con su desafío a pensar
América Latina contemporánea desde y con el concepto, y metáfora,
de las ‘fronteras’. Este desafío me capturó, tanto que me encontré
dejando un poco de lado mi tema original. De manera que lo que
voy a hacer hoy, aunque un poco improvisadamente, es tratar de
pensar, acompañando a los organizadores del congreso, los temas de
fronteras que ellos proponen aunque, como verán, sin abandonar
enteramente el tema del estado.

Una primera característica del concepto de frontera es que tiene
dos acepciones que son discrepantes. Por un lado, la idea de frontera

GUILLERMO O’DONNELL
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evoca algo dinámico, de apertura, de ofensiva, de avanzar hacia, es
decir una idea positiva de expansión. Por el otro lado, hay una
acepción de frontera opuesta, estática, defensiva, que consiste en
límites, en encuadrarnos en un espacio en el que generalmente no
queremos que entren otros, o que si lo entran lo hagan bajo
condiciones que nosotros ponemos. Tenemos, entonces, por un lado,
apertura y expansión y, por el otro, cierre y, frecuentemente,
exclusión.

Voy a argumentar que en América Latina contemporánea se dan
fuertemente ambos movimientos, una gran expansión de diversas
fronteras, junto con fuerte creación de fronteras muy cerradas, y
que estos movimientos, sólo aparentemente contradictorios,
obedecen a una lógica que vale la pena que tratemos de entender.
Para empezar, en términos de las fronteras expansivas adviertan que
en el excelente documento del Congreso este es el tipo de frontera
que se recalca, aunque ese documento, por cierto, no ignora otras
acepciones del término ‘frontera’. Pero ese énfasis es entendible
porque la acepción expansiva del término recoge lo más importante,
lo más influyente de lo que ha estado pasando recientemente en el
mundo y en particular en América Latina, donde se ha dado una
veloz y casi brutal expansión de ciertas fronteras. Pero también hay
que recordar que en América Latina ese avance, esa expansión, ha
aparecido para muchos como invasión, como restricción, y a veces
como sometimiento o destrucción de importantes bienes culturales,
económicos y otros. Esto, por supuesto, también recuerda el
documento del Congreso, está en el origen mismo, en la historia de
la conquista de América, que dejado consecuencias y ha continuado,
aunque con diversos ritmos y características, hasta hoy.

Tal vez sea obvio decírselo a Uds., pero cuando uno observa las
faces y contrafaces de la expansión de una frontera, uno inmedia-
tamente descubre constitutivas relaciones de poder: el que expande
y de alguna forma conquista, ejerce, sutil o abiermente, algún tipo
de dominación sobre aquéllos que ‘ya estaban ahí’. Estos no fueron,
ni en el siglo XVI ni hoy, procesos neutrales; ellos transpiran poder.
Por eso, la pregunta obvia que debería seguir es cuáles son los actores
sociales y cuáles son los recursos que usan y movilizan tanto los
expandidores como los sufridores o sujetos de las expansiones de
fronteras.

Esta pregunta es un primer paso para no cometer el error garrafal,
muy frecuente, de reificar, o naturalizar, las causas que producen
esas expansiones; es decir, uno debe comenzar por analizar
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Para estos propósitos, a pesar de su enorme peso como modelo
de casi todo, autoproclamado y repetido por muchos en América
Latina, Estados Unidos no nos sirve. No hay allí, como hay en
Europa, tradición de un estado que se haya propuesto eficaz y
consistentemente domesticar igualdades sociales; hay en cambio una
tradición de clases trabajadoras repetidamente derrotadas, lo que
ha producido remedos de un estado de bienestar que no corresponde
ni de lejos al poderío económico de ese país – en cual, por eso
mismo, los camareros siguen viviendo de propinas. Además,
volviendo a un comentario que hice al comienzo, creo que estas
tradiciones tan diferentes ayudan en mucho a que las corrientes de
ciencias sociales que prevalecen en Estados Unidos (que como toda
ciencia social de alguna manera reflejan, críticamente o no, el medio
social en el que se practican) tiendan a olvidar los fenómenos de
poder y dominación. Por eso mismo, esas ciencias sociales son poco
aptas para entender, y ayudar a transformar, una América Latina en
la que esos fenómenos, y sus correlatos de explotación y
victimización, son tan constitutivos. No son estas las limitaciones
que, por las razones históricas y culturales ya comentadas, deberían
sufrir las ciencias sociales europeas. Esto lo digo en parte como un
elogio a las importantes contribuciones europeas, pero también lo
digo como un desafío, como un guante que espero Uds. quieran
recoger.

Hasta ahora he hablado de fronteras en expansión, algunas
positivas que mencioné al comienzo y otras muy negativas pues se
ha tratado, en el campo de la economía, de los recursos naturales,
de los espacios urbanos, del empleo, y de otros aspectos, de
expansiones incontroladas en las no ha habido algún punto enganche
con lo externo por parte de un estado que se propusiera filtrar, mediar,
o administrar esas expansiones en una dirección de bien común de
su propia nación.

La destrucción social resultante, junto con la percepción por
parte de los privilegiados de los silencios y peligros que subyacen a
ella, disgregación, a tanto crecimiento de la pobreza y la desigualdad
, ha llevado, con rigurosa aunque perversa lógica, a la creación otras
fronteras, estáticas y defensivas. Me refiero a las fronteras que los
privilegiados crean para ellos mediante los guetos fortificados en
que habitan. En esos guetos ellos donde refugian sus miedos frente
a un ‘afuera’ tan amenazante como cada vez más desconocido. En
esas fronteras defensivas ellos recluyen a sus hijos, separándolos desde
el comienzo de toda posibilidad de conocimiento, y probablemente
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de solidaridad, con ese mundo de afuera que sus padres contribuyen
a crear.

Esta vida del gueto, del miedo de los ganadores, se construyen
también las barreras de un estado hostil hacia buena parte de su
propia población, manifestadas en múltiples formas de discrimi-
nación en materia de acceso a la salud, la educación, la seguridad y
otros servicios que los habitantes de los guetos, que se pagan sus
propios servicios privados, no quieren pagar.

Y aquí tampoco Estados Unidos nos ayuda. Ustedes, europeos,
aún tienen verdaderas ciudades, ciudades que tienen un centro,
lugares de encuentro de diversas clases sociales, posibilidades de
recreación gratis, espacios donde lo público se encarna, concreta y
visiblemente (y, agrego lo obvio, placenteramente) en una convivencia
propiamente ciudadana. Estados Unidos, como ustedes saben, tiene
monstruosas aglomeraciones urbanas, pero casi sin excepción no
tiene centros ni lugares públicos. En América Latina, como parte
de las invasivas expansiones de fronteras que estoy comentando,
estamos perdiendo nuestras ciudades, sus centros, los espacios
públicos que en su momento aprendimos de Europa a crear y valorar.

En todo esto, me parece, se trata de una especie de dialéctica en
la que los dados parecen cargados, aunque no ineluctablemente, en
contra América Latina. Se trata, por un lado de poderosas
expansiones invasivas de fronteras que nuestros estados, con escasas
excepciones, parecen haber renunciado a controlar, ayudados en su
omisión por clases y sectores dominantes que, aunque pagan el precio
del gueto y del miedo que lo subyace, se benefician grandemente
con ello. Y, por el otro lado, se trata de esfuerzos que se hacen desde
la sociedad civil, local e internacional, así como desde algunos
reductos del estado, en los que se ensayan repertorios de lucha a
veces muy creativos, pero que se confrontan repetidamente con el
problema de su continuidad en el tiempo y sobre todo con el
problema de cómo agregarse a niveles regionales, nacionales y
transnacionales eficaces para atacar las causas centrales, paramétricas,
de la situación.

A esta situación, que combina las luchas recién señaladas con
frecuentemente victoriosas expansiones incontroladas de fronteras,
se agregan, como he señalado, las fronteras defensivas que los propios
ganadores erigen. Agrego ahora, como anuncié al comienzo, algunas
consideraciones sobre el tema del estado. Quiero hacerlo porque el
estado no sólo ha sido demonizado por la derecha, sino también
porque ha sido sujeto de importantes malentendidos por algunos
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sectores progresistas y de izquierda, errores que a veces han
contribuido al brutal desmantelamiento que ha sufrido el estado
latinoamericano.

Para comenzar por la negativa, no me parece casual la furia ofensiva
que ha sufrido este estado. Visto por los ganadores de este período,
en realidad hace falta poco estado. Si se vive en guetos pagando
policía privada, si los sistemas de pensiones se han privatizado, si
allí es donde funciona el colegio de los hijos, si los servicios de salud
también son privados y si, por supuesto, el lugar principal de
sociabilidad es un club también privado, entonces no hace falta
mucho estado – salvo, claro está, para mantener a raya a los que han
quedado afuera.Asimismo, y no menos fundamentalmente, cada vez
más las principales actividades económicas de nuestros países se
engarzan con una juridicidad extraterritorial; cada vez más diversos
contratos y convenciones económicas establecen la jurisdicción de
tribunales o de sistemas de arbitraje en Londres, Nueva York o
Ámsterdam, quitándole al estado local decidir cuestiones que suelen
ser de la mayor importancia para el bien(y el mal)estar de sus
poblaciones. De estas maneras nos ha venido quedando un estado
que reclama cada vez menos jurisdicción sobre importantes cuestiones
comerciales (y no pocas civiles), a la vez que afila su capacidad de
represión, no sólo mediante leyes e instituciones penales sino también
mediante prácticas violentas que tienen vieja raigambre en nuestras
tierras.

Siguiendo con el estado, conviene recordar que la historia de las
grandes luchas sociales de trabajadores, de campesinos, de mujeres,
fueron luchas para inscribir derechos y para que una vez inscriptos
esos derechos fueran efectivamente implementados. Esto ha
demandado, y sigue demandando incesantes esfuerzos, muchos de
ellos apuntados al estado. Esto ha sido y es así porque, aun en estas
épocas de globalización, el estado es el principal, si no el único,
lugar institucional en el que se puede inscribir esos derechos, así
como seguir luchando para su implementación y eventual expansión.
Para ello ha sido necesario, y Europa es nuevamente el ejemplo
pertinente, un estado que ha podido ser grande o pequeño, pero
que ha sido fuerte, es decir que ha sido capaz de sancionar e
implementar derechos. Sin este tipo de estado, como bien sabemos
en América Latina, para las clases y sectores subordinados no queda
mucho más que la represión o la caridad, privada o institucionalizada
en complejas organizaciones nacionales o internacionales.
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En el sentido recién indicado, en América Latina siempre tuvimos,
grande o pequeño, poco estado. Para peor, en los tiempos recientes,
al compás de las invasivas expansiones de fronteras que me han
ocupado, ese escaso estado que teníamos ha sido duramente atacado
y, en buena medida, desmantelado.Por eso, la construcción de un
estado razonablemente fuerte es una de las principales metas que
debemos proponernos. Para esto, nuevamente, con las salvedades
del caso resultantes de diferentes tiempos históricos y tipos de
capitalismo puede servirnos, pero no la de Estados Unidos – este,
como dije es un país en el que las falencias de su estado, como
legalidad y como welfare, determinan que yo deba dar propina al
camarero que me ‘sirve’ (no me ‘trae’) una taza de café. Y esto,
agrego, nos lleva a la importancia estratégica que, para avanzar en
esta dirección, tiene la democracia política, el régimen político
democrático que, después de tantos sacrificios hemos conseguido.

Todo lo que he dicho hasta ahora indica, por lo menos bajo la
categoría de grave omisión, una dura crítica al funcionamiento de
los gobiernos democráticamente electos en América Latina. Pero,
por otro lado, en términos de derechos, los que confiere ese régimen
son prácticamente los únicos que tenemos. Con un régimen
democrático al menos en principio todos tenemos derecho de opinar,
de asociarnos, de movernos en el territorio, y de votar sin coacción
física, en medio de una situación que niega otros derechos, civiles y
sociales. Esta es, adviértase, una situación históricamente insólita,
sobre la cual he insistido en escritos recientes. Esto es, la adquisición
generalizada de derechos políticos cuando al mismo tiempo buena
parte de la población carece casi por completo de derechos sociales,
así como de no pocos derechos civiles. Vivimos, como he
argumentado en esos escritos, con un régimen democrático en medio
de derechos civiles y sociales truncados que producen una ciudadanía
de baja intensidad.

Esto, con la importante excepción de la India, no corresponde a
las experiencias históricas conocidas de emergencia y funcionamiento
de la democracia política. Simplemente, no hay teorías ya formuladas
para dar cuenta de esta situación. Una de las grandes preguntas que
esto plantea es si seremos capaces de usar el pequeño e insuficiente
pero no intrascendente, núcleo de derechos ‘políticos’ que el régimen
democrático implica, como palancas, como punto de apoyo para
luchar efectivamente por la conquista de derechos civiles y sociales,
los mismos derechos que, junto con los políticos, ustedes pueden
dar por sentados en sus países.
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Reflexiones como las que he presentado obviamente no admiten
un cierre prolijo ni conclusiones concretas. Ellas son, claro está, la
expresión de una honda preocupación y no poco enojo. Pero no
expresión de un cerrado pesimismo, con el cual sólo me hubiera
correspondido un desmayado silencio. A la obvia pregunta de qué
hacer frente a la situación que he delineado, una respuesta es invitar
al dialogo abierto, variado, multidisciplinario y moralmente
comprometido que este Congreso propicia; nuestra mínima
responsabilidad como intelectuales es formular buenas preguntas,
que pueden reaparecer como comienzo de respuestas en diálogos
con fuerzas sociales y políticas consistentes con los valores que guían
esas mismas preguntas. Asimismo, colocar el problema del poder y
la dominación como eje central de nuestras preocupaciones y, con
ello, desmitificar las categorías naturalizadas que se nos proponen
desde algunas de las invasivas fronteras que he discutido, es un paso,
obviamente preliminar pero importante, en esa dirección. Por lo
menos, el solo preguntarse qué hacer introduce la punta crítica a
partir de la cual empieza la política, la política como proyecto
democrático y liberador hacia el logro de sociedades decentes. En
esto, repito, los latinoamericanos necesitamos del apoyo y la
experiencia de ustedes.

Agradezco a Uds. y a los organizadores de este Congreso el
privilegio de haberles presentado estas reflexiones.
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GLOBALIZATION AND SOLIDARITY

2

The background document for the Congress Cruzando Fronteras en
América Latina invites us to consider the implications of globaliza-
tion for the future of Latin America. I would like to do this by
focusing on the relation between globalization and solidarity; and
particularly by analysing how the current form of globalization –
which is fundamentally shaped by free market ideology – limits
the capacity of Latin American governments to provide adequate
social services and social protection to their citizens.

There are, of course, many other ways of considering the rela-
tion between globalization and social solidarity. For example, we
could analyse the formation of new alliances among NGOs around
the world, or look at how new forms of transnational production
are affecting working class solidarity. Or, moving resolutely into
cyberspace, we could talk about the forging of common bonds on
the Internet.

But I have chosen to concentrate on governments, on their needs
and limitations in the social policy field, for a reason. I want to
challenge the idea, now enjoying considerable currency, that na-
tional governments are increasingly irrelevant to people’s welfare in
a globalising world. I find this simply naïve. In fact, as the destinies
of people around the world are increasingly affected by extremely

CYNTHIA HEWITT DE ALCÁNTARA
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complex global forces, they need the support and protection of ef-
ficient states, pursuing a progressive social policy agenda, more than
ever before.

For most Europeans, there is nothing particularly unusual about
this statement. In fact, their ability to benefit from involvement in
the modern world economy has been contingent in part on the
success of their governments in providing extensive social protec-
tion for their citizens. But in Latin America, there is still a long
road to travel before such a goal can be attained. A large part of the
population of the region has only marginal access to public social
services; and many of the public institutions providing these serv-
ices are in precarious condition. Like much of the rest of the public
sector, they are in need of reform, to place them on a sounder finan-
cial footing and to ensure that they serve all citizens in an impartial
and efficient manner. This is an essential element in the broader
struggle for democracy and social justice in Latin America.

Unfortunately, however, the global economic and political set-
ting is unfavourable to progressive reform of the public social sector
in a number of ways. Below, I would like to explore four of these
difficulties:
The first arises in the realm of ideas – in the way dominant groups
explain and interpret reality, and utilize their ideology to impose
an essentially anti-social agenda within international and national
institutions;
The second is created by the recessionary bias of neoliberal
globalization, and by the constant instability of the international
economy;
A third stumbling block to progress is associated with the extreme
openness of Latin American economies at the turn of the twenty-
first century, following extensive trade and financial liberalization.
This fundamentally limits the capacity of governments to raise public
revenue, and thus to finance social services.
Finally, I will look briefly at how ideological commitment to reduced
government responsibility in the social sphere, combined with very
real difficulties in raising the revenue needed to improve existing
social programmes, can generate a political climate that undermines
progressive efforts to strengthen social policy.

At the end of this presentation, I will try to draw these threads
of the discussion together and review some possible avenues for
improvement.
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Neoliberalism and social solidarity

Looking first, then, at the ideological context shaping the current
form of globalization, it is important to remember that neoliberalism
is not a world view with a specific interest in solidarity. Solidarity
requires organization to support a common cause – and in its spe-
cific application to social policy, solidarity implies action by gov-
ernments utilizing public resources to ensure certain agreed-upon
social goals. Neoliberalism, in contrast, distrusts political organiza-
tion and places its faith in a technocratic abstraction: the working
of self-regulating markets, in which discrete individuals act in their
own self-interest. Promotion of the common good depends on proc-
esses of automatic adjustment in these markets, not on the purposive
action of collectivities.

Since free markets stand at the centre of the neoliberal model of
human progress, the discipline of economics assumes extraordinary
importance in it. Economists have the responsibility to create the
conditions in which free markets can thrive. And since any political
programme can introduce unwanted ‘distortions’ in a market envi-
ronment, economists must isolate themselves (and their policies) as
resolutely as possible from social concerns or social debates.

The ascendancy of neoliberalism during the past three decades
has thus been accompanied by persistent attempts to draw a sharp
line between economic and social policy, to make economic policy
into a highly technocratic affair (focusing always on the needs of
markets, not the needs of people), and to relegate social policy to
minor status within the halls of government. In strong democracies
with well-developed social programmes, such pressure to destroy
the links between economic and social policymaking has been re-
sisted. But in parts of the world with weaker governments or econo-
mies, where dependence on foreign funding is greater, it has been
very difficult to go against the advice of free-market advocates con-
trolling resources in international institutions. Economic policy mak-
ing has increasingly been made with only minimal attention to
social concerns.

This encourages incoherence in development policy. Steps taken
to improve market prospects quite frequently have social implica-
tions that are not even considered within technocratic councils.
And then, when the social cost of certain economic policies is par-
ticularly high, technocrats turn to social policy specialists for rem-
edies. Social policy, in other words, is given a damage control func-
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tion. It could be much more effective at protecting social welfare,
however, if coordination with economic policy were a normal oc-
currence, and not simply a stopgap tactic to deal with the unfore-
seen consequences of actions taken elsewhere.

Neoliberal bias has other damaging implications for social de-
velopment. Free-market economists are firmly convinced that so-
cial expenditure by governments is a luxury – a cost (and often a
heavy cost) that should be reduced as systematically as possible.
And in fact this is often a goal they actively pursue. Leaving aside
the valid question of whether social expenditure is efficiently ad-
ministered in any particular instance, they may attempt to trim
the social budget relentlessly in order to convince investors and
other market observers of their credentials as economists.

There is reason to question this approach, even on strictly eco-
nomic grounds. Providing people with a good education, access to
adequate health services, and protection and retraining in hard times
is a strategic element in good economic development policy. So are
decent wages. They encourage economic growth. In this sense, so-
cial expenditure can be seen as an investment, not a cost; but this is
not a point of view that convinced free-market analysts have ac-
cepted.

Reducing inequality is another social goal that can have a very
positive effect on growth – not to mention its effect on the quality
of life of people in any given society. But free-market ideology has
no place for purposive action on the part of governments to create
greater equality of opportunity among citizens. An individual’s life
chances in a free-market system depend entirely on his or her abil-
ity to compete. And since neoliberalism has a disciplinary brief to
ignore political and social issues, its followers can choose to over-
look the extremely unequal conditions under which various partici-
pants in real markets must compete. It is true that there is now a
great deal of talk in free-market circles about the importance of
guaranteeing ‘level playing fields’ for competitors. But this has more
to do with ensuring that the rules of the game are fair. It does not
usually take into account the kinds of policy measures that are re-
quired to improve the competitive ability of weaker players or to
forestall the ferocious process of concentration that is visible through-
out free-market economies today.
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Global liberalism, low growth and crisis

At the same time that neoliberal prescriptions reduce co-ordina-
tion between economic and social policy, and downgrade the im-
portance of the latter, they also create a broader macroeconomic
environment that has persistently negative implications for the public
social sector. To put it simply: the economic failings of free-market
experiments generate an ever-larger need for public services and
assistance on the part large numbers of citizens, while simultane-
ously reducing the pool of resources on which governments must
draw to meet such needs.

Let me explain this in a bit more detail. Free-market adherents
have for decades insisted that, whatever the social cost of their strat-
egy might be, neoliberalism is unrivalled in its ability to generate
high growth. But this is simply not the case. In fact, the growth of
the global economy has been slower over the past three decades
than in the preceding period, when boundaries between national
and international economies were far more significant than they are
now. Using OECD/ECLAC statistics, we can see that world out-
put grew at about 4.9 per cent between 1950 and 1973, in the
period immediately preceding the turn to free-market economics,
but only at about 3 per cent between 1973 and 1998. For Latin
America, the difference is even more marked: while GDP growth
was 5.3 per cent between 1950 and 1973, during the much-ma-
ligned import-substitution period, it dropped to only 3 per cent in
the increasingly neoliberal seventies, eighties and nineties. Of course,
there have been shorter periods when particular countries have had
episodes of very high growth, but these have not proved sustain-
able.

Sluggish growth is a corollary of the strong recessionary bias in
neoliberal economic policy. Free market economies – particularly
when they are dependent on a continued inflow of foreign capital –
must keep price levels stable and interest rates relatively high. Mon-
etary management therefore errs on the side of conservatism, and
this reduces growth. It also reduces tax revenue, because businesses
produce less, individuals earn less, and unemployment pushes more
and more people into the informal sector, where they neither pay
taxes nor contribute to social security programmes.

If recessionary bias were the only macroeconomic failing of
neoliberalism, that would be enough cause for concern. But the
most serious threat to the livelihood of most Latin American house-
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holds has been generated by repeated, and sometimes extremely
deep, economic crisis. The vulnerability of economies that have been
thrown open to global market forces is enormous. Wide-ranging
financial liberalization is especially dangerous, as we all know only
too well at the turn of the twenty-first century. We also know that
the social cost of periodic economic collapse is far greater than it
may seem to outside observers, who usually comment favourably
on the ability of affected countries to bounce back from disaster.
People who have lost assets and opportunities do not bounce back
so easily. And neither do social programmes. In the scramble to
adjust national budgets to the harsh reality of crisis, planned ex-
penditures for health and education are usually among the first to
be cut. They may be restored later – only to be cut once more when
the economy turns down again.

This kind of financial uncertainty makes it particularly difficult
to carry out sustained and effective reform of public social services.
The constant threat of crisis undermines the morale of public serv-
ants and decreases the credibility of new leadership. It is my im-
pression that few social programmes in high-income democracies
could survive the kind of financial instability that their Latin Ameri-
can counterparts are routinely required to confront.

Solidarity and structural openness

Instability and periodic economic emergency are one aspect of a
much more complex fiscal crisis in Latin America, attributable both
to long-standing problems of social solidarity in highly unequal
societies and to the way national economies are tied into the global
economic system. Capital flight, for example, has always been a
serious problem for most Latin American countries. So has tax eva-
sion or avoidance. But these problems become still more intracta-
ble in an atmosphere of financial liberalization, when funds can
move around the globe in the blink of an eye. Like counterparts in
other governments around the world, Latin American officials now
watch helplessly as a growing proportion of national wealth disap-
pears into tax-free offshore accounts. The IMF estimates that, for
the world as a whole, such accounts currently contain around 8
trillion dollars – an amount equal to the GDP of the United States.
If tax were to be paid on these funds, even a small proportion of the
total could make an enormous contribution to social programmes.
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The ease with which businesses can move their operations from
one country to another further complicates the fiscal crisis of mu-
nicipalities and national governments throughout Latin America.
Local authorities have always attempted to lure corporations into
their communities by offering significant tax breaks. But these en-
ticements used to be limited in time. Now the public sector is
trapped in a lose-lose situation. It often does not have sufficient
revenue to provide the social services and infrastructure that the
growing population needs; but if it makes demands on large com-
panies, which then move out, vital sources of employment and rev-
enue may be lost.

It is not surprising, then, that global competition for foreign
direct investment has led over the past decade or more to dramati-
cally falling tax burdens on corporate enterprises. And governments
are attempting to make up for the resulting shortfall in revenue by
increasing indirect taxes – particularly value added taxes –, which
are clearly regressive in their impact. In fact, one of the best-docu-
mented effects of neoliberal globalization is its tendency to shift
the burden of public finance significantly toward middle- and lower-
income groups, while protecting the corporate sector more exten-
sively.

If the wages of most people in the labour market were rising, the
welfare implications of this situation would be less severe. But the
mobility of capital in the current global context sets low limits on
the growth of wages. In most instances, corporations can bargain as
effectively for low wages as they can for low taxes. Not only are
governments less effective in protecting workers rights than they
used to be; but the continuing expansion of multilateral trade agree-
ments is encouraging an increasingly dangerous ‘race to the bot-
tom’ among workers, and potential workers, around the world. The
recent accession of China to the World Trade Organization, for ex-
ample, is having immediate effects on employment and working
conditions in a number of countries in the region. Daily wages in
China are currently about one-tenth of the (still low) wages that
prevail in assembly plants in Mexico. And now that China adheres
to WTO rules, many of those plants will be relocating in Asia.

The ultimate symbol of Latin American subjection to world
market forces is, of course, its level of foreign and domestic debt.
Despite significant efforts to defuse the debt crisis in the early 1990s,
it is still very much with us. And it has taken on a form – the
periodic issue of bonds – that gives the international investment
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community enormous influence over the most sensitive and signifi-
cant areas of national economic and social policy. The rate of inter-
est that governments must offer in order to attract potential buyers
is determined by international bond rating agencies, which assess
the level of risk that investors are likely to face. If the rating agencies
are in disagreement with some areas of national policy, then inter-
est rates must rise. Debt service becomes still more costly. And the
proportion of the national budget that can be allocated to projects
other than servicing the debt will shrink.

This is a fiscal problem that grows worse exponentially. It not
only ties the hands of governments, but also dampens democratic
debate. Public discussion of alternatives to present economic and
social policy can flash warning signals to investors around the world.
And in consequence, there is an incentive for both the general pub-
lic and policymakers to avoid touching too insistently on questions
that could promote yet another round of capital flight or contrib-
ute to yet another period of economic instability.

Neoliberal social policy and democratic development

In an atmosphere of erratic and uncertain financing, combined with
ideological commitment to small government, there is tremendous
pressure to discard any pretension a nation may have to provide
public education, health and social security to all citizens. Anyone
who can pay for private services, the argument goes, should do so.
The public sector should redirect its resources as much as possible
toward those who could not otherwise be served, in order to pro-
mote maximum efficiency in the use of scarce resources.

An efficiency argument is also invoked when replacing other
broadly-based social programmes with discrete projects for very
specific groups. These may be targeted poverty programmes or re-
gional social funds or an array of special projects to deal with im-
mediate social crises. Some are managed by new administrative units
within government (local, state, or national), which bypass tradi-
tional social-sector ministries and thus risk duplicating or under-
mining existing programmes. Others are managed by NGOs sub-
mitting the most convincing bids when specific projects are put
out to tender.

Finally, I would like to draw your attention to the dangers that
too great a reliance on ad hoc or targeted programmes can pose for
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the democratic reform and strengthening of the public social sector
in Latin America. The turn toward reliance on NGOs to deliver
social services, for example, can be very valuable when their contri-
bution complements the work of the public sector or makes an
original contribution to improving it. It is far less valuable if civil
society organizations are expected to replace public services in a
particular locality or establish a broader framework for policy in
fields like health and education. NGOs are often not very good at
co-ordinating with each other, nor do they necessarily have well-
developed structures of accountability to citizens. There is also lit-
tle evidence that NGOs are necessarily more efficient than govern-
ment in providing social services.

Attempting to ration scarce social policy resources through tar-
geting is also problematic, even in efficiency terms. Of course, there
is nothing wrong with targeting, if this constitutes a carefully
planned effort to direct special services toward a relatively small
and specific group of beneficiaries with clearly identifiable require-
ments. This is a mainstay of public social policy everywhere. In a
context of extensive deprivation and insecurity, however, providing
sorely needed benefits to some people, but not to others, is a recipe
for conflict. Since defining beneficiaries is not an exact science, the
process often lends itself to political manipulation. Even when this
does not occur, the criteria devised to apportion scarce resources
may appear capricious to groups who are ultimately excluded. And
in such cases, the discriminatory delivery of benefits can set differ-
ent categories of potential beneficiary against each other: neigh-
bour against neighbour, or women with children against women
without them, or the old against the young. The net effect of tar-
geting in such cases is dissatisfaction and social fragmentation, not
the strengthening of solidarity.

In sum: what may seem efficient on paper, or in the minds of
market-oriented planners, may be far less so when applied to com-
plex local situations. And, even more to the point, an approach to
social policy that may be efficient in abstract economic terms can
be extremely inefficient in social and political terms. Withdrawing
access to public services from all but the poorest – or seriously lim-
iting the quality of services that can be obtained by ordinary citi-
zens from public institutions – can be an explosive political issue.
An emphasis on exclusivity, rather than universality, is also guaran-
teed to weaken public willingness to pay taxes. Why should mid-
dle- and working-class citizens pay taxes to a government that is no
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longer committed to providing them with the kinds of public edu-
cation and health services they need? Tax revolts can be generated
around such issues.

Growing dualism in social services is also not good for the poor.
It is likely to be accompanied by the movement of well-qualified
people from the public to the private sector and, as this occurs, by
a decline in the quality of attention available to people living in
poverty.

Concluding remarks

The people of Latin America need a new kind of public sector re-
form – a new chance to organize for the common good and to stand
for an improvement in the life chances of the majority. Yet, as I
have tried to show, not only does the current global economic con-
text – with its undertones of depression and instability – work against
this project. The very dynamics of open borders – of past trade and
financial liberalization – increase economic vulnerability and re-
duce the room for manoeuvre of governments, including their abil-
ity to raise public revenue. And the growing predominance of
neoliberal thinking in policymaking and academic circles further
impedes the revitalization of a public commitment to solidarity.

What can be done, then, to improve the economic and political
environment for renewal of public social services in the region?
Clearly, some fundamental problems, which are global in scope,
should ideally be addressed through concerted action at the inter-
national level. For example, dangerous instability in global finan-
cial markets can in principle be lessened through improved regula-
tion of those markets, including the possible application of a global
financial transactions tax. Recurring debt crises might be forestalled
– or their effects controlled more effectively – through international
agreement to establish independent arbitration panels that admin-
ister a temporary suspension of payments, or through the estab-
lishment of a treaty-based international bankruptcy court. Massive
tax evasion can be attacked through international co-operation to
regulate or heavily penalize countries now serving as tax havens. (In
fact, the OECD is currently proceeding along these lines). The
‘race to the bottom’ in wages might also be discouraged through
international agreement to penalize countries where unacceptably
low wages are the norm.
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Initiatives like these would reduce the vulnerability of govern-
ments to global markets. But I would like to caution against ex-
pecting too much of proposed innovations in the field of global
governance. Although it is fashionable – and indeed quite logical –
to invoke the need for global solutions to global problems, the fact
is that few of the proposals now on the table have the support of
dominant actors in the international community.

Therefore if a way out of the current economic impasse is to be
found, national governments will have to take the lead. They pro-
vide the only workable institutional setting in which the political
will for change can be generated. Eventually, they will have to in-
troduce some form of control on the free movement of capital (as is
already the case in a few Latin American countries). They will have
to take some steps back from complete trade liberalization (as, in-
deed, has often been the case in OECD countries, which system-
atically protect certain segments of their population from interna-
tional competition that could devastate the livelihood of too many
people). And perhaps above all, they will have to allow broad-rang-
ing public debate on how to work toward a more productive and
humane society.

I do not think that kind of society can be created without a
fundamental reorientation in the paradigm that underlies so much
of development policy today. Small steps are currently being taken
in that direction: In both national and international policymaking
circles, it is becoming possible – in some cases, even fashionable –
to point out the failings of dogmatic neoliberal economics and to
press for greater attention to social issues. But this new concern
with social policy is still oriented by the idea of damage control.
There is no real movement within these circles toward recreating a
socially conscious economics, in which economic policy is tailored to
meet prior social goals. Just the opposite is unfortunately still the rule.

As was the case throughout Europe, the United States, Japan
and parts of Latin America during the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, a
significant shift toward socially conscious economics is likely to come
as a result of the mobilization of citizens who insist on creation of a
new development model. If we want the shift away from neoliberalism
in Latin America to improve prospects not only for social welfare,
but also for democracy and renewed economic growth, it is time for
all of us to think hard about what it would take to move toward a
new model of this kind. The history of European welfare states –
which have managed to use economic policy to ensure the social
welfare of their citizens, within the context of democracy – has a
great deal to teach us in this regard.
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THE LATIN AMERICAN MODERNITY/
COLONIALITY RESEARCH PROGRAM

3

Introduction: the borders of thought

Cruzando Fronteras, the timely organizing theme for the 2002
CEISAL Congress celebrated in Amsterdam on July 3-6, sought to
signal, and rethink, the ever increasing relevance of ‘borders’ to the
construction of political, social, and cultural imaginaries from, and
about, Latin America at the dawn of the new millennium. The
present paper focuses on a ‘border’ that is gaining salience in recent
years, particularly as a result of the work of an increasingly inter-
connected group of researchers in Latin America and the United
States, with smaller branches elsewhere. I am referring to the con-
cepts of ‘border thinking’ and ‘border epistemologies’ associated
with a larger effort that I will call here ‘the modernity/coloniality
research program. I am using the concept of research program loosely
(not in a strict Lakatosian sense) to refer to what seems to be an
emergent but already significantly cohesive perspective that is fueling
a series of researches, meetings, publications, and so forth around a
shared – even if course contested – set of concepts. In keeping with
the spirit of the group, I would argue that this body of work, still
relatively unknown in the English speaking world for reasons that
go beyond language and that speak to the heart of the program,
constitutes a novel perspective from Latin America but not only for
Latin America but for the world of the social and human sciences as

ARTURO ESCOBAR

 ‘WORLDS AND KNOWLEDGES OTHERWISE’1
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a whole. By this I do not mean that the work of this group is just of
interest to allegedly universal social and human sciences, but that
that the group seeks to make a decisive intervention into the very
discursivity of the modern sciences in order to craft another space
for the production of knowledge – an other way of thinking, un
paradigma otro, the very possibility of talking about ‘worlds and
knowledges otherwise’. What this group suggests is that an other
thought, an other knowledge (and another world, in the spirit of
Porto Alegre’s World Social Forum), are indeed possible.

A proper contextualization and genealogy of the modernity/
coloniality research program (MC from now on) would have to
await future studies. It suffices to say, for now, that there are a
number of factors that could plausibly enter into the genealogy of
this group’s thinking, including: liberation theology from the 1960s
and 1970s; debates in Latin American philosophy and social sci-
ence around notions of liberation philosophy and autonomous so-
cial science (e.g. Enrique Dussel, Rodolfo Kusch, Orlando Fals
Borda, Pablo Gonzales Casanova, Darcy Ribeiro); dependency
theory; the debates on Latin American modernity and postmoder-
nity in the 1980s, followed by discussions on hybridity in anthro-
pology, communications and cultural studies in the 1990s; and, in
the United States, the Latin American Subaltern Studies group.
The modernity/coloniality group certainly finds inspiration in a
number of sources, from European and North American critical
theories of modernity and postmodernity to South Asian subaltern
studies, Chicana feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and African
philosophy; many of its members operate within a modified world
systems perspective. Its main driving force, however, is a continued
reflection on Latin American cultural and political reality, includ-
ing the subaltern knowledge of exploited and oppressed social
groups. If dependency theory, liberation theology, and participa-
tory action research can be said to have been the most original con-
tributions of Latin American critical thought in the twentieth cen-
tury (with all the caveats that may apply to such originality), the
MC research program emerges as heir to this tradition. As we shall
see, however, there are significant differences. As Walter Mignolo
puts it, MC should be seen as un paradigma otro. Rather than a
new paradigm ‘from Latin America’ (as it could have been the case
with dependency), the MC project does not fit into a linear history
of paradigms or epistemes; to do so would mean to integrate it into
the history of modern thought. On the contrary, the MC program
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should be seen as an other way of thinking that runs counter to the
great modernist narratives (Christianity, liberalism, and Marxism);
it locates its own inquiry in the very borders of systems of thought
and reaches towards the possibility of non-Eurocentric modes of
thinking.

Part I of the paper presents an overview of the current MC land-
scape. I must emphasize that this is my own particular reading of
this group’s work, from my limited engagement with it and my
equally limited understanding. This paper should be read as a ‘re-
port from the field’, so to speak. Part II deals with open and unre-
solved questions facing the MC research program. Among these
questions, I will highlight gender, nature, and the need to think
about alternative economic imaginaries.

The modernity/coloniality research program

Why, one may ask, do these group of Latin Americans and Latin
Americanists feel that a new understanding of modernity is needed?
To fully appreciate the importance of this question, it is instructive
to begin by discussing the dominant tendencies in the study of
modernity from what we can call ‘intra-modern perspectives’ (the
term will become clear as we move along). I am very much aware
that the view of modernity to be presented below is terribly partial
and contestable. I am not presenting it with the goal of ‘theorizing
modernity’, but rather in order to highlight, by way of contrast,
the stark difference that the MC program poses in relation to the
dominant inquiries about modernity. In the last instance, the goal
of this brief excursus into modernity is political. If, as most intra-
modern discussion suggest, globalization entails the universaliza-
tion and radicalization of modernity, then what are we left with?
How can we think about social change? Does radical alterity be-
come impossible? More generally, what is happening to develop-
ment and modernity in times of globalization? Is modernity finally
becoming universalized, or is it being left behind? The question is
the more poignant because it can be argued that the present is a
moment of transition: between a world defined in terms of moder-
nity and its corollaries, development and modernization, and the
certainty they instilled – a world that has operated largely under
European hegemony over the past two-hundred years if not more;
and a new (global) reality which is still difficult to ascertain but
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which, at opposite ends, can be seen either as a deepening of mo-
dernity the world over or, on the contrary, as a deeply negotiated
reality that encompasses many heterogeneous cultural formations
– and of course, the many shades in between. This sense of a tran-
sition is well captured by the question: Is globalization the last
stage of capitalist modernity, or the beginning of something new?
As we shall see, intra-modern and MC perspectives on modernity
give a very different answer to this set of questions.

An intra-modern view of modernity.

The idea of a relatively single globalization process emanating out
of a few dominant centers remains prevalent. It is useful to review
succinctly how this image arose in the most recent period and why
it seems so difficult to dispel. From a philosophical and sociological
perspective, the root of the idea of an increasingly overpowering
globalization lies in a view of modernity as essentially an European
phenomenon. Recent challenges to this view from peripheral loca-
tions have questioned the unexamined assumption – found in think-
ers like Habermas, Giddens, Taylor, Touraine, Lyotard, Rorty, etc.,
as much as in Kant, Hegel, and the Frankfurt School philosophers
before them –that modernity can be fully explained by reference to
factors internal to Europe. The views of Habermas and Giddens
have been particularly influential, having given rise to a veritable
genre of books on modernity and globalization. From this perspec-
tive, modernity may be characterized as follows:
1. Historically, modernity has identifiable temporal and spatial
origins: Seventeenth century northern Europe (especially France,
Germany, England), around the processes of Reformation, the
Enlightenment, and the French Revolution. These processes
crystallized at the end of the eighteenth century (Foucault’s modern
episteme) and became consolidated with the Industrial Revolution.
2. Sociologically, modernity is characterized by certain institutions,
particularly the nation state, and by some basic features, such as
self-reflexivity (the continuous feedback of expert knowledge back
into society, transforming it); the disembedding of social life from
local context and its increasing determination by translocal forces;
and space/time distantiation, or the separation of space and place,
since relations between ‘absent others’ become more important than
face to face interaction (Giddens, 1990).
3. Culturally, modernity can be further characterize in terms of the
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increasing appropriation of previously taken for granted cultural
backgrounds by forms of expert knowledge linked to capital and
state administrative apparatuses (Habermas, 1973). Habermas
(1987) describes this process as the increasing rationalization of
the life-world, accompanied by universalization and individuation.
Modernity brings about an order on the basis of the constructs of
reason, the individual, expert knowledge, and administrative
mechanisms linked to the state. Order and reason are seen as the
foundation for equality and freedom, and enabled by the language
of rights.
4. Philosophically, one may see modernity in terms of the emergence
of the notion of ‘Man’ as the foundation for all knowledge and
order of the world, separate from the natural and the divine (a
pervasive anthropocentrism; Foucault, 1973; Heidegger, 1977;
Panikkar, 1993). On the other, modernity is seen in terms of the
triumph of metaphysics, understood as a tendency – extending from
Plato and some of the pre-Socratics to Descartes and the modern
thinkers, and criticized by Nietzsche and Heidegger among others
–that finds in logical truth the foundation for a rational theory of
the world as made up of knowable (and hence controllable) things
and beings (e.g., Vattimo, 1991). For Vattimo, modernity is
characterized by the idea of history and its corollary, progress and
overcoming. Vattimo emphasizes the logic of development – the
belief in perpetual betterment and overcoming – as crucial to the
philosophical foundations of the modern order.

On the critical side, the disembeddedness of modernity is seen
to cause what Paul Virilio (1999) calls global de-localization, in-
cluding the marginalization of place (the here and now of social
action) in the definition of social life. The underside of order and
rationality is seen in various ways, from the domination and disen-
chantment that came about with secularization and the predomi-
nance of instrumental reason to the normalization of life and the
disciplining of populations. As Foucault put it, ‘the Enlightenment,
which discovered the liberties, also invented the disciplines’ (1979,
p. 222). Finally, modernity’s anthropocentrism is related to
logocentrism and phallogocentrism, defined here simply as the cul-
tural project of ordering the world according to rational principles
from the perspective of a male Eurocentric consciousness – in other
words, building an allegedly ordered, rational, and predictable world.
Logocentrism has reached unprecedented levels with the extreme
economization and technification of the world (Leff, 2000). Mo-
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dernity of course did not succeed in constituting a total reality, but
enacted a totalizing project aimed at the purification of orders (sepa-
ration between us and them, nature and culture), although inevita-
bly only producing hybrids of these opposites along the way (thus
Latour’s dictum that ‘we have never been modern’, 1993).

Is there a logical necessity to believe that the order so sketchily
characterized above is the only one capable of becoming global? For
most theorists, on all sides of the political spectrum, this is exactly
the case. Giddens (1990) has made the argument most forcefully:
globalization entails the radicalization and universalization of mo-
dernity. No longer purely an affair of the West, however, since mo-
dernity is everywhere, the triumph of the modern lies precisely in
its having become universal. This may be call ‘the Giddens effect’:
from now own, it’s modernity all the way down, everywhere, until the
end of times. Not only is radical alterity expelled forever from the
realm of possibilities, all world cultures and societies are reduced to
being a manifestation of European history and culture. The ‘Giddens
effect’ seems to be at play, directly or indirectly, in most works on
modernity and globalization at present. No matter how variously
qualified, a ‘global modernity’ is here to stay. Recent anthropologi-
cal investigations of ‘modernity at large’ (Appadurai, 1996) have
shown modernity to be seen as de-territorialized, hybridized, con-
tested, uneven, heterogeneous, even multiple, or in terms of con-
versing with, engaging, playing with, or processing modernity; nev-
ertheless, but in the last instance these modernities end up being a
reflection of a eurocentred social order, under the assumption that
modernity is now everywhere, an ubiquitous and ineluctable social
fact.2

Could it be, however, that the power of Eurocentrered moder-
nity – as a particular local history  – lies in the fact that is has pro-
duced particular global designs   in such a way that it has ‘subalternized’
other local histories and their corresponding designs? If this is the
case, could one posit the hypothesis that radical alternatives to
modernity are not a historically foreclosed possibility? If so, how
can we articulate a project around this possibility? Could it be that
it is possible to think about, and to think differently from, an
‘exteriority’ to the modern world system? That one may envision
alternatives to the totality imputed to modernity, and adumbrate
not a different totality leading to different global designs, but as
network of local/global histories constructed from the perspective
of a politically enriched alterity? This is precisely the possibility
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that may be gleaned from the work of a group of Latin American
theorists that in refracting modernity through the lens of coloniality
engage in a questioning of the spatial and temporal origins of mo-
dernity, thus unfreezing the radical potential for thinking from dif-
ference and towards the constitution of alternative local and re-
gional worlds. In what follows, I present succinctly some of the
main arguments of these works.3

The modernity/coloniality research program

The conceptualization of modernity/coloniality is grounded in a
series of operations that distinguish it from established theories of
modernity. Succinctly put, these include the following: 1) an em-
phasis on locating the origins of modernity with the Conquest of
America and the control of the Atlantic after 1492, rather than in
the most commonly accepted landmarks such as the Enlighten-
ment or the end of the eighteenth century;4 2) a persistent atten-
tion to colonialism and the making of the capitalist world system as
constitutive of modernity; this includes a determination not to over-
look the economy and its concomitant forms of exploitation; 3)
consequently, the adoption of a world perspective in the explana-
tion of modernity, in lieu of a view of modernity as an intra-Euro-
pean phenomenon; 4) the identification of the domination of oth-
ers outside the European core as a necessary dimension of moder-
nity, with the concomitant subalternization of the knowledge and
cultures of these other groups; 5) a conception of eurocentrism as
the knowledge form of modernity/coloniality – a hegemonic repre-
sentation and mode of knowing that claims universality for itself,
and that relies on ‘a confusion between abstract universality and
the concrete world hegemony derived from Europe’s position as
center’ (Dussel, 2000, p. 471; Quijano, 2000, p. 549).

 A number of alternative notions emerge from this set of posi-
tions:
a) a decentrering of modernity from its alleged European origins,
including a debunking of the linear sequence linking Greece, Rome,
Christianity and modern Europe;
b) a new spatial and temporal conception of modernity in terms of
the foundational role of Spain and Portugal (the so-called first
modernity initiated with the Conquest) and its continuation in
Northern Europe with the industrial revolution and the
Enlightenment (the second modernity, in Dussel’s terms); the second
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modernity does not replace the first., it overlaps with it, until the
present;
c) a focus on the peripheralization of all other world regions by this
‘modern Europe’, with Latin America as the initial ‘other side’ of
modernity (the dominated and concealed side); and
d) a re-reading of the ‘myth of modernity’, not in terms of a
questioning of the emancipatory potential of modern reason, but of
modernity’s ‘underside’, namely, the imputation of the superiority
of European civilization, coupled with the assumption that Europe’s
development must be followed unilaterally by every other culture,
by force if necessary – what Dussel terms ‘the developmentalist
fallacy’ (e.g., 1993, 2000).

Some additional consequences include the re-valuing of land-
mark experiences of decolonization, from the Tupac Amaru rebel-
lion and the 1804 Haitian revolution to the 1960s anti-colonial
movements, as sources of visions for the future, as opposed to the
conventional sources such as the French and American revolutions;
and, in general, the need to take seriously the epistemic force of
local histories and to think theory through from the political praxis
of subaltern groups.

The main conclusions are,
first, that the proper analytical unit for the analysis of modernity is
modernity/coloniality – in sum, there is no modernity without
coloniality, with the latter being constitutive of the former (in Asia,
Africa, Latin America/Caribbean);
second, the fact that ‘the colonial difference’ is a privileged episte-
mological and political space.

The great majority of European theorists (particularly those ‘de-
fenders of the European patent on modernity’, as Quijano mock-
ingly calls them (2000, p. 543)) have been blind to the colonial
difference and the subalternization of knowledge and cultures it
entailed. A focus on the modern/colonial world system also makes
visible, besides the internal conflicts (conflicts within powers with
the same world view), those that take place at the exterior borders
of the modern/colonial system – i.e., the conflicts with other cul-
tures and world views.5

Key notions and themes

Some of the key notions that make up the conceptual corpus of this
research program are thus: the modern colonial world system as the



THE MODERNITY/COLONIALITY RESEARCH PROGRAM   39

ensemble of processes and social formations that encompass mod-
ern colonialism and colonial modernities; although it is structur-
ally heterogeneous, it articulates the main forms of power into a
system. Coloniality of power (Quijano), a global hegemonic model
of power in place since the Conquest that articulates race and labor,
space and peoples, according to the needs of capital and to the
benefit of white European peoples. Colonial difference and global
coloniality (Mignolo) which refer to the knowledge and cultural
dimensions of the subalternization processes effected by the
coloniality of power; the colonial difference brings to the fore per-
sistent cultural differences within global power structures. Coloniality
of being (more recently suggested by Nelson Maldonado-Torres in
group discussions) as the ontological dimension of coloniality, on
both sides of the encounter; based on Levinas, Dussel and Fanon, it
points at the ‘ontological excess’ that occurs when particular beings
impose on others and, beyond that, the potential or actual effectivity
of the discourses with which the other responds to the suppression
as a result of the encounter (Maldonado-Torres 2003). Eurocentrism,
as the knowledge model that represents the local European histori-
cal experience and which became globally hegemonic since the sev-
enteenth century (Dussel, Quijano); hence the possibility of non-
eurocentric thinking and epistemologies. Each of these notions are
in themselves rooted in complex conceptualizations that represent
decades of research; even thus, they are of course debatable. There
are some other notions, more peculiar to specific authors but which
are gaining currency within the group, that it is also important to
introduce. These include Dussel’s notion of exteriority and
transmodernity and Mignolo’s concept of border thinking, pluritopic
hermeneutics, and pluriversality.

The question of whether there is an ‘exteriority’ to the modern/
colonial world system is somewhat peculiar to this group, and eas-
ily misunderstood. It was originally proposed and carefully elabo-
rated by Dussel in his classic work on liberation philosophy (1976)
and reworked in recent years. In no way should this exteriority be
thought about as a pure outside, untouched by the modern. The
notion of exteriority does not entail an ontological outside; it refers
to an outside that is precisely constituted as difference by a
hegemonic discourse. This notion of exteriority arises chiefly by
thinking about the Other from the ethical and epistemological per-
spective of a liberation philosophy framework: the Other as op-
pressed, as woman, as racially marked, as excluded, as poor, as na-
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ture. By appealing from the exteriority in which s/he is located, the
Other becomes the original source of an ethical discourse vis-à-vis a
hegemonic totality. This interpellation of the Other comes from
outside or beyond the system’s institutional and normative frame,
as an ethical challenge. This challenge might only be ‘quasi-intelli-
gible’ at first (Dussel, 1996, p. 25), given the difficulties in estab-
lishing meaningful interpellation that exploited peoples have with
respect to a hegemonic system (contra Habermas’ notion of a com-
munication free of domination). There are degrees of exteriority; in
the last instance, the greater challenge comes from

‘the interpellation which the majority of the population of the
planet, located in the South, raises, demanding their right to
live, their right to develop their own culture, economy, poli-
tics, etc. There is no liberation without rationality; but there is
no critical rationality without accepting the interpellation of
the excluded, or this would inadvertently be only the rational-
ity of domination.  From this negated Other departs the praxis
of liberation as “affirmation” of the Exteriority and as origin of
the movement of negation of the negation’ (Dussel, 1996, p.
31, 36 and 54).6

This is precisely what most European and Euro-American theorists
seem unwilling to consider: that it is impossible to think about
transcending or overcoming modernity without approaching it from
the perspective of the colonial difference. Both Mignolo and Dussel
see here a strict limit to deconstruction and to the various eurocentred
critiques of eurocentrism – in short, these continue to be thought
about from within eurocentric categories (of, say, liberalism, Marx-
ism, poststructuralism), not from the border thinking enabled by
the colonial difference. Critiques of modernity, in short, are blind
to the (epistemic and cultural) colonial difference that becomes the
focus of modernity/coloniality.

Dussel’s notion of transmodernity signals the possibility of a
non-eurocentric and critical dialogue with alterity, one that fully
enables ‘the negation of the negation’ to which the subaltern others
have been subjected, and one that does not see critical discourse as
intrinsically European. Integral to this effort is the rescuing of non-
hegemonic and silenced counter-discourses, of the alterity that is
constitutive of modernity itself. This is the ethical principle of lib-
eration of the negated Other, for which Dussel coins the term, ‘trans-
modernity’, defined as a project for overcoming modernity not sim-
ply by negating it but by thinking about it from its underside,
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from the perspective of the excluded other. Trans-modernity is a
future-oriented project that seeks the liberation of all humanity
(1996, p. 14), ‘a worldwide ethical liberation project in which
alterity, which was part and parcel of modernity, would be able to
fulfill itself ’ (2000, p. 473), ‘in which both modernity and its
negated alterity (the victims) co-realize themselves in a process of
mutual fertilization’ (1993, p. 76). In short, trans-modernity can-
not be brought about from within modernity, but requires of the
action – and the incorporative solidarity – of the subalternized
groups, the objects of modernity’s constitutive violence embedded
in, among other features, the developmentalist fallacy. Rather than
the rational project of a discursive ethics, transmodernity becomes
the expression of an ethics of liberation.

Mignolo’s notions of border thinking, border epistemology, and
pluritopic hermeneutics are important in this regard. They point
at the need ‘for a kind of thinking that moves along the diversity of
historical processes’ (Mignolo 2001, p. 9). There are, to be sure, no
original thinking traditions to which one can go back. Rather than
reproducing Western abstract universals, however, the alternative is
a kind of border thinking that ‘engages the colonialism of Western
epistemology (from the left and from the right) from the perspec-
tive of epistemic forces that have been turned into subaltern (tradi-
tional, folkloric, religious, emotional, etc.) forms of knowledge’
(2001, p. 11). Resituating Anzaldúa’s metaphor of the border into
the domain of coloniality, Mignolo adumbrates the possibility of
‘`thinking otherwise’, from the interior exteriority of the border.
That is, to engage in border thinking is to move beyond the catego-
ries created an imposed by Western epistemology’ (p. 11). This is
not just a question of changing the contents but the very terms of
the conversation. It is not a question of replacing existing
epistemologies either; these will certainly continue to exist and as
such will remain viable as spaces of, and for, critique. Instead, what
he claims ‘is the space for an epistemology that comes from the
border and aims toward political and ethical transformations’ (p.
11). Finally, while Mignolo acknowledges the continued impor-
tance of the monotopic critique of modernity by Western critical
discourse (critique from a single, unified space), he suggests that
this has to be put into dialogue with the critique(s) arising from
the colonial difference, which constitutes border thinking. The re-
sult is a ‘pluritopic hermeneutics’ (a term he seemingly adapts from
Pannikar’s ‘diatopic hermeneutics’), a possibility of thinking from
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different spaces, which finally breaks away from eurocentrism as
sole epistemological perspective. This is the double critique of mo-
dernity from the perspective of coloniality, from the exterior of the
modern/colonial world system. Let it be clear, however, that border
thinking entails both ‘displacement and departure’ (2000, p. 308),
double critique and positive affirmation of an alternative ordering
of the real.

To sum up, border thinking points towards a different kind of
hegemony, a multiple one. As a universal project, diversity allows
us to imagine alternatives to universalism (we could say that the
alternative to universalism in this view is not particularism but
multiplicity). ‘The `West and the rest’ in Huntington’s phrase pro-
vides the model to overcome, as the `rest’ becomes the sites where
border thinking emerges in its diversity, where mundialización cre-
ates new local histories remaking and readapting Western global
designs ….and transforming local (European) histories from where
such designs emerged…. `Interdependence’ may be the word that
summarizes the break away from the idea of totality and brings about
the idea of networks whose articulation will require epistemological
principles I called in this book `border thinking’ and `border gno-
sis’, as a rearticulation of the colonial difference: `diversality as a
universal project’, which means that people and communities have
the right to be different precisely because `we’ are all equals’ (2000,
pp. 310 and 311).

‘There is no question,’ writes Mignolo (2000, p. 59), ‘that
Quijano, Dussel and I are reacting not only to the force of a histori-
cal imaginary but also to the actuality of this imaginary today.’ The
corollary is the need to build narratives from the perspective of
modernity/coloniality ‘geared towards the search for a different logic’
(p. 22). This project has to do with the rearticulation of global
designs by and from local histories; with the articulation between
subaltern and hegemonic knowledge from the perspective of the
subaltern; and with the remapping of colonial difference towards a
worldly culture – such as in the Zapatista project, that remaps
Marxism, thirdworldism, and indigenism, without being either of
them, in an excellent example of border thinking. While ‘there is
nothing outside of totality … totality is always projected from a
given local history,’ it becomes possible to think of ‘other local his-
tories producing either alternative totalities or an alternative to to-
tality’ (p. 329). These alternatives would not play on the ‘globali-
zation/civilization’ couplet inherent to modernity/coloniality; they
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would rather build on a ‘mundialización/culture’ relation centered
on the local histories in which colonial global designs are necessar-
ily transformed, thus transforming also the local histories that cre-
ated them. Unlike globalization, mundialización brings to the fore
the manifold local histories that, in questioning global designs (e.g.,
neo-liberal globalization), aim at forms of globality that arise out of
‘cultures of transience’ that go against the cultural homogeneity
fostered by such designs. The diversity of mundialización is con-
trasted here with the homogeneity of globalization, aiming at mul-
tiple and diverse social orders.

In short, the perspective of modernity/coloniality provides an
alternative framework for debates on modernity, globalization and
development; it is not just a change in the description of events, it
is an epistemic change of perspective. By speaking of the colonial
difference, this framework brings to the fore the power dimension
that is often lost in relativistic discussions of cultural difference.
More recent debates on interculturality, for instance in Ecuador’s
current political and cultural scene, deepens some of these insights
(Walsh, 2003). In short, the MC research program is a framework
constructed from the Latin American periphery of the modern co-
lonial world system; it helps explain the dynamics of eurocentrism
in the making of modernity and attempts to transcend it. If it re-
veals the dark sides of modernity, it does not do it from an intra-
epistemic perspective, as in the critical European discourses, but
from the perspective of the receivers of the alleged benefits of the
modern world. Modernity/coloniality also shows that the perspec-
tive of modernity is limited and exhausted in its pretended univer-
sality. By the same token, it shows the shortcomings of the lan-
guage of alternative modernities in that this latter incorporates the
projects of the non-moderns into a single project, losing the subal-
tern perspectives and subordinating them, for even in their hybridity
subaltern perspectives are not about being only modern but are
heteroglossic, networked, plural. In highlighting the developmen-
talist fallacy, lastly, modernity/coloniality not only re-focuses our
attention on the overall fact of development, it provides a context
for interpreting the various challenges to development and moder-
nity as so many projects that are potentially complementary and
mutually reinforcing. Beyond Latin America, one may say, with
Mignolo (2000, p. 309), that this approach ‘is certainly a theory
from/of  the Third World, but not only for the Third d World. Third
World theorizing is also for the First World in the sense that critical
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theory is subsumed and incorporated in a new geocultural and epis-
temological location.’7

Finally, there are some consequences of this group’s work for
Latin American Studies in the US, Europe, and elsewhere. The MC
perspective

 
moves away from viewing ‘Latin America’ as an object of

study (in relation to which U.S.-based Latin American Studies would
be the ‘knowing subject’), towards an understanding of Latin
America as a geo-historical location with and within a distinct criti-
cal genealogy of thought. Modernity/ Coloniality suggests that glo-
balization must be understood from a geo-historical and critical
Latin American perspective. With this the MC approach proposes
an alternative to the genealogy of the modern social sciences that
are still the foundation of Latin American Studies in the U.S. In
this way, Latin American Studies in, say, North America and Eu-
rope, and Critical Social Thought in Latin America (which offers the
epistemic grounding for the MC group) emerge as two comple-
mentary but distinct paradigms.8 This also means that, as an
epistemic perspective, the MC research program is not associated
with particular nationalities or geographical locations. To occupy
the locus of enunciation crafted by the MC project, in other words,
one does not need to be a Latin American nor live in the continent.
‘Latin America’ itself becomes a perspective that can be practiced
from many spaces, if it is done from counter-hegemonic perspec-
tives that challenge the very assumption of Latin America as fully
constituted object of study, previous to, and outside of, the often
imperialistic discourses that construct it.

Some trends, open questions, and tasks ahead

So far I have presented some of the main lines of inquiry and con-
cepts of the loose collective I have referred to as the MC research
program. I also focused on the commonly agreed upon main intel-
lectual sources of the group – chiefly, Enrique Dussel, Aníbal
Quijano, and Walter Mignolo. My purpose has been to provide an
overview of the shared ground on which the group has been consti-
tuted. This story, of course, leaves out much that is of interest to
the project, including valuable contributions by other participants,
as well as the most collective aspects of the current phase of joint
inquiry. There are certainly disagreements and tensions among the
group, which makes for lively exchanges and debates, but an ‘eth-
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nography’ of this ‘community of argumentation’ (as Brazilian an-
thropologist Gustavo Lins Ribeiro would call it) will have to await
for another opportunity. For now, a further brief characterization of
the group might suffice; this will be followed by a sketch of what I
believe are some open questions, trends, and promising tensions.

The modernity/coloniality group

The MC research program group can be tentatively characterized
as follows (note: this characterization is a more a straightforward
sociology of knowledge exercise than, say, an analysis of the discur-
sive formation being mapped by MC):
1. It is largely interdisciplinary or, rather, transdisciplinary. Although
philosophy, political economy, and literary theory have been salient,
disciplines such as history, sociology and anthropology are
increasingly important. Other fields, such as feminist theory and
political ecology, already begin to make inroads into the program.
It is transdisciplinary to the extent that disciplinary inquiries are
set into dialogue with those of other fields, sometimes by the same
author, leading to new forms of inquiry. There is an explicit attempt
at ‘un-disciplining’ the social sciences (indisciplinar las ciencias
sociales; see Walsh, Schiwy and Castro-Gómez, eds., 2002) and at
building teorías sin disciplina (Castro-Gómez and Mendieta, eds.,
1998).
2. While firmly anchored in ‘Latin America’, the group cannot be
said to be of the geographical Latin America, but rather made up of
a network of sites, some of which are most stabilized by particular
practices than others (e.g. the sites mentioned in Quito, Bogotá,
Durham-Chapel Hill, México City and more recently Berkeley).
This goes with the suggestion that Latin America be understood
more as a ‘perspective’ or epistemic space than as a region. It is an
approach that, again, while it can be said to have roots in the Latin
American experience, finds sustenance globally; hence the appeal
to many critical theories, especially those emerging from similar
subaltern epistemic locations. This differentiates it sharply from
earlier ‘Latin American paradigms’, such as dependency and
liberation theology (even if these also had a transnational dimension).
3. The group can be said to be a community of argumentation that
works collectively on concepts and strategies; up to a certain point,
it can be said to practice the critical border thinking it proposes;
hence the emphasis on questions of knowledge. In other words,
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there is an explicit collective dimension to the conceptual work
that, although around a set of formative concepts, is significantly
open ended. This sense of collectivity is strengthened by the feeling
of the radical potential of the project – the fact that what is at stake
is ‘not only to change the content but the very terms of the
conversation’ (Mignolo). The goal is to craft new forms of analysis,
not to contribute to already established (eurocentric) systems of
thought, no matter how critical these might be. This could be related
to what Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2003) has called ‘epistemo-
logies of the South’ in his analysis of the World Social Forum.
4. The group’s participants tend to share a political position that is
seemingly consistent with this radical emphasis, even if their practice
continues to have a primary (if not exclusive) site in the academy
(see discussion below). At this level, there can be said to be three
privileged sites and agents of radical change: subaltern social actors
and movements (and to this extent the political practice of the group’s
members is seen as aligned with subaltern actors); intellectual-
activists in mixed spaces, from NGOs to the state; and the universities
themselves, to the extent that, taken to their logical conclusions,
the MC approach is bound to constitute a challenge to normative
academic practices and canons.

Open-ended questions, sites of tension

To end, I would like to briefly sketch out three areas the impor-
tance that have remained largely outside the purview of the project,
but which are of great relevance to the very experiences that the
project theorizes. The first, and perhaps most pressing, is gender;
the second nature and the environment; the third the need to con-
struct new economic imaginaries capable of supporting concrete
struggles against neo-liberalism and designs for alternative econo-
mies. If the group’s efforts can be said to have remained largely
academic (or academic-intellectual), and to this extent largely at
the level of disembodied abstract discourse, these dimensions are
likely to add ‘flesh and blood’, so to speak, into it (the flesh and
blood of women’s bodies, nature, and place-based economies, for
instance), and to contribute to ward off the risks of logocentrism.
This should also be of consequence for the strategies of dissemina-
tion of this work into particular political arenas.9 In other words,
an engagement with feminism and environmentalism would be fruit-
ful in terms of thinking the non-discursive side of social action (Flórez,
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2003). It would be equally important to theorize further notions
that are central to the group and to feminist theory alike, such as
epistemology, power, identity, subjectivity, agency, and everyday
life.

A final area of potential work would be ethnographies of moder-
nity/coloniality. Conceived within the framework presented here,
these ethnographies would avoid the epistemological traps of the
studies of modernity reviewed in the first part of the paper. They
would also be useful to ascertaining instances of the colonial differ-
ence and border thinking from the ground up, so to speak, for
instance by engaging with gender, ecological, or economic differ-
ence as explained below. This is, however, an epistemological and
methodological issue, and as such it will not be elaborated upon
further here.

Engendering modernity/coloniality

It is clear that the treatment of gender by the MC group so far has
been inadequate in the best of cases. Dussel was among the very
few male Latin American thinkers to discuss at length the issue of
women early on, as one of the important categories of excluded
others. Mignolo has paid attention to some of the works by Chicana
feminists, particularly the notion of borderlands/la frontera. These
efforts, however, hardly get at the potential contributions of femi-
nist theory to the MC framework. The Finnish theologian and femi-
nist theorist Elina Vuola has pioneered the identification of this
silence, particularly in connection with Dussel’s work as a libera-
tion theology scholar and other liberation theology frameworks
(Vuola 2000, 2002a, 2003). Vuola (2002) finds hopeful Dussel’s
move to defining the object of liberation as the ‘Other’ (more than
just the poor, and thus going beyond class), but she finds less en-
couraging the theologians’ inability to identify the race and gender
position of their theorizing and to respond to the challenges that
arise when the objects become subjects in their own right. The
Other, in other words, is subsumed in a new kind of totality, a
male-centered one, thus denying the existence of women in their
alterity and difference.

In a more recent text, and building on post-colonial and femi-
nist theory, Vuola (2003) renews her call for taking seriously the
heterogeneity and multiplicity of the subject of liberation (theol-
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ogy and philosophy), namely ‘the poor’ – and, one may add, the
subaltern, in the MC project. In other words, she is calling for a
politics of representation of the poor and the subaltern that fully
acknowledges this multiplicity; in the case of women, this means
addressing themes that have been absent from the discussion, such
as violence against women, reproductive rights and sexuality, and
giving complete visibility to the agency of women. In other words,
the subject of the colonial difference is not an undifferentiated,
gender-neutral subject (or differentiated only in terms of race and
class); there are differences in the way subaltern groups are objects
of power and subjects of agency. To acknowledge this might change,
to paraphrase, not only the contents but also the terms of the con-
versation. That women are other in relation to men – and certainly
treated as such by phallogocentric social and human sciences – cer-
tainly should have consequences for a perspective centered precisely
on exteriority and difference. What Vuola points at is the fact that
whereas the discourse of the (mostly male still) MC group is illu-
minating and radical in so many ways, and as such taken seriously
by feminists, it largely excludes women and women’s theoretical
and political concerns. There seems to be a conflict here between
discourse and practice as far as women is concerned. Finally, the
feminist deconstruction of religious fundamentalism, something that
is not well known in either feminist social science or the MC project,
is also of relevance to the engendering of the MC project. As a
broad political movement, transnational feminism(s) is developing
new approaches to formulating inter-cultural criteria for human
rights, especially women’s rights, and for analyzing the truth claims
on which these are based (Vuola 2002b). New works on transnational
feminism deal with race, gender and culture issues in ways that
resonate with the concerns of the MC project (see, e.g., Shohat,
ed., 1998; Bahavani, Foran and Kurian, eds., 2003).

There are, actually, many points of actual or potential conver-
gence between feminism and the theory of MC (this discussion is
by no means exhaustive, but intended to show some possible points
of connection). First, they both share the radical suspicion of
universalist discourse; at this level, what needs to be understood is
that modern discourse is also a masculinist discourse, as feminist
philosophers and political theorist have shown since at least the
late 1980s (see, e.g., the well-known collection by Nicholson, ed.,
1990). There is convergence also at the level of the situated charac-
ter of all knowledge; yet in the feminist theory version (e.g, Haraway’s
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famous 1988 article) the situated knowledge comes with the reali-
zation of the necessarily partial character of all perspectives – MC
included. In other words, the critical subject position of the mo-
dernity/coloniality scholar is not beyond the scholar’s gender. In
refusing to locate himself/herself within feminism, the scholar is
also missing the chance to engage in an other thought, another
subjectivity, or subjectivity otherwise. To paraphrase Ranajit Guha,
the scholar would be reducing women’s agency to another history
with another (male) subject; he would then be complicit with the
prose of counter-insurgency. As Vuola puts it, in speaking of Walter
Mignolo’s notions of pluritopic hermeneutics and pluriversality as
goals to be embraced, ‘it is easy to see how this project has been
present in liberation theology from its beginning …. however, it is
less clear how liberation theologians have been able to conceptual-
ize and differentiate that from where … One should always be will-
ing to look at one’s own truth claims and positions with the critical
eyes of others’ (2003, p. 7). Beyond liberation theology, what would
‘opting for women’ bring to the MC research program? Of course,
it should be clear that talking about women is only part of the
story. A gender perspective demands situating this talk in contexts
of power, particularly power relations between women and men,
including power relations within the academy. Given the
relationality of gender, it has to be recognized that the subject of
the colonial difference is not autonomous but relational. This per-
tains as much to women as to men.

At stake here is the possibility of deepening the MC project’s
concern with epistemology through an engagement with the so-
phisticated and politically-minded debate on feminist epistemol-
ogy and positionality (e.g., Alcoff, 1988 and 1991). The notion of
women’s positionality suggests that women utilize their subject
positions for the construction of meaning in ways that cannot be
fully ascertained from another perspective. The emphasis on episte-
mology and positionality is of course linked to a reflection on gen-
der inequality – an aspect that, again, is fully consistent with MC
theory. Feminist ethnography has taken on these challenges in an
interesting direction by articulating the analysis of women’s
(dis)empowerment with tactics of voicing, writing, and representa-
tion (see, e.g, Behar and Gordon eds., 1995). Besides and beyond
the more established modes of academic writing (which are neces-
sarily entangled with logocentric practices?), can one write differ-
ently about the subjects whose non-eurocentric perspectives one
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expects to contribute bringing into light? And how do we put our
writings into circulation in those very spaces where the colonial
difference is being re-worked daily through social practices? In do-
ing so, feminist ethnography has taken clues from post-structural-
ism and also from writings by women of color in the US and else-
where, particularly the work of Gloria Anzaldúa and Cherrie Moraga.
This Bridge We Call Home, the recent volume in this tradition
(Anzaldúa and Keating eds., 2003), poses new challenges for femi-
nist theory and MC theory alike. Moving from victimhood to agency,
and recognizing the persistent condition of living entremundos (hence
the need for bridge building which is also a home building and
community building), the nepantleras in this volume are border
thinkers that make connections for social change; they do so out of
an act of will and an act of love, and as ‘a promise to be present with
the pain of others without losing themselves in it’ (Anzaldúa, 2003,
p. 4). Their ‘technologies of crossing’ are technologies for recogniz-
ing power and for going beyond, for shifting to other modes of
consciousness and being, for a new hermeneutics of love (Sandoval
2003). Strategies of knowledge, writing and representation are again
central to this internationalist feminist project now focused on
agency, connection, and re/construction of social, cultural and natu-
ral worlds.10

Besides issues of power and epistemology, feminist theory’s con-
cerns with subjectivity and identity would be crucial areas of en-
gagement. No contemporary theory has radicalized these concepts
as much as queer theory; this theory has eloquently shown that the
constituent elements of gender and sexual identities are never mono-
lithic, but more the result of weavings, overlaps, dissonances, gaps
and possibilities. ‘Queer’ names the radical contestation of the norm
– and here I am suggesting the norm of heterosexism, patriarchy,
modernity, and coloniality. It can be said that ‘queer’ signals the
identity without essence par excellence, and it thus becomes the
site of both historical analysis and future imaginings. If not neces-
sarily always in a position of subversive exteriority, the queer sub-
ject shows that the borders (in this case the heterosexual norm) can
be redrawn so that it becomes possible to envision identities and
knowledges otherwise (e.g, Halperin, 1995). The de-essentialization
of identity means taking all identities seriously. Feminist identities,
as some theorists emphasize, are also constructed through pleasure
and desire, and here lies another possibility for a critique of ‘Man
the Modern’, to use Donna Haraway’s happy (and devastating) ex-
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pression – the Man that constructs himself as both object and sub-
ject of all knowledge. There is no autonomous subject of know-
ledge; all knowledge has a relational dimension and a materiality.
Who is the subject of knowledge, and how is s/he enabled in her
everydayness? Who can be a ‘critical border thinker, and how?’ ‘Who
can afford to be in a border position and a position of resistance’,
and ‘what is the sexual and political economy that authorizes this
privilege?’ Finally, the researcher too is a subject of desire, and this
too needs to be acknowledged (Flórez, 2003).11

To speak about Latin America: the very fact that sexism contin-
ues to be one of the most pervasive, and seemingly intractable, prob-
lems in Latin American societies should be reason enough to en-
gage with feminism. Latin American feminists have pointed at the
fact women are also the Other of modernity. Beyond discussions of
divisions of labor and epistemology, this has visible consequences
for the analysis of key processes of coloniality, including nation
building, race, and eurocentric patriarchal formations (see, e.g., Rojas
2001). It is fitting to end this section with a brief mention of the
speech by Comandante Ester, delivered before Congress in Mexico
City at the end of La Marcha del Color de la Tierra in March 2001.
It was expected that Sub-comandante Marcos would deliver the
speech; instead, it was an Indian woman, the comandante Ester.
After initial hesitancy and difficulties in incorporating the voices
and demands of women so that women were still constructed as
supplements (Belaustiguigoitia, 1998), it seemed that the Zapatista
had finally arrived at the recognition of the central place of indig-
enous women in both society and the struggle. A few days earlier,
in Juchitán, Comandante Ester had already referred to the triple
discrimination confronted by Indian women – as Indian, woman,
and poor. Engaging in a double critique in her México City speech,
Comandante Ester discussed the Leyes Revolucionarias de la Mujer,
intended to eliminate all discriminatory practices form within and
from without. She spoke at length of the forms of discrimination of
women in daily life arising from booth the communities and the
nation, as well as of the indigenous cultural practices that need to
be preserved. In this way, ‘the march made visible the invisible, and
representable the unrepresentable: Indian women speaking and
demanding `before the law’. …. Is it possible for the law to hear
them? In which language, through which discourse do they have to
make clear what they want: to be Indian, to be women and to be
Mexican?’ (Belausteguigoitia, 2002, p. 52). There are, again, clear
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implications from this call for the modernity/coloniality research
program. The crucial question is: can the subaltern woman speak
through MC theorizing? If not, what is the cost of this silence?
What sort of translations and mediations are at stake?

Some of the questions raised here could easily emerge from the
MC framework. To this extent, it would be important for feminists
to think about the contributions that the MC project could make
to theorizing gender and difference. It is true that after the cri-
tiques by women of color and third world women in the 1980s
allegedly universal feminisms have been more aware of the race and
culture dimensions in the dynamic of gender; however, varieties of
eurocentrism continue to be pervasive in a number of feminist po-
sitions. The language of ‘colonial difference’ brings this issue into
new light. It complicates, for instance, assumptions about gender
that are still informed by Eurocentric notions of liberation and equal-
ity; it might help explain subaltern coalitions that do not necessar-
ily embrace gender demands or follow a logic of solidarity among
women (above say, class and ethnic solidarity). Looking forward,
one may say that MC contributes to establish conversations be-
tween class, gender and race/ethnicity in Latin America that could
be of great interest to feminists that do not speak from this posi-
tion. This promise is already shown by the few works within the
MC group that are already conceived from this perspective (par-
ticularly Freya Schiwy’s work on race and gender in Bolivia), and
by the interpellation of some feminists, such as those reviewed here.

Nature and the colonial difference

Like feminism, ecology and environmentalism present the MC
project with similar challenges and possibilities. Ecology and envi-
ronmentalism imply different ways of thinking (necessarily rela-
tional, situated and historical); ways of reading modernity; an acute
concern with epistemology (particularly a critique of reductionist
science and logocentric discourse); and an articulation of the ques-
tion of difference (ecological and cultural difference) that can easily
be linked to coloniality, and vice versa. All of these are potential
points of convergence with the MC project, and some members of
the group have begun to broach these questions (e.g., Coronil, 1997;
Escobar, 1999; Lander, 2002). Environmentalism’s orientation to-
wards social movements can also be seen as a shared aspect with the
MC project. More is yet to be done, however.
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There is, actually, an ongoing effort at developing a Latin Ameri-
can political ecology framework that similarly purports to develop
a unique geopolitical perspective on the question of nature; the
brief comments below are purposely written from this vantage
point.12 To begin with, political ecology underscores the civilizational
character of the current environmental crisis; this crisis is, bluntly
put, is a crisis of modernity, to the extent that modernity has failed
to enable sustainable worlds. It is also a crisis of thought  , to the ex-
tent that logocentric thought has fueled the ecologically destruc-
tive practices of modernity (Leff, 2000; Boff, 2002). (As some femi-
nists convincingly argue, the domination of women and nature are
at the basis of the modern patriarchal project enacted by
fallogocentric thought.) It is difficult for those not accustomed to
thinking in ecological terms to realize that today’s environmental
crisis is not only a generalized crisis but perhaps the central contra-
diction and limit to capital today. More readily accepted is the idea
that modernity is structured around the split between nature and
culture, even if it is rarely acknowledged that this split might be
equally formative of modernity than the civilized/other (us/them)
binary. Nature then appears at the other side of the colonial differ-
ence, with certain natures (colonial/third world natures, women’s
bodies, dark bodies) located in the exteriority to the Totality of the
male eurocentric world. The environmental crisis thus signals the
limits of modern, instrumental rationality; it reflects modernity’s
failure to articulate biology and history save through the capitaliza-
tion of nature and labor. What ensued was a regime of capitalist
nature that subalternized all other articulations of biology and his-
tory, of nature and society, particularly those that enact – through
their local models and practices of the natural – a culturally-estab-
lished continuity (as opposed to a separation) between the natural,
human, and supernatural worlds. These local models of the natural
are at the basis of environmental struggles today. In this way, these
struggle need to be seen as ‘struggles for the defense of cultural,
ecological, and economic difference’ (Leff, 2000; Escobar, 1999).
Ethno-ecological social movements are very clear about this. Here
lies another type of critical border thinking that needs to be taken
into account.

In a more prospective way, the Latin American political ecology
effort attempts to construct an ethics and culture of sustainability;
this entails the rethinking of production towards a new environ-
mental rationality; and a dialogue among forms of knowledge to-
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wards the construction of novel environmental rationalities. This
ecology’s ethical perspective on nature, life, and the planet entails a
questioning of modernity and development, indeed an irrefutable
indictment of the developmentalist fallacy. By privileging subal-
tern knowledges of the natural, this political ecology articulates in
unique ways the questions of diversity, difference, and inter-
culturality – with nature, of course, occupying a role as actor and
agent. At stake here is a cultural politics of difference that goes
beyond the deconstruction of anthropo-logocentrism; it aims at
the cultural re-appropriation of nature through political strategies
such as those of social movements. According to this group, there is
an emergent Latin American environmental thought that builds on
the struggles and knowledges of indigenous, peasants, ethnic and
other subaltern groups to envision other ways of being with a mul-
tiplicity of living and non-living beings, human and not. Respect-
ing the specificity of place-based cultures and peoples, it aims at
thinking about the re/construction of local and regional worlds in
more sustainable ways.

Rethinking the economy, in the concrete

The combined processes of modernity and coloniality can be seen
as projects for the radical reconversion of human and biophysical
ecologies world wide. One may speak about a systematic project of
cultural, ecological, and economic reconversion along eurocentric
lines. Conversely, one may consider the need to build on practices
of cultural, ecological, and economic difference for concrete projects
of world transformation – for worlds and knowledges otherwise.
This helps give flesh and blood to the colonial difference and global
coloniality. While these processes have to be advanced at the same
time, there seems to be a pressing need to come up with new eco-
nomic imaginaries, imaginaries that enable effective and practical
resistance to the seemingly overpowering imaginary of the market
sanctified by neo-liberal globalization (Hinkelamert’s age of the total
market). Ethnographically, we can follow in the wake of ecological
anthropologists documenting practices of ecological difference,
which, coupled with the political-intellectual strategies of social
movements, could feed into concrete projects of alternative eco-
cultural designs and world construction. Theoretically, we are ill
equipped for the task. Part of the answer lies in the fact that politi-



THE MODERNITY/COLONIALITY RESEARCH PROGRAM   55

cal economy analyses have made invisible practices of economic dif-
ference, given the totalizing and capitalcentric tendencies of their
discourses; these analyses have, in short, tended to reduce all eco-
nomic forms to the terms of the Same, namely, capital itself (Gibson-
Graham, 1996).

That ecology and the body are ineluctably attached to place
(even if not place-bound) seems easy to accept. Less clear is that
thinking about economic difference and alternative economic
imaginaries should also have a place-based dimension. Let us see
why, in a way that enables us to introduce a place-based dimension
to the coloniality of power and the colonial difference. Place, after
all, is the site of the subaltern par excellence, the excluded dimen-
sion of modernity’s concern with space, universality, movement,
and the like. It would then make sense to ‘emplace’ the MC project
in more than a metaphorical way. This point is driven home by a
project on Women and the Politics of Place that brings together
gender, ecology and economy into one theoretical-political frame-
work.13 In writing about this project, Julie Graham and Katherine
Gibson introduce the notion of economic difference and the idea of
emplacement, building on the decentred and disorganized (but
globally emplaced) political imaginary of second wave feminism, in
the following way:

Women and the Politics of Place builds on that ground [of femi-
nist politics], extending the idea of a politics of ubiquity by em-
phasizing its ontological substrate: a vast set of disarticulated ‘places’
– households, social communities, ecosystems, workplaces, organi-
zations, bodies, public arenas, urban spaces, diasporas, regions, oc-
cupations – related analogically rather than organically and con-
nected through webs of signification. If women are everywhere, a
woman is always somewhere, and those somewheres are what the
project is interested in: places being created, strengthened, defended,
augmented, transformed by women. It is as though the identity
category, woman, were to be addressed through contextualization
or emplacement, and the feminist question had become ‘What might
a politics of the emplacement be?’ Not a politics of the category, or
of identity per se, but a politics of the production of subjects and
places. A politics of becoming in place. (J.K. Gibson-Graham, 2003).

From an MC perspective, it can be said that ‘place’ here serves as
an epistemic perspective that can be occupied by many subjects.
The Women and the Politics of Place project indeed aims at assert-
ing a logic of difference and possibility against the homogenizing
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tendencies of globalization and political economy; it seeks to make
visible a landscape of cultural, ecological and economic differences;
to this extent, there is certain convergence here between the projects
of feminism, ecology, and alternative economies and this conver-
gence is articulated around the politics of place. I am not arguing
that this is the only space of convergence for projects of feminist,
economic, and ecological futures. I am arguing for a dialogue be-
tween the MC project and projects such as those reviewed in this
section. The notion of place-based (although, again, not place-
bound) practices of identity, nature, and economy allows us to go
beyond a view of subaltern places as just subsumed in a global logic
or as a site in a global network, unable to ground any significant
resistance, let alone an alternative construction. At the level of the
economy, one may realize that places are never fully capitalist, but
are inhabited by economic difference, with the potential for be-
coming something other, an other economy. It is about rethinking
difference from the perspective of the economy, and the economy
from the perspective of difference. By emplacing the MC project,
one might thus be able to link global coloniality to projects that
have potential for concrete, real transformations. These may take
place in conjunction with social movements. This revaluing of local
politics might be one of most important contributions we can make
at present, in a moment when nobody seems to give any credence
to local actions.

Conclusion

In his retrospective look at critical discourses on identity in Latin
American philosophy and social sciences since the end of the nine-
teenth century to the present, Crítica de la Razón Latinoamericana.
Santiago Castro-Gómez (1996) concludes that all such discourses
of identity – from Alberdi to Martí and Rodó and to Zea and Roig—
have been complicit with a modernist logic of alterization, and have
thus amounted to counter-modernist proposals in the best of cases.
In other words, most accounts of identity in liberation discourses
in philosophy and other fields have relied on postulating a
foundational alterity and a transcendental subject that would con-
stitute a radical alternative in relation to an equally homogenized
modern/European/North American Other. Whether appealing to
Latin American indigenous, mestizo, catholic, primordialist, anti-
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imperialist, or vitalist identities – in contradistinction to white,
protestant, instrumental, disenchanted, individualist, patriarchal,
etc. Euro/American identity – this strategies of alterization, in
Castro-Gómez archaeological analysis, are doomed to failure. To
acknowledge the partial, historical, and heterogeneous character of
all identities is to begin to correct this flaw, and to begin the jour-
ney towards views of identity that emerge from an episteme
posilustrada, or post-Enlightment episteme. To the counter-mod-
ernist logic of alterization, Castro-Gómez opposes a logic of the
historical production of difference.

It remains to be seen whether the MC project will fully bypass
the modernist logic of alterization insightfully analyzed by Castro-
Gómez. Conceived as an epistemic decolonization, this project would
certainly seem to go beyond a politics of representation based on
identifying an exclusive space of enunciation ‘of one’s own’ that is
blind to its own constructedness; it would also avoid comprehen-
sive allegations of inclusion under a single umbrella (all ‘Latin
Americans’), and would resist the idea that those included would
be fully outside the colonialist totality. Such dreams are in the proc-
ess of being abandoned. The notion of border thinking  – or ‘criti-
cal border positioning’, as Catherine Walsh has recently called it
(2003) seems to provide, by itself, some insurance against the older
logic. As we have seen, engaging with gender, environment and
economy might afford further guarantees that the important insights
of this group will not run into the traps described by Castro-Gómez.
No longer an ‘absolute other’ in relation to modernity, and so no
longer condemned to the perpetual solitude of which Octavio Paz
and García Márquez were so enamored, the Latin America that
emerges from the project so sketchily reviewed here would however
continue to enact a politics of difference, precisely because it has
become newly aware of the constitutive difference that inhabits it
and the history that has produced it. Perhaps it is indeed the case
that an other Latin America(s) is possible.
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Notes

1 The title, ‘Worlds and Knowledges Otherwise’, comes from a discussion at the
meeting of the editorial collective of the journal Nepantla Views from South (Duke
University, April 4, 2003). This journal has published a number of articles by the
authors featured in this text. As the journal moves from a printed to an electronic
format, the journal’s character has changed somewhat; the new subtitle (this paper’s
title) reflects the new orientation. I would like to thank Annelies Zoomers for her
initial invitation to the Congress and for her generous interest in the paper. I would
also like to thank Walter Mignolo, Eduardo Restrepo, Juliana Flórez, and Nelson
Maldonado-Torres for our engaging conversations over the 2002-03 academic year,
and Santiago Castro-Gómez, Elina Vuola, Freya Schiwy, Catherine Walsh and Edizon
León for their stimulating participation and ideas in our Spring workshops, all in
Chapel Hill and Duke.
2 Although I have not done an exhaustive search, I believe a eurocentred view of
modernity is present in most conceptualizations of modernity and globalization in
philosophy, geography, anthropology, and communications, and on all sides of the
political spectrum. Many of these works, to be sure, are important contributions to
the understanding of modernity, yet their eurocentrism has theoretical and political
consequences. Some of these works explicitly engage with Giddens’ work and develop
an elegant and coherent conceptualization of globalization from this perspective (e.g.,
Tomlinson, 1999); others follow a more ethnographic orientation (e.g., Englund and
Leach, 2000, and Kahn, 2001; for reviews: Appadurai, 1996, plus the works inspired
by this author’s work), or a cultural-historical orientation (e.g., Gaonkar ed., 2001).
Some assert the plurality of globalization (i.e., globalizations) yet go on to explain
such plurality in political and economic terms, taking for granted a dominant cultural
matrix (see the special issue of International Sociology on ‘Globalizations’, Vol. 15,
Number 2, June 2000; e.g., Wallerstein, 2002). A eurocentred and eurocentric notion
of modernity is also at play in most of the works on the Left, such as Hardt and Negri
(2000). These authors’ reinterpretation of the European history of sovereignty in light
of current bio-political structures of rule, as well as their elaboration of resistance in
the Western philosophy of immanence, are novel element for rethinking modernity.
However, their eurocentrism becomes particularly problematic in their identification
of the potential sources for radical action, and in their belief that there is no outside
to modernity (again, à la Giddens). To the view that ‘there is no outside’ the MC
perspective counter-poses a notion of exteriority to modernity/coloniality not enter-
tained by any of the authors that follow in the tradition of eurocentred modernity.
Recent anthropological reflection on modernity has also seen major changes. In the
United States, anthropology of modernity has focused again on both ‘modernity
abroad’, and on people’s (largely non-experts) engagement with it. This approach has
been important in grounding the understanding of modernity in ethnographic cases.
As Kahn (2001) put it in a recent review, taken as a whole these works have pluralized
the accepted understanding of modernity as a homogenous process. The various ways
in which modernity is ‘pluralized’, however, need to be taken into account. Most
discuss ‘alternative modernities’ (with ‘hybrid’, ‘multiple’, ‘local’, etc. as other quali-
fiers) as emerging from the dynamic encounter of dominant (usually Western) and
non-dominant (e.g., local, non-Western, regional) forms (e.g., Pred and Watts, 1992;
Gupta, 1998; Sivaramakrishnan and Agrawal, c. 1999; Arce and Long, 2000). There
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is no unified conception in these works, however, on what exactly constitutes moder-
nity. References range from Baudelaire to Kant, Weber, Giddens, and Habermas.
Kahn is right in saying that stating that modernity is plural, and then showing
ethnographically the ways in which it is localized, has limitations in terms of theory.
However, his appeal for an anthropology of modernity based on the theories of, say,
Hegel, Weber, and Habermas compounds the problem, given the eurocentrism of
most of these thinkers (see Dussel, 1993, for an analysis of the deep ethnocentrism of
Hegel and Habermas, whose works ‘take on something of the sonority of Wagner’s
trumpets’ (p. 71)). As Ribeiro says in his commentary to Kahn, ‘modernity is subject
to indigenization, but this does not amount to saying that it is a native category’
(2001, p. 669). What is lost in these debates, it seems to me, is the very notion of
difference as both a primary object of anthropology and an anchoring point for theo-
retical construction and political action. In the last instance, the limits of pluralizing
modernity lie in the fact that it ends up reducing all social practice to being a manifes-
tation of a European experience and will, no matter how qualified. Englund and Leach
(2000) make a related argument in their critique of the ethnographic accounts of
multiple modernities; they argue, correctly in my mind, that these works re-introduce
a metanarrative of modernity in the analysis, be it ‘the dialectic’, a (European) core
that remains invariant, or a self-serving appeal to ‘wider context’ or ‘larger scale
perspective’. The result is a weak relativism and a pluralization of modernities that
reflects the ethnographer’s own assumptions. Englund and Leach’s call is for a renewed
attention to ethnographic knowledge as a domain for ascertaining the very contexts
that are relevant to investigation, before such a context is imputed to this or that
version of modernity. From this perspective, a question remains: What other kinds of
theoretical and political claims can we possibly make with the insights of the
ethnographies of modernity, that are not considered by their authors? In short, it
seems to me that in many recent anthropological works modernity is, first, redefined
in a way that dissolves it and deprives it of any semblance of historical coherence, let
alone unitary, social and cultural logic and then, second, found ethnographically
everywhere, always plural, changing and contested. A new balance seems necessary.
After all, why are we so ready still to ascribe to capitalism powerful and systematic
effects, with a coherent and for many a totalizing logic, while denying modernity any
significant connection with a coherent cultural logic, let alone a project of domina-
tion?
3. This is a very sketchy presentation of this group’s ideas in the best of cases. Broadly
speaking, this group is associated with the work a few central figures, chiefly, the
Argentinean/Mexican philosopher Enrique Dussel, the Peruvian sociologist Aníbal
Quijano and, more recently, the Argentinean/US semiotician and cultural theorist
Walter Mignolo. There are, however, a growing number of scholars associated with
the group (e.g., Edgardo Lander in Venezuela; Santiago Castro-Gómez, Oscar
Guardiola and Eduardo Restrepo in Colombia; Catherine Walsh in Quito; Zulma
Palermo in Argentina; Jorge Sanjinés in Bolivia; Freya Schiwy, Fernando Coronil,
Ramón Grosfogel, Jorge Saldivar, Ana Margarita Cervantes-Rodríguez, Agustín Lao
Montes, Nelson Maldonado-Torres, and myself in the United States. More loosely
associated with members of the group are: Linda Alcoff and Eduardo Mendieta (asso-
ciated with Dussel); Elina Vuola (Institute of Development Studies, Helsinki); Marisa
Belausteguigoitia in Mexico City; Cristina Rojas (Canada/Colombia). A number of
PhD students are now working within the MC program at various universities in
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Quito, Mexico, and Duke/UNC. My first contact with some of the members of this
group took place in Caracas in 1991 at a seminar on critical theory, where I met
Lander and Quijano. This was followed by a joint session on ‘Alternatives to
eurocentrism’ at the 1998 World Congress of Sociology in Montreal, which resulted
in a collective volume (Lander ed., 2000). In more recent years, the group has gath-
ered around several projects and places: the PhD Program on Estudios de la Cultura at
the Universidad Andina Simón Bolivar in Quito, headed by Catherine Walsh; the
doctoral Program on Pensamianto Crítico en América Latina at the new Universidad de
la Ciudad de México in Mexico City; the geopolitics of knowledge project shared by
Instituto Pensar (Universidad Javeriana, Bogotá), the Universidad Andina (Quito),
and Duke University and University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the USA; and
the Ethnic Studies department at Berkeley. For the main ideas presented here, see
Dussel ([1975] 1983, 1992, 1993, 1996, 2000); Quijano (1988, 1993, 2000; Quijano
and Wallerstein 1992); Mignolo (2000, 2001; Mignolo, ed. 2001); Lander ed., (2000);
Castro-Gómez (1996); Coronil (1996, 1997); Rojas (2001). Little of these debates
have been translated into English. See Beverly and Oviedo, eds. (1993) for some of
these authors’ works in English. A volume in this language has been recently devoted
to Dussel’s work under the apposite title, Thinking from the Underside of History
(Alcoff and Mendieta, eds. 2000). The journal Nepantla. Views from South, recently
founded at Duke University, has a partial focus on the works of this group. See
especially the Vol. 1, No. 3 issue of 2000, with contributions by Dussel and Quijano
among others. Other collective volumes already produced by the group include Castro-
Gómez and Mendieta, eds. (1998); Castro-Gómez, ed. (2000); Mignolo, ed. (2001);
Walsh, Schiwy and Castro-Gómez, eds. (2002). Another volume in English, by Grosfogel
and Saldívar, is in preparation.
4 The choice of origin point is not a simple matter of preference. The conquest and
colonization of America is the formative moment in the creation of Europe’s Other;
the point of origin of the capitalist world system, enabled by gold and silver from
America; the origin of Europe’s own concept of modernity (and of the first, Iberian,
modernity, later eclipsed with the apogée of the second modernity); the initiation
point of Occidentalism as the overarching imaginary and self-definition of the mod-
ern/colonial world system (which subalternized peripheral knowledge and created, in
the eighteenth century, Orientalism as Other). The sixteenth century also saw crucial
debates on ‘the rights of the people’, especially the legal-theological debates in Sala-
manca, later suppressed with the discourse of the ‘rights of man’ in the eighteenth
century. Finally, with the Conquest and colonization, Latin America and the Carib-
bean emerged as ‘the first periphery’ of European modernity.
5 Different authors emphasize different factors in the making and functioning of
modernity/coloniality. For Quijano, for instance, the key process in its constitution is
the colonial classification and domination in terms of race. Coloniality is at the crux
of modernity precisely because of the persistence of the idea of race. The second key
process is the constitution of a structure of control of labor and resources. Dussel
emphasizes the original violence created by modernity/coloniality (see also Rojas
2001), the importance of the first (Iberian) modernity for the structure of coloniality,
and of course the concealment of the non-European (the negation of its alterity),
particularly Latin America as modernity’s first periphery. Mignolo also appeals to
sources outside Iberian-America for his conceptualization of ‘border thinking’, the
kind of thinking that brings about the de-subalternization of knowledge and rational-
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ity. Mignolo’s project is that of conducting a genealogy of local histories leading to
global designs, so as to enable other designs from other local histories to emerge from
border thinking and the colonial difference. Some of these differences are explained by
somewhat different frameworks, emphases and aims – political economy for Quijano,
a philosophy of liberation for Dussel, literature and epistemology for Mignolo. For
most of these authors, however, Marxism and the question of the economy remain
paramount.
6 Dussel’s notion of exteriory has several sources, chiefly Levinas’ concept of the
contradiction Totality-Exteriority caused by the ethical interpellation of the Other
(say, as poor). It also finds inspiration in Marx’s notion of living labor as radical Other
with respect to capital. Dussel spells out his views through the use of the theory of
speech acts and communication (especially Apel’s but also Habermas and Searle).
Above all, Dussel introduces the concepts of Exteriory and Alterity as essential to his
liberation philosophy; Exteriority becomes a negativity from which the domination of
the Other can be discovered. There is a clear political bent to Dussel’s intervention,
which can thus be seen as an original theory and a radicalization of the work of Levinas
and others. For Mignolo, as for Quijano, ’the modern world system looks different
from its exteriority’ (2000, p. 55). Mignolo builds on Dussel and also on other
sources, from Fanon and W.E.B. Du Bois to Anzaldúa and writers from the Caribbean
and the Maghreb such as Glissant, Béji, and Khatibi. Theories of ‘double conscious-
ness’, double critique, an other thinking, crealization, and cultures of transience
become equivalent to his own notion of border thinking. Mignolo’s theory of exteriority
is related to Dussel’s but has a different emphasis. Mignolo differentiates between the
‘interior borders’ of the modern/colonial world system (imperial conflicts, say, be-
tween Spain and England) and its ‘exterior borders’ (imperial conflicts with cultures
being colonized, e.g., between Spain and the Islamic world, between Spain and the
Aztecs, or between the Britain and the India in the nineteenth century). The colonial
difference becomes visible only from the exterior of the universal history of the mod-
ern world system; it makes possible breaking away from eurocentrism as epistemologi-
cal perspective. Without this exteriority in which subaltern knowledges dwell, ‘the
only alternative left is a constant reading of the great thinkers of the West in search of
new ways to imagine the future’ (2000, p. 302).
Mignolo develops his notion of border thinking as ‘thinking from another place,
imagining an other language, arguing from another logic’ (p. 313). It is a subaltern
knowledge conceived from the borders of the colonial/modern world system that
strives to break away from the dominance of eurocentrism. Border thinking refers to
‘the moments in which the imaginary of the world system cracks’ (2000, p. 23), ‘an
epistemology of and from the border’ (p. 52), a kind of ‘double critique’ (Khatibi) that
is critical of both Occidentalism/eurocentrism and of the excluded traditions them-
selves; this ability stems from its location in the borderlands (Anzaldúa). Border
thinking is an ethical way of thinking because, in its marginality, it has no ethnocidal
dimension. Its aim is not to correct lies and tell the truth, but ‘to think otherwise, to
move toward ̀ an other logic’ – in sum to change the terms, not just the content of the
conversation’ (p. 70). Border thinking enables a new view of the diversity and alterity
of the world, one that does not fall into the traps of a culturalist (essentialist) rhetoric
but rather highlight the irreducible differences that cannot be appropriated by the
monotopic critique of modernity (the radical critique of Western logocentrism under-
stood as a universal category), and that does not conceive of difference as antithesis in
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search of revanchism. Border thinking is complementary to deconstruction (and to all
critical discourses of modernity); it sees decolonization as a particular kind of
deconstruction but moves towards a fragmented, plural project instead of reproduc-
ing the abstract universals of modernity (including democracy and rights). Border
thinking, finally, is an attempt to move beyond eurocentrism by revealing the coloniality
of power embedded in the geopolitics of knowledge – a necessary step in order to
‘undo the subalternization of knowledge and to look for ways of thinking beyond the
categories of Western thought’ (p. 326).
7 Elsewhere I have introduced the notion of alternatives to modernity to refer imagine
an explicit cultural-political project of transformation from the perspective of moder-
nity/coloniality – more specifically, an alternative construction of the world from the
perspective of the colonial difference. The dimension of alternatives to modernity
contributes to a weakening of modernity as logocentrism, as some of the philosophers
of end of modernity would have it (e.g., Vattimo, 1991), but from a different position.
We should be clear also about what this concept is not. It does not point towards a
real pristine future where development or modernity no longer exist; it is intended
rather to intuit the possibility of imagining an era where development and modernity
cease to be the central organizing principles of social life —a moment when social life
is no longer so permeated by the constructs of economy, individual, rationality, order,
and so forth that are characteristic of Eurocentered modernity. Alternatives to moder-
nity is a reflection of a political desire, a desire of the critical utopian imagination, not
a statement about the real, present or future. Operating in the cracks of modernity/
coloniality, it gives content to the Porto Alegre Global Social Forum slogan, another
world is possible. Alternative development, alternative modernities, and alternatives to
modernity are partially conflicting but potentially complementary projects. One may
lead to creating conditions for the others.
8 This perspective is at the heart of the Andean Studies Working Group: Develop-
ment, Modernity and Coloniality, that Walter Mignolo and I co-facilite within the
UNC-Duke Latin American Studies Consortium.
9 I am indebted to Juliana Flórez (Department of Social Psychology, Universitat
Autonoma de Barcelona; Visiting Scholar at Chapel Hill for Spring 2003) for this
point, and for comments below on some of the contributions from the sociology of
knowledge and from feminist theory in social psychology, particularly in the work of
Margot Pujal. Some of the ideas also come from discussions at a meeting of the some
of the group’s members in Chapel Hill and Duke in February 2000, facilitated particu-
larly by Freya Schiwy’s presentation and the discussion on liberation theology, and by
discussions at LASA Congress (Dallas, March 2003).
10 I thank Nelson Maldonado for bringing this important book to our attention and
speaking enthusiastically about it in one of our recent meetings in Chapel Hill and
Duke.
11 These issues also emerged in conversations with Juliana Flórez concerning the work
of feminist theory in social psychology (Chapel Hill, April 2003).
12 I am referring to the collective work of the Grupo de Trabajo de Ecología Poliíica
established by CLACSO, and coordinated by Hector Alimonda. Of particular inter-
est here are the Manifesto. Por Una Etica de la Sustentabilidad (PNUMA, 2002), at
www.rolac.unep.mx, and the recent draft for discusión by Enrique Leff (2003).

It should be mentioned that this important initiative is also still to be ‘engendered’.
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13 See the Women and the Politics of Place Project at www.sidint.org and the special
issue of Development devoted to the project, 45(1), March 2002). I have co-organized
this project with Wendy Harcourt, Society for International Development. See also
Julie Graham and Katherine Gibson’s project web page, www.communityeconomies.org
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